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October 5

Suspect in Murder Case Killed in Police Standoff

Theresa Gabbert recently moved to Washington from Colorado. She got a job as an exotic dancer at a local dance club - owner has requested the name to be left out of this article. She also joined a gym in her neighborhood. She acted like a normal young woman trying to get by in her new home. 

But little did anyone know Theresa, nicknamed Tessa, was running from a dark past. In her hometown, they didn’t know her for being a sweet girl like she tried to portray herself as here in Washington. People back home referred to her as a wash-up. She barely graduated high school and then abandoned her sick mother to pursue exotic dancing. 

But that isn’t the worst part. 

Theresa has a criminal record filled with petty crimes dating back from before she was an adult. Among the list is... ARTICLE CONTINUED PAGE 9.
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OCTOBER 15

Missing Persons Returns Safe and Sound

Andrew Parsons of Lemonberry Avenue returned to work after a two-month absence. Coworkers and family are pleased to have him back. He apologized profusely for going away for so long, claiming he’d gone on a cruise to aid his health. 

“Yeah, it’s great his health has improved, but a phone call would have been nice,” his boss, Jerome Hall, said when asked. 

No one had heard from Parsons, and he was reported missing. There wasn’t any sign he’d left the state, let alone the country, but sometimes these things slip under the cracks. His wife and sister aren’t complaining, though. They’re just happy he’s home. 

FOLLOWUP INTERVIEW WITH ANDREW ON PAGE 11 
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NOVEMBER 1

Strange Bird Flight Patterns Observed: Global Warming?

Ornithologist Mark Zims has released a report on some strange migratory patterns of the birds in our area. “They aren’t going away for winter. I think we need to be paying attention to this. It means something.”

We have reached out to other researchers to confirm that this might indeed be a sign in the rising temperatures caused by global warming. The birds don’t see a reason to leave if it isn’t cold. And if they don’t migrate south for the winter, what other effects could this cause down the line? ARTICLE CONTINUED ON PAGE 18.
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NOVEMBER 20 

Misuse of Funds

Governor Sanchez has been brought in for questioning on funding that has disappeared from the state budget. 

“That money was supposed to be used to fix the roads. But there’s no paper trail at all on where it went. Someone needs to be held responsible,” an anonymous spokesperson said. 

Sanchez has refused to comment, but we’ve been granted an exclusive interview with a source very close to the governor’s office... ARTICLE CONTINUED ON PAGE 20 
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NOVEMBER 28 

Missing Persons Mourned

Family members have identified the body of Emily Kingston, reported missing in early September. Emily’s family wishes to be left in peace, but send any donations or flowers to... 

​

December 1

Bryce Jacobson fanned himself with a newspaper and stared at the peeling wallpaper on the motel wall across from him. He hadn’t moved in hours, trying to figure out his next plan of action. 

The Arizona heat sucked the moisture out of every air particle and dried out his skin. Even in December, the days were still too warm. Bryce sat in his undershirt and pants. The air conditioner was broken and the ceiling fan spun half-heartedly above his head, merely pushing the stale air around the room. 

For the last two months, he’d been in more motels than he could count. They looked the same after the first week; their hard beds with rough sheets, cramped bathrooms with flickering lights and low water pressure, and the old-fashioned television with basic channels. Perfect photo copies of each other. But he’d needed to get as far away as possible before they tracked him. 

But who was he kidding? They probably already knew exactly where he was. 

Back in Washington, he’d cashed out his bank account, packed a suitcase with his essentials and hit the pavement. He’d acted as fast as he could, using Tessa’s situation as a distraction even though he’d wanted nothing more than to drive towards the action instead of away from it. He’d wished every day he’d been able to help her, to save her. But what good would it have done?

And every day he lived with the guilt that he’d survived and she’d been taken. What would be different if he’d helped her right from the start? 

If she’d gotten away and lived that day, there was no telling the amount of cavalry they would have sent after her. Nobody would have been safe. 

Not that they were safe now. 

They knew he was who she’d called. They didn’t have to know the specifics of what she’d said to realize she’d spilled the beans. She’d told him the names of the doctors, the location of the facility, and the terrible tactics they resorted to in order to brainwash citizens of the country to keep things running the way they wanted. 

What was he supposed to do with it? 

The cops were in on it. The newspapers were in on it. It was a government facility; every law enforcement agency in the country was probably in on it. 

He crumpled the newspaper and threw it across the room. And besides the fact that he had nowhere to take the information, he was alone. If things went south, he had no one to back him up. He had no one to report him missing if he disappeared. 

