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Chapter 1
The institution looked like a mediaeval castle: metal
spires jutted into the desaturated blue sky; rust oozed from
the barred windows like tears; barbed wire cut jagged
shapes with pieces of cotton—clothing maybe?—drooping
limp from its spikes.
All institutions were tormented and creepy. This one
wasn’t worse than the others. They either came in buildingblock clinical, barred monstrosities or eerie and
abandoned. Somehow Serenity Hills managed to combine
all three.
Susan shook her head as she drove under the gated
archway. It was just another building. Okay, one with thick
grey stone, stern faced guards and a bleakness that made
her shiver, but it was still just rock. If she’d kept her hands
to herself in LA she would still have a great job and affluent
clients.
What was the use in grumbling about it now? It was
done and she was... here. She pulled into the parking lot.
Expensive vehicles littered it. Serenity paid as well as her
previous employer so there were some perks. She glanced
up at the bars on the window. Who in the right mind would
work in a place like this without bribery?
“Good morning, Doctor Gossett.” A cultured male voice
greeted her as she stepped out into the icy fall wind. She
turned and flashed, what she hoped, was a charming smile.
“Hi...” She sounded like she’d left her brain cells in LA.
“Nice to meet you... er...?”
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“Mainz.” He stretched out his hand. Tall, suited, neat
cropped hair. “Frederick.”
And the head of the institution. Ah.
“You weren’t joking about the architecture.” She tried
not to motion to the guard tower or the armed guards.
“I have no sense of humor.” He eyed her like she was a
child. “It’s wasted on the scum.”
So he really cared about them then.
Mainz peered down at her. “These are not rich clients
wanting a quick fix.” He glared up at the building. “They
aren’t victims, or patients, they are dangerous criminals.”
“They’re mentally ill people.” Why had she said that?
They both knew that? She sucked with bosses.
“Why don’t you leave psychiatry to Doctor Bison,
hmm?” Condescending. Great way to make her feel
welcome.
She smiled in response. His smile back was as insincere
as hers.
“I hired you because your father did a lot in his time
here.” Mainz turned and led her through the main doors, a
gate beside a large security desk. “No one else would have
touched you.”
Nice of him to rub it in. “There was no complaint made,”
she mumbled. “And dad was a psychiatrist.”
Mainz led her along a maze of corridors. She’d need
GPS to get back out. “Only because we stepped in.”
She glanced behind. She wanted to run. Painted brick
walls, speckled plastic floors. No windows. No air.
“Doctor Gossett senior was remarkable but we just need
someone to fix them up and shove them back in a cell.” He
reached a thick green door, swiped a card. “You’ll be on the
high-security wing. Women.” Said with disgust. “Don’t
mistake them for friends.”
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Had he meant the staff or the inmates? He nodded to a
plump security guard who strutted over.
“This is Val,” he said, scowling down at them both. “She
is the head guard on your wing.”
Val’s beady eyes tracked over her, a sly smile on her
chapped lips. Someone Susan was going to avoid... as
much as possible.
Best to start of polite. “Nice to—”
Slam.
Susan shrieked. Leapt forward, ducking, waiting for the
blow.
Val strode past her, hammering on a green cell door
Susan had been next to. “Tiz, if you don’t shut it, I’ll come
in there and do it for you.”
She offered Susan a smarmy smile. Mainz was too busy
scowling at Susan to notice the way Val raked her gaze over
her. How pleasant, she had a fan club.
“Just a word of advice, honey,” Val said. “Tiz here is not
a friendly.” She hammered on the door again as Tiz hurled
expletives through it. At least that’s what it sounded like in
tone. Her heart was pounding too hard in her ears to make
out detail. “You don’t see her unless she’s strapped down
and sedated.”
She pointed to the sticky labels on the door.
Susan edged closer. “Biter, spitter, bodily fluids... no
shiny objects?” She looked to Val.
“Anything silver especially and she’ll tear your arm off,”
she said with a chuckle.
Susan missed LA, she missed the sun and she was
stripping herself of jewelry when she got to her office.
“Don’t worry. I’ll look after you.” Val gave her a toothy
grin.
Maybe she could escape through the window?
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“Your office is upstairs,” Mainz cut in, glaring at Val
until she scuttled off. “Follow me.”
She fought the urge to salute then glanced back at the
cell door. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled.
