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About This Book


Tandy’s every instinct told her to jump in and to take over the care of her two half siblings. They were twins, born to her mother later in life. Tandy hadn’t been in a position to help her older siblings, a guilt that still ate at her. These twins, however, had special needs, and she wasn’t sure she was up for the challenge. Nonverbal, they appeared to live in an alternate world, one she didn’t know how to reach.

Keller worked alongside Grant in the FBI and was considering how his own growing psychic skills could be better utilized, when he was asked to help on a case that had very unusual elements. These were elements that Stefan and Dr. Maddy hadn’t seen before—and that was saying something.

Not until he meets Tandy does Keller realize how unusual and potentially sinister this case truly is …

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Chapter 1
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Stefan picked up the phone, his tone warm and cheerful. “Dr. Maddy, it’s always good to hear from you.”

Her tone on the other end was stark and devoid of all humor. “We’ll see how you feel when you hear what I’m calling about.”

Immediately his good mood fled, and he nodded. “It’s so often that way between us, isn’t it?”

“It shouldn’t be though,” she grumbled, “and I wouldn’t be calling about this if I had any solution.”

“Which means you don’t, so speak up. What’s going on?” he asked.

“Twins, boys, five years old, nonverbal, both synesthetes.”

“Seriously?” Stefan asked in astonishment. “Nonverbal? How do you know that they’re synesthetes?”

“Well, I wouldn’t, except for what appears to be an older sister, who brought them in to me as a special request. Honestly, she’s been emailing and calling me for quite a while, looking for some assistance,” she explained. “Normally I wouldn’t take on anything like this, but this case? … As soon as she said they were both synesthetes and both nonverbal, it really piqued my interest.”

“Naturally,” Stefan confirmed. “So, what did you find?”

“Well, it’s more about what I didn’t find,” she shared, “and it makes no sense, but, according to the older sister—”

“How much older is this sister?” he asked, immediately interrupting.

“Quite a bit from looking at her, but I don’t really know. I would say, early thirties, as a rough guess.”

“And they’re siblings? That’s an awful lot of years between them.”

“According to the sister, the mother was a drug addict and took drugs quite freely throughout the pregnancies. This sister was the result of a teenage pregnancy, and then her mother lost several children in between, including a couple lost to the foster care system. This older sister spent time with her grandmother to avoid foster care, but the grandmother couldn’t handle all the younger ones, and there was a lot of back-and-forth among all the children and the mother, the grandmother, and foster care.

“Once this elder sister was old enough to be out on her own, she worked hard to improve her circumstances and to build something better, trying to move on from such a chaotic childhood. Meanwhile, her mother kept making poor decisions and, at some point, became pregnant with these twins.

“This older sister had gone into early childhood development and, after her mother died of a drug overdose, ended up caring for these siblings, who were almost five at that point in time. So I think she’s only had them for a few months. Her mother didn’t tell her about any of the developmental issues, and this sister had been away from the family house long enough that the kids were strangers to her, and she didn’t know what she was even looking at.

“She found a letter from her mother, explaining something about the twins, even adding that the mother herself also had the same abilities but never managed to learn or to make sense out of anything she saw in the world. Drugs provided a far easier way to handle it, so that’s what she did. Of course the older sister is quite pissed, but she’s also very worried about how best to care for these children.”

“Well, that’s wonderful of her,” Stefan stated. “A lot of people wouldn’t take on children like that.”

“No, but I think she’s in a quandary and not at all sure what she’s supposed to do to help them.”

“What is it you’re supposed to do?” Stefan asked, letting the humor back into his tone. “People ask all kinds of things, but we don’t always have answers.”

“No, no we don’t,” Dr. Maddy agreed, “though I did sit down and do a full physical on the twins.”

“And?”

“Physically I would say that they’re fairly healthy,” she shared. “I’m not sure of the reason they are nonverbal. I didn’t see anything suggesting they had any kind of health condition that prompted that type of response. However …”

“Ah,” Stefan noted, “here comes the famous however.”

She groaned. “I definitely feel there’s an issue between them that is not of this plane.”

Stefan let that sink in, as the silence deepened between them. “And did you get any idea of just what is wrong on the other plane?”

“No,” she admitted, “and I guess that is why I’m so stumped and kind of upset because I can’t see what is happening.”

“So, you want me to take a look?” he suggested.

“I know you’re busy, but I was wondering if that was … possible.”

“Are they in our children’s hospital?”

“No, that’s the other thing. I have found no medical condition that requires hospitalization for these two boys. Just because they’re nonverbal doesn’t mean they can’t lead full, healthy, happy functioning lives.”

“No, of course not,” he murmured. “So, they’re at home?”

“Temporarily I have them here at Dr. Maddy’s floor,” she said and then took a deep breath. “And I mean temporarily. It’s certainly not a place for them, if that’s not where they need to be, and, of course, all the beds here are at a premium.”

“Of course,” he agreed. “So I presume you had somebody moved out in time for them to come in.”

“Yes,” she said, “and the twins absolutely love being here, but it’s not where they belong. I think the sister is relieved that we’re at least looking at this, but she wants answers that I’m not sure we have.”

“Of course not, and answers of this nature are never easy to give anybody anyway. Do you have any idea if she has abilities?”

“Oh,” Dr. Maddy said, “I didn’t even think to ask her that, and I don’t think she would consider any of this in the realm of abilities. She doesn’t know quite what synesthetes or synesthesia means, though she did look up the terms. So she has a basic clinical understanding but doesn’t really understand what form the twins have. The mother said something about colors.”

“Absolutely nothing wrong with that,” Stefan declared, with a note of humor, “and in many ways that just enhances their daily existence.”

“And potentially,” Dr. Maddy murmured, “that’s why they want to stay where they are.”

