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CHAPTER ONE



The muffled whump of a distant mortar marked the beginning of the main event. Thousands of eyes tracked the skyrocket as it corkscrewed hundreds of feet into the air and disappeared into the night before erupting into a shower of red and gold glitter. An instant later, the concussion bursts detonated. People seated up front felt the noise in their chests and screamed their approval.

Warren Michaels smiled in the glare of the display. Today marked the thirty-seventh year in a row that he’d done the same thing on the same day of summer. Traditions were important in raising a happy family, he thought. Stretched out on the hood of his cruiser with his wife tucked next to him and his daughters perched above on the light bar, he felt true contentment for the first time in a long while.

“So, ladies, have you all had fun today?” Warren asked.

“Yep!”

“Absolutely.”

Monique only groaned, making Warren laugh. His wife hated heat, bugs, and loud noises. That she endured this ritual year after year only proved that she loved him.


“I think Brian would’ve really had fun today,” Kathleen announced out of nowhere.

Monique squeezed Warren’s hand and agreed. “I think so, too, sweetheart.”

Warren drew his wife closer, and without a word, she responded with a gentle pat on his thigh.

The Michaels family had been on the go since nine that morning, when the celebration had begun with a reenactment of the signing of the Declaration of Independence on the steps of the town hall, followed at ten by a huge parade.

Spanning three hours, and stretching nearly as many miles, the parade sponsored by Warren’s hometown of Brookfield, Virginia, had grown dramatically over the years, robbing spectators from the nearby Washington, D.C. counterpart. People didn’t mind sacrificing a little glitz, it seemed, in favor of down-home patriotism. The spectacle featured fire departments from three states, along with no fewer than eight high school bands.

On the heels of the parade came Old-Fashioned Fireman’s Day. The competition among the fire companies was fierce, testing their skills in driving, hose handling, strength, and even aim. Younger spectators lived for the water target competition. The goal of the event was to knock down three targets with a water stream, a task that looked easier than it really was. Each team’s aim was a little wild at first, drenching gleeful kids (and their parents) with hundreds of gallons of high-pressure water.

The carnival was next, running concurrently with the City-Wide Cook-Out. Even as the Tilt-a-Whirl set undigested lunches in motion, hundreds of barbecue grills were fired up in the baseball field. Families, friends, and strangers all mingled together in a patriotic cooking frenzy. At any given moment, parents had no idea where their children were, but it didn’t matter. Bad things just didn’t happen in Brookfield.


Only a dozen or so rockets into the display, Warren’s pager vibrated in the pocket of his tennis shorts. Annoyed by the interruption, he brought the two-inch box—his leash, he called it—in front of his face where he could see it. The green luminescent display showed his office number, followed by “9-1-1,” indicating that it was urgent.

“Nuts,” he grumbled, pulling his arm from around his wife.

“What’s the matter?”

“I don’t know yet. I just got paged.”

“Oh, no,” Monique moaned, mostly out of sympathy for him. “Not tonight.”

Warren swung his legs over the fender and slid to the ground, pausing to nod his approval of the latest starburst. “For Jed to call me during the fireworks, it can’t be good.”

Warren scooted quickly into the front seat, conscious of nearby spectators and the glare of the interior light. He removed his cell phone from its charger on the cruiser’s center console, flipped it open, and punched a speed-dial button.

A harsh female voice answered on the third ring, “Braddock County Police. Is this an emergency?”

“Hi, Janice, it’s Michaels. What’s up?”

“Oh, Lieutenant,” the call-taker gasped, “thank God you called. There’s been a murder down at the JDC. Sergeant Hackner said to get you down there right away.”

Warren swiveled his body and craned his neck to get a look at the latest skyrocket. “Look, I’m not on duty tonight. Isn’t there someone else who can handle this?”

“I don’t know, sir. Sergeant Hackner was very specific. He said he wanted you.”

Warren sighed. What the hell, he thought, the mood had been broken anyway. With his curiosity piqued, he wouldn’t be able to enjoy the rest of the fireworks, even if he stayed.

“All right, Janice, but if Jed calls back in, you tell him that his lieutenant is not pleased. Also, you’re going to have to send somebody to pick me up. My cruiser is completely blocked into Brookfield Park for the fireworks.”

Using a county vehicle—even a take-home—for personal outings was a clear violation of procedure, for which there would be no repercussions. As it was, Warren grumped that he had to drive a cruiser at all. In neighboring jurisdictions, his position as the number-one guy in the detective division and number three in the department would have qualified him for an unmarked take-home without restriction. Braddock County’s bean-counters had their own priorities, though, and ultimately, Warren had decided not to push the issue.

“Yes, sir,” Janice acknowledged. “Where do you want to get picked up?”

Warren sighed again. Too many decisions on a night when he wanted to relax. “Get me at the corner of Braddock and Horner. It’ll be a few minutes, though. I’m going to have to walk through this crowd to get there.”

“Okay, sir, I’ll tell them to wait on you,” she said, as if there were really an option. “Do you want me to mark your cruiser out of service?” Obviously, Janice understood that Monique was going to have to drive the vehicle home; another blatant violation of procedure.

“Yeah,” Warren grunted, “that’s a good idea.”

He clapped the phone closed and slid out of the car to break the news to the family.








CHAPTER TWO



It had been years since Warren had last entered the Juvenile Detention Center. Such a depressing place.

From the outside, the JDC—Warren still thought of it as a reform school—bore the earth tones that were the architectural signature of the early eighties. Trees and flowers adorned manicured gardens; there were no fences or barbed wire. The place easily could have been a medical building, or even a small elementary school. The last thing it looked like was a warehouse for violent children.

The interior, however, screamed institution. Clearly, there had been a time when the cinder block had been freshly painted and modern, but now the once-white walls were yellowed from cigarette smoke, age, and abuse. A bold navy-blue racing stripe eighteen inches wide ran around the interior perimeter, jutting up and down at odd angles. Intended to inject architectural excitement, the stripe now served as a continuous picture frame for all manner of graffiti. The tile floors were clean enough, waxed and buffed on a regular basis by some of the more trustworthy residents, but in the corners where the walls joined the floors, years’worth of dirt had accumulated, unnoticed.