Mainz led her up a set of stairs to a balcony. She slowed
to take it in: Safety glass all down one side overlooking a
canteen? First office had Doctor Bison stenciled on the
door. Outside, there was a battered wooden desk, cheap
office chair and ancient computer.
“Doctor Bison oversees this wing. If you have an issue,
bother him.” Mainz tutted as if she was keeping him
waiting.
“Are you sure you weren’t bribed to hire me?” They’d
called her, hadn’t they? She should have just resigned and
moved to some small country practice for a... good while.
“Susan, you need us, we need a good physician. If you
want a welcoming committee, join a baking club.”
She glared back at him. If she’d known a spatula from a
whisk she would have hurled some witty comment at him.
Instead she shot him her best “bite me” smile.
Mainz didn’t so much as flicker in response and led her
into a ward: Three inmates, screens, guard at a desk on the
door and nurses’ station at the back. He stopped outside a
heavy wooden door. Her name was already on it.
“We don’t do keys,” he said, handing her a keycard.
“Use it and tap in your code here.” He pointed to the
keypad. “Change it often. Don’t write it down. Don’t tell
anyone and...”
She tensed as he focused on her. “What?”
“Don’t be as stupid as your predecessor and cycle
through a few.” Said with disgust, again.
Stupid? It sounded like a logical way to remember.
“Why?”
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Mainz opened the door. “Doctor Bison will be with you
later. Read the note, have your questions ready. He is a
busy man.”
And she should be baking and really grateful he was
hiring a woman?
“What happened to my predecessor?” She wandered
into the office: Drab. Big desk, lockers, en-suite, charts of
the body on the wall.
“...You will have weekly meetings with him to discuss
trouble patients, health issues, that sort of thing.” He stood
in the doorway like he was going to lock her in. Maybe he
would?
“What happened to my predecessor?” She hoped she
covered the sudden panic by staring out of the window. Too
far to jump. Her fibula would shatter and she already had a
pin in the tibia.
“He left.” Mainz turned and strode out but the question
why hung in the air.
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Chapter 2
Susan had a lot of questions for Doctor Bison by the
time he strolled into her office mid-morning. Most of them
involved directions to the nearest exit. What kind of
examination room had a chair bolted to the floor with
restraints on it?
“Doctor Gossett,” Bison chimed in a cultured accent—
much like Mainz’s’— but with a lilt. She’d heard it before
but couldn’t think where. “You’re in the high-security wing
because I believe you are capable.”
Good opening line. Her dad would have done the same
thing.
Bison was peculiar looking: His hair still red even
though he was at least late sixties; Freckles covered his
pale skin. Ruddy complexion, patchwork almost; he was
too thin but with a swollen stomach. A drinker then.
Sprints most likely.
He cleared his throat as if used to being stared at.
“You’ve been through the training so you know never to
trust, touch or talk to the patients outside diagnostic time,
yes?”
She nodded. She understood the subtext: Once had
been enough. She’d learned. “I believe the trainer said
‘don’t feed the animals.’”
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“Crudely put, but yes.” Bison ran his hand over his
stomach. He had grazes on his hands, knick marks,
infected by the redness.
“There are three inmates on the ward, low risk
compared to the others.” He motioned to the door. “But
don’t let your guard down.”
Low risk? One had woken up and needed to be
restrained by two nurses and a guard while another two
helped steady the patient enough so Susan could give her a
sedative shot. That was with the restraints attached.
“As requested, you will see all the patients for a
checkup. I’ve organized this to spare you the bother.” Was
he being nice or patronizing or both?
“I will draw your attention to one patient in particular.”
He tapped the mound of files on her desk. “She will be in
this afternoon. Aeron Lorelei.” He scowled. “High-risk, very
high risk.”
How nice he was breaking her in gently. “Very well.”
“Don’t look at me that way.” He gave her a knowing
smile. “You get one high-risk patient per day.”
“So I’ll sedate her.” And maybe have a bat ready.
“You will see from the size of her that she is different,”
he said as if he didn’t hear her. “She’s clever, charming.
She will test your boundaries and play on your
weaknesses. Do not let your guard down.”
Because she was stupid enough to? “So I’ll sedate her.”
Would she have to repeat herself all the time?
“Unnecessary.” Bison smiled a patronizing smile. “If you
follow your intelligence and aren’t fooled by the sob stories,
you won’t need to.” His smile turned tight-lipped. “For
safety however, the more volatile will be strapped in.”
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“Of course.” She sounded confident even if she was
squeezing her patellas like she was trying to wrench them
off.