When he disappeared. 

Even in the dead of night, he felt their eyes on him. Even with his last-minute decisions on where to go and the car switches he’d done, he knew they were only a step or two behind him. 

He’d been in Arizona for two days and now it was time to move on and try to disappear in a large city for a week or two to stock up on provisions and try to get another car. But he was tired of driving and his body ached from being stuck behind the wheel. The nonstop traveling really took a toll on his body and his mind. He desperately needed to find somewhere to hide for a longer time. He needed to rest and gather himself. 

And he didn’t want to admit it, but he needed help. He couldn’t keep doing this on his own. 

Bryce slumped forward and put his head in his hands. In all the years that he’d been digging, had his suspicions, and even once they were mostly confirmed... he’d never felt this hopeless. He wanted to help and to stop them. He wanted to avenge Tessa. She’d been so brave when he’d been a coward. It was the least he could do in her memory. He had no clue what to do.

––––––––
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OCTOBER 1

Tessa ran down an alley, the stolen cell phone pressed to her ear. A stitch pierced her ribs, and she wasn’t sure how much longer she could keep at this. 

“The birds,” she repeated. “Remember that. Because you won’t be safe now. They kept asking me about you and what you found out. But I don’t know anything.” 

Bryce, sitting in the middle of the sidewalk miles away, was overcome with guilt. He’d thought they’d been watching him, and he’d tried to warn her. But he hadn’t tried hard enough to keep her safe. “I’m so sorry, Tessa. They should have taken me.” 

Tessa leaned against a wall and tried to catch her breath, sweat running in steady streams down her face. “Don’t be sorry. You have the facts now. I need you to bring them down.” 

Bryce felt tears sting his eyes, but he needed to hold it together. “I’ll do my best. Where are you now? Can I help?” 

The sound of sirens filled the streets. Flashing lights, barricades, and even a helicopter. You’d think they were after a murderer. With the noise and fanfare, Tessa didn’t feel worthy of all the attention. This was a manhunt for a deranged killer, not a victim of kidnapping and brainwashing. 

But they would do whatever they needed to in order to keep their secrets. 

“I need you to take them down,” she said. She would have wanted nothing more than for Bryce to help her out of this mess, but she was at a dead-end. And the sirens were getting closer. She had nowhere else to go.

“I will. I’ll try my best.” Bryce made the promise with a lump in his throat. And he meant it. 

“They’ve got me cornered.” Tessa held in her own tears. She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of finding her a sobbing mess. “Tell Monique I love her and I’m so sorry. Tell her that Beth needs to take care of my mother. And tell Sylvia,” her voice cracked, “this was all for her.”

Bryce couldn’t stop himself from crying now. It was too much. “Tessa wait.”

“No time.” She took another deep breath to ground herself as the footsteps drew near. “Thank you for letting me in. I have to go now.” 

In the silence, Bryce heard them coming for her and he lost all words. 

“Goodbye, Bryce.” 

“Goodbye, Tessa.” He clung to the phone to hear every last second. 

There were shouts and the sound of her ragged breathing. And then...

“She’s down here!”

“Request permission to fire?”

“No!” Bryce shouted, but knew it was no good. 

News vans surrounded the downtown area, but the police barricades wouldn’t let them through. Pedestrians ran rampant on the sidewalks and officers tried to restore order. 

“The suspect has been detained! No reason for panic!”

But it was no use. 

A news helicopter joined the police one in the sky and caught the last seconds of Tessa’s life on camera. They would show the footage that night after a disclaimer that disturbing images would follow. They would share it on the internet and everyone would speculate about what this ordinary-looking girl had done to deserve such a fate. 

––––––––
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DECEMBER 1

Bryce stood suddenly, any exposed skin peeling from the vinyl of the chair with a sickening rip. It was time to plan out the next steps. 

He dug through his suitcase and found his tattered notebook, and then collapsed into the chair nearer the table. The pages fanned out, the spine bent back against his thumb until he came to the correct page. When he’d received the call, he’d scribbled her every word onto a spare page in his bag, but now he had them rewritten here with his research. 

He never went anywhere without this notebook. 

Bryce hunched over the page and re-read his notes. 

Augustine and Neely are the doctors. Bryce had originally thought they’d be easy to find, with names like that, but he had been wrong. None of the doctors he found seemed right to him. Their profiles were printed and tucked into a folder anyway, but he’d almost decided that they had to be fake names. 