As he passed through the lobby, Michaels clipped his gold badge to the waistband of his shorts. But for his rank, he would have felt self-conscious abut his casual dress. As it was, his Izod shirt with tennis shorts and shoes (no socks) communicated to his subordinates a certain full-time dedication to the job. He was escorted by two uniformed officers through the inner security door under the watchful eyes of Spencer Tracy’s Father Flanagan. The caption along the bottom of the poster read, “There’s no such thing as a bad boy.”

Down a short hallway and to the right, Michaels encountered a knot of uniformed men and women, all busily moving about, but few with any apparent purpose. Especially useless, it seemed, were the personnel bearing the uniform of the Juvenile Detention Center. Prison guards, like mall security personnel, liked to think of themselves as part of the law enforcement community, and prized their association with real police officers. Warren thought of them as groupies. Though he could see no role for them in a criminal investigation, he recognized that they had to stick around to look after the remaining residents, who he assumed were locked behind the rows of closed wooden doors visible beyond the thick windows of the security station.

Everyone’s attention was focused around a small doorway bearing the label Crisis Unit. He couldn’t see inside the room itself, but the flash of camera strobes gave it away as the crime scene.

“Excuse me,” Michaels said, gently touching the shoulder of a uniformed officer from behind.

The initial annoyance in the young officer’s eyes disappeared as he recognized the man making the request. “Lieutenant Michaels coming through!” the officer announced to the others, causing the crowd to part.


Michaels smiled to the officer, noting the name emblazoned on his silver name tag. “Thanks, Officer Borsuch.”

“You’re welcome, sir.” Michaels was the only white-shirt in the department who treated patrolmen as real people.

The scene was gruesome. A white male, maybe thirty and dressed in the uniform of a JDC guard, lay sprawled on the floor of the tiny room, surrounded by a pool of coagulating blood that encircled his body like a crimson aura. An up-ended cot had been tossed into the corner, its mattress, such as it was, still in place relative to the frame. Every surface had been splashed with gore—drips, smears and spatters extending high onto the walls. A child-size bloody footprint pointed out the door—just a partial, actually, a ball and five toes. Michaels’s mind worked to re-create the enormous struggle that had gone on in here.

As Warren surveyed the scene, a cheerful and familiar voice boomed out of the din.

“Nice outfit there, Lieutenant,” Jed Hackner said from behind, clapping his boss on the shoulder. Hackner and Michaels had been classmates through the academy, and back as far as junior high school. That one outranked the other spoke only of the limited availability of lieutenant slots, not of any lack of ability. Each man thought of the other as his closest friend.

“Yeah, well, imagine me thinking that just because I had the day off, I wouldn’t have to work. You certainly are your usual dapper self this evening.” Hackner had a reputation as the department’s clotheshorse, preferring the latest styles from GQ over the clichéd rumpled look of most detectives.

“Pretty disgusting scene, huh?” Hackner said, noting Michaels’s body language.

“What happened in here?”

Hackner pulled a notebook from his inside jacket pocket. Always a notebook, Michaels thought with amusement. Not a single note more than one hour old, yet Jed still needed to read his findings.

“From what we’ve put together so far, this is Richard W. Harris, age twenty-eight. He’s been employed here for the past four and a half years as a child care supervisor.”

“Is that the same as a guard?” Michaels interrupted.

“Yes,” Hackner acknowledged with a smile. “But only to politically incorrect old people.” At thirty-seven, Michaels was eight months Hackner’s senior. Jed continued from his notes: “At seven o’clock, Mr. Harris had some kind of an altercation with one of the residents, a Nathan Bailey, and assigned the kid here to the Crisis Unit.”

“And is a Crisis Unit something like solitary confinement?” Michaels interrupted again.

Hackner smiled broadly. “Yes, it is. Very similar indeed. From that point on, all we have is conjecture. But the bottom line is, we believe that Nathan Bailey killed Ricky Harris and then escaped. Bailey is on the loose as we speak. The coroner hasn’t been here yet, but my examination of the body shows at least five stab wounds to the abdomen and chest.”

“Care to conjecture a motive?”

Hackner shrugged. “My guess is he wanted to get out of this place. Wouldn’t you?”

Michaels frowned. “I don’t know that I’d kill for it. Do we have a murder weapon?”

“Sure do. It’s still stuck in the body. Good eye, Lieutenant.”

The brown wooden handle of a Buck knife protruded from the decedent’s chest, just below his embroidered name. From Warren’s angle to the body, the weapon was partially concealed. “Bite me,” he growled.

Warren pointed to the security camera in the upper left rear corner of the room. “Have you checked the tape?” he asked. “Maybe we have a movie of this whole thing.”


“Checked it, and no, we don’t. The video system is down.”

“Of course it is. Where did the knife come from?”

“Don’t know.”

“How long has he been dead?”

“Can’t tell for sure. My guess is about two hours.”

Michaels’s eyes bored into Hackner. “Two hours! How long did they sit on the body before they called us?”

“Apparently they called right away. Seems they only work one person at night. Harris was found by his relief when he came in at nine. It’s nine-forty now.”

“Where did all these people come from, if they only work one to a shift?” Michaels couldn’t see across the room through all the spectators.

“I guess word travels fast. Everybody wants to be where the action is.”

Michaels planted his fists on his hips and shook his head in disbelief. “So that means the kid has a two-hour head start on us, right?”

Hackner shrugged. “Not really. We’ve had people out looking for him for about fifteen minutes now.”

Michaels glared again.

“Okay, okay,” Hackner conceded. “He’s got two hours on us. But we’ve got a call in to Old Man Peters for him to get his dogs up here, and we’re in the process of setting up roadblocks at strategic points. You know, the whole drill.”

Michaels sighed deeply. “Well, I guess it’ll have to do, won’t it? Hell, if we can’t track down a kid, I guess we’ve got a problem. How old is he, anyway?”








CHAPTER THREE



Twelve-year-old Nathan Bailey tried to press his thin frame below the surface of the damp mulch and wedge in closer to the brick wall. Try as he might, he couldn’t disappear entirely.

Despite the night’s oppressive heat and stifling humidity, he couldn’t stop shaking. Like the time two years ago—a whole lifetime ago—when he had an ear infection and a high fever; except this time, he didn’t think he was sick. Just scared.

