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CHAPTER 1





The Sikorsky helicopter thundered through the icy February night, its blades chopping against wind gusting off the Ohio River.  In the rear-facing passenger seat, Dr. Cassandra Hart swallowed hard to keep down the chilimac she'd eaten earlier.  Wishing it was only motion sickness, she tugged at her safety harness.  There was no room to breathe, not enough air.

Motion sickness she knew how to fix.  Irrational claustrophobia was another story.  A curse, a weakness she refused to reveal, forcing her to mask her panic.

The view outside Cassie's window wasn't helping.  The helicopter's blades tore into the low-hanging clouds, shredding them into tattered, ghostly remnants. Rain pelted the scarred Lexan windows, ricocheting like shrapnel. 

Typical of Pittsburgh, a city constantly teetering on the edge of bankruptcy, few of the buildings they passed were lit.  The ones that were, such as the Cathedral of Learning and PPG Place, stood like sentries in the dark, guarding against a pre-dawn invasion.  

She bit down against another wave of nausea, her pulse drumming through her ears in time with the rotor blades.  Across from her, Eddie Marcone, her flight paramedic, lounged in his seat, playing a hand-held computer game, oblivious to her distress and their impending doom.  

A blast of wind catapulted the Sikorsky skyward.  Cassie's restraints tightened against the sudden motion, squeezing against her chest.  Gravity yanked them back down with a jolt strong enough to snap her jaws together.  

"Weather's moving in fast," Zack Allan, their pilot, said, his voice reverberating through her headset.  "Might have to turn back, doc." 

Turn back?  Cassie rubbed her clammy palms on the legs of her Nomex flight suit.  Right now the landing pad at Pittsburgh's Three Rivers Medical Center seemed like a distant Nirvana.   A Nirvana that would have to wait.  The patient they were flying to retrieve, a girl found in the frigid waters of the Ohio River, couldn't.

"Ten minutes," she told Zack, denying the fight or flight instinct raging through her, every muscle quivering with the desire to escape.  "We'll scoop and run, just give me ten minutes."  

The Sikorsky bucked again. "They can send her by ground," Eddie said, his glare reminding her that her decision affected all of them, not only her patient. 

"It'll take too long.  This girl doesn't have that kind of time."

That was the problem with living in a city built around three rivers and several mountains.  Tunnels, bridges and road work conspired against the rapid transport of trauma victims.

Zack's sigh resonated through her headset and she knew she'd won.  Hah.  If you could call being locked inside this flying death trap winning.  

"You've got five minutes," he said.

They flew lower.  The turbulence decreased from head-swimming, stomach-flipping to mere filling-rattling. The Sikorsky shuddered then landed on the last intact slice of macadam remaining at the on-ramp of the West End Bridge.  Rotor wash overturned several orange PennDOT barrels, sending them skittering across the broken asphalt.  Sleet pounded the helicopter.  Cassie didn't need to look; she knew Zack was scowling.

"Hey, Hart," he shouted over the rumble of the engine, "one second late and I swear—"

Cassie ignored him as she wrenched the door open, stepped out into the night and moved away from the rotors, ducking her head until she cleared the blades.  Straightening, she turned into the westerly wind and stole a moment to breathe.  

Her fear drained away, replaced with the adrenalin of anticipation.  A rescue squad sat at the entrance to the bridge, its lights aimed down the embankment that led to the Ohio River.  At the water's edge two medics struggled to roll a small, pale form onto a neon orange backboard.  Her patient.

Eddie joined her, and they scrambled down the gravel slope.  "Why do you have to always push the envelope?  You know the pilot's got the final call."

"Zack's a worrier."  Her gaze focused on the medics and the girl's unmoving body.

"There's nothing wrong with that.  Not when it's my ass on the line."  He slipped in the wet scree and fought to catch his balance.  "What makes this patient so important you're willing to risk my life?"

Cassie ignored him, rushing forward as one of the medics slipped, almost dumping her patient back into the river.  She reached out to help stabilize the backboard, splashing icy water over her boot tops while Eddie arranged their gear on a pile of torn-up paving bricks.

"What've we got?"  She raised her voice to be heard above the wind whistling through the bridge girders as they sloshed their way onto solid ground.  A dark, tangled curl whipped free of its barrette.  She twisted it behind her ear where it joined the rest of her rain-frizzled hair dripping down the back of her neck.

"Don't know.  Could be a jumper," one of the medics shouted.

The girl was maybe fourteen, fifteen tops.  Her lips were blue, her face pale, blonde hair waterlogged.  For a long moment Cassie couldn't find her pulse.  There.  Slow, thready, but definitely there.  Good girl, don't give up now.

"Severe hypothermia."  Mud squished beneath her, revealing sharp rocks below it as Cassie knelt at the girl's head.  "She's apneic.  I need to tube her."

"We don't have time," Eddie said.  

"Just give me a second," she muttered, her attention focused on her patient.  The girl's skin felt cold, waxen.  Wake up, Sleeping Beauty.  Cassie's fingers parted her patient's blue-tinged lips.  It was a difficult position to maneuver in, but she slid the endotracheal tube into place in one smooth movement.  She reached for the ventilation bag to force oxygen into the girl's starving lungs.

"Slick," Eddie said in grudging admiration as he secured the tube with a few quick wraps of tape.

"Now or never, Hart," Zack shouted down from the helicopter.

She acknowledged the pilot's words with a nod but did not alter the rhythm of her hands.  The February wind burnt her face as she leaned over her patient, trying to shelter the girl.  Cassie couldn't spare a hand to wipe the rain away, so she ducked her face into the shoulder of her bomber jacket.

The acrid, smoky smell of wet leather jolted through her, and suddenly she was twelve again, standing in icy water, clutching her father's hand.  She shook her head, chasing the errant memory back to its proper place.

"Slow now," she told Eddie and the medics.  "Don't jostle her."

Severe hypothermia, trauma from a possible fall, cold-water immersion, shock—the odds against her patient were overwhelming.  They slogged their way up the steep, muddy hill, zig-zagging around broken pieces of asphalt and other debris left behind by the PennDOT crew.

"Give us a hand already," Cassie called to the policemen huddled beside their cruiser, supposedly directing traffic through the urban wasteland of deserted warehouses and road construction.  Not that there was any traffic in the predawn hours of a Monday morning.  

With the extra manpower they were able to quickly haul her patient up to the waiting Sikorsky.  Cassie jumped in and positioned herself at the head of the stretcher.

"Hang on, it's gonna be a rough ride," Zack announced.

The helicopter's powerful engine revved.  Cassie's heart slammed against her rib cage as the craft shook.  After an initial upward lurch, winds began to buffet them without mercy.  

A coffin, she was riding in a metal coffin.

She squelched the thought, forcing her attention onto her patient.  The girl's oxygen level was marginal, heart rate low, blood pressure non-existent.  Cassie slid her trauma scissors along the seams of the girl's Pitt sweatshirt, tugging the heat-stealing sodden cotton away.  A shower of small green tablets spilled from a plastic bag tucked into the girl's bra.