She’d described a building off 405 towards Everett that appeared to be an office building. He’d used google earth and searched everywhere in the area. After an hour of scrolling and zooming, there’d been nothing. After packing and deciding it was now or never, he drove his car in that direction on his way out of state. He exited where she’d said and drove through the streets with random turns and switchbacks. There were only two streets that made sense with bus stops near an on-ramp, and both fit her description. A standard office building with a large parking lot sat away from the main road. The one difference he could come up with was which side of the street the bus stop sat on, but he had no way of knowing which one it was. It wasn’t like he could just knock on the front door and ask if they were conducting brainwashing inside the building. 

So, he’d drove on. And he’d left Washington with no intention of coming back.

But after the third day of driving, he’d gotten spooked. Bryce stopped for gas and a piss and immediately knew they were on to him. It wasn’t anything he would be able to describe in words; it was just a feeling; a tingling sensation on the back of his neck from being watched. 

Nothing happened. But it was too close a call, and he didn’t want to risk being caught so soon. So, he’d traded his car at a used lot and changed his direction. Sure, it was possible they knew he’d done it. They might know every step he’d taken since he’d left Washington. But he had to tell himself that they couldn’t be everywhere at once and track every detail or else he would have been taken by now. He had to live on hope.

But he now also felt fear and paranoia. Several days passed by with him driving and changing highways and then driving several hours in a different direction. He stopped only when he absolutely had to and then he traded cars again. 

He hadn’t given himself time to research in a while, and he needed to get back on track. But he also needed help. He couldn’t do this alone any longer. 

Bryce had moved a lot, and he’d met people all over the country, and a lot of them owed him a favor. Maybe it was time to cash in. He checked a map and planned out his next few steps. He knew thinking much further ahead than a few days would only waste his time. 

When the sun began its slow descent that evening, Bryce had his bag packed and left his room to check out of the motel. It was time to get back on the road. 

He enjoyed driving at night. He felt safer. Somehow, the darkness helped him to believe the drones wouldn’t spot him. He knew it was a false sense of security, but he had to hold on to it. 

But as he drove west that evening, he realized something had changed. It was nothing he could put his finger on, but the semi-deserted streets did not give him a sense of calm and he stopped hours earlier than he’d intended. He checked into a motel in Kingman off highway 40 and resisted the urge to sprint inside the cramped room. The night air nipped at him and he pulled his jacket tighter. The further he drove, the more wintery conditions he would come across. Maybe it’d be easier to hide in a blizzard. 

––––––––
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WITH THE CURTAINS DRAWN, he slept for a few hours. He’d set out again with the morning traffic. Next time he’d stop, he’d switch cars again and hopefully throw them off his trail. 

The room didn’t look much different from the one he’d left behind, apart from the chairs being upholstered in a scratchy striped fabric instead of vinyl. But he bypassed the chair and collapsed straight onto the bed. 

Bryce stared at the ceiling and contemplated the next part of his plan. He needed to get back... He needed to ask for help... And he needed to fix the wrong he’d made by letting Tessa down. 

He hoped he had the courage to follow through. 

––––––––
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Sector eleven reporting

Proceed sector eleven

Possible sighting of Bryce Jacobson

Repeat sector eleven

We have a possible sighting of Bryce Jacobson in the west neighborhood near the old town 

Send in footage to main frame. Track the suspect until told otherwise.

Confirmed

*
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OCTOBER 5

Dr. Augustine paced the boardroom with his hands behind his back. He glared at the faded carpet as he walked. He’d spent the night smoothing over what had happened outside the facility and now he could focus his energy on the inside. He needed to figure out what had gone wrong and stop it from happening again. 

After five minutes, the rest of the doctors and a few of the security guards joined him in the boardroom. The prisoners were back in their cells after dinner and the guards had made their rounds before coming to the meeting. After they’d taken their seats, Augustine stopped pacing and glared at the room. 

“What happened with Theresa Gabbert is completely unacceptable. We have done everything in our power to keep the facility secure without drawing attention to ourselves from the outside. But now it seems it is time for change.”

The other doctors sat up straighter, adjusting clipboards and notepads in their readiness to take notes, and the guards exchanged uneasy looks. 

“I expect the new cafeteria tables to arrive tomorrow. We will change the layout so only two prisoners can sit together instead of five or six at the round tables. This will prevent the level of socialization that made her escape possible. I am also hiring twenty more guards. We will constantly patrol the cafeteria when prisoners are present, and all conversations need to be monitored.”