His efforts to blend in with the surroundings only made him more aware of how much he stood out. Everyone from the outside world wore shorts and T-shirts in the summer night, while he swam inside his ill-fitting orange coveralls, emblazoned across the back with the letters “JDC.” The letters were supposed to arc across his shoulder blades, but in his case, they drooped above the small of his back. Ricky had told him on his first day that Medium was the smallest size available. It was a lie, of course. Ricky was such a jerk.

Nathan had no idea where he was. Once he was free of the JDC building, he’d just started running as fast as his bare feet would allow. At first the sticks and rocks had hurt as he ran over them, but once the fireworks started with all the explosions and lights, Nathan stopped feeling anything but his fear. He just kept running, with no idea where he was going. The only thing he knew for sure was that he was not going back there again.

Sharp explosions popped to his right.

Someone was shooting at him. Nathan jerked violently at the sound and reflexively clapped a hand over his mouth to keep from screaming out. His instinct was to bolt out of his hiding place, but a voice deep inside told him to stay put.

If they were shooting at you, you’d be dead now, he reasoned. His heart pounded in his temples.

By pressing the left side of his face further into the mulch and closing his right eye, Nathan could see through the bottom of the boxwood that served as his shield against the world. There were no gunmen. Just a bunch of kids, five of them about his age, setting off firecrackers in the street. Lady-fingers, it looked like. As Nathan watched, the tallest of the kids lit another pack and dropped it casually onto the curb, moving back a couple of steps for safety. Another extended ripple of explosions followed, sending sparks and paper dancing randomly along the pavement in the dark.

Nathan’s mind played back a scene of his father and him lighting off their own ladyfingers out in front of their own house. The scene in his head had all the clarity and detail of a Panavision movie. He remembered his dad assuring him, “They won’t put you in jail for playing with firecrackers, son.”

No, just for getting beat up.

A thousand thoughts and pictures suddenly flooded Nathan’s mind. Life sucked. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right how his dad went off to heaven and left him in hell, alone with Uncle Mark; how people treated you like crap when there wasn’t a grown-up around to help you; how everything you said was a lie just because you’re a kid, and every lie a grown-up told was the truth just because they’re a grown-up; how sometimes you had to kill…

For the first time, the enormity of what he had done came crashing down on him, with all the force of a rupturing dam. He’d been in trouble before, but never like this. They’d be looking for him. He had to get away, but he had no place to go.

He started to tremble again, his breathing becoming rapid and noisy. Even as he realized that he was making too much noise, he also realized that he couldn’t stop it.

Nathan took a giant breath and let it out slowly.

Calm down, he commanded himself silently, but his breath shook just like the rest of him, making a steam-engine sound as he exhaled. You’ve got to calm down. He tried another breath, and it was a little better. The third time did the trick. He knew that if he panicked, he’d do something stupid, and that his only chance of survival depended on his being smart. Panic was right there, though, always a single thought, or a single noise, or a single encounter away.

He needed a plan. More than that, he needed sleep. He couldn’t remember ever being this tired. He found himself drifting off where he lay, and he shook himself back to alertness. No, he told himself, not here.

He also needed better shelter and proper clothes. He needed food. Every house within his sight could offer him exactly what he needed, yet he was locked out of those houses just as tightly as he was locked out of every kindness and every bit of normalcy he had ever known.

Wait a minute. Just because the doors and windows were locked didn’t mean they couldn’t be entered. An idea began to take shape.

Soaked from sweat and dew, Nathan pressed his belly against the mulch and elbow-crawled along the narrow tunnel between the hedge and the side of the house to get a better view of the street. A branch snagged his ear and broke off, carving a gouge out of his flesh. Sharp, bright pain brought tears to his eyes. He brushed them away with a filthy hand. Stopping long enough to blink his vision clear, he inched forward a little more.

By pivoting his head, he could see the length of the block. It was a nice neighborhood, not unlike his own. Well-kept houses, all brightly lit, with well-kept lawns. The neighborhood was crawling with people. They talked in their yards. They played badminton—in the dark, for crying out loud. Kids down the block a little ways had punks in their hands, using the glowing tips to pretend they were smoking cigarettes. And cars. Jeez, there were a lot of cars moving up and down the street. Nathan guessed they were filled with people coming home from the fireworks.

One house, though, stood out from the others. The place directly across the street was neither well-lit nor well-kept. The grass was too long, the flowerbeds unmanicured. Only a porch light was on. A dozen or so newspapers, all rolled up and unread, lay scattered on the driveway. Nathan figured that the occupants must be on vacation.

That meant that the house was empty, and that he could safely stay there, at least for tonight.

He’d have to cross in the open, though, and if he tried that now, they’d catch him for sure. He told himself that he could be patient if he had to.

He settled back into his tunnel to begin his wait, forcing his mind to think about anything but sleep.








CHAPTER FOUR



It was ten-forty now, and the media people who’d stationed themselves in front of the JDC were clamoring for information. A knot of reporters had already blocked the front entrance, and more were arriving by the minute. The television people were particularly aggressive, shouting questions at anyone wearing a uniform. Of all journalistic deadlines, none were less forgiving than the eleven o’clock news. Immediacy was television’s single trump card over their print counterparts, and they would do whatever it took to lead their newscasts with the big story. Michaels knew from experience that this meant fabricating details from rumor and assumption if the available facts didn’t seem juicy enough. When they became desperate, news agencies would merely report on the rumors reported by the other agencies. It was a crazy way to make a living, but Michaels respected the fact that reporters had a job to do. He was committed to getting them the information they needed in time for them to do a live report at eleven, if not before.

The nameplate on the desk where Michaels sat read HAROLD P. JOHNSTONE, SUPERINTENDENT. The superintendent—warden, to Michaels—had cordially invited the police to use his office as a base of operations.

Jed Hackner sat on the other side of the desk, briefing his boss on the latest details. At best, things still looked pretty sketchy.

Michaels scanned through the two pages of handwritten briefing notes a third time, committing times and names to memory.

“So, the kid’s a car thief, right?”

“Right.”

“Nothing like a murder charge to up the ante,” Warren thought aloud. He turned the page. “Ricky Harris got a family?”