“That’s also an interesting theory,” he muttered. “I can take a look at them this afternoon, if you are okay with that.”

“I would really like that,” she said warmly, “particularly … No, I won’t give you any heads-up. You let me know what you find.”

“Is this something you haven’t seen before?”

“Honestly,” she replied, “I’m pretty sure it’s something you haven’t seen before either.”


Chapter 2
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Tandy Goodman slouched into the chair and stared at her phone yet again. She hated being as attached to it as she was, but she kept waiting for answers from Dr. Maddy, from anybody. Tandy felt horribly guilty yet wasn’t sure what she could even do up until now. Of course Tandy knew about the twins. Her mother had called several times over recent years, leaving voicemails looking for assistance with them, but Tandy had refused to answer or to respond to her mother’s calls. Tandy had walked away from her mother years ago and had been more than happy to keep it that way. Her mother had always needed financial assistance, emotional support, and so much more besides that.

For the first time, Tandy cursed her mother for most likely committing suicide by willfully overdosing. Yet she also knew her mother had been in a bad mental state, and it wasn’t fair to judge her, particularly when Tandy hadn’t been around to step up to help. Then again, what do you do with a parent who hadn’t been a parent and instead had fobbed off you and the rest of your siblings onto the foster care system or any other relative who would take in somebody, anybody? A mother who then continued to have children without a thought or care for what would happen to them—or what was happening to the others she had already had. Tandy still remained a little bitter, although she very much wanted to think she’d worked out all that, but obviously she hadn’t.

When the phone rang, she jumped at it. “Hello,” she answered. She frowned at the strange voice on the other end.

“My name is Stefan,” he announced. “I’ve been asked by Dr. Maddy to take a look at your siblings and to see what I can make of the situation.”

“Thank you.” She sighed with relief. “Are you a doctor?”

“I’m a specialist,” he clarified, with a note of humor.

“Okay, and what, if anything, did you find?”

“If anything?” he asked.

She frowned. “The note from my mother revealed they were nonverbal—and had been for years—but she didn’t say from birth,” Tandy pointed out. “I know it may sound very strange, but I don’t know very much about them.”

“You haven’t had anything to do with them in all these years?” he asked.

As seemingly no judgment filled his tone, she relaxed a bit. “No, I didn’t have a great relationship with my mother and left as soon as I could. Any actual parenting I had was mostly done by my grandmother, and that was on my father’s side, and she didn’t have any use for my mother either.”

“I’m sorry,” Stefan muttered. “That just makes it hard on everybody.”

“It sure does,” Tandy agreed, with a note of surprise, “and now I’m not sure what I can do for the twins.”

“Your mother just gave you guardianship of these two?” he asked, his tone still calm and quiet.

Maybe it was the whole general atmosphere around him that made her answer him so readily. “Yes. I believe she took her own life and left the guardianship of these two with me, but why she would do that, I don’t know. She didn’t leave a letter explaining herself, just sharing her decision to appoint me as their guardian.”

“Probably because she assumed that you would be a better parent than she was.”

“And yet how could she possibly know that?” Tandy asked in frustration. “I haven’t had anything to do with her, and now, all of a sudden, I have these twins in my care.”

“Do you have any other children?”

“No. If my childhood had been anything close to normal, I might have had some of my own. Yet I felt I didn’t need to add any more neglected children to this world. I’ve always thought enough abused children were out there.”

Immediately Stefan picked up on the word abused.

She groaned. “Forget I mentioned that.”

“I will for the moment,” he conceded. “Do you know that these children were abused?”

“I don’t know anything about them. I don’t know who she lived with these past years. I don’t know if anyone else may have harmed them. I don’t know anything,” she cried out. “I literally got a call from the police, saying my mother had died, likely of an overdose, and a note had been found, saying to call me if anything happened to her and that I would take care of the twins.”

“But she did that without asking you beforehand, right?”

“Of course.” Tandy groaned. “That was my mother. She did all kinds of crap that you wished she wouldn’t do, yet it didn’t matter because she was who she was.”

“And just that alone,” Stefan noted, “makes it doubly hard when you lose a parent. In these cases, you feel guilty because you didn’t have more of a relationship and yet a sense of relief because all that craziness you’ve endured your whole life finally stops.”

Tandy stared down at the phone and whispered, “It’s almost as if you know.”

“I do know,” he confirmed in a gentle tone. “Not all of us have such messed-up lives, but many of us do. And, in your case, what I presume was a relatively calm life you’ve carved out for yourself away from your mother has now gone haywire, bringing back all those feelings of chaos and anger.”

“Yes.”

Silence came. Then in a solemn tone, he asked, “Are you looking to put them into foster care?”

“I don’t know that I have a choice,” she admitted. “I certainly don’t feel equipped to handle two children I don’t even know, who appear to have special needs that I don’t know anything about or how to handle.”

“Which is also why,” he added, his tone turning brisk, “it’s so interesting that your mother left them with you.”

“I don’t think it’s interesting at all,” she declared, with a snort. “I think it’s typical of my mother to step away from her own responsibilities and to let somebody else handle the mess she created. She did it to my grandmother for years.”

“And I understand you have other siblings.”

“Apparently so,” she muttered, “and you’ll think even worse of me, but I haven’t done anything to track them down either.”

After a bit of silence on the other end, he added, “We’re so good at trashing ourselves for not being a better person, aren’t we?”

That brought tears to her eyes. “I don’t know why you would say that,” she whispered, “but, yeah, any normal person would have tried to find them and to bring the family together.”

“With the foster care system and adoptions, it can be hard to trace these children, especially as a civilian, even as a relative. Yet we can also hope that the children have landed in good families where they are currently settled. As much as they might want to know that they have another sibling, it doesn’t mean that they need you to step up and to take care of them.”

