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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            DECKER

          

        

      

    

    
      Three thirty in the morning, and Naomi’s lamp is still on, her window casting a rectangle of jaundiced yellow onto the stairs of her walkup.

      I shift in the driver’s seat of my truck, parked in the shadows across from the triple-decker rental. Her home is the apartment on top.

      She’s a third-year resident at Pierce Memorial Hospital, and her shift starts at seven, but here she is, ash-blonde hair twisted up with tendrils curling around her face. She tucks them behind her ear every few minutes—always the left—while she paces, a hazy shadow steeped in anxiety. Five steps to the bookshelf, turn, five steps back to the sofa. It’s the fourth consecutive night she’s been awake past 3 a.m.

      What’s going on, sweetheart?

      I can guess, but it’s not smart to do that—to guess, I mean. If you’re right, great, but if you’re wrong, you run the risk of looking like a maniac. And if anyone needs to avoid that, it’s me.

      If we were friends, I’d bring her a peppermint tea to help her relax; she drinks that sometimes. Sometimes, she pops a Xanax, which I don’t like at all because it means she’s struggling more than usual. In the morning, I would bring coffee: oat milk latte with an extra shot. I could even run with her. Every day, two hours before her assigned shift, she jogs down Crestwood, left on Grayson, loops through the town center, and back through the woods to her cul-de-sac.

      When she’s jogging, she looks like she’s trying to outrun her problems—eyes forward, never so much as glancing back. It’s as if she believes she might forget her past if she pushes herself hard enough. I haven’t yet decided how I feel about that kind of hope—the idea that you can escape something so fundamentally a part of you. But I like that she believes it.

      My phone buzzes with a text, and I peel it out of my pocket. Everett Carson—we met when we were stationed together overseas. He’s a teacher now in this little Maine town. The guy has a heart of gold if you ask the mothers of his elementary school pupils. But they’ve never seen him with blood on his hands—or his face—and that anonymity is one reason our group settled here. I’m not as good at blending in with the family types, but my personality fits my job. People expect a certain level of broody attitude from artists, but they expect a meaner kind of intensity from security guards and bouncers. It’s the latter where I fit.

      
        
          
            
              
        Everett: You coming to the gym tomorrow or you got a date with your right hand and a pair of binoculars?

      

      

      

      

      

      He doesn’t actually know where I am, of course. If he did, he’d have blocked me in with his Jeep, dragged me off into the night, railing about what a dumb piece of shit I am. Brutal honesty is the man’s real love language even if that doesn’t play well in his fourth-grade classroom—Listen up, you snot-nosed little shits, one wrong word and Gerry the Gerbil gets it.

      I wonder if they actually have a gerbil at Mercer Point Elementary. Probably. Everett likes rodents. I’ve seen him eat more than one, not that he’d eat the class pet. Unless he had to.

      I’ll be there, I text Everett. It’ll keep me sane. And you don’t get to be a brick shit-house by sitting on your ass.

      Naomi stops pacing suddenly and strides to the window, flicks the gauzy curtain aside. Even from here, I can see the heart shape of her face, the furrow in her brow, the pert upturn of her nose, the glint in her hazel eyes. I can’t see below her waist from this angle, but I can picture the curve of her hips from memory, can feel the heat of her.

      Do you believe in love at first sight? her voice whispers in my ear, breath tickling my neck, lips inches from my jaw. I can smell her too—antiseptic and eucalyptus, the chemical undertone of latex that makes me think of condoms instead of the gloves she wears at work.

      That’s where I first saw her: at the hospital. I’d been dropping off a “friend”—someone rearranged his face at the club where I work security. I was standing outside the rotating door to the ER when she walked past in her teal scrubs, shoulder-length hair tied back, a stethoscope around her neck.

      She smiled at the kid in the corner, a twig of a thing with a broken arm, then crouched down to talk to him eye-to-eye. Not the fake, condescending smile people use on children, not the one Everett uses—the one we all use when we’re playing “human.” That sympathetic grin was real.

      Three stories up, she cocks her head. Is she looking at me? The opposite side of the road is filled with three-story walk-ups, all but one rentals, so she can’t possibly know the vehicle of every tenant and potential guest. My side of the street is a single line of parallel parking, backed by a grade too steep to build on—not a single home with lights that might show my truck. Even if she sees the glint of the rims across the road, she can’t see much else, and certainly can’t see me in the cab.

      But I hear her all the same. See a smile touch the corners of her lips. You’re so sweet for worrying about me. Just knowing you’re here makes me feel better.

      I’ll never actually hear her say that; she’ll never know I’m here. I’m not made of “real stuff.” My father tried to drown the truth of what I was with liquor, and when that didn’t work, heroin. Then jail. Every foster family couldn’t wait to get rid of me. Every school expelled me within a month of enrolling. I killed another child in middle school, which I guess made things official, but the teachers knew what I was before I did.

      I think my mother did too. I have a vague recollection of her calling me a “little psychopath,” but I can’t confirm it. She vanished when I was seven. I didn’t kill her or anything, though that doesn’t make me less of a monster.

      Most people—real people—would feel something right now with Naomi staring down at them, her shoulders rigid, her lip clenched between her teeth. Guilt maybe, or shame. A tightness in the chest, elevated heart rate, sweating, dry mouth. The physiological responses of a functioning conscience.