Dr. Augustine gauged their reactions before he continued. “We will also install new doors at every entrance to the building. Only two will open to the outside, the rest will be barred and only accessible from outdoors with key card and pin code combinations. Both of the doors will be the ones through our office areas where no prisoners are ever permitted to be. This will prevent any further attempts to run.”

The guards were not happy about this. One even mumbled, “fire hazard?” but Dr. Augustine only raised an eyebrow and they quieted. 

“I am also going to install a guard shack in the parking lot that will check IDs when people come and go and monitor the lot. The guard in the shack will be armed with a long-range rifle in order to take out any runners before they can get too far. All guards will be trained and certified for this position.” 

“If there isn’t a way for a prisoner to get out, why would we need a guard with a rifle in the parking lot?” Dr. Neely asked. 

Dr. Augustine whirled around and glared down his nose. “We’re covering all the bases. That’s why. We didn’t think it was possible for a prisoner to escape. It will be impossible for anyone to get away again. We will not go through this event a second time.”

Dr. Neely nodded and sat back in his seat. 

“Any other questions?” Dr. Augustine glared at each face in turn, but no one spoke up. “Good. Agents will be on the premises in the morning to question every prisoner that we knew Theresa Gabbert to have contact with. I have e-mailed the list to each of you. During their morning session, escort them to the interrogation rooms. We need to make sure she didn’t leave behind any other trouble makers. And I have dispatched an agent to bring in Sylvia Davis. We need to learn what she knows.” 

They nodded. 

“Now get out of my sight.” 

Dr. Augustine crossed to the door and opened it for them to leave. They filed out with their eyes on the ground, and he slammed the door shut behind them. 
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​

December 2

Monique Lewis stared at the ocean from the bedroom window. She stood several feet back and off to the side, though, not wanting to risk being seen through the glass by anyone or anything. She chewed on the corner of her thumbnail and watched the waves roll in and out on the beach below her, the winter wind blowing cold spray onto the beach. Not that she’d been outside to experience it. 

The house they were staying in wasn’t anything fancy, but what it lacked in upgrades, it made up for in coziness. A wide, covered porch wrapped around the back half of the house facing the ocean. The rocking chairs creaked in the breeze, but Monique wouldn’t know if they were comfortable or not. She hadn’t dared to linger outside longer than necessary. 

Inside, though, she’d investigated every inch with her extensive spare time. Because that was all she had now... Time. 

Her first few weeks at the Smith’s vacation house, she hadn’t even looked outside without being struck with terror. But now she felt the stirrings of cabin fever and desperately wished to lounge in the sand and feel the water lapping at her toes. Even if it was icy and froze her to her core, it had to be better than the stale, closed-up atmosphere of the house. 

But she couldn’t do that anymore. 

They’d been after her since she’d left Washington. And not one day had gone by that she didn’t have nightmares of those last minutes on the street. 

October 1

Monique had never pushed herself to run this fast in her life. Tessa had always been the athletic one. She didn’t have time to think about sore muscles or sweating through her shirt. Her feet slapped the pavement as she tried to get to Tessa before the police did. 

She saw the police barricade ahead and slowed to duck into the crowd. The wall of bodies blocked the wind, and she was able to stop for a moment and catch her breath. The officers were busy keeping the sidewalk clear. An alarm wailed through the air, growing louder with every step she made. 

She needed to get closer. 

But there were too many people in the way. The crowd pressed against her and slowed her progress. 

A gunshot silenced everyone for a moment. 

“Shots fired! Shots fired!” The police scanner in Monique’s hand blared through static.

She stared at it, tears pooled in her eyes, and she didn’t need to hear anything else to understand what that shot meant. But the horror seizing her gut crushed her all the same. And then she screamed and smashed the scanner into the pavement at her feet. Bits of plastic and wiring flew in every direction. 

The people standing closest to her flinched away and stared, but she didn’t pay any attention to them. She pushed through the crowd to the other sidewalk. She kept her head down to hide not only her tears, but her face as well. They’d be after her now, she was sure. Once they’d finished with this scene, she was on their list. 

Monique wasn’t sure how Jaden had escaped their notice, but she was grateful. She would never be able to thank Jaden enough for what he’d done for her, getting her out of the city and helping her hide for so long. He always pushed away her thanks, though, swearing she was worth the effort. 

Footsteps in the hall made her turn and Jaden entered the room with two cups of coffee. 

“Morning,” Jaden said with a smile and passed her a cup. 