“I so hope that could be true,” she replied fervently. “God knows I have enough guilt in my world right now, and I can’t really handle much more.”

“Of course not,” he agreed. “I understand there’s also a massive age gap between the twins and you.”

“Yes. They’re only five, and I’ve just turned thirty,” she shared, with a note of humor. “My mother was nothing if not prolific.”

“Too bad she didn’t think beyond the point of conception.”

“Yeah, too bad for a lot of things. I just want to know what the twins need, so I can figure out whether I can handle this or even should consider taking them on.”

“Is there an alternative?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “Nothing I know of besides foster care. At this point in time, I’m questioning everything.”

“And do you work?”

“Yes, I work full-time just to support myself.” She didn’t go into any specifics.

Stefan asked, “Do you have any experience with children?”

“No, not really,” she murmured. “My mother seemed to think I had gone into childcare, and, as far as she’s concerned, that made me the best person to look after them.”

“Ah, that would make sense.” Then his tone sharpened. “I gather that’s not what you did.”

“No, it’s not what I did,” she muttered. “Though right about now I wish I did have some child-care experience. Instead, I went to school to become a nurse.”

“That’s also a great profession.”

“It’s certainly one I thought would put food on the table better than being in the daycare field or early childhood development,” she muttered. “I didn’t dare tell my mother.”

“Your mother would have asked for money, I presume?”

“As she did constantly anyway, even after I broke all contact, yes,” she confirmed. “Sometimes there’s just nothing you can do to help people, especially if they aren’t helping themselves. Then suddenly they’re gone, and you wonder if you were supposed to do so much more.”

“There’s always more anybody can do, but, when addiction and drugs are involved,” he explained, “there is a limit to what anybody else can do, especially if the addict doesn’t choose to help themselves.”

“And yet if we had given her a little more time, a little more of a chance,” she stated, “maybe she would have beaten it.”

“Maybe,” he replied, “maybe she would have. But there’s also a damn-good chance that things would have continued exactly as they were, and she could have had another half-dozen babies.”

“God,” Tandy muttered, as she rubbed her head. “I don’t even want to think about that.”

“I’m going in to see them tomorrow,” he announced.

“Wait. I thought you already saw them.”

“Briefly, yes, but I want to go in and run some tests.”

“Go ahead. I know they can’t stay there for long, and Dr. Maddy is only doing this because I pushed so hard to get some help, but I’m really at my wit’s end. I don’t want to put the kids into foster care, and I don’t have any money saved up for the level of care that they would need privately. So, if anybody can do anything, I would appreciate a heads-up as to the best direction to go.”

“Will do,” Stefan replied cheerfully. “I’ll call you afterward.” With that, he ended the call.

Tandy stared down at her phone, wondering just what the heck that was all about because surely he could have done whatever tests he wanted the first time around. Then she realized that maybe as the twins’ guardian—or at least the guardian temporarily in place—Stefan probably needed permission from her to do anything with the twins.

She sat back, wondering how on earth she had gotten into this position. She knew exactly who to blame. It was so damn typical of her mother to set up this scenario, then just step out of life and leave the rest of them to deal with it. Isabella used to laugh at Tandy and tell her how she was too serious and that she needed to live a little. Only Isabella’s version of living a little was having unprotected sex when she was completely drugged out of her mind.

Tandy didn’t know if the drug scenario had something to do with the twins’ current physical abilities, but Tandy wouldn’t be at all surprised. The doctors so far hadn’t given her any diagnoses or any suggestions on how to improve their mental states, and it’s not as if Tandy even knew the right things to ask.

All she wanted to hear was if they could ever be—and she hated this word and the idea she was even using it—normal.

Was this something to strive toward? It sounded awful when she asked it in that way, but she didn’t know any other way to put it. How else was she supposed to look at her siblings, except to wonder if something normal was ahead of them in this world, or was their current existence in silence all they had? Was this the best they could look forward to? That didn’t say much for the life they would have, and it signed up Tandy for a life of caregiving that she might not be able to handle either.

Feeling even more stressed and with her self-esteem sinking further, she picked up the note from her mother. The note basically shared nothing, except that Tandy would handle this now, and Isabella knew that Tandy had the full ability to do so. She stared down at the note once again, noting the backside was a receipt and partial at best. Wondering what possible belief her mother could have that Tandy was capable of handling whatever this was. As far as she was concerned, she wasn’t capable of handling any of it. She didn’t even know what it was. How was she supposed to raise two special needs kids? They weren’t even her kids, and there was no money for the special help they might need for a lifetime. There was nothing.

Tandy groaned. Once again money had reared its ugly face in her world. She had worked so hard to position herself to make decent money, and it felt as if she had spent a lifetime trying to get off that poverty level so she could breathe. Now her mom had put her right back over the edge with the care of two of her siblings, children she didn’t even know. And yet the siblings had looked at her with such joy that it had broken her heart. No matter what she thought of her mother—in the past or in the present—none of it changed the fact that Tandy was responsible for her twin brothers.

Dead or alive, her mother was still who she was and had acted consistently in this instance, and nothing would change that. It just made Tandy so sad because these kids deserved so much more. That was the real issue here because, as far as she was concerned, they deserved so much more than her, a half-interested and completely out of touch with children sister, who had suddenly found herself in the role of parent.

She went over to her kitchen and made herself yet another small pot of coffee before sinking onto her couch, tears coming to her eyes. It usually happened when Tandy considered her life with her mother, then foster care, then back to her mother’s custody, with one chaotic mess after another, until finally Tandy’s grandmother had removed Tandy at fifteen.