“You won’t need their diagnoses normally,” he said,
heading to the door. “But, we’ll inform you if you need to be
cautious.”
“Sticky notes?” she asked trying to suppress the
goosebumps running up and down her arms. Her
parasympathetic system was on overtime.
He beamed at her, surveying her with deep inset eyes—
too close together. “Marks for observation.”
He strolled out and a nurse hurried in.
“Lot to get through today, doctor,” she said in a
different accent and started double checking the files. One
side of her hair was shaved, the other long. She waved the
top file at Susan.
“And you are?” Susan asked, taking the file.
“Tracy,” she said with an exasperated smile. “We’re
already behind.”
“Are you British, Tracy?” Susan had learned the key to
nurses was to let them know that she wouldn’t be heckled.
“English, yeah. I’m from Liverpool,” she said, focus on
the file.
Susan sat back, her dad was from England, the south,
but she’d never been there and he’d never talked about it.
Odd that she’d heard a few foreign accents in Serenity.
“Exchange program,” Tracy said as if reading her
thoughts. “There’s a twin institution in Cumbria...” She
smiled when Susan frowned. “An English county.”
Explained it. Maybe that’s why her dad had come to
Serenity? She opened the first file. Had he been as shaken
when he first came here? She glanced at the yellow sticky
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note, just the one, on the file. “Easily agitated,” she read
aloud.
She sighed, flicking it open. She knew that feeling well.
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Chapter 3
Susan heard her cell phone and pulled it out of her
pocket. Her stomach tightened at the name: Mel. What did
she want?
— Office is empty. Where’d you go, babe? —
She glared at the phone. As if Mel didn’t know.
— Thanks to you, somewhere cold. —
She’d always known Mel was no good for her, that she
shouldn’t have crossed professional lines. It wasn’t as if
Mel’s friends hadn’t tried to tell her. Love—well, more like
lust—had rendered her blind.
— So they gave you a hard time, you can deal.—
Was she completely stupid? Maybe she’d lost her
remaining brain cells on one of her “business trips.”
— I had to resign. You tried to wreck my career.
Find someone else to give you a check-up. —
She switched off the phone, gripping it until her
knuckles went white. Never ever date a patient. It was a
rule for a reason. Loneliness and hormones had made her
forget it and now she’d need to spend years in this dump
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trying to put enough space between her and her old
hospital to start again. So far the hospital hadn’t done
anything more than accept her resignation. Mainz had said
that was down to him. Was it?
“Doctor Gossett?” Tracy stood in the doorway with a
willowy young woman. “Are you ready for Nora?”
“Of course.” Susan plastered a smile on her face. “Come
in.”
Tracy helped Nora over to the chair.
Nora’s eyes were dark, puffy with inflammation. Her
gaze darted all around the office. “Don’t like jabs.”
Nasal, as would be expected with her nose so swollen.
“I’m just going to check you over, okay?” She’d read
through the file. Limited physical contact was the better
option. For Nora’s stress levels and her own.
“Don’t want jabs.” Nora kept looking to Tracy as if
pleading with her. “Don’t want to sleep.”
“If you’re nice and calm, we won’t, okay?” Tracy looked
to Susan and she nodded. “See, the doctor says so.”
“Where’s the other one?” Nora glanced all around the
room, picking at her hands. “I’d just got used to him.”
“I’m nervous too,” Susan said, keeping her voice as soft
and calm as she could. “I need you to put me at ease.”
Nora eyed her. “Doctors don’t get worried.”
“Oh, we do. We’re just trained not to show it.” Susan
smiled, hoping she wasn’t breaking rules by being nice.
“I can do that.” Nora gave her a goofy smile. She
couldn’t have been more than twenty.
“Thank you.” Susan looked back through the notes to
check she hadn’t missed anything but no, there was no
mention of a broken nose.
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“So, when did you hurt your nose?” she asked, holding
Tracy’s gaze. She had better provide answers why it wasn’t
documented.
“I haven’t.”
The bruising said she had.
“Does it hurt?” She looked to Tracy who was lingering
close to Nora.
Nora shook her head.
Hmm.
Susan got up. She took a breath to steady her shaking
hands. Why was she nervous. How many times had she
done routine examinations? She stopped in front of the
chair—better to keep her distance for a while. Septum
definitely needed resetting; trauma to the left cheek —
possible fracture? Needed an x-ray at the very least.