She scooped up the pills, examining their unique triangular shape.  "FX.  Looks like it's the real thing, too."

Fentephex, or FX, was the drug industry's latest "miracle" analgesia that had crossed over from hospital use to street abuse.  Already this year, the drug had killed six of Cassie's patients.  She wasn't about to lose a seventh.

Eddie finished securing the IV line. He ran his fingers over the purplish raised needle tracks lining the girl's thin arms. "She's been shooting it."

"Push the Narcan.  I'll set up a drip."  There were at least two dozen pills twisted into the baggie.  How had the girl gotten her hands on that much FX?  Cassie shoved the bag of drugs into her pocket and reached for a syringe.

Without warning, the helicopter dropped.  Gravity grabbed Cassie, tearing her away from her patient.  Her stomach somersaulted, and she scrambled for a handhold.  She looked up.  One of the pinnacles of the PPG Tower rushed toward them.  Normally the glass tower with its fairytale spires stretching toward the sky was one of her favorite Pittsburgh landmarks.  Tonight it seemed a nightmarish dagger.

The Sikorsky lurched.  "Damn it, Zack!" Eddie's voice sounded through her headset.

Cassie couldn't tear her gaze away from the gleaming lights of the tower.  They pulled at the helicopter, a siren song beckoning them to their doom.  The helicopter pitched to the right.  She squeezed her eyes shut.

A blink of an eye.  A split second.  If anyone knew how fast a life could change, it was Cassie.  Who would come to her funeral?  She had no family left.  

Careless of her to lose everyone like that—how foolish of her to be the last one standing.

The helicopter climbed, then dropped once again, engines screaming in protest.  Acid scratched at the back of Cassie's parched throat.  She forced her eyes open.  The tower filled her window.  Thirty years weren't enough, she decided.  Not nearly enough.  Her mind filled with a vision of twisted steel, smoke and fire.  Would there be anything left to bury?

Focus on your patient.  You're not dead yet.  Neither is she. Cassie reached for her patient's wrist, her fingers automatically feeling for the pulse.  Stronger now that they had fluids going, but there were a few irregular beats.  And the girl's skin was still deathly cold.  All this jostling around wasn't helping her over-stressed heart.

The glass tower loomed over them.  With a shriek and a final howl of its engines, the Sikorsky righted itself, swerving away from disaster.  

A few minutes later, the lights of Three Rivers Medical Center came into view.  Before they could land, the shrieking of monitor alarms filled the cabin.  

"V-fib."  Cassie reached for the girl's carotid artery.  "No pulse."

"Hell." Eddie began chest compressions.

Cassie charged the defibrillator.  She forced air into the girl, squeezing the bag valve mask.  The defibrillator buzzed, signaling its readiness.

"Clear!"  Cassie planted the paddles on their patient's chest.  Electricity shot through the girl's chest.  "Nothing."  She exchanged the paddles for the epinephrine and injected the heart medication into the IV.  

The helicopter thudded down onto the landing pad.  The doors slid open, and helping hands reached in to move their patient.  Cassie took over chest compressions.  She wove her fingers together and pistoned her palms against the girl's breastbone.  The wind hurled wasp-stings of sleet against her skin.  Cassie ignored it, pausing only to fling her hair out of her face with an impatient shake of her head.  The barrette that once restrained it was long lost, probably at the bottom of the river.

Damn it, Cassie thought in rhythm with her chest compressions.  You are not going to die.  Not on my watch.








CHAPTER 2





If Detective Mickey Drake closed his eyes, the rain pounding against the dumpster lid sounded a lot like gunfire from a modified TEC-9.  Splat-patta-pat-pat.  Not as loud as the movies made it out.  Less bang, more pop.

Drake didn't close his eyes.  Instead he kept them riveted on the third floor window of the East Liberty apartment building where Lester Young was rocking the night away with his woman. 

The wind did little to dissipate the stench of urine, rotting chicken, and sour milk that clung to the alley.  Gray mist swirled past Drake in tatters as transparent as promises from old lovers. 

He shifted his weight, crammed his bare hands deeper into the pockets of his Navy peacoat, and tried to ignore the thud of the rain against garbage bags overflowing with moldering, dirty diapers.  The only light on the block came from the apartment's naked window and one overworked street lamp whose yellow glow struggled to make it as far as the pavement below.  

Yesterday was Drake's first day off in two weeks.  But when Lisa Dimeo, the straitlaced prosecutor working with the Pittsburgh Police Bureau's FX Taskforce, called to tell him she'd finally convinced her boss that they had enough probable cause to go for a warrant, he had joined in the hunt.  No way he was going to let a little thing like sleep stop him from bringing in Lester Young.

Drake had scoured all of the drug-dealing, murdering, sonofabitch's hideyholes until, about one in the morning, he tracked Lester to his strawberry's Ruby Avenue apartment.  Drake had been a good boy, called for backup, waited for Kwon to arrive with the warrant.  Lester wasn't walking on any technicality.  Not this time.

"You need some help out there, DJ?"  Janet Kwon's voice drilled through his earpiece.  "Thought you went to take a leak.  That was twenty minutes ago."

Her voice was good humored, but colored with concern.  Not solely concern about his well being.  Kwon's concern was that he'd done something to screw up.  Again.  Which was why he stood out here, freezing his butt off, instead of trapped inside the Intrepid with Kwon and her discerning glances.

"Found a better vantage point," he said into his radio.

"I think we should go in now.  Nothing's moving up there last half hour, good time to catch them sleeping."

"Or with their pants down," interjected Summers from his position at the rear of the building.  He sounded excited by the prospect, but then Summers was young, his gold shield so fresh it squeaked.

Drake wanted Lester more than anyone.  Taking down Lester would be better than sex—at least better than Drake remembered sex.  Last six months, he'd been living like one of those monks up the mountain in Loretto.  All part of getting his life back together.  Seeing that Lester got what he deserved was a big piece of that.  But still....

"There's a kid in there," he told the others.  With his binoculars he could see a red jacket, too small for an adult, hanging on the back of the door.  Beside it was a backpack emblazoned with the iridescent green figure of the Incredible Hulk.

"What kid?" Summers asked.  "I didn't see any kid."  

"If there is a kid," Kwon put in, "he'll be in the rear bedroom.  We can contain him."

"Too risky.  We wait." 

"Could be fucking forever," Summers muttered.

"Don't worry, Eric," Kwon assured him.  "Lester's got to come out for more Viagra sooner or later."  The caffeine and adrenalin jazzed cops chuckled.  

Drake was silent.  He waited, rain puddling under his wool peacoat, soaking his jeans and canvas hightops until he couldn't move without squishing.  He watched, despite the fact that he'd been averaging less than four hours of sleep a night and his eyelids scratched like fifty-grit sandpaper. 

 He blinked against the sting of sleet against his face.  Lester's window blurred, then refocused once more.  Lester left the front bedroom and walked naked in front of the curtainless window.  