After that, things had calmed a little bit in Tandy’s life, although she always felt the threat of being jerked back into the system or into her mother’s ongoing horror. Tandy had never known what anything close to normal was, not until living with her grandmother. Now Tandy thought it must be some great big cosmic joke that her mother had put Tandy in this parental position after all this time. She could easily imagine her mother smirked, having played the last card on Tandy, having won some twisted game.

Isabella left two kids in need of a mother and other kids desperately in need of their own lives, in need of something of their own that could help them get through this chaos called life. And it just sucked that the person who had created this trauma for them was the very person supposed to do everything they could to make their world happen, but in a good way, not like this.

Never this.
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Stefan walked onto Dr. Maddy’s floor and headed for her office, where he found her standing outside the door, waiting for him.

She handed him a cup of coffee as he approached. “I thought we would go visit with them first.”

He nodded, accepted the cup, then followed her to one of her special rooms. These rooms could hold patients, if need be, for temporary treatments, or while they were waiting for beds, if there was a hold-up.

As he walked in, the children looked up and laughed. He smiled, seeing the joy and the sheer love and warmth in their faces. “Wow,” he murmured to them and to Dr. Maddy. “This is a lovely surprise.”

One little boy, his name was Matthew, got up and raced over, throwing himself into Stefan’s arms. Careful to not spill his coffee, Stefan hurriedly put down the cup and swung the little boy up into his arms and held him close. The little boy babbled away in his own mind, in a serious conversation of some kind. Stefan laughed because, to a certain extent, he understood Matthew—maybe not all of it, but definitely part of it. It was Matthew’s light language. Stefan glanced over at Dr. Maddy, smiling at the other little boy, Mark, who stared up at Stefan, a little bit more serious, a little bit more wary.

Still holding Matthew, Stefan squatted down beside Mark, where he sat on a little stool, and smiled. “Hi. I thought I would come back and see you today.”

Mark nodded at Stefan but didn’t say anything.

Then Stefan felt the buzz in the air, the communication between the two twins, and realized that they weren’t nonverbal. They had just chosen to be nonvocal, and that was a whole different story.

Fascinated, he sat down crossed-legged, with Matthew in his lap and still in his arms. “How are you doing today?” he asked Mark.

Mark just nodded again, glancing at him warily, his gaze going to Dr. Maddy and then back to Stefan.

“I’m a friend of Dr. Maddy’s,” Stefan offered.

Mark nodded again, but his suspicious gaze never left Stefan’s face.

Stefan recognized the signs, but he wasn’t exactly sure what else was going on here.

Dr. Maddy sat down on the floor beside them all. “How are you doing today, Mark?” she asked.

Mark just looked at her, his eyes big and solemn, and, of course, he never spoke a word.

However, on the ethers, Stefan heard the twins chatting. He heard them laughing and talking. He couldn’t quite hear the conversation yet, as their frequency was a bit fuzzy to pin down. Stefan wasn’t sure exactly what they would do if he tuned into their conversation and answered them.

Dr. Maddy popped into his mind and suggested that they try it.

Stefan agreed. It would be better to know. He nodded slowly, and then, picking up on the conversation in the ethers, he fine-tuned the frequency, moving aside the chatter, and he spoke telepathically first to Mark. It’s really nice to meet you.

Mark’s eyes widened fearfully, and he bolted off the little stool that he had been sitting on and ran into Dr. Maddy’s arms.

Dr. Maddy’s arms closed around Mark and held him close. She hugged him warmly, letting him feel comfortable. Then, in the same conversation on the ethers, she added, We thought it might be easier to talk to you over here.

Mark reared back and stared at her in astonishment.

Dr. Maddy smiled. Yes, we can talk in this way as well.

The child clearly didn’t know what to say and frowned at his brother, who looked to be absolutely delighted. Still frowning, Mark glanced at Stefan and then back at Dr. Maddy. In the ethers, Mark whispered, Nobody does this.

Oh yes, Stefan countered, some of us do, just not very many. Dr. Maddy is very special because she can do this.

Mark just stared at Stefan and back at Dr. Maddy.

Dr. Maddy gave Mark a reassuring hug, her hands stroking his back. Sometimes the patients I work with don’t want to talk in the other world. Sometimes they feel safer here, so I come in here and work with them.

Mark looked around, questioning. Are others here?

There are, Dr. Maddy answered, but not necessarily right where you are. You have to be in a place where others can talk to you.

Matthew laughed and added, I want to talk to them. I want to talk to them.

Mark shushed him. Shh, we don’t know if it’s safe.

Those words broke Stefan’s heart. As much as he had seen the signs of child abuse, he also knew that children, when they needed to, would disappear inside. It was a coping mechanism, and these children hadn’t had any reason to come back out of it. You do know a whole world is out there? he asked Mark.

He just nodded, his eyes huge as he stared at him, not fearfully, but definitely not with any trust.

Stefan knew it would take some time to get there.

Matthew laughed. We don’t have anybody to play with sometimes. Maybe we could play with them. He turned and looked at his twin brother hopefully.

Mark was obviously the leader, the one who kept them safe, and, when it came to relationships on this side, it was very often that way.

Mark was the leader, and Mark was also, by far, the most fearful, so he had taken on the role of keeping his little brother safe. Even though they were twins, in Mark’s mind, he had deemed Matthew as the little one, the one who had to be protected, as if something Mark did could keep them both safe. Clearly in Mark’s mind, keeping them safe was keeping them here on Dr. Maddy’s floor.

Stefan faced Mark. Nobody is trying to force you out of the ethers or out of Dr. Maddy’s place. Mark just stared back at him, with that solemn look that broke Stefan’s heart. Stefan smiled and added, I just thought maybe it would be okay if we came to visit every once in a while.