“Before I came here, I was a surgeon,” she said,
dropping to her haunches. “I used to enjoy helping kids
especially. They’d have bad ears and noses, sometimes bad
throats too.” She hoped it didn’t sound too patronizing.
Kids she could cope with, adults she didn’t do well. “I made
them better.”
Nora chewed on her lip. “You did?”
“Yes, sometimes without jabs.” She gave Nora a wink,
hoping it would stop her picking lumps out of her hands.
“No jabs?” Nora looked to Tracy.
Tracy shook her head.
Nora’s shoulders slumped. “It really hurts.”
“Thought so.” Susan pulled a wooden spatula from the
drawer and pulled out her flashlight. “Let me check your
throat?”
Nora nodded and blurted out an “aahs.’’ it was a croaky
one showing gunky tonsils, red, swollen and infected. She
examined the ears— fluid behind the drums, red, infected.
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“Ears, nose and throat are all connected,” she said like
she had a hundred times to her patients. “When one hurts,
they can all hurt.”
Nora groaned. “I feel like crap.”
“Not surprised. Can you take tablets?” She looked to
Tracy who nodded.
“I don’t like sleeping ones.” Nora tensed up, gripping the
chair. “I get sick.”
“These will help get rid of all the nasty infection making
you feel ill.” Here went nothing. “But...”
Nora tensed.
“Your nose is broken and it will cause you problems if
you don’t let me fix it.” She smiled her most calm, “I really
know what I’m doing,” smile. “But you’ll have to be asleep if
I do that.”
Nora shook her head.
Susan stood up, backing off. “How about we just start
with the antibiotics and then, if you trust me, we’ll fix your
nose then, okay?” She went back to her desk, letting Tracy
run the blood pressure—elevated and her temperature—
raised.
“You aren’t gonna make me?” Nora sounded shocked.
“Make you?”
She nodded. “Yeah, when the doctor says stuff like that,
they make us.”
Susan looked to Tracy who gave her a wry smile. “She
means when they need operations.”
“I’m not operating unless you want me to.” She’d never
heard of such a thing. Why would you force someone to
have a procedure, emergency cases aside. “I’m going to
have you on painkillers and anti-inflammatory too.”
Nora grinned. “Cool. I can get puzzles for them.”
Again, Susan looked to Tracy.
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“She means trading them to other inmates,” she said
with a bemused smile. “She loves jigsaws.”
“No, these are for your nose. They’ll make you feel
better than you do now.” Better she didn’t ask too many
questions. “Maybe it’s best you come to the ward for them.”
Tracy gave her a warm smile.
“Good.” Susan looked at Nora for a moment. She was
otherwise unhurt. At least what she could see. She needed
to build trust to run that kind of examination. “How did
you break your nose?”
“Oh,” Nora said as Tracy helped her up. “I slept on it
funny.”
Susan watched her go then turned to her notes. Slept
on it? No. It took blunt force trauma to give her a nose that
shape. Why hadn’t anyone done anything about it? Why
hadn’t there been a note of it on her file?
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Chapter 4
The day rolled by in a mix of strapped down patients
and Tracy getting more and more harassed. By the time she
reached the bottom of the pile, she’d switched the lights on.
She’d also plugged the drafty window with cotton wool
swabs and decided she was demanding curtains or blinds.
The rain crashed against the window. The glaring
floodlights’ misted beams faded into an inky black sky.
There were no other buildings for miles. Serenity and the
main prison next to it were isolated. She couldn’t imagine
anyone wanting to live nearby. The main prison housed
some nasty characters too.
She turned from the window and looked at the
remaining file on her desk. “Aeron Lorelei,” she read aloud.
“High-risk... how lovely.”
“You talkin’ to yourself, doc? ‘Cause I thought it took
most folks weeks to go crazy.” Low alto, gentle, soft tones.
What a gorgeous voice.
She looked up—a waistband; and up—an ample chest
and wow, big biceps; and up—muscular neck, strong
shoulders; and up—gentle brown eyes... Amused ones.
Susan swallowed. Oh wow. Bison did not mention
attractive. Where was the sticky note for that.
Lorelei ducked under the doorway and strolled in with a
lop-sided grin on her face. “Ain’t my fault they make these
places for short people.”
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Susan managed a nod. The guard scuttled in and
smacked Lorelei with her baton, pointing to the chair.
Where was Tracy?
“Sit,” the guard spat it at her.