Yes, come on down, Drake urged.  Time to play the Price is Right.  Or better yet, Truth or Consequences.  Because he had a little truth for good ole Lester—you didn't shoot at a cop, miss him and hit a van full of kids and walk away on a technicality without sure as hell paying the consequences.  Damn, it was going to feel good to nail Lester.  It was the drug dealer's third strike and he was O-U-T.  

Lester stepped into his pants.  Drake raised his radio.  "Actor's getting dressed.  Looks like show time."  

Kwon and the other team members acknowledged.  Drake crept through shadows to the end of the alley, until he stood directly across from the tenement, his gaze never leaving the window.  Lester reached for his shirt, his jacket.  

Come on, come on.  

Lester jerked upright, his mouth open, calling to someone as he fumbled through his jacket pockets.

Lester's strawberry sauntered from the bedroom, wearing only an unbelted chartreuse kimono.  Her expression went from seductive to fearful in one quick blink.  The words "double cross" and "whore" filtered down to the street.  The woman was speaking rapidly, backing away.  Lester struck her with an open handed slap, and she went down.  He hauled her up, shook her, hit her again; blood flew from her nose.  Lester twisted his fingers in her cornrows, drew his gun and pointed it at her face.

A little boy in Superman PJ's came out of the hallway, rubbing his eyes.  He saw the woman and ran over, tugged on Lester's arm, his mouth open in a scream.

Drake flew across the street, pounding through the puddles, up the stairs leading into the building.  He took the slippery concrete steps two at a time, shouldered through the heavy glass door, shouting into his radio for backup.

His chest was tight, his grip on his Glock sweaty as he raced up the steps to the third floor apartment.  Drake braced himself, waiting to hear a gunshot, certain that once again he was going to be too late.








CHAPTER 3





"Wait for backup, damn you, Drake!"  The voice shouting from the radio, loud enough to be heard over the pounding of his heart and his feet, was Kwon's.  Drake skidded to a stop outside the apartment door, caught his breath.

There was a kid on the other side.  And a woman.  And a man with a gun.  

SOP in a hostage situation was to call in the boys from Special Response.  Unless there were civilians in imminent danger.  Drake leaned against the wall, straining to listen.  He heard a woman crying—or was it the little boy?  Sounded like imminent danger to him.

He'd love to bust in and shoot the bastard, take him out of the game permanently, but Lester was his only lead to the source of the FX flooding the streets.  Drake needed him alive.  

Kwon reached the top of the steps, put a hand on Drake's shoulder while she murmured into her radio, checking on the rest of the team's positions. 

A woman's scream pierced the flimsy door, cut short by a heavy thud.  The sound of breaking glass followed.

"Where is it, bitch?" Lester bellowed.  

It was totally against regs, but there was one sure way to draw Lester's attention away from the civilians.  Lester had a hard-on for Drake, knew Drake was behind his impending downfall.  If he busted through that door, there was no way the dealer would refuse the bait.

"I'm going in," he told Kwon.  He squeegeed water dripping from his hair out of his eyes, wiped his hands on a dry patch of T-shirt, and adjusted his Kevlar.

"No.  We wait."  Kwon was meticulous, almost as by the book as Dimeo.

"When I go in, Lester will turn on me.  You get the kid and mom out."  

For once Drake was thankful for the Housing Authority's penny pinching.  The door was so cheap, Lester's shouting had it rattling in its frame.  Drake raised his Glock, nodded to Kwon, and popped the door open with a well-placed kick.  It dangled crooked on its hinges and scraped across the pine floor as he pushed through.  Kwon followed him.

"Lester, old buddy, old pal," Drake called out, focusing the drug dealer's attention and gun on him, while Kwon moved behind him.  His gaze raked across the room.  The boy looked to be okay, huddled in the far corner, crying.  The woman was down but breathing.  He stayed near the door, giving Kwon more room to work so she wouldn't be at risk of crossing his line of fire.  

"We gotta talk, man," he continued his singsong patter, ignoring the Taurus Raging Bull Lester aimed at him.  Not easy, given the revolver's six inch barrel.  

The room reeked of marijuana and Southern Comfort.  White gleamed all around Lester's pupils, and the overhead light bulb reflected off sweat beading across his forehead.  Lester was smiling, a dopey grin, all teeth, that made Drake wonder if he'd broken his rule and sampled some of his own product.  

"Neighbors complaining about you making too much noise."  Drake's focus narrowed to the few feet separating him and the drug dealer, alert to the slightest shift in Lester's weight, tightening of his muscles, flick of an eye.  He forced his smile to mirror the drug dealer's.

Lester stumbled toward Drake, ignoring the bloody woman Kwon dragged out of the line of fire. Definitely high on something.  Lester was crazy enough to take potshots at a cop on a crowded street when he was stone cold sober.  How would he act now?  Drake's finger curled around the Glock's trigger guard, prepared to send Lester to the morgue if he had to.

"Drake, you lil' fucker.  Been a while.  Thought they finally fired your drunken ass."  

Lester waved his cannon of a gun, aiming it at intimate parts of Drake's anatomy.  Drake swallowed back his joke about the size of a man's weapon.  State Lester was in, he might take it the wrong way, but watching Lester lovingly stroke the chrome barrel of the Taurus, it was damned hard to resist.

"You wear that thing to bed?  What happened to the TEC-9 you used to carry?"

The drug dealer's smile widened.  Dudes loved talking about their guns.  "Jammed on me one time too many.  'Sides, I'm a big man, got big needs, know what I mean?"

Kwon closed the bedroom door, the civilians safely behind it, her own weapon now aimed at Lester.  Drake could hear the rest of the team running up the steps behind him.  He didn't turn to look.  Lester and his foot long, bad boy revolver had his complete attention.

"Guess'n maybes you don't," Lester continued, his voice slurring.  "Heard how your bitch died on ya."

Enough of this shit.  Slowly, Drake holstered his weapon, extended his hand, palm up, toward Lester.  "C'mon Lester, you can insult me all you want on the ride over to the House."

"Don't think so."  Lester raised his gun, his hand shaking so badly Drake was surprised he didn't drop it.  The Taurus weighed a good three and a half pounds.  "You're a hard mo'fucker to kill, Drake," he said, his words strangled, difficult to understand.  "Guess I'll hafta do it myself."

"What the hell?  Drop the gun, Lester.  Unless you wanna die.  That your game—you too chicken to come talk to me?  I thought you were the big guy on the streets, maybe I was wrong.  Maybe you've got a boss, someone who scares the shit out of you."  

As he spoke, Drake tried to keep the drug dealer's attention and gun focused on him.  He edged forward and to one side.  Lester looked confused, his mouth clamping down in a frown as if he was having a hard time understanding Drake.  "That how it is, Lester?"

When he was in range, Drake rushed forward, crossing Kwon's line of fire, and grabbed Lester's arm.  The Taurus went off, the boom of the .45 Magnum deafening at such close range.  Lester pitched forward.  Drake elbowed him hard over the kidney, sidestepped as the other man fell to the ground.  He yanked the Taurus from Lester's slack grasp. 

Drake ignored the fist-sized hole the bullet had punched through the hard wood floor, safed the long-barreled revolver, and turned to Kwon.  She glared at him.  Her hands trembled as she holstered her own weapon and yanked the Taurus from him.  