Monique took a deep inhale and warmed her hands around the mug. 

“Thank you.” 

“Did you not sleep well again?” Jaden sipped from his mug.

Monique turned to the window. “I slept okay, just woke up early.” She stared out at the water again and wondered if life would ever return to normal. Any version of normal, since it would never be what it was. Not without Tessa. 

Jaden rubbed between her shoulder blades with his free hand and followed her gaze out the window. “Beautiful sunrise this morning.”

“Mmm...” She took a drink from the cup and hoped it would thaw her out a little. She hadn’t been able to shake the unbearable chill since Tessa’s death. “What are your plans for the day?” 

Jaden sighed. “I need to drive into the city for a meeting with the firm. And then I’m going to stop for some groceries. But I should be home after lunch. Need me to bring anything special from the store?” 

Monique shrugged and turned away from the window to leave the room. “Maybe some wine.”

Jaden watched her walk away and bit his lip. “But I bought you a bottle yesterday...” 

She noticed the concern in his voice and her shoulders slumped. “I know... I finished it this morning.”

“You’ve already been drinking?” His tone rose in alarm.

Tears welled up in her eyes, and she avoided looking at him. “There was only one glass left.” Shame warmed her face. “And I thought it might help me get back to sleep, but it didn’t. I’m sorry.” 

She heard him sigh, and he wrapped an arm around her. His lack of anger eased her pain, and she relaxed her shoulders. What had she done to deserve his understanding? 

“No, I’m sorry. You’re going through a lot right now and, of course, I’ll bring you another bottle or two.” 

She sniffed and leaned into him. “I’m sorry too. I wish I could pull myself together. But... with Tessa being gone and then running away and not being able to live outside this house... I just feel stuck in limbo. I know life will never be the same without my best friend... But if I’d gone back to work and continued my internship, I might have found a level of normalcy that I could live with. But I can’t do that right now. And I don’t see how I ever will.”

Jaden remained silent for a moment. “Well... we can see about a job you can do from here. I know not leaving the house is rough, but we could find ways to keep you busy.”

“Maybe.” She sighed again and pulled away to wipe her tears on her sleeve. “Let’s go have breakfast...” She walked from the room without another glance out the window. 

––––––––
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OCTOBER 1

Her cell phone vibrated in her pocket and she dug it out. A text message from Bryce... 

I talked to her. We need to meet soon. We’re going to take them down. Hide yourself for now. I’ll be in touch when I can. 

Her sobs redoubled, and she had to quicken her pace. 

Monique knew Tessa had made the right choice by calling Bryce in her last moments; she knew he was the one who’d be able to help the most. And yet... She broke at the thought of him hearing her last words. What she would have given to speak to Tessa one last time. 

Hide yourself...

Right, she needed to hide. She needed to get home, find Jaden, and then she needed to hide. Monique wiped her face dry with the backs of her hands and quickened her pace. One thing at a time. One foot in front of the other. 

Get home. 

Find Jaden. 

Hide.

*
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DECEMBER 2

Once Jaden left for his meeting, Monique did her morning walk of the house. She’d begun this ritual on the first day she’d spent alone, and it stuck with her as a nervous tick. She had to check every room to be sure no one had gotten in somehow, before she could relax and do anything with her day. 

There were three bedrooms decorated in mismatched furniture and bedding, but all were immaculately clean and smelled like fabric softener. The kitchen took up half of the main floor and had every utensil and gadget imaginable; and even if most of them were second-hand or main house cast offs, they made life much easier and Monique had taught herself to cook quite a few meals. 

There were two sitting rooms. One faced the beach, with large windows to let in the light and the view. Monique didn’t like being in this room; she felt too exposed. But the second one had better couches, anyway. On the second floor, surrounded by the three bedrooms, Jaden had called it the media room. It had no windows to make movie watching a more enjoyable and glare-free experience. When Jaden wasn’t in the house, Monique spent most of her time there. 

She enjoyed being enclosed and away from prying eyes. Not that anyone had been prying... that she was aware of. She didn’t want to risk it. When Jaden wasn’t home, the house was supposed to appear empty. If she was in any of the other rooms, there would be lights and someone might notice her there. The last thing she wanted was to be noticed. 

She didn’t know what they would do if they found her, but she didn’t want to find out. 

After she’d satisfied her paranoia, she took a few snacks and a bottle of water up to the media room to camp out for the morning. She pulled the green and blue afghan blanket over her legs and propped herself on the purple throw pillow. 
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