Lorelei’s big brown eyes hardened as she shot a glare at
the guard. Susan tensed.
“I said sit.” The guard smacked her again.
Lorelei slumped down into the seat and the guard
yanked her arms, strapping her in place. “This really
necessary, doc?”
Bison’s warning rattled through her mind. “Yes.”
Sounded like she was stunned. Not a great start. For
something to do other than look at Lorelei, she turned back
to the notes.
Lorelei didn’t say a word but she could feel her
watching her.
“You were five foot four and eight stone when you
arrived?” That couldn’t be right.
“Yup.” Such a smooth accent.
“And you’re now six foot four?” What had she been
eating?
“Five but they can’t measure me real good without a
ladder.” She shrugged and the chair creaked. Susan
doubted it would stop her or even slow her down if Lorelei
decided she wanted to get up.
“Where did you find the protein to build yourself up?”
“I eat eggs an’ stuff.” Cocky, a bit defensive. Sensitive
about her size?
“I meant for your...” Susan waved her hand around,
trying not to stare. “Impressive muscle tone. You eat the
same as everyone else, don’t you?”
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Lorelei chuckled a soft chuckle that made her eyes
twinkle. “My buddies don’t always like eating what’s on the
menu.” She shrugged.
Didn’t like or Lorelei told them they didn’t? Who’d
argue?
Lorelei sighed. “Guess, you made your mind up then?”
A resigned look filled Lorelei’s eyes. There was an
emptiness in her eyes, an ache in her words that zipped
past Susan’s barriers. Her mother had sounded the same
before she went missing. She should have listened then.
“I’m just cautious,” she said, hoping to cushion the
tension she could hear in her voice. She took her
stethoscope, heading over to her. “Any aches or pains?”
“Only what I get from other folks.”
Susan frowned. “They hit you?”
The guard smacked Lorelei across the bicep. “No lies.”
Lorelei’s jaw flexed. “I freak them out.” She glared at the
guard. “They get kinda angry when I tell them things they
don’t wanna know.”
The guard smacked her again and Susan fought the
urge to stop her. Instead, she listened to Lorelei’s heart,
lungs—all clear. She ran every check as Tracy didn’t come
back in. Lorelei sat calm and quiet until Susan had to look
up to check if she was awake.
“S’okay, doc. I ain’t snoozin’.”
Susan went back to her notes. “You have limited range
on your right arm?” She read from them and frowned.
“Operated on?”
Lorelei shook her head. “Just heal fast.”
Not those kind of wounds. “You suffered injuries to your
shoulder and thigh?” Odd that the records didn’t give much
detail.
Lorelei nodded.
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“It wasn’t operated on?” She walked over and rolled up
the pant leg of the jumpsuit. At least five inches long, over
an inch in width. Would have hit her femoral artery. She
cocked her head, even with a surgeon on scene and with
skill, it was a critical injury. “Are you sure?” She couldn’t
see any indications of surgery.
“Yep, just heal fast.”
Susan tried to suppress her shocked laugh. No one
healed that fast. She rolled down the leg and pulled back
the jump suit to see the shoulder. Another large scar. This
one deeper. Looked like a knife wound, as the other one,
but this one was angled. Ouch.
She went to touch it, just to see if she could feel
something to show her there’d been medical help.
Crack.
Susan snapped her hand away, yelping. The static
shock sparked, zipped up her arm.
“Sorry, doc,” Lorelei mumbled.
The guard hurried forward, raising her baton.
“It’s fine,” she snapped at the guard, shaking her hand
and turning back to Lorelei. “It’s not your fault.” She ran
her hand over the wound. “How did it happen?”
Lorelei opened her mouth but the guard smacked her.
“She fell in the shower.”
Susan glared at her. “I didn’t ask you.”
She met Lorelei’s eyes. Panic, fear, sadness. Not
emotions some vicious criminal could fake. Even she knew
that.
“I fell,” Lorelei mumbled.
Hmm.
“I want to keep an eye on your shoulder, okay?” Susan
stepped back, pulling Lorelei’s top back into place. “You’re
free to go back to your day, Miss Lorelei.”
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“It’s Aeron,” she said, her tone soft, her smile warm.
“Just Aeron.”
“Well, just Aeron,” Susan said back, earning a smile.
“You can call me Susan.”
The guard glared at her. Bison’s warning rang through
her mind. She was being too friendly, too close.
“For sure?” Aeron asked, sounding like a sweet kid.