"What kind of idiotic stunt was that, moving in front of me?  I could've shot you myself," she said as Summers and the rest of the team swarmed into the room. 

"Glad you didn't."  

"Too much paperwork.  You're not worth it."

Lester was still face down, Summers reading him his rights, when his body began convulsing as if possessed.  Summers jumped off the dealer.

"Fucking A!  He pissed himself."  Summers flicked the fluid from his hand, the grimace on his face making him look younger than the twenty-something he was.

"Turn him over, check his breathing."  Drake squatted to help Summers roll Lester's writhing body.  He smelled the rank odor of human feces.  Lester's eyes were rolled in the back of his head, the whites of his eyeballs blossoming with the scarlet plumes of broken blood vessels.  His lips were blue and his mouth was open, but no sound came from it.

"Judas H."  Drake tried to hold Lester's head still long enough to open his airway, but the force of the seizures kept bouncing it off the hardwood floor.  Then everything stopped.  



<><><>



Summers was straddling the drug dealer, still doing CPR when the paramedics arrived several minutes later.  

"Give it up.  He's dead, man," they told the detective.

Drake watched as Summers did a backward scuttle, placing as much distance as possible between himself and the dead body.  Summers, a lean, six-two black man, looked as if he might throw up.  Drake gave him a break and ushered him out into the hall before he added to the mess in the crime scene.

"I never seen anything, I mean I've seen DB's before, some of  'em really rank, but that..." Summers trailed off, wiped his hands on the seat of his jeans.  

Drake leaned against the wall, rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms, caught a good whiff of himself and grimaced.  Worse was how he felt: soggy, bruised, ancient.  

He rammed his hands into the sodden fabric of his jacket pockets.  Ice-cold water slid under his collar and down his spine as he stared impassively at the drug dealer's body.  Leave it to Lester to die without telling them what he took or where the hell he got it.  Selfish bastard.  

With Lester dead, Drake was out of leads.  And if there was more of this shit out on the streets, they were in big trouble. 








CHAPTER 4





Cassie wrapped her fingers around the cold steel of the bed rail as she walked alongside the gurney transporting her Jane Doe to the ICU.   Jane Doe's resuscitation had left her exhausted and she leaned on the gurney for support as much as she helped to push it.  

The glass doors of the ICU swished open.  They steered Jane Doe to bed space four, her new home.  Nurses and respiratory techs swarmed over her gaunt form, transferring her to the bed, attaching licorice whip monitor leads, switching IV lines, connecting her to the ventilator.  

"We've got it, Dr. Hart," one of the nurses said after bumping into Cassie as she reached to turn on the overhead monitor.

Cassie edged to the foot of the bed where she wouldn't interfere with the well-rehearsed choreography.  After spending the last two hours fighting for Jane Doe's life, she wasn't about to abandon her now.  "Her last core temp was still only ninety-five."

"I know.  I ordered a bear-hugger warmer.  As soon as I get her situated, I'll hook it up."  

"And neuro will want a continuous EEG."

"Already paged them."  The nurse pivoted, placing herself between Cassie and Jane Doe.  "We'll take good care of her, Dr. Hart."

"Thanks. I know you will.  I'll check on her this evening before my shift starts."  Satisfied that Jane Doe was in good hands, Cassie squeezed the girl's foot in encouragement and retreated to the nurses' station to finish her charting.

She searched her pocket for a pen and chanced upon the twisted baggie of drugs she had taken from Jane Doe.  A stack of zipper-lock bags used to transport lab specimens sat on the corner of the counter near the requisition forms.  Cassie grabbed one and sealed the plastic bag with its contraband inside.  Ignoring her charting, she stared at her enemy.

Innocent looking pale green pills, each with the power to destroy a life.  Of course, the kids on the street never saw FX in its pure form.  It was already ground down, adulterated with mannitol, baking soda, lord only knew what else, then re-pressed into tablets bearing street names like Storm and Funky Shit.  One enterprising dealer had combined FX with ephedra and called his creation "Kennywood" after the local amusement park famous for its roller coasters.  

Cassie's fist tightened around the bag.  She'd lost three kids to that particular variant until word got out on the street about a "bad ride".

After watching Richard, her ex-husband, descend into the black hole of addiction, Cassie had tried to learn everything she could about the why's and how's of drug abuse.  She still couldn't understand playing Russian roulette with the product of an illicit chemist's imagination—half the kids she treated had no idea what they actually took.  

Her gaze returned to Jane Doe, now dwarfed by the machines keeping her alive.  Why would a beautiful girl throw her life away like that?  What was she running from that was so horrible that dying became a viable option?

Anger seared through her.  The waste.  Young kids, grown men, professionals like Richard—she clamped down on the anger and the thought.  Richard wasn't her worry anymore, she hadn't even seen him in a year, yet somehow he continued to infiltrate her life, leaving her with unanswered questions, doubts about her own part in what happened to him—to them—fear that she was destined to repeat her mistakes.

A queasy feeling not unlike the claustrophobia she'd felt in the helicopter churned through her.  She took a deep breath, held it for a count of five, then released it, hoping to banish her fears with it.  It helped.  A little.  She forced her attention back to the bag of FX. 

Protocol called for the charge nurse to lock any drugs in the narcotics cabinet until the police arrived.  But she was currently busy with morning report.  Using her fingernail, Cassie traced the markings etched into the back of the FX tablets.  

"Son of a bitch."  

The ward clerk glared at her outburst in the otherwise still and quiet ICU, but she ignored him.  She held the bag up, scrutinizing the pills.  There were twenty-seven of them, all imprinted with "3RMC".  Three Rivers Medical Center.

To hell with protocol.  She swiveled in her chair, slamming her elbow against the counter, her anger and surprise drowning out any pain.  

The FX that had almost killed Jane Doe came from right here, from Cassie's own hospital.  

Abandoning her paperwork, she pocketed the FX, glanced at the clock, and hurried through the doors.  Seven-thirty, her shift was over, but Fran Weaver's was just beginning.  

Cassie jogged down four flights of stairs to the basement.  Here, amid the bang and hiss of ductwork and pipes, was the concrete tunnel that led to the Annex, the oldest part of the medical center.

The inpatient pharmacy was temporarily housed here while their permanent facility in the main tower was renovated and enlarged.  Instead of the Bunsen burners and microscopes Cassie once used as a medical student, the black laboratory benches were now stacked with wire baskets brimming with medications.

Fran Weaver sat at her computer, sorting patient orders from the night before.  The pharmacy assistant looked up with one of her perennial smiles.  Fran had helped Cassie several times with difficult cases, once even rushing additional drugs up to the ER after several kids had been sprayed by bullets during a drive-by shooting in East Liberty last summer.  Some drug dealer aiming at a cop, the police had said.

When their schedules overlapped, Fran, Cassie and Adeena Coleman, a social worker at Three Rivers, often got together.  They'd gorge themselves on Primanti Brothers' take out, Fran and Adeena bemoaning the Pittsburgh dating scene while Cassie kept silent, uncomfortable with the idea of letting any man back into her life.  