“Not in the area. He’s from Missouri. We’ve notified their state PD to make the notifications.”

“Uh-huh.” Warren flipped the sheaf of papers over by their staple and started over. “There’s no mention of the dogs,” he commented without looking up. “What’s their status?”

Jed’s uncomfortable silence drew Michaels’s eyes from the papers. “Jed?”

Hackner recrossed his legs and cleared his throat. “There’s a problem with the dogs, Warren. It’ll be another couple of hours before Peters can be here with the hounds. Seems he went downtown for the Fourth. I talked to him on his cell about twenty minutes ago. He’s hopelessly stuck in traffic. On a good day, he says he could be here in an hour and a half. With the traffic, he just doesn’t know.”

The muscles in Michaels’s jaw twitched. “When were you going to share that little tidbit with me? That’s not the kind of thing to spring on me in front of the cameras.”

“I wasn’t hiding it from you,” Jed said sheepishly. “It just didn’t make it onto the briefing sheets.”

Michaels rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands, then rested his forearms on the desk. He gave a wry chuckle and shook his head. “I hate talking to those vultures. Won’t we look like a bunch of hayseeds? Yessirree,” he mocked, affecting a hillbilly accent, “we got the best gol-durned K-9 team in th’ state. Jest when we need ’em, they’re on vacation in the Nation’s Capital!” The accent was gone. His volume increased. “God almighty, Jed, the kid’s trail will only be fresh for so long! And they’re predicting rain for tonight. If it rains, we might as well shoot the dogs, for all the help they’ll be. Right now I’m inclined to shoot ’em anyway.”

When Michaels finished his tirade, he stared at Hackner.

“What do you want me to do, Warren? They’re not my dogs. We’ve been pushing for years for the Board to fund a K-9 team, but they won’t do it. This is what happens when you try to pinch pennies.”

Michaels smiled, the anger gone. “Wonderful civics lesson, Sergeant Hackner. Can I quote you on camera?”

Hackner smiled back. “Sure, why not? It’s only a career.”

Michaels checked his watch. Ten forty-eight. Through the drawn venetian blinds the night glowed like noon in the glare of the television lights. Michaels stood. “Come on, Jed,” he said. “Time to go feed the birdies.”








CHAPTER FIVE



Twelve miles from Brookfield, in the farthest southwest corner of Braddock County, Mark Bailey sat Indian-style on his torn Naugahyde sofa, nursing the last three inches of his bottle of generic bourbon. The only light in the house emanated from the stove and the television. It seemed important that he remain in the dark, out of sight. He avoided windows. He didn’t want to be seen, not tonight. He just wanted this dirty business with Nathan to be over and done with so he could get on with the rest of his life.

Until forty-five minutes ago, the bottle in his hands had served as his monument to conquering alcoholism. He had bought it four years before, on his twelve-month anniversary of sobriety. He had long since fallen off the wagon, of course, but until tonight, he could never bring himself to open that bottle. That would mean admitting failure, and Mark Bailey was nobody’s failure.

But Mark Bailey had done a terrible thing this night. Maybe he wasn’t a failure, but he was certainly no one he could respect. For three weeks now, he had known that after tonight, self-respect would forever be pushed into his past.


And what the hell, it was only a bottle of booze. Nothing more, nothing less. All that symbolism crap really didn’t mean a thing.

Events of the night notwithstanding, Mark had felt well under control, until the face of Harry Caruthers appeared on television for the teaser to the-eleven o’clock news. “Murder at the Juvenile Detention Center. Details at eleven.” Those nine words, delivered in just under five seconds, confirmed for Mark that it was all over; that he had been granted a new lease on life, albeit at the expense of his immortal soul.

He was surprised at just how much that religion crap had been weighing on him recently. The word pictures painted by the nuns and priests of his past lived on in his mind, pictures of fire and torture and misery. Unspeakable pain for all eternity.

That was the thought that sent him searching for his monument to sobriety.

His first toast was to his dear departed brother, Steve. Old Steve-o. Mr. Perfect Life, Perfect Kid, Holier-Than-Thou, Pain-in-the-Ass Steve-o. “Sorry it had to end this way, bro, but you didn’t leave me much to work with.”

For Mark, the first priority had always been survival. Even as a child, adults and peers alike had pronounced him street smart. That meant he was a survivor. He’d dealt with every bit of adversity life had handed him, and moved on to conquer another day. That’s what life was all about: getting knocked down, and pulling yourself back up again. When Social Services dumped Steve-o’s hatchling on his doorstep, he’d first seen it as just one more turd on the shit pile that was his life. But then, eventually, he even turned that into opportunity. Like turning straw into gold.

The longer Mark lived, the better he got at beating the odds. It was just that the price kept getting harder to pay.

Now that this Nathan thing was done, though, and his blood was warmed by alcohol, Mark felt damned philosophical about it all. One day he’d go to hell, he supposed, but so what?

There’s nothing you can do about it now, old sport. No sense dwelling on the past.

As the opening credits for Action News at Eleven flashed across the screen, Mark finished the last of the bottle. If his timing was right, he’d pass out just after the report on Nathan was over.

As always, Harry Caruthers was first with the lead story: “Law-enforcement officials are stunned this evening by the brutal murder of a staff member at the Brookfield Juvenile Detention Center. Twenty-eight-year old Child Care Supervisor Richard W. Harris was found slain at around nine o’clock this evening by a fellow staff member. The suspected killer: a twelve-year-old boy who subsequently escaped from the facility, and is currently at large. John Ogilsvy is live in Brookfield with a report. John, what do we know about the details?”

Mark Bailey’s first thought was that the bourbon had mushed his brain. What he thought he had heard was simply unthinkable. Trying to blink his head clear, he slid onto the floor and scooted closer to the television, forcing himself to concentrate on every word.

The screen changed to young John Ogilsvy, dressed in a crisp button-down shirt and tie. The lighted facade of the Juvenile Detention Center served as his backdrop.

“Well, Harry, the details at this moment are still rather sketchy, but as you can imagine, police and detention center personnel are scurrying like crazy to pull this case together. Sometime between seven and eight-thirty this evening, staff member Ricky Harris was stabbed repeatedly while making his rounds in the facility.