Stefan didn’t ask for Mark’s permission because it was way too early, and, chances were, he would tell Stefan to disappear. Then, if he didn’t, Mark would leave. Therefore, Stefan didn’t give Mark that opportunity. Stefan looked over at Dr. Maddy. It’s lovely in here, he began. We should have brought some tea and snacks.

Immediately Matthew pulled out of Stefan’s hold, threw himself into Dr. Maddy’s arms colliding with Mark, and added, Can we have snacks? Snack, snacks, snacks, he cried out joyously.

She laughed. We’ll see about that, but, yes, you guys aren’t eating very much at all. She looked back over at Mark and smiled. Are you hungry? Would you like a snack?

Mark nodded slowly, but his gaze never left Stefan.

Stefan knew he was the reason that Mark was struggling to relax. I can leave, if you like, he offered. I just wanted to confirm you were okay in here.

We’re good, little Matthew replied, as he ran around, screaming about snacks and looking at his brother, asking, It’s okay, isn’t it?

Mark was hard-pressed to answer his brother because everything inside Mark wanted to run.

Stefan saw it in the little boy’s eyes and in Mark’s every action, as Mark had learned to run in the past. Yet right now he didn’t have any place to go. So, with Stefan here with Dr. Maddy, Mark wasn’t sure whether the twins’ special haven was safe or not.

Mark looked over at his brother, frowning, but Matthew was having none of it.

Snacks, snacks, snacks, he cried out joyfully.

Finally Mark relented, then looked over at Dr. Maddy and nodded. Yes, please.

Dr. Maddy laughed. Fine. I’ll go get some.

No wait, Mark cried out. Dr. Maddy looked at him for further explanation, but the child just stared, Mark’s gaze going nervously from Stefan to Dr. Maddy.

Stefan took note. How about I go get them? he offered. That way Dr. Maddy can stay here with you. Mark nodded, his gaze ever wary, not even trusting what Stefan said. Stefan looked over at Dr. Maddy and asked, “Where will I find the snacks?”

She smiled. “Have Alana get you some, and you can bring them back in here.”

He nodded, then getting up very deliberately, his movements slow and careful, he stepped out of the world in which the twins lived and gave himself a physical shake, finding himself in the adjoining observation room. In his mind’s eye, he saw Dr. Maddy, physically fine, just waiting on the other side of the ethers for him. Yet, here in the real world, Dr. Maddy was perched on a chair in the observation room, seemingly meditating.

He looked up when Alana appeared and explained, “We’re supposed to bring snacks in.”

She nodded at him, then looked back at Dr. Maddy in her frozen state. “That’s a good thing, if they’ll eat, but I don’t know how that’s supposed to work.” She walked over to the closet and then handed him a picnic basket. When he looked at it, she shrugged. “Dr. Maddy had it prepped and ready. I don’t know why.”

He laughed, took the basket, then stepped back into the children’s make-believe world.

Mark gave a sudden jolt when Stefan reappeared so quickly. He smiled at Mark and explained, I just had to pick this up. Dr. Maddy had it all prepared for us.

Mark eyed the basket curiously.

With another glance at the magic basket in his arms, he looked over at Dr. Maddy and clicked into their own special frequency and shared, Cool trick.

Dr. Maddy smiled. Yeah, it is.

Stefan had never seen a basket that could appear in one realm and then into the other.

Of course you have, Dr. Maddy corrected. As always, all it is, is visualization.

I know, he murmured. But, when I open this, what will I find?

She turned and looked at the kids, now speaking on their frequency. What would you guys like for a snack?

I want whatever is in that basket, Matthew exclaimed, crowding her and looking at the basket hopefully.

You mean, like, milk? Dr. Maddy asked, smiling.

Milk would be good, Matthew replied, but he kept staring at it.

Oh, so you want something else?

He nodded. I want something else, if there is something else, he replied, turning to her.

Oh, there’s something else, she declared. But it would help if you told me what you want. This basket holds all kinds of things.

Maybe you could just give me some of the things inside the basket, and I could go from there, Matthew suggested, with the typical delight of a five-year-old not wanting to decide, in case it would limit his choices somehow.

She laughed, then looked over at Mark. What about you, honey? What would you like?

Mark stared at her and asked, Do you have a cookie?

I do have cookies, Dr. Maddy confirmed. Is that what you would like?

Mark nodded.

Dr. Maddy opened the basket without letting anybody else see inside, then pulled out a huge cookie for Mark. Mark’s eyes lit up as he stared at the cookie, then at Dr. Maddy. It’s okay, honey. You can have it. When he still hesitated, Dr. Maddy understood his hesitation. No, you don’t have to do anything for it. It’s just a cookie for you to enjoy.

Mark reached out hesitantly, and Stefan waited, his breath almost caught in the back of his throat, watching to see if the little boy would accept something so simple. Then, just when Stefan thought that Mark would, the world around them disappeared, and he was back in the office with Dr. Maddy.


Chapter 3


[image: ___]

Tandy stepped into the main area where the kids’ room was, then walked toward Dr. Maddy’s office. Tandy arrived in time to see Dr. Maddy and somebody else talking very animatedly about something. The conversation completely died when she showed up, and she gave the man a wry look. “If anything ever told me that your discussion was about the twins, you guys clamming up when I arrived is a pretty good indicator.”

Dr. Maddy chuckled. “Not necessarily, but definitely a lot is going on with those kids.”

“Of course there is.” Tandy gave a headshake. “Isabella, our mother, never did anything easily. Anyway, I just finished work for the day and thought I would stop in and see how they’re doing. How are they?”

“Do you want to see them?” Dr. Maddy offered, as she stood up.

“I don’t think it would make a bit of difference, since they don’t respond to me at all.”

“That would be something to see,” the man beside her noted. He smiled at Tandy. “I’m Stefan, by the way.”