"Don't tell me you're flying in this weather," Fran said.

"Not since around five this morning."  Cassie perched on the edge of the desk and tossed the FX to Fran.  The halogen desk lamp made the pale green pills wrapped in plastic glisten like candy. "They're some kind of counterfeit, right?  Please tell me this shit didn't come from here."

Fran whipped her head around, looking for her boss.  "Hush.  You know Mr. Krakov hates swearing."

A bonus in Cassie's mind.  She didn't like Krakov.  Something about the arrogant pharmacist reminded her of Richard, her ex-husband.  But this morning she had better things to focus on than pissing off Fran's boss. "Just tell me where these came from.  It's important."

"Each lot of fentephex is stamped with a tracking code."  Fran scrutinized the pills, cleared her computer screen.  Her fingers flew over the keys.  She nodded as the screen flashed with information.  "These are ours, from inpatient stock received last week.  Where did you get them?  Every pill is accounted for, both here and on the floor."

"They almost killed my patient.  And could have gotten me and my team killed as well."  Cassie explained about her Jane Doe and their harrowing helicopter ride.  "How did a girl living on the street get a hold of this much FX?  And why doesn't it show up as missing in your inventory?"  

Fran twirled a strand of blond hair with her pinky.  If she was really agitated, she would gnaw on it like a school girl; if she wanted to flirt with a guy at a bar, she'd tug on it while batting her eyelashes.  Cassie wished her own rambunctious hair could be half as useful as Fran's.  

"ER, outpatient pharmacy, and same day surgery have a different lot number."  Fran's fingers resumed their race across the keys.  She was clearly unhappy with what she was finding.

An image of Jane Doe's frozen body lost in the dark waters of the Ohio flashed through Cassie's mind.  "You're saying someone on one of the inpatient units stole these?"

"No, I'm not.  We don't even know—"  The door opened, and a trim, thirty-something man with round wire-rimmed glasses and an engaging smile pushed a cart inside.  Fran looked up to greet the newcomer, the warmth returning to her face.  "Neil, how are you?  Neil Sinderson, this is Cassandra Hart, she's one of our ER docs."

"Nice to meet you," he said, taking Cassie's hand and shaking it with a firm grip, his smile widening as he looked her straight in the eyes.

"Neil runs the MedMark service," Fran told Cassie. 

"MedMark?" 

"Most of the HMO's subscribe to it," Neil explained.  "We provide all their patients' medications while they're in the hospital."

"Neil's a lifesaver," Fran said.  "He even found a stock of amphotericin for us when there was a nationwide shortage."

"All part of the service," Neil said with a self-deprecating shrug.  He glanced at his watch.  "I've got some Level Two narcotics here."  He gestured to a locked metal box welded to the cart.  "You want to tell Gary?"

"I'll get him for you."  Fran left her seat to go to the pharmacy director's office.

"You carry narcotics also?" Cassie asked.

"Sure, whatever the doctor orders."  

He rolled his cart down to the counter where the inpatient drugs were sorted by nursing unit.  Cassie watched as he efficiently began to dispense his merchandise.  Maybe it wasn't someone inside the hospital responsible for the FX thefts and Jane Doe's overdose.

"Do you carry FX, then?"

Neil turned around and smiled at her again.  He had a skier's tan with pale rims where his goggles would fit and an athletic build.  "No, sorry.  Fentephex is shipped directly from the manufacturer to the distribution site, no middle man."

So much for that theory, she thought as Fran returned.  

Gary Krakov, the pharmacy director, popped out of his office like Alice's White Rabbit, his red bow tie centered precisely, the cuffs of his white shirt pressed and starched.  He frowned at Cassie, one finger stabbing his glasses up against the bridge of his nose. 

"Dr. Hart, despite these temporary facilities," he intoned, "may I remind you that we are still running a pharmacy here."  Krakov glared at her mud-splattered Vasque boots, her equally stained navy blue Nomex flight suit and leather jacket.  Then he turned his gaze on Fran.  "I'm certain you have more important things to do than hosting a coffee klatch, Ms. Weaver."

Cassie slid from the desk to confront the prickly pharmacist.  "Fran is helping me find—"

Fran pinched her arm, and Cassie broke off.  "Find a dosing protocol for patients with antibiotic resistant organisms," Fran finished, pulling a stack of order sheets overtop the bag of FX.

"She can find that in the pharmacology database just like every other physician in the hospital," Krakov said.  "There's no need to waste your time."  

"You're absolutely right, Mr. Krakov."  Fran took the director's arm and walked him over to where Neil Sinderson waited.  "Neil just needs you for a moment to sign in these narcotics."

Fran returned to her desk, clearing the screen with the FX information before Krakov could see it.  "Are you trying to get me fired?  Fentephex is a controlled substance.  If he saw that much laying out in the open instead of under lock and key, he'd go nuts."

She slid the bag containing Jane Doe's drugs back across the desk with the tip of her pen as if it was contaminated. 

"I need to find out who stole these, how Jane Doe got them," Cassie protested, shoving the bag into her coat pocket.

"I told you, all of our stock is accounted for.  If there is any fentephex missing, it's police business," Fran said in a low voice.  "You should let them deal with it."

"Easy for you to say.  You're not the one who has to face the families of the patients I've lost."  Cassie's voice rose enough to draw Neil Sinderson's gaze her way as he and Krakov stood at the narcotics safe in the far corner.  

"I can't violate patient confidentiality, and you know it."

"I'm not asking you to.  Just see if there's any way to track down exactly where this FX was stolen from."

"You don't even know if it was stolen.  Besides, Mr. Krakov will fire me if he finds out."

Cassie waved her hand, dismissing Krakov and setting Fran's Mario Lemieux bobble-head nodding.  "Inventory control is part of your job.  That's all I'm asking, that you track some missing inventory.  You'll just be doing your job.  No worries."

Fran's eyebrows lowered into a frown. "Right.  Unless Mr. Krakov catches me doing it on his time." 

"You want to come up to the ICU and tell that to my Jane Doe?" Cassie flattened her palm against the desk, leaning forward to meet her friend's eyes with an imploring gaze.  It was hitting below the belt, but she didn't care.  Not if there was more FX out on the street, coming from her own hospital.

Fran blew her breath out, glanced over her shoulder at Krakov, and nodded.  "Anyone ever tell you that you don't play by the rules?"

"All the time—drives the charge nurses crazy."  For the first time since that morning, the tension hunching her shoulders eased.  "Thanks, Fran, I appreciate it.  You could be saving lives here."

"And losing my job."

Fran was over-reacting.  Even Krakov would admit that stopping the FX thefts was more important than following hospital protocol.  She squeezed Fran's shoulder and gave her an encouraging smile.  "If you get in trouble, just blame me."

"Don't worry.  I will."








CHAPTER 5





Cassie left Fran working on the FX mystery.  After returning to the ER's locker room, she changed into the jeans and Shakerknit sweater she'd worn to work the night before.  She touched the bag of drugs in her coat pocket and scowled.  It was a macabre equation.  Twenty-seven pills of pure FX.  Equaled how many dead kids?  She had no idea.  