“Mr. Harris’s body was found by another staff member in a cell occupied by a twelve-year-old car thief named Nathan Bailey, of Braddock County.” An institutional photo of Nathan, full-face and profile, dominated the left-hand side of the screen, while the other side displayed a smiling Ricky Harris.

“All we know for sure is that Nathan Bailey has escaped, though it’s safe to assume, I believe, that he is the primary suspect in the murder as well. Residents of the area are advised to double-check their locks this evening…”

This was unbelievable. “You son of a bitch,” Mark hissed through clenched teeth. “SON OF A BITCH!” He heaved the empty monument through the picture tube, instantly drenching the living room in darkness.

How could this happen? Mark reeled, wishing distantly that he could drain the numbing alcohol from his veins. It was so simple, like shooting birds in a cage. How could Ricky have screwed it up so badly?

Mark tried to stand, rising to all fours, but tumbled to his side like a fallen buffalo. There he lay, panting, cursing unintelligibly under his breath.

“You shoulda let him do it, Nathan,” he moaned. “Harder on both of us…” His brain clouded. “The guy they send next won’t be as quick.”

His last coherent thought before slipping off into a stupor was that the street-smart Mark Bailey might not survive this one after all.








CHAPTER SIX



High beams washed over Nathan’s face, startling him awake. For a long moment, he was disoriented, unable to piece together the bright lights, the wetness, the smell of dirt, the sense of fear. The headlights blinded him as they came closer, only to pause in the driveway in front of him. The characteristic rumbling sound of a garage door opener followed next, with the headlights disappearing from view a moment later into the garage.

A scant four feet to his left, separated only by single layers of plywood and vinyl siding, car doors opened and closed. Conversations continued uninterrupted. A woman’s voice said, “Chris, can you carry Suzie in while I unlock the door?” A male voice responded with a single syllable. More sounds of movement; another car door opening and closing. The male voice softly sang, “Shh, sweetheart, go back to sleep. Daddy’s going to take you right to bed. Shhh.” The garage door rumbled shut again.

Through it all, Nathan lay perfectly still, half expecting to be yanked from his hiding place by his collar. As seconds passed, and then minutes, he allowed himself to relax. If they’d seen him, they’d have done something by now. He cursed himself for having drifted off.

Three minutes later, the light on the garage door opener cycled off, once again flooding his hiding place with darkness. The street looked completely different now. Most of the houses were dark. No one moved about. The neighborhood was asleep. It was time for him to make his move.

Using only his elbows for propulsion, Nathan snaked from behind the boxwood onto the grass. Free of the leafy tunnel, he drew his feet under him and was instantly reminded of the beating they’d taken through the woods. Though his soles stung badly, the cool wetness of the grass was soothing.

Nathan now had a full and unobstructed view of the street. Crouched like a cat, he looked around and calculated what needed to be done. The space that separated him from the shadows of the house across the street looked like the same distance as the fifty-yard dash he’d had to run in school. Fifty yards. Last time he tested out, he had covered the distance in 7.8 seconds, fastest in his class. That was no time at all.

From his crouched position, he counted down in his head. On your mark…get set…GO!

He covered the front yard in five quick strides, hit the street on his sixth step, and a well-camouflaged rock on his eighth. The rock hobbled him and made him stumble face-first onto the grass across the street.

Beyond his aching right foot and a little road rash, he was unhurt. But holy crap, he had made a lot of noise!

At that instant, an explosion of light blasted from the house he’d just left as the garage door once again rumbled upwards. Even as the door cleared the first two inches from the ground, Nathan could see the feet, legs, and ultimately the entire body of the man who lived there.

Nathan nearly panicked. He was completely out in the open, easily twenty feet from the nearest shadow. With no real alternative, he resumed his crouch and froze in place. Sometimes the best place to hide is out in the open, his father had once told him.

Nathan’s eyes never moved from the man as he rolled a trash can out to the curb, followed by a container full of newspapers. Never once did the man even glance across the street. No sign of recognition at all. Once the man disappeared inside and the garage door started down again, Nathan dashed into the shadow cast by the house he hoped would be his home for the night.

 

Thanks to the lessons of MacGyver, it took Nathan about ten seconds to break into the house. He chose as his point of entry the French doors on the main level in the rear. Using his elbow to break out a single pane of glass near the lock, he winced in anticipation of pain that never came. It wasn’t even noisy, thanks to the lush carpeting on the other side. Nathan reached through the opening he had created and turned both the dead bolt and the knob.

The door swung open into a darkened rec room, dominated by a floor-to-ceiling stone fireplace on his right, and by a huge entertainment center on his left. In between skulked the shadowy outlines of various pieces of furniture. Nathan gently closed the French doors again. And locked them.

Though his eyes were well-accustomed to the darkness, he moved cautiously, paranoid of jamming a bare toe into some unseen obstacle.

This place is huge.

The kitchen, with an eat-in breakfast area, sprawled to his left beyond the entertainment center. Beyond that, and out of sight, were a living room, formal dining room, and library, all on the first floor.


A place like this ought to have an alarm system. The thought nudged his panic button just a little before he realized that he’d already been inside long enough that it would be too late to react. One way or another, it was a done deal, not worth worrying about tonight. Still, it was a good thought to keep in mind for the future.

Nathan’s first destination was the refrigerator. He was starving. He had to yank hard to get the door to open, but it was a wasted effort. The shelves were barren; no pizza, no leftovers, not even a carton of milk. From a compartment in the door, he pulled out a jar of sweet pickles.

Then he froze. In the dim light of the refrigerator, he got his first good look at his hands. They were filthy, caked with dirt and grass stains. And blood. Lots and lots of blood. Ricky’s blood.

In an instant, his hunger disappeared, replaced with an urgent need to go to the bathroom. He found one in the main hall, across from the stairs, with exactly no time to spare. In the darkness, he purged his bowels with a single liquid blast.

Finished, Nathan closed the door and flipped on the wall switch. With no windows in the bathroom, he could safely turn on a light. The image of the boy in the mirror frightened him. That boy looked sixty years old. His eyes were dark hollows, one of them severely swollen. His blond hair was brown with grime and matted to his head, pushed in every direction. He looked frail in the drooping coveralls, the shoulders of the garment hanging nearly halfway to his elbows. And the blood. He was soaked in it. When he moved, little chips of coagulated blood flaked off like powder and drifted to the floor.