“Oh, right,” she muttered, feeling foolish. “You were running some tests on them today.”

“I ran a few, but it’s still too early to say anything.”

“Yes, of course,” she murmured, feeling an age-old weariness, as with everything else that she’d dealt with where Isabella had been concerned. “I really hope there is some treatment.”

He just nodded noncommittally.

Tandy wasn’t sure whether that was good or bad. “I feel as if you guys already have some idea of what’s going on, at least more than I do,” she added.

“I don’t know about that.” Dr. Maddy smiled her way. “It’s definitely too early.”

“But you can’t keep them here for long, as you told me,” she pointed out. “And I’m sure I can’t afford anything along the line of what’s required to keep them in this place.” Tandy glanced around nervously. “I’m finally doing okay moneywise, but it’s taken a long time to get here, and I don’t have a clue how I’ll afford the proper care for the twins.”

Dr. Maddy continued to smile. “Some funding assistance is available, particularly for a ward of the state.”

“Sure, but then I would have to sign them over, wouldn’t I?”

“Have you signed anything accepting guardianship yet?”

She shook her head. “No, the lawyer didn’t seem to think I wanted to do that, and I think he’s been busy prepping paperwork for just the opposite. Yet I haven’t …” She stopped, frowned, and relented awkwardly. “I haven’t done anything to stop him.”

“Of course,” Stefan agreed.

“You guys are awfully amiable,” Tandy murmured.

“I think you’re judging yourself enough,” Stefan shared. “You were thrust into a pretty difficult position right from the beginning, so I don’t think anybody will judge you, except you.”

She groaned. “And yet that seems to be the worst condemnation anyway.”

“It absolutely is,” he agreed, with a knowing smile, “but you’re not alone in this.”

“Yes, I am,” she declared, “and anytime I try to contact someone about the twins’ situation, I basically get more of the same. It’s my problem. They make it very clear that I have to make some decisions.”

“I’m sure you do,” Stefan replied. “That’s not what I meant. Just that other people out there can help.”

“Maybe,” Tandy conceded, “but I certainly don’t know who they are yet. Until I have a grasp on how I’m supposed to keep these kids, I’m just not comfortable with this situation.”

“Are you considering keeping them?” Dr. Maddy asked.

Tandy looked over at her and grimaced. “Every time, every damn time I think about not keeping them, it fills me with absolute dread and horror. If anybody would have helped me way back when, it would have done an awful lot for my life,” she admitted, “and it is something I can possibly do for them. And it’s not that I don’t want to, but it’s just the special needs aspect that worries me. They require so much more care, yet I have to work to make a living,” she explained.

“Right,” Dr. Maddy agreed, “so let’s take you in, so you can visit with them for a little bit.” With that, she led the way into another room, where the two kids were playing with some LEGO blocks, with a decidedly blank look on their faces. The twins looked up as Tandy came in.

Tandy squatted beside them and smiled. “Hi, guys. How are you enjoying being with Dr. Maddy?” There was just nothing, no answer, no response of any kind, and it broke her heart. Tandy sniffled back her tears, turned to face Stefan and Dr. Maddy. “How does anybody handle this?”

“If they were your children,” Dr. Maddy began, as she squatted beside them, “the parents work hard to try and find ways to make their situations better. And I will admit that, in many cases, they’re handed off to institutions where they live. But just because these twins are nonverbal doesn’t mean intelligence isn’t in there.” She gave Stefan a look, as she added, “So don’t make that mistake.”

“Right,” Tandy replied, turning to face her siblings. “And how do you know what they need? How am I to know what it is that they want or could use on a regular basis?”

“I think that comes with time and a little bit of practice,” Dr. Maddy shared, as she stroked Matthew’s shoulder. Matthew showed absolutely no sign of responding. “I’m not saying that only you should look after them,” she clarified. “That is a massive responsibility for you to take on, but I do think we can do some things to improve their situation and to make it a little easier.”

“Easier for me or easier for them?” Tandy asked.

Dr. Maddy smiled at her in approval. “That’s a very good question because we want to ensure you and the twins get all the help and assistance we can muster for you three, so you all can live as normally as possible.”

“Is there such a thing as normal?” Tandy asked, staring at her little siblings. She wanted to cry, but she also wanted to wrap them up in her arms and to tell them that it would all be okay. And yet how could she do that? Even when they looked at her, they didn’t really seem to see her. “I feel as if they don’t know anything about me.”

“Do they?” Stefan asked, as he squatted beside her, smiling at the kids.

Mark stiffened ever-so-slightly at his approach.

Tandy instantly frowned. “Does Mark do that to you every time?” Tandy asked, noticing Mark’s obvious reaction.

“In a way, yes,” Stefan confirmed, with a casual wave, “but we can’t judge Mark simply based on my being here.”

A horrible thought came to Tandy, as she looked back and forth between Stefan and Dr. Maddy. “And does Mark do this every time when men are involved?”

Dr. Maddy hesitated for a moment, then nodded slowly. “Yes, at the moment it appears that all men make Mark feel threatened, at least to some degree.”

Tandy winced, then nodded. “That would be because of my mother’s boyfriends, most likely,” she noted in a flat tone. “I know that two of my other siblings were sexually assaulted before they were removed to foster care as well.”

Dr. Maddy winced, then nodded. “Unfortunately it is something we do see from time to time.”

Tandy didn’t say anything but felt Stefan studying her. She glared over at him.

He smiled. “You were a victim,” he began. “You aren’t anymore, and that is something you should be proud of.”

“No,” she argued, “there’s no pride in that. If I had done something about it at the time, maybe there would be some pride. There’s really just the horror of having endured.” He stared at her with a calm compassion that made her uncomfortable.

He added, “You have come a long way in the healing.”