She yawned and tucked her hair behind her ears.  Thought about simply turning the drugs into a charge nurse and going home to bed.

No.  It didn't matter how tired she was, didn't matter what the rules were, all that mattered was stopping more FX from making it onto the streets and killing more kids.  The best way to make certain the police gave the FX thefts at Three Rivers top priority was to speak to them in person.  

The police substation was less than a mile from the medical center, housed in a squat brick cube of a building that brought back memories of her grade school.  It was sandwiched by St. Andrew's Episcopal Church on one side and a Methodist one on the other.  Perched higher up the hill stood Our Lady of Sorrows, its stained glass a flickering light of hope in the gray morning mist.  

Who was protecting whom? Cassie wondered, skirting oil slicked puddles as she crossed the parking lot.  Across the street sat a McDonald's, that other bastion of American worship.  

Inside, the desk sergeant escorted her to a glass-walled waiting area on the third floor, closing the door behind her, muffling the noises coming from the squad room beyond. 

A tall man in jeans and a grimy Rolling Stones' T-shirt sprawled across a vinyl couch peppered with cigarette burns.  His feet hung off the couch cushions.  Water dripping from his red canvas hightops had formed a sooty puddle on the floor.  One arm was flung up to cover his eyes, and a sheaf of unruly black hair cascaded over the arm of the couch.  A gold hoop hung from his left ear, winking in the flickering fluorescent light, giving him the appearance of a Barbary Coast pirate.

The tiny room was sweltering, a tropical fish bowl for humans.  As she slid out of her jacket, Cassie wrinkled her nose against the smell of urine, sweat, stale cigarettes, and day old Chinese food.  Her slumbering roommate appeared oblivious to both the heat and the stench.  She watched him for a moment, noting the regular rise and fall of his chest.  At least he wasn't dead.  

Maybe he was a witness or informant.  Her hand went to the plastic visitor's badge the desk sergeant had given her.  The man wore no identification.  A drunk left to sleep it off? 

There was no place to sit except for the couch, but there was a vending machine.  Coffee, just what she needed.  She fumbled in her jeans pocket for change.

"Make mine black, extra sugar."  A sleep-choked voice came from the sofa.

Cassie glanced over her shoulder in surprise.  The man's arm was now behind his head, his eyes still closed.  "Excuse me?"

At the sound of her voice, one of his eyes popped open, drifted for a moment, then lit on her like a beacon in a storm.  He blinked twice, his lips curling into a smile that might have been charming if they weren't shut up in a glass sauna and if he didn't look and smell like a refugee from a third-world insurrection.

"I said extra sugar, sweetheart."  He sat up, looking at her expectantly as he yawned without bothering to cover his mouth.  "Please."

Several detectives worked in the squad room beyond the window.  She eyed her companion once more, not liking the way he looked at her.  His gaze was that of a cat searching for a weakness in the canary's defenses.

"Mister, I've had a really lousy night," she said, pushing up her sleeves and shifting her weight to the balls of her feet.  "I don't need any grief from you.  I'm not your waitress or your sweetheart, all right?"

"Sure, honey, whatever you say."

She stepped to the machine, dropped her coins into the slot and jabbed the button for her coffee.  Sweat gathered between her breasts, but she took her time, refusing to let him see how nervous he made her.

She turned back, glad to have even a lukewarm cup of coffee in her hand as a potential weapon.  He watched her with surprisingly blue eyes, inclining his head slightly as if he knew exactly what she was thinking.  

He yawned again and raked his fingers through his hair.  "I don't suppose it would make a difference if I said pretty please?  I'll bet my night was worst than yours." 

She doubted it.  But his voice was raspy with fatigue and haggard circles shadowed his eyes.  She sighed.  "Here, take it. You look like you need it more than I do."

She handed him the paper cup.  His knuckles were scraped and grease stained.  Maybe a car thief?   

"You're a life saver."  He took a sip of the hot coffee and closed his eyes in rapture.  Then he patted the seat beside him on the couch.  "Sit."

She might have been tempted if he hadn't flashed her a lecherous grin.  Con artist was probably more like it.  "No thanks, I'm fine."  

"Suit yourself."  He finished the coffee in one large gulp and crumpled the cup, aiming it at the trashcan beside the door.  He missed, and it joined the pile of take-out cartons on the floor. 

Stifling her own yawn, she ran her fingers over the coins left in her pocket, shifting her jacket to her other arm as she pulled them out to count.  The bag of FX fell from her coat pocket, tumbling to the floor before she could catch it.

Her derelict companion had faster reflexes than she would have guessed.  He snatched the bag from the mud-colored linoleum and scrutinized the small pills inside.  

"Give me that."  She reached for the bag but he closed his fist around it.  Damn, how would she explain this to the police?   Gee, I brought you all this evidence, but some homeless wino took it?  She planted herself in front of him and held out a hand, backing up her confrontational stance with a glare guaranteed to make med students jump.  Too bad the pirate before her was no med student.  "Give it to me, now."

His eyes narrowed in an expression resembling a scheming Wiley Coyote.  "Looks like you brought enough to share."

"It's not mine."

"Whose is it?  Where'd you get your hands on this much FX?  It looks to be the real deal—worth a couple thou on the street."

"How would you know?  Have you seen this much FX before?"

He gave a low chuckle.  "Only in my dreams.  Darlin', you've hit the motherlode.  If you know where to get your hands on more, you and me, we could really shake things up.  Know what I mean?  So where'd you get it?"

"I told you, it's not mine.  Now, give it back."  She reached her hand out to him once more.  He gazed upon the FX with covetous eyes, then sighed and dropped it into her palm.  Cassie crammed the bag into her jeans pocket.

"Sweetheart, if you only knew what you just passed up," he said, stretching his arms above his head, his T-shirt shifting to give Cassie a glimpse of well defined abdominal muscles and a thin v of dark hair that vanished beneath the snap of his jeans.

She turned away.  His image was a shadowy reflection in the filthy glass wall, but she could see enough to keep an eye on him.

He rubbed the stubble on his face.  "Guess I'd better go," he said to her back, rising to his feet.   "Thanks for the coffee.  I'll be seeing you."  He sent another smile her way, this one more predatory than grateful, and left.

Watching him saunter through the squad room, no one paying him any attention at all, she wondered who he was.  Mr. Invisible Man.  Should she tell someone he was leaving?  Let one of the detectives know?

Cassie took the seat he had vacated, the vinyl still warm.  She had more important problems than a vagrant wandering loose among armed cops. 



<><><>



Drake edged into the shadows of the narrow hallway that led to the washrooms and janitor's closet.  He pulled his cell phone from his back pocket, his gaze never leaving the dark-haired woman in the waiting area.  His Fair Lady of Caffeine.  

"Kwon."

"It's me," he said, watching as the woman sat down then bounced back up again a moment later.  Jeezit, how guilty could she look?   "What would you say if I told you I found someone with more FX in their pocket than we've seized in two weeks?"