There was something that calmed her fears when she
looked at her; something that made her want to help her.
She ignored the guard and Bison and gave Aeron a smile
she hoped would show she could be trusted. “For sure.”
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Chapter 5
The first week went by in a blur of trying to remember
names, directions and learning the importance of colorcoded sticky notes. Susan was feeling it. Twelve hour shifts
in Serenity felt like twenty hour shifts in her old hospital.
By Friday, she was ready to sleep where she stood. The
leaves crunched underfoot as she headed to the family run
coffee shop in the small town she’d rented a house in.
She liked the feel of the place. It was jolly, full of people
who knew each other and gave her the break she needed
from the intensity of Serenity.
And she’d be a lot happier when the line in front
hurried up and she could get her coffee fix.
“Doctor Susan Gossett?” A woman’s voice. It held an
official tone.
Susan expected to see a police officer when she turned.
She was close. An FBI badge was flashed in her face. She
looked up. Spiky white blonde hair, flight jacket— a
battered one—tight jeans and, wow, did she have piercing
blue eyes.
“Can I help you?” It had to be one of the inmates... or
maybe they’d found her mum?
“I’ll be at the table over there.” Again, there was that
cultured accent and again a lilt she couldn’t make out
underneath. Maybe it was a local accent? She hadn’t really
talked to many locals to know.
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The woman turned from her and strode off. The line
moved up. Susan blinked a few times only for the woman to
glance up.
“If you will?”
Susan jolted herself from staring and wandered over to
the table.
“Agent Frei,” the woman said. “You work in Serenity
Hills.”
Susan nodded, not sure whether to answer or salute.
“We have reason to believe that your employer may be
responsible for unlawful treatment of the prisoners in their
care.” Frei nodded to the woman behind the counter who
left her line of customers and tottered over with two coffees.
Had she ordered? She didn’t remember ordering.
Frei waited for the waitress to leave and fixed her with
those dazzling blue eyes. “Are you aware of any such
behavior?”
Susan shook her head. “I’ve never heard of such a
thing.”
Frei pulled out a picture and placed it on the table in
front of her. “Hayley Jones,” she said, flipping it over to
reveal a mugshot. “Convicted of killing an abusive
husband. She was the mother of three.”
“I’ve never seen her.” Maybe she was in the main prison
and Frei was mistaken?
Frei leaned forward and pulled out a second picture.
“She broke out of the institution three weeks prior to your
appointment...” She flipped the picture over. “...and did
this.”
Susan’s stomach lurched. She shoved it away from her.
“Do you mind?”
“We examined her. There were scars that couldn’t be
accounted for. The institution only provided basic
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The Whistleblower: Episode 1 - Easily Agitated

Jody KLAIRE

information.” Frei sipped at her coffee. Intense, that was
the description for her. So intense that it was hard to look
at her and even harder not to.
“I haven’t heard of any breakout. I’m not sure why
you’re talking to me?” It was before she’d been hired.
“She’s not the first to have scars, injuries that are not
on record.” Frei continued to sip her coffee, calm yet
primed. “They are the kind of scars made to go unnoticed.”
Susan held up her hand. “It’s a prison. Serenity can’t be
the only one with inmates who hide injuries.”
She tried to ignore that Aeron, that Nora, that over half
of the patients she’d seen so far had injuries that weren’t
documented.
“I don’t understand why they’re sending you in for
that?” Susan picked up her coffee, for something to do with
her hands. Why were they trembling? “Besides, if there was
a breakout, it would have been newsworthy.”
“We made sure it wasn’t.”
Susan gripped her cup, then winced as the heat stung
her fingertips. “If you’re the FBI and you are concerned,
surely you can just walk in and investigate.”
Frei shook her head. “Serenity Hills is a private
institution. They are paid to house the offenders but they
are not owned by the state.”
She sipped at her coffee and groaned. Exactly how she
liked it. She glanced at the counter to thank the barista but
she was busy. How had she known how she liked it?
“So you come to me?” She smiled at Frei knowing why
she had. “You think that you can sniff out some dirt
through the new recruit?”
Frei sipped on her coffee.
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“And you think I’m a soft touch for a fishing
expedition.” Susan slammed back her coffee and got to her
feet.
“I think you’re in the institution because you should
have been struck off.” Frei held her gaze: Icy, cool. “But
you’re the kind of employee that can easily find themselves
being blamed.”
“For what?” Susan scowled at her.