Using both hands, Nathan pulled the lapels of the coveralls apart and ripped the zipper from its stitching. More than anything else in the world, he wanted out of those clothes. He moved quickly and clumsily, as though the prison uniform were covered with spiders. With his shoulders clear, he dropped the collar to the floor and quick-marched free of the pant legs.

There was blood on his underpants, too, which he ripped off and tossed onto the pile. Staring at the mess on the floor as though it were some kind of beast, he retreated into the corner near the bathtub. He crouched in a ball near the floor, wondering how he was going to get past the pile of clothes without touching it.

It still was not off him! Ricky’s blood had soaked all the way through his clothes and stained his skin. His skin.

Nathan jumped to his feet. With one hand he tore open the shower curtain, while the other turned the shower knob all the way to hot. He didn’t even wait for the water to run warm before he stepped inside and closed the curtain.

At first the frigid water took his breath away, cleared his mind. Nathan stood unmoving as the water pelted his face, moving past warm and into hot. Not until he felt that he would be scalded did he reach out to normalize the temperature. He found a bar of soap in the dish and slowly, deliberately began to wash away the nightmare. Behind closed eyes, he tried to revel in the simple pleasure of the hot water, a privilege he had been so long denied. But the darkness brought demons instead.

The image of Ricky Harris lurked behind Nathan’s eyelids. He watched the man die all over again. Nathan saw his own hands covering the hole in Ricky’s belly, trying desperately to slow down the bright red spurts, only to have them leak through his fingers. Nathan replayed the horrible sounds that Ricky made; the horrid gurgling, choking sound as he sought a breath that wouldn’t come. Then he saw Ricky’s eyes, angry and frightened. He felt Ricky’s bloody hand around his throat….

The pictures stopped when Nathan opened his eyes. As the water and grime ran down his body and swirled into the drain, he wiggled his toes in the soapy froth and tried to smile. A smile makes the saddest man a little happier, his father used to say, but had he ever felt this much sadness?

“God, I miss you,” Nathan said aloud, his voice a whisper. He turned his face toward the ceiling. “I’m in so much trouble, Dad. Please help me. You’ve got to help me.”

The emotions Nathan had fought so long to control broke free all at once. He started to cry, silently at first, and then, dropping his chin to his chest and covering his eyes with his palms, he gave in to long, miserable sobs.

Outside, a hard summer rain pounded heavily, providing nourishment for the ground, swelling creeks to their banks, and forever washing away the trail of a frightened twelve-year-old boy.








CHAPTER SEVEN



“Tell me what we know, Jed,” Michaels invited, leaning back in his squeaky vinyl desk chair. It was morning again, the day after the Fourth of July, and Michaels wore a lightweight khaki suit with a crisply starched shirt and a yellow tie with tiny red polka dots. While he would never admit it aloud, there was no question that Hackner’s attention to style had impacted the dress code of the entire division.

Thumbing through his ever-present notebook, Hackner ticked off the failures of the past twelve hours. “The searches and roadblocks didn’t turn up a thing last night, and created a nightmare during rush hour this morning. The rain last night obliterated any trail we might have had for the dogs. Dr. Cooper’s on vacation, so the medical examiner’s office told me this morning that they probably won’t get to Ricky Harris’s autopsy until tomorrow afternoon at the earliest.

“By the way,” Hackner noted parenthetically, looking up from his notebook, “the stab wound count went up this morning to at least six. Apparently I missed one when I was counting last night.”

Having missed the presence of the murder weapon himself, Michaels knew better than to make a smartass comment.

Hackner continued: “Our esteemed county prosecutor, the Honorable J. Daniel Petrelli, has caused a run on the pancake makeup market this morning, getting himself interviewed on all the local morning talk shows. Word has it that Good Morning America has a call in to him for tomorrow morning.”

“Oh, Christ,” Michaels moaned. Having gotten into bed at a little after three, he’d opted to sleep through the morning news. “And what does Mr. Hollywood have to say to the residents of our fine community?”

“Same old, same old. He’s going to prosecute the Bailey kid as an adult and throw his ass in jail for the rest of his life. When pressed by the reporter, he said he would not rule out the death penalty.”

Michaels laughed. “Oh, right. He’s gonna find a judge that’ll fry a twelve-year-old.”

“He didn’t say he was going to,” Hackner corrected dutifully. “He said that he couldn’t rule it out.”

“Well, of course he couldn’t. He hasn’t had a chance to do a poll yet.” Michaels made no attempt to hide his disdain for Petrelli. While ambitious prosecutors normally made some pretense of denying their political ambitions, Petrelli had for the past five years made it known to the electorate that he wanted to be the next U.S. Senator representing the Commonwealth of Virginia.

The only cases he prosecuted personally were the ones that met the two-part standard of being both highly publicized and sure to win. Only when there were three eyewitnesses and a videotape of the crime would the public see J. Daniel Petrelli in the courtroom. Unless, of course, it was to claim credit for the hard work of one of his assistants in winning a more difficult case. Michaels could only imagine what Petrelli had had to say this morning. A central theme of his campaign rhetoric had been the loss of morality among young people. With elections only four months away, Petrelli could not have asked for a better platform from which to pontificate.

“I presume that he has been true to his form and set us incompetent flatfoots up to take the fall if something goes wrong?”

“Of course.”

“Of course. I swear to God, Jed, if one of my kids grows up to be an idiot, I’m gonna make her become a politician.”

Hackner smiled. “I guess your father had a different strategy.”

Even Michaels’s signature glare looked tired. “You’re getting pretty quick there, Patrolman—er, excuse me, Sergeant Hackner. Anything else?”

“Nothing good. Patrols are all looking for the kid; we got a better picture to work with by lifting it out of his fifth-grade yearbook.” He handed a copy to Michaels.

“Doesn’t look much like a murderer, does he?” Michaels commented.

“The good ones never do.”