"What?  Hold on, Miller's here, I'm putting you on speaker."  He fidgeted, his body rocking as the caffeine surged into his veins.  There was a click of static, followed by Commander Sarah Miller's voice.

"Is this a joke, Drake?"

"No, ma'am.  Not unless someone's playing it on me.  I was crashing in the third floor waiting room when Whitman brought this woman in.  She dropped a small bag and I swear it has at least two dozen FX pills in it.  Looks like the real deal, too."

"What did you do?"

"I played along, in case she'd spill anything useful. Didn't want to force her hand, lose a chance to see what's going on."  Drake squirmed to get a better view of his Lady as she began to pace, her thick hair whipping against her shoulders with every staccato step.  For the first time in months, images cascaded through his mind in rich, vibrant hues of color and light.  "She didn't give me anything.  But she has bruises on her arms, some look pretty fresh.  I'll bet she's here to drop the dime on someone."

"Whitman just told Kwon that her name is Hart and she asked to see someone on the FX taskforce.  You stay out of sight.  I'm on my way."

He dropped the phone into his pocket and waited.  One by one, each of the detectives in the bullpen received a call.  Within a few minutes the area was clear of civilians and the other cops had positioned themselves at strategic sites.  The clipped sound of Miller's footsteps reverberated down the stairs across from Drake, announcing her arrival.  

Hart seemed oblivious.   Whoever she was, she sure was an amateur. She took two steps to the door, hand reaching out as if she were about to leave, then spun and resumed pacing, a ferocious scowl tightening her features. He hadn't seen any track marks, but FX that pure you could snort.  Although she didn't seem like a user—most junkies wouldn't be so generous, even if it was only coffee.  Instead, her agitation reminded him of his own restlessness last night.  Anticipation of action, more like a caged tigress than a scared rabbit. 

Kwon appeared behind Miller, her Glock drawn.  She'd even put her Kevlar back on.  As Miller approached the door to the waiting room, every cop in the place had a hand on their weapon.  Every cop except Drake.  

His service piece was upstairs locked in his desk at Major Crimes.  He still had his backup Baby Glock in an ankle holster, but he made no move toward it.  Instead he was fascinated by the way his palms were tingling, his fingers itching.  As if they'd been numb, dead to touch for months, and were finally coming to life.

Drake shoved the thought aside, forcing himself to focus on what was happening in the glass walled room.  He blew his breath out, surprised that he'd been holding it.  Afraid that this feeling might vanish. 

The fluorescent lights glared off Miller's shiny blonde hair, styled into a sleek bob.  Her posture would have drawn compliments from any drill sergeant.  Even the pinstripes in her slate gray suit stood at attention.  She marched into the waiting room.  The direct approach.  Typical.  The Commander was intent on climbing the Pittsburgh Police Bureau's career ladder in record time and breaking the FX case would be a major step on her path.  

"I'm Commander Sarah Miller, in charge of the FX Task Force.  I understand you have some information for us."








CHAPTER 6





Drake stayed in the shadows, out of sight, as Miller and Kwon escorted Hart through the bullpen and into Miller's office.  Hart emerged twenty minutes later, her face and neck flushed with scarlet plumes of anger, head erect as she looked straight ahead and bolted down the stairs.  He waited until he was sure she was gone and joined Kwon and Miller in the Commander's office.

"So, what's her story?" he asked, ignoring Miller's look of distaste at his disheveled appearance.  

"Her name is Cassandra Hart."  Miller drummed her Mont Blanc against the pristine surface of her bleached oak desk.  Drake found himself only half-listening, his attention focused on stray motes of dust caught in the air, sparkling ever so slightly as a narrow beam of sun forced its way through the clouds.  Winking at a private joke.  "She's a physician at Three River's ER."

"A doctor?  What's she doing with all that FX?"  The sunbeam lost its battle as sullen gray clouds scudded through the small patch of sky visible in the window behind Miller.

"Says she found it on a patient she was life-flighting last night," Kwon put in.  

"Who's the patient?  Maybe we can trace the source from them."

Miller's drumming stilled.  She scrutinized the Mont Blanc as if it were the Holy Grail.  "The patient is a juvenile Jane Doe, in a coma."

"I'll get someone over to Three Rivers to get her prints and photo," Kwon said.

Drake thought about the scenario as the clouds continued their dance in the stiffening breeze.   Things just weren't making sense.  "How does a kid get her hands on that much FX?  And why would a doctor bring it here herself?"

"More to the point," Miller said, "how does that much FX disappear from a hospital without anyone realizing it is gone?"

He straightened at that, shot an inquiring look at Kwon.  She arched an eyebrow and nodded.  "That's what Hart says.  See for yourself."  

She skidded the bag of drugs across Miller's desk to him.  He snagged it, examined the pills more closely.  The doctor, Hart, had sealed the original baggie in some sort of lab bag and Kwon had deposited the entire thing in an evidence bag.  He held it under the light of Miller's banker's lamp, saw the markings on the back of the pills.

"According to Hart," Miller continued, "she had Three Rivers' pharmacy track the lot numbers.  They're from their own inpatient stock."

"According to Hart."  Kwon's voice was colored with disbelief.  "She could still be covering something—maybe she never came here to tell us about the FX at all.  Maybe Drake was right, she came to rat out whoever gave her those bruises.  Then when she dropped the pills, knew that people had seen her with the FX, she made the story up."

"There's too many what ifs," Miller conceded.  "I don't like the idea of Hart ignoring hospital protocol to come here herself.  Everyone over there knows to call us to secure evidence.  What I really don't like is that the police bureau has already publicly cleared the area hospitals as being sources of FX.  Last thing we need is to look like fools."

"That was the narcotics guys who checked the hospital inventories," Kwon protested.  "Before the task force was even formed."

"Then I guess you all have your work cut out for you, checking again.  But at least we finally have a lead on the FX source.  I want you and Drake in Three Rivers by tonight, monitoring the wards.  See how the drug distribution works, who could have opportunity.  And someone needs to keep an eye out for this Hart woman.  Who does she associate with?  Can anyone back up her story about what happened last night?  By tomorrow morning I want to know everything there is to know about Dr. Cassandra Hart."



<><><>



Drake left Chen doing Hart's background check.  He retrieved his coat and service piece and jogged down the steps leading away from the Major Crimes Squad, eager to get going.  Because of Hart, they had their first good lead, now that Lester was dead.   

He turned the corner onto the landing at the second floor, and a stocky man wearing a gray fedora blocked his way.  

"Hey, Jimmy," Drake greeted his partner from Major Crimes.  "Thought you were in court this week."

Jimmy Dolan stopped, brushed the rain from his wool overcoat.  "In recess for motions.  Where you going in such a hurry?"

"Nowhere, just over to Oscar's for a hair cut."  Drake buttoned his worn navy pea coat, but not before noting Jimmy's disapproving glance at his T-shirt and grease stained jeans.  

"Heard about Lester Young.  Tough break.  So how much longer's Miller gonna keep you with the task force?"

"Aw, you miss me.  Didn't know you cared."  