“You’d be surprised.” Frei smiled at her in a way that
made her tense: like she knew something she wasn’t going
to share. “Working to help the FBI could prevent that.”
“I have no wish to find myself unemployed, Agent Frei.”
She tried to find some kind of dignity. It would have been
easier if she could stop staring. “So thank you for the offer,
but no thanks.”
Frei held out a business card. “You will need it.” She
held Susan with that intense stare. “I’ll expect your call.”
Was she being pushy just to test her or was she truly
confident?
“I doubt that,” Susan mumbled. Her palms were
sweating. Her nervous system had been on overload all
week. She turned and headed to the door in a daze.
“Doctor Gossett?” Frei called.
Susan turned back, bracing herself. “Yes?”
Frei strode over and handed her the picture of the crime
scene. It was face down this time. “Jones knew the victim.”
“And?” Susan read the name. “Who is Chad Blake?”
Frei smiled that knowing smile again. “Doctor Chad
Blake...,” she said. “Was your predecessor.”
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Chapter 6
Susan sat in her office in stunned silence. Agent Frei
had hit her mark and then some. Doctor Blake was her
predecessor? Mainz had said not to be so stupid as to cycle
through a few door codes like Blake. Is that what had
happened? Was there a way to check?
She flicked the card through her fingers. Agent Frei was
just fishing. She had to be. The FBI would have just
steamrollered in to investigate if there’d been reason to. At
least that’s what they did on TV. She’d never even met an
agent before Frei.
“Doctor Gossett,” Tracy said, a worried look on her face.
“Nora could do with your help.”
Susan was up and had her bag. One thing she’d
learned about Serenity so far was that it was as full-on as
any ER. “Problem?”
“She’s unconscious in her cell. She’s lost a lot of blood.”
Tracy led her out of the ward and they hurried down the
stairs. Outside the cell, Val was tussling with Aeron.
“Give her a shot,” Val called to Susan as they
approached.
“Not my main concern.” Susan ducked into the cell.
Nora’s nose was gushing blood. Susan looked to Tracy. “Get
the theatre prepped.”
“Doctor?”
Susan glared up at her. “She’s already out. We may as
well use it to stop this happening again.”
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Tracy smiled and hurried off. Susan turned back to
Nora. She leaned her onto the side to stop the blood going
down her throat. She’d have to pack the nose after the
operation.
There was a lot of blood, too much for just a nosebleed.
She examined Nora. Her side was bruised, a wound on the
top of her thigh. Not a stab wound though. She glanced
around the room. The bed? No.
“Try the keys in her pocket,” Aeron snapped, charging
across the doorway, launching herself at the guard
approaching.
“Lorelei!” Val barged her into the wall as two other
guards piled in to help.
Susan scowled. Keys? The wound was consistent with
that.
Tracy hurried in with two other nurses and a stretcher.
“They’re prepping as we speak. Mr. Mainz wasn’t happy
though.”
“Mainz?”
She nodded. “He likes to use alternate ones to save him
time waiting.” They lifted Nora onto the stretcher.
“No wheels?”
Tracy shook her head. “Mr. Mainz—”
Susan held up her hand. She eyed the brawl outside.
The guards weren’t winning. Susan got to her feet. “Val,
Aeron, stop.”
She didn’t think it would work but they did.
“Aeron, I need you to carry Nora, please.” She held
Aeron’s eyes. She’d seen how close they were.
Aeron nodded. “Sure.” She barged through the guards,
all staring at Susan, and headed into the cell, reappearing
with Nora in her arms. “Theatre’s this way, doc.”
Susan hurried along behind her as the guards followed.
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“I can’t get through the gate,” Aeron mumbled.
Susan glared back at Val, who hurried forward and
unlocked it. “She shouldn’t be free.”
“She isn’t,” Susan snapped. “She’d have to find her way
out for that.”
“She’s sick, doc,” Aeron whispered. “Doctor Blake had
to give her stuff to stop the bleeding before.”
Susan’s panic ripped through her. Blake?
“He said she had to watch as her blood don’t much like
clotting.” Aeron held her gaze. “You can check it yourself.”
Susan didn’t need to. The nose was continuing to bleed,
too much. The wound on the posterior of the hip shouldn’t
be bleeding at the rate it was.
“Susan?” Mainz glared at her as they approached him.
In scrubs? Aeron shrunk away from him as if expecting to
be hit.