The boy in the picture could have stepped off the front of a cereal box. This boy smiled easily, flashing blue eyes and sparkling teeth at the camera. Towheaded and athletic, the boy in the picture appeared not to have a care in the world. Such a contrast to the official photo attached to his Juvey file jacket.

Michaels sighed. “No, I suppose they don’t. By the way, who released the kid’s picture to the media?”

“Guess.”

“Petrelli?”

“I can’t prove it, but who else? I talked to one of his minions about it this morning and he got real defensive, babbling that the law allows the release of a juvenile escapee’s picture so long as certain criteria are met. Frankly, I lost interest halfway through the answer. One thing he never said, though, was ‘no.’”

Warren shook his head and handed the photo back to Jed. “Well, screw it. Are the troops assembled?”

“Yep. All ready and waiting to be inspired.”

Together, Michaels and Hackner rose from their chairs and headed across the squad room to the small conference room, where three other division heads had gathered. Michaels marched to the front of the room and went straight to the point.

“Thanks for coming on such short notice. You all know by now that there was a murder at the JDC last night, and that the suspected killer is out there on the streets. The killer is a twelve-year-old boy.” As Michaels spoke, Hackner passed out copies of the yearbook picture.

“The press is already beginning to have some fun with this story,” Michaels continued, “reporting along your basic David and Goliath theme—SMALL BOY OUTWITS POLICE FORCE, you know the deal. I want to stress to each and every one of you that I want this case closed, and Nathan Bailey reincarcerated, today. Thus far, our searches and roadblocks haven’t turned up a thing. Sergeant Hackner will be getting the state boys involved in this after our meeting, but I personally would like this to be resolved while it is still a local matter. Frankly, I don’t need the crap that’s going to come down on us if we get beaten by that kid. Have I made my position clear?”

Heads nodded across the conference table.

“Good, then get your folks on the street motivated to catch him.”

With that, the meeting ended.

As Michaels traversed the twenty feet to the door, he overheard one of the division heads comment, “Sure is a cute kid.”


Michaels stopped and turned in his tracks to face the source of the comment. The patented glare was retuned and working perfectly. “I’ll remind you, Bob, that that cute kid murdered a fellow law-enforcement officer last night. If you do your job, he won’t have the chance to do it again.”








CHAPTER EIGHT



Nathan awoke naked but warm under a downy comforter in the middle of a king-size bed. The sun shone through the open blinds at just the right angle to sting his eyes into wakefulness. The last time he looked at the digital clock next to him on the nightstand, it had read 2:43. Now it was 9:48. Annoyed that his rest had been cut short, he grumbled and rolled to his side, turning away from the invading rays of the sun and burying his head between two pillows.

Moments later, the room was filled with the sound of a disc jockey, blaring from the clock radio. Some chatter followed, which Nathan tried to ignore in an effort to recapture the peace of sleep. The content of the conversation drifted in and out of his consciousness, something to do with a health plan and taxes. Whatever it was, it sure sparked a lot of emotion, with people yelling at each other. Finally, enough was enough, and Nathan blindly slapped at the top of the radio until the noise stopped.

At peace once again, and in a quiet room, Nathan settled his head back between the pillows and waited for sleep to return. But it was too late. The spell had been broken. He was awake, and his mind was already beginning to fill with thoughts of what he needed to do to plan his escape.

Kind of hard when you don’t even know where you’re going.

Whatever he decided to do, he was going to have to think things through very carefully. The nervous, fluttery feeling returned to the pit of his stomach. The images of Ricky were lurking just behind a closed door in his mind. If he wasn’t careful, he’d have to look at them again.

He pushed the thoughts away. There was plenty of time to plan, he told himself, and God knew there was plenty of time to worry. He’d get to all of that later. It was ten o’clock now; there had to be some good cartoons on cable. Last night—or really this morning, he supposed—as he wandered into the master bedroom in the dark, the first feature he noticed was the enormous big-screen TV in the corner opposite the enormous bed.

Nathan found the remote on the nightstand and thumbed the ON button. The huge screen jumped to life with startling speed.

The channel was set on a news station, with the volume turned all the way down. Nathan looked down at the remote to figure out how to make the proper adjustments, and when he looked up again, he was greeted with a table-sized picture of himself glaring sullenly out of the screen. It was the picture they took of him when he was first arrested. He mashed the UP arrow on the volume control and left it there until the voice-over was plainly audible.

“…at large. Police refuse to speculate on a motive behind the murder, but sources close to the Braddock County Prosecutor’s Office advise that the age of the fugitive will have little effect on the manner in which the case is prosecuted.”

The screen cut to a videotape of an older man wearing a suit, standing in front of the JDC building. Nathan didn’t like the man’s eyes. They had the heartless look of all the creeps he’d had to deal with in the juvenile justice system. The electronic letters superimposed across the man’s chest identified him as J. Daniel Petrelli, Commonwealth’s Attorney.

“We cannot overstate the seriousness of this crime,” Petrelli said, looking directly into the camera. “We believe that Nathan Bailey killed Mr. Harris, and we will pursue him and the charges against him with all the vigor appropriate to the offenses with which he is charged.”

“What will happen to him if he’s caught?” a voice asked from off-camera. “Will you return him to the Juvenile Detention Center?”

Petrelli didn’t even pause to consider the options available to him before answering, “When he is caught, which we have every reason to believe will happen today, it is my intent at this time to prosecute the young man as an adult. If he can commit a grown-up crime, he can pay the grown-up price.”

“Surely you’re not suggesting the death penalty,” the off-camera voice asked.

Petrelli chuckled coolly and raised his hands next to his face. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. First, let’s get Mr. Bailey back behind bars. We’ll worry about his ultimate disposition as we prepare for trial.”

“The death penalty,” Nathan gasped aloud. “Geez, that means the electric chair.” He was completely mesmerized by what he was watching. He’d never heard his name on television before, and he’d certainly never seen his picture there. (He wished they could have found one that made him look less evil.) Filling out a morning of firsts, he had never been called a murderer before, either. “You’ve really pooped in the punch bowl this time, buddy,” he scolded himself, swiping a phrase often used by his father.


The screen cut back to the anchorman behind a desk. “John Ogilsvy has been tracking the police investigation for us since this story first broke. John, are the police even close to finding Nathan Bailey?”