Jimmy snorted and moved up onto the landing to slouch against the wall opposite from Drake.  

"Miller's sending me over to Three Rivers to work undercover on the night shift.  Kwon, too."

Jimmy arched an eyebrow at that.  "Three Rivers?  I thought you guys already cleared the hospitals."

"So did I.  But some doctor from the ER convinced Miller someone there's stealing FX.  And Miller, being Miller, suspects everyone, including her."  Drake ran his fingers over the three-day beard that was beginning to itch.  At least he thought it was about three days old.  He couldn't remember the last time he'd bothered to shave.  "So now I've got to go get cleaned up so's I don't scare the patients."  

He started down the steps, then turned back to his sartorially superior partner.  "You ever get a shave over at Oscar's?"

"You mean like with hot towels, fancy lotions, all that jazz?"  Jimmy removed his fedora, exposing the flat top Oscar kept close shorn for him.  "This doctor, do you think she's behind the FX thefts?"

Drake thought a moment, remembering the way he'd been able to con a cup of coffee from Hart.  He hadn't had to work very hard, and he didn't think that was because Hart was a soft touch, either.  "I'm not sure.  She doesn't seem the type, that's for certain." 

"Is she your type?"  Jimmy gave him a stern, remember-what-happened-last-time, look. 

If it had been anyone but Jimmy asking, Drake would have just shot him the bird.  But Jimmy had taken a chance, still partnering with him after last summer.  "Don't worry.  She's about the exact opposite of my type.  Besides, nothing's gonna happen.  She's a suspect."








CHAPTER 7





Six-forty that night and the ICU bustled with activity.  Flocks of white-coated students and residents wearily followed their attendings from bed to bed, trying to put out any fires before leaving their patients in the care of the on-call doctors.  Two shifts of nurses crowded into the small dictation area behind the nurses' station, the day shift giving report to their night colleagues.  In the middle of it all, there was one island of solitude.

No one approached Jane Doe's bed.  She lay there, pale and unmoving, IV tubing and monitor leads her sole connection to the outside world.  The only sound from her was the faint whoosh of the ventilator filling her lungs.  

No friends or family—so she was probably still Jane Doe, Cassie thought as she pulled the chart from the rack at the ICU nurses' station and sat down beside Adeena Coleman, the social worker assigned to the case.  Cassie pushed her sweater sleeves up and flipped through the already thick binder, finding the neurology consultation.  As usual, they were hemming and hawing, taking a wait-and-see attitude.  She turned to Adeena.

"Anything?" she asked the social worker.  

Adeena shook her head, rattling the copper beads woven into her braids.  "Not yet.  The police are working on her fingerprints.  I'm sending her information to the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children."

"The milk carton people."

Adeena nodded, then pointed her ballpoint at Cassie's forearm.  "Nice bruise.  Should we talk?"

Cassie smiled and twisted her arm over to admire the latest patch of purple forming there.  It was a nice bruise, almost as nice as the move that had followed when she twisted beneath Mr. Christean's guard and cut his legs out from under him with a sweep kick.  First time she'd been able to best her instructor.  "Kempo.  I'm testing for my brown belt next month."

Adeena's eyes narrowed in concern.  "Maybe you should give yourself a break," she suggested.  "No karate belt is worth getting hurt over."

Hurt?  This was nothing.  Cassie knew real pain—Richard had taught her that.  She yanked her sleeves back down and focused on Jane Doe's chart. 

They sat in silence for a moment before Adeena surrendered.  "Right, I keep forgetting you're superwoman.  Able to kick butt, then patch them up afterwards.  Tessa was asking why you haven't been by to take her to Mass."

Cassie sighed.  Between her boss, Fran, and Adeena's Aunt Tessa, she had more people anxious to meddle in her life than any one person deserved.  She glanced at Jane Doe's bed and choked down her sarcastic reply.  At least she had people in her life who cared for her.  At least she would never be alone and anonymous like her patient.

"Tell her I'll be there Sunday."

"Great.  You know she makes her fried chicken whenever you come over."  

"Why's everyone always trying to fatten me up?" 

"Because," Adeena reached out and laid her own plump hand over Cassie's, "Tessa promised your Gram that—"

"She'd take care of me."  Cassie rolled her eyes.  Even from beyond the grave, Gram Rosa somehow still managed to interfere with her life.  Love is stronger than death, Rosa would say.  Right before telling Cassie everything she had done wrong with her life and exactly how to fix it. "One of these days you guys will figure out that I can take care of myself."

Adeena didn't take the bait and instead turned back to the data sheet from the Center for Missing and Exploited Children.  Cassie looked over the social worker's shoulder, reading the scant information collected on Jane Doe.   

Adeena jangled her braids in impatience, shifting so Cassie no longer blocked her light.  "Am I in your way?"

"Yeah, thanks."  Cassie took the paperwork and scanned through it.  "There's so little here.  How can we know next to nothing about her?"

"One good thing.  As far as the police can tell so far, she hasn't ever been arrested." 

"Is that the only thing they care about?" Cassie scoffed.  "Idiots.  They practically accused me of stealing the FX I took it to them this morning."

Adeena looked up at that.  "What were you doing with FX?  You're lucky they didn't arrest you or something."

"Tell me about it.  I think they would have liked to.  Seems they had no idea where all the FX flooding the streets is coming from or how to stop it."

"They're doing the best they can."

"Right."  Cassie focused on her patient once again.  "It really burns me that people get more upset over a beached whale than they do about homeless kids on their own streets.  Look at her, she was somebody's beautiful baby, but they all abandoned her."  

"More likely she abandoned them," Adeena reminded her.  "She's probably been out on the street for a while now.  Long enough to get hooked on FX at least.  Who knows what kind of life she ran away from."

The monitor above Jane Doe's bed traced a regular, green wave across the screen.  Family members sat beside loved ones at all the other beds, except bed space four where the stark glare of the overhead lights made Jane Doe's pale skin appear transparent.  As if there wasn't a real girl there, but only the too-thin ghost of one.  

"Still, it's wrong.  She shouldn't have to lie there without even a name to call her own."

"I'm doing the best I can." 

"I know."  But that wasn't enough.

Leaving Adeena to deal with the paperwork, Cassie crossed over to Jane Doe's side.   What could have caused this girl such pain that she was willing to throw her life away before it really even began?  She thought about her own life.  By the time she was fourteen, she had already seen both her parents die.  

If not for people like Gram Rosa, she might have run away from her own future, just as Jane Doe had.  She remembered her morbid thoughts when the helicopter almost crashed last night, her fears that no one would mourn her.  Hiding her face from Adeena, she blinked hard, suddenly ashamed of her own weakness.  She'd been so very wrong to feel that way.  

Cassie ran her fingers through the girl's pale hair.  Some kind soul had taken the time to comb it out and wash it, she noted with a small smile.

"I'm not going to let anything happen to you," she promised the comatose girl.  Maybe Jane Doe couldn't hear her, had no idea who this strange woman standing over her was.  Didn't matter.  Cassie was not going to allow Jane Doe to lie here unmourned and unloved.  "You're not alone anymore."  
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