“I have,” she conceded. “And I guess that’s why I’m so hesitant to step into something that would send my own healing backward.”

“Of course,” Stefan replied, “also not something you should feel guilty about.”

She gave a broken laugh. “You can let me off the hook all you want, but the only person whose opinion really counts is mine.”

He gave her a beaming smile and nodded. “And that,” he declared, “is exactly right and just goes to prove my point. You’ve come a long way, but is there more to go? Probably. Could it be a lifetime of learning and healing? Yes. Does it matter that you are not there yet? No,” he stated, without giving her a chance to say more. “You won’t be doing anything other than trying to live your life in the best manner anyway.”

Astonished, she stared at him, then frowned. “I don’t normally talk about any of this.”

“Of course not,” Stefan noted, “and I understand it well. In your mind you’ve come a long way.”

“I have,” she snapped.

He nodded. “You have, indeed, and wanting to help your siblings is where I can really see the healing.”

She shook her head. “I don’t know that there’s any healing in that avenue because I still want to run every time I see them.”

“And yet here you are,” he pointed out.

“Yeah.” She frowned, as she glanced around. “But it’s one thing to come here to visit and to see how they’re doing, and it’s another thing to take them home,” she pointed out. “I don’t know that I am equipped for that.”

“I don’t think you would need to take them home full-time,” he shared. “I’m pretty sure some assistance is out there for you.”

“Is there?” she asked, turning to him. “So far, nobody has spoken up about it.”

“We can help with that,” Dr. Maddy interjected. “We need to do a full assessment first to figure out just what they need for care, then take it from there.”

Just then a noise was heard outside the door.

Dr. Maddy straightened, then looked at the kids and smiled. She nodded to Stefan. “Would you stay here for a few minutes?”

He nodded and added, “As long as Mark is okay with it.”

Mark stared at him but didn’t make a move either way.

Dr. Maddy quickly stepped out of the room. Stefan smiled at Tandy and added, “The twins really are doing well here.”

“If you say so,” she muttered doubtfully, as she stared down at them. “I want to communicate with them, but I feel they don’t want to speak to me.”

“That’s because in many ways they’re locked in their own world,” Stefan explained. “They’re locked in the safety of where they are.”

She stared at him and winced. “So, you’re thinking they were assaulted too?”

“I can’t confirm that,” he admitted. “At least not for sure. Do you know anything about their life with your mother?”

Tandy shook her head. “No, but I do know the cops were just brought in to deal with some material they found on the computers in Isabella’s apartment, which was also where they found her body.”

“In that case, let them do whatever investigation they need to, and we’ll see what we can do from our end.”

It was almost as if she were being dismissed, but then the door opened, and Dr. Maddy stepped back inside. She had a handsome man with her.

She smiled at Tandy. “This is Grant, a friend, who works with my husband sometimes, and he’s an FBI agent,” Dr. Maddy explained. “When I mentioned that I had the kids here, he shared that he had seen something come across his desk.”

Tandy frowned at him. “The FBI?” she asked nervously. “What does that mean?”

He hesitated, then crouched beside her, smiling at the two children, and asked Tandy, “Shall we go talk somewhere?”

She bit her bottom lip, slowly stood up, and then nodded. “I guess I need to know the worst of it, so yes.”

“Take my office.” Dr. Maddy offered. “We’ll stay here with the kids.”

Meanwhile, Grant nudged her into Dr. Maddy’s office. As soon as she got inside, she stayed in the doorway and asked harshly, maybe even more so than she intended, “What?”

He hesitated, then replied, “Your mother left behind a lot of material, pornographic material, involving children.”

“Meaning that she had this material for herself?”

His gaze narrowed as he studied her. “Does that sound like her?”

“No. I admit that she was a drunk, drugged out of her mind an awful lot of the time, but I don’t think even she would stoop that low.”

“I would be happy to hear that,” Grant said. “Do you know who her boyfriend was or who else was in her life lately?”

She stared at him and replied, “I don’t think you have that much paper.”

The door opened, and another man stepped in. He had short cropped dark hair, with almost no smile to be seen. He looked over at Grant and nodded. “Dr. Maddy told me that you were in here.”

Grant motioned toward Tandy and introduced them. “Keller, this is Tandy Goodman. Tandy Goodman, this is Keller Drummond. He’s a local detective who acts as a liaison with the FBI as needed.”

The stranger frowned at her, and she frowned right back.

“What has he got to do with this?” Tandy asked Grant, pointing at Keller, staring at the two men, now feeling more than nervous. The minute anybody mentioned porn—and seeing the reaction of Mark to Stefan—it was too much for Tandy. She’d already had enough heartbreak, and she didn’t think she could handle too much more.

“The question is whether you had any idea what your mother was up to,” Keller asked.

She stared at him in shock. “I don’t know what Isabella was up to ten years ago, let alone this last little while,” she declared. “She was many things, but a good parent, loving or even lukewarm, wasn’t among them. She wasn’t easy to get along with. I had to stay away from her to build a life for myself. If she was into any of this stuff, I didn’t know about it, and I sure as hell wouldn’t have condoned it.”

“Of course not,” Grant agreed, hurriedly sending a warning look to the newcomer. “Keller here just needs to ask some questions.”

“Sure,” she muttered, staring at him, but her mood rapidly declined. “Just so we know where we stand, I had nothing to do with my mother and her life before she up and killed herself with an overdose. I was not in her life in any way for many years.”

Keller noted, “You’re pretty adamant about that.”

She snorted. “Yeah, you’re not kidding. Isabella lived one hell of a depraved, drug-fueled life,” Tandy shared, “and the result in that room there is just part of it.”

Keller looked back to where she was pointing, but he hadn’t been in the room with the kids.