“Well, Peter,” John Ogilsvy said, “all morning long, the Braddock County Police have been long on details about the effort to locate the boy, but short on information about the results of their efforts.” The picture changed again to show a tired-looking man in a red-and-blue Izod shirt standing behind a bank of microphones. The electronic caption identified this man as Lt. Warren Michaels, Braddock County Police Department.

The only sound associated with the pictures continued to come from John Ogilsvy. “Detective Lieutenant Warren Michaels addressed reporters late last night and in the very early hours of this morning with what has to be very embarrassing news for the police. According to Michaels, there may have been as much as a two-hour delay in beginning the search for the escapee, and once that search finally got under way, a number of factors conspired to foul up the operation. These factors included everything from traffic delays to last night’s torrential rainstorm, which rendered useless the bloodhounds normally used to track down fugitives.

“Before the book is finally closed on this case, somebody may have to answer some very tough questions on the handling of it. With elections just around the corner, it seems likely that J. Daniel Petrelli may be that person, and that the people asking the questions may be the electorate. Reporting live from the Brookfield Juvenile Detention Center, this is John Ogilsvy, Action News.”

The anchorman shifted gears to Cuban refugees coming to Florida, so Nathan punched the MUTE button on the remote, rendering the newscaster voiceless. Nathan knew that the news report should have frightened him, and it did a little, but mostly he felt proud. He’d been gone over twelve hours now, and they still didn’t know where he was.

That meant he had some time to think.

Cartoons were suddenly unimportant in the extreme. He still had to find clothes and food and a way to stay ahead of the cops. For the first time, Nathan began to believe that he might actually outwit them. The problem with grown-ups was that they always thought like grown-ups. It was funny, really. Kids had never been grown up, yet they knew exactly what older people were thinking, while adults had spent years being kids, but they could never figure out how to think like kids. Nathan had heard countless adults complaining over the years how they didn’t understand what was going on in their own kids’ heads. It was simple. They were trying to piss off their parents.

Nathan wondered if, normally, any kids lived in this house; specifically, a kid his size. Thoughts of prosecutions and death penalties were foreign to him, and easily pushed aside. But the prospect of being captured naked was too awful to even think about.

The upstairs hallway was arranged in a sweeping semicircle that spanned out to Nathan’s left. The bedroom doors, all constructed of heavy lumber and stained mahogany, were closed. The center area leading to the bedrooms was big enough to be the site of a good-sized party. To Nathan’s right was a curved stairwell, dominated by a four-tiered gold chandelier with a million glass ornaments dangling from every surface. He’d seen a similar fixture in the lobby of a hotel once, but never in a house.

The carpet in the hallway was every bit as lush as it was in the master bedroom, and it showed very little sign of wear. These people must never wear shoes. As Nathan stepped out into the hall, he felt suddenly self-conscious and covered his privates with his hand. Wouldn’t this make an interesting picture for TV?


The first door to the left of the master suite opened into a little girl’s room, adorned in pink and lined with shelf after shelf of Barbie paraphernalia.

Okay, he conceded silently, there was at least one thing worse than being captured naked, and that would be getting captured in girl’s clothes. He pressed on.

Nathan found what he was looking for behind the third door. The interior was smaller than the first two, denoting the occupant’s rank within the family. Decorations on the wall included posters of Michael Jordan—back where he belonged, in a Bulls uniform—the Navy Blue Angels flying in tight formation and spewing red, white, and blue smoke; and two versions of the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles: cartoon and live-action. Before he went to live with Uncle Mark, Nathan had had the cartoon poster on the wall of his own bedroom. Sad memories again tried to sneak into his mind as he stood there, but he shoved them out of the way. He laughed aloud at the stuffed Garfield that was hung by a perfectly tied noose from the cord to the venetian blinds.

Relieved that the regular occupant of the room was clearly a boy about his age, Nathan rummaged through the heavy pine dresser, selecting underwear, socks, a Chicago Bulls T-shirt, and a pair of denim shorts. Everything was two sizes too big, but they all fit better than the monkey suit from the JDC, and they would certainly cover what needed to be covered. The only real problem was the shorts, which were size Nathan-and-a-half. “This kid needs to go on a diet,” he mumbled.

“Let’s see if Tubbo owns a belt.” The first belt was still too loose, even on the tightest setting. Little Nathan No-bottom. My razor-butted son. Finally, in the very back of the top drawer, he found a green Boy Scout belt that was infinitely adjustable. By cinching the waistband tight, the pants felt like they almost fit, even though the material scalloped up in several places. Keep the shirttail out, and no one would notice.

For shoes, Nathan went to the closet, a huge walk-in with cubbyholes built in all along one wall. They were stacked full of shirts, pants, sweaters, linens. And shoes; all manner and sizes of shoes. Bedroom slippers, soccer shoes, baseball shoes, dress shoes, and tennis shoes. Nathan concentrated on the tennis shoe collection. Judging from the number and condition, this kid must have kept every pair he ever owned. The newer ones were clearly too big for Nathan.

Tubbo has fat feet, too.

Before long, Nathan had his hands on a pair of ancient Reeboks that were the right size, but looked like they had been hiked from coast to coast. The laces on one shoe had been broken and retied, the tread was almost gone, and the leather was severely scuffed. But by God, they looked comfortable, and that was his primary concern.

When he was completely dressed, Nathan ventured a look in the full-length bathroom mirror. A little scrawny and pale, maybe, but the boy he knew to be himself had returned. No blood this time. His hair was blond again, with a wispy, freshly shampooed look that needed some assistance from a comb. The bruise on his eye had gone down considerably, and was already beginning to turn shades of orange-yellow around the edges. All in all, he approved of what he saw.

Nathan could feel his confidence growing, born of a hope for himself and his future that he hadn’t felt in nearly a year; not since Uncle Mark had him thrown in jail.

There he went thinking about that stuff again! He had to stop doing that. Dark thoughts and painful memories only made him feel frightened and confused, neither of which could he afford.

There was a spring in his step as he reentered the master suite. It lasted just long enough for him to realize that the clock radio had cycled back on, blaring a new talk show. It took Nathan five seconds to realize that the people on the radio were talking about him, which was pretty cool at first. Then he heard what they were saying.







End of sample
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