“Frederick.” Her dad had taught her to stand her
ground. Doctor first. “Aeron has agreed to help, we need to
get Nora into surgery to reset the nose.”
Mainz blinked like he hadn’t been expecting the
backchat.
“Well?” She motioned to the theatre. “Unless you wish
to straighten her septum?”
Mainz stepped back.
“Thought as much.” She turned to Tracy. “Please escort
Aeron to the ward. I want her to stay there until I’ve seen to
her injuries.”
Val opened her mouth.
“Now.”
Tracy ushered Val away. Aeron placed Nora on the bed
and nodded to Susan. “You got this, doc.”
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“I do.” She could perform this procedure asleep.
“Anything else I need to know?” She asked as Mainz
rounded on Val, demanding an explanation.
“She gets worried real easy. Best to keep her calm with
that stuff.” Aeron shrugged.
Susan smiled. “Some high-risk criminal you are.”
Aeron smiled back, stepped away and let Tracy lead her
down the hall. Had Bison been misleading her, was it a
test?
Susan hurried into the prep room. Maybe Frei had been
right?
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Chapter 7
Susan wasn’t sure what to think. The procedure had
taken minimal time but trying to help the clotting process
had tested her. If Aeron hadn’t told her, Nora... well... It
was best not to think about it too much.
So much for a hardened criminal.
Susan stared at her fridge door. More precisely at Frei’s
card. She’d read and re-read the number enough times to
have memorized it. Aeron had mentioned Blake. Why had
the guard hurt Nora? Why had Bison said Aeron was highrisk when she could have run, could have hurt the guards
but didn’t do either.
She asked Val small details—Not too much to make her
think she was digging—When Val had caught up to her as
she left for the day.
“Doctor,” Val purred, sidling up to her in the corridor.
“You need company on the way out?”
“Why not?” Susan plastered a fake smile on her face.
They hadn’t seen each other since she’d gone into theatre.
“Finished your shift?”
Val smiled: Nicotine-yellowed teeth, uneven, chipped. “I
have. You want to get a drink?”
No.
“Surgery takes it out of me,” she said with her best
smile. “Raincheck?”
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Val moved closer and she fought the urge to find her
pepper-spray. “Maybe a drink might help you unwind.”
“I’d be terrible company.” She always did that. The more
cornered she felt, the more she sounded British. She’d never
even been there but somehow, she did. Her dad’s accent
was a lot stronger. Must have rubbed off on her. “My only
way to unwind in this mood is to sleep.”
Val opened her mouth.
“Alone,” she muttered.
They headed out into the car park and Val walked closer
still. “You handled Lorelei well today. She’s not easy.” She
smiled up at her. “Takes a strong woman to know how to
charm someone like her.”
Or one with manners.
“We have a connection.” Val leaned in, her arm brushing
against Susan’s. “You understand.”
Susan fought the rising bile in her throat. She fumbled in
her bag for her keys. Where were her keys.
“Yeah,” Val leaned on the door as Susan reached her
car.
Keys? They were in there? Come on.
“How ‘bout you raincheck on that raincheck?”
Susan took a deep breath. “If your guards didn’t create
so much work for me, I wouldn’t be so tired.”
Val’s eyes lit up.
“Any reason why she needed to be hands on?” Susan
needed a shower. Soap. A lot of soap. Maybe disinfectant.
“Oh don’t worry ‘bout Rhona. She knows how to cope.”
Val stroked her arm.
“And could have easily been serving a sentence herself
after today.” Susan kept a pleasant smile, like she was
looking after Val, keeping her out of trouble. “Wouldn’t want
it to seem like you can’t handle your staff.”
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Val stroked her arm again. Disinfectant. Strong
Disinfectant.
“I’ll tell her to cool it. You just worry about resting up.”
Val strolled off and Susan fished out her keys with shaking
hands.
Yuck.
She kept staring at the business card. Maybe she was
over-cautious? Maybe she was right to be? She dialed the
number without so much as looking at her cell.
“Frei?”
Susan cleared her throat. “It’s Doctor Susan Gossett.”
“You want to talk.” Not curt but concerned. “Are you
alright?”
“Me?” Susan frowned at the phone. “I’m fine. I... I want
to talk.”
“On my way.” Frei cut the line and Susan leaned back
against the counter. She glanced at the sticky note on the
fridge reminding her to buy more milk.
Maybe she needed a sticky note like Nora. Easily
agitated. It summed her up perfectly.
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