She groaned. “If you’re in any way thinking I can help you with her recent associates or what she was doing, I can’t. I don’t know anything.”

“So, what do you know?”

“Nothing. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. You’re free to go through her apartment, if there’s even anything left. The landlord told me that Isabella was way behind on her rent, as in many months. So he was looking for me to take what I wanted right away, leaving anything he could sell to recoup the rent,” she muttered.

Keller shook his head. “He’s not allowed to touch anything at the moment. Your mother’s death was classified as an unattended death, so, at the moment, we have stopped him from entering her premises.”

Tandy gave a bitter laugh at that. “You better get in there quick because you sure can’t trust him either.”

Keller nodded. “Would you mind coming with me?”

She frowned at him. “What good would that do?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted, “but it would be helpful if you could.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose, wondering when this nightmare would be over, and then slowly she turned to Grant. “You keep an eye on the kids’ rights. I think Dr. Maddy cares, but I don’t know how much she can do for them.”

“If there’s anything she can do, she’ll do it,” Grant declared. “Go with Keller and see if you can find anything of importance at your mother’s house. Then we’ll continue this conversation later.”

“Great,” she muttered. She hesitated because she hadn’t had a chance to say goodbye to the kids, but then she hadn’t even had a chance to say hello to them. It didn’t seem they would miss her. Her shoulders sagging, she walked to the door and told Keller, “If we’re going, let’s go now.”
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Keller Drummond stepped outside and walked toward the parking lot. He turned to Tandy and asked, “Do you have your vehicle here?”

She nodded stiffly. “I do. I’ll meet you there.”

“Good enough.” He watched as she headed toward her vehicle. He hadn’t been told a whole lot about this case, only a bare-bones description, which was never enough to get complete impressions of the people involved. Still, what he saw was a touchy woman, maybe just plain prickly about life and not wanting anything to do with this, which was fine with him because he didn’t either. But the fact of life was, sometimes, when the shit rolled, you had to step in and clean up the mess. And that’s apparently what he would be doing on this one right now.

Plus, he had an inkling that childhood abuse was part of the equation with Tandy. He shook his head. He had escaped that nightmare in his own childhood, but other family members had not been so lucky. So he saw Tandy as a survivor.

He hopped into his vehicle, punched in the address to his GPS map, and more or less followed her out of the parking lot and onto the road. He kept an eye as to where she was going versus his GPS, and they both arrived together at the apartment. It was a rundown area in Seattle and had taken a good twenty minutes or more to get here. It was definitely more of a boarding house by the looks of it.

As he hopped out, he saw a drug exchange happening on the corner beside him. As soon as the street vendors and his customer saw Keller, they all shuffled away, picking up on the fact that Keller looked the part of some law enforcement agency. He just shook his head. He wasn’t here to run anybody out of town, but the location and the activity just now told him a lot about Isabella Goodman. He joined Tandy, where she stood waiting for him. “Nice part of town,” he commented.

She snorted. “It’s better than the streets, which is where she was living the last time I saw her.”

“Indeed,” he noted, as he faced her. “How long has she been off the street?”

“No clue,” Tandy replied. “Isabella comes and goes, depending on how her income is.”

“And what was her source of income?”

She eyed him and shared, “Last I knew, … she was prostituting herself on the streets.”

He winced. “That’s got to be hard to handle.”

She shrugged. “What was harder was when she decided I should be on the streets making money for her to spend.”

He stared at her. “I presume that didn’t go over well.”

“It not only didn’t go over very well but, because of that, I finally managed to get my grandmother to take me in. She’d been holding off, not wanting anything to do with Isabella. However, when Grandma realized how bad it was for me, she did step up,” Tandy admitted. “And my life was forever changed because of it. So, I do know what a little bit of assistance can do for a person.”

“Exactly,” he agreed. “I bet you’re grateful for your grandmother.”

“Yeah, no kidding. Gwen, my grandmother, was one hell of a lifeline for me.” She shook her head. “She passed away about one year ago. Although she wasn’t a warm and caring person, she was the answer to my prayers back then. I worked hard to ensure she knew what a huge difference she had made in my life and how grateful I was,” she shared.

“Did you ever try to get her to take in any of the other kids?”

“We never really even knew how many Isabella had or where they even were,” she noted. “And it was clear that my grandmother had tried her best to endure my mother, which was more than she could handle. I don’t know what all went down between them, but I didn’t push it. Her taking on an almost full-grown adult who was to the point of looking after herself was a whole different story than tracking down the smaller kids, who had most likely been lost to the system, not to mention the pair of twins who came along quite a bit later. And somewhere along the line, it became a question of who was taking care of whom.”

“Right,” Keller agreed, “and it’s always so easy to judge.” He caught the surprised look on her face, and he nodded. “We don’t all come from nice happy childhoods,” he shared, “so I’m certainly not judging where you came from either.”

“That’s good,” she muttered, with a nod. “And, if Isabella was into porn, kiddie porn, I don’t even know what to say.” The dread in her tone said it best. She stared up at the apartment. “I wish to God that subject hadn’t even come up.”

“Would she have done it for drugs?”

“Yes,” Tandy replied, “but then I’ve never met a drug addict who wouldn’t do absolutely anything they could for their next fix. It’s not as if it’s a conscious choice anymore.” She shook her head, as if shaking away the bad juju. “It’s a drive for something they must have, and, when they don’t get it, it doesn’t matter what avenue is offered to get it, they’ll take it. Would I have thought she would do something with the kids in that way? No, but, if she was in a desperate drug-induced or withdrawal haze, I don’t know what she may have set up,” she conceded. “Especially considering the state these children are in. I fear they’ve already been abused in their young lives, but I really don’t know for sure.”

Keller didn’t say anything about that. “I understand she left you a note?”
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          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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