      I know all the signs. I’ve spent thirty-six years mimicking human behavior, smiling at jokes I don’t find funny, nodding sympathetically at stories I don’t care about. I spent a decade in the special forces, and that taught me more than anything about how best to play “normal.”

      My phone buzzes again. A message to the group chat that will vanish five seconds from now using a program Everett created as a precautionary measure. It’s one of many precautionary measures.

      
        
          
            
              
        West: Service Saturday morning, 0900.

      

      

      

      

      

      West Pierce, as in Pierce Memorial Hospital. Most important things in Mercer Point are named for, or financed by, the Pierces. And tonight, the good priest is spreading the word about another death. It’s a small town, but the graveyard is growing due to the aging population. The young don’t move to Mercer Point, not unless they have something to bury.

      Naomi’s shoulders slump. She shakes her head. Then she drops the curtain.

      I breathe in the chilly night air, letting it sting my nostrils, and imagine a world where I’m someone else. Where I’m standing next to her in that apartment, my arm around her shoulders, her head against my chest. Where she calms in my presence because when I tell her everything will be okay, she believes me. But I can’t feel the things she needs me to, so it’ll surely end with her shooting junk into her arm. I’m just crazy enough to not be stupid.

      I am insane, certifiably so, but not in the way that gets you institutionalized. To end up in the hospital, you have to be bothered by your crazy—you have to cry or have nightmares. You have to be depressed or anxious or want to change.

      When I first came home, I had a VA shrink ask me a million questions about trauma. About nightmares. I do have nightmares, bloody, violent dreams, but that wasn’t what he asked. He asked if I was “bothered by nightmares,” and the answer was no.

      It wasn’t until she started showing up in my dreams that I felt uneasy. The blood was the same, the backdrop, too, but the victim was no longer enemy soldiers, their bellies slit, intestines coiled onto their boots. They were all about her.

      So, I went back to the hospital. I found her to make sure she was okay, or at least that’s what I tell myself.

      Monsters don’t choose one another; they don’t huddle together in the cold, cuddling their offspring like penguins. Monsters crash through the ice, jaws open, and drag anything nearby into the water, chewing as they plunge into depths of depravity no penguin has ever imagined.

      Guard dogs can be monsters too. But what are muzzles for if not to keep us from biting? While nothing makes my heart race more than watching a man bleed his life into the earth, there’s a strange… comfort in sitting here in the shadows. An unusual warmth in my guts. A tingly feeling around my heart. I don’t know what it means. But I can’t seem to let it go.

      Yes, there’s a monster inside me.

      But I can keep it caged—I have for years. And I’m confident in my ability to tamp it down now.

      So long as she doesn’t actually notice me.

      So long as she doesn’t get too close.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            NAOMI

          

        

      

    

    
      I think I’m dying. Literally fucking dying. My scrubs smell like vomit and enough antiseptic to make me dizzy despite the breeze, my sneakers tapping a frantic rhythm against the concrete. Any second, I’m going to face-plant in the Pierce Memorial parking lot, the Maine breeze making my body just cold enough not to rot overnight. I don’t think that’s better—that I won’t rot. I’m not conceited, but I’m positive that I’m attractive enough for a passerby to fuck my corpse.

      When you work in the ER, you know the lengths people will go to for an ounce of pleasure. Half of my job description is retrieving things from people’s rectums. Action figures. Lightbulbs. Once, a puffer fish—a freaking puffer fish, still alive. They don’t tell you that in medical school, how much of your workday involves the anus. And now…

      What will these maniacs put inside me if I die out here?

      My stomach heaves, and I swallow hard to avoid retching. The sodium lights, probably original to the hospital, are buzzing like angry wasps, but it’s the hissing drone in my brain that’s making me want to puke. My flesh is vibrating with adrenaline and cortisol and the kind of exhaustion that doesn’t go away with sleep.

      Fifty-two hours. That’s how long I’ve been awake, minus the four-hour power nap in the on-call room that doesn’t really count because Dr. Morrison paged me twice about the same patient’s potassium levels.

      No, they don’t warn you about the anus. They also don’t warn you about assholes like Dr. Morrison.

      A wave of dizziness hits me—slams into me, really—and I stop walking, lean a palm against a lamppost, breathing deeply through my nose. I keep my eyes on the earth, the only thing that’s not moving.

      There’s blood on my sneakers from a motorcycle accident that came in around 6 p.m. Nineteen years old, and surely thought he was invincible when he climbed onto that bike. For a full five seconds after I called time of death, I thought I saw him moving, blinking, breathing… but it was just me, vibrating internally.

      I love a good challenge—live for the challenge, honestly. I don’t think anyone would get through med school without the need to prove themselves under the harshest possible conditions. But… I am good at my job. Which is how I know that this isn’t healthy. Not at all.

      The hairs on my spine prickle, needles jamming into my flesh. I’m not alone, someone’s here—he’s here. Again.

      I shove myself off the post and whip around. The streetlights vibrate and buzz, wind rustles the trees that surround the employee lot, the emergency room lights glare red on the far right side of my visual field—the only part of the hospital I can see behind the greenery. But I don’t see the glint of watchful eyes in the trees or shadowy figures creeping nearer over the expanse of concrete.

      The prickling along my spine settles, but my shoulders stay tight as I hustle toward my Civic, keys between my fingers the way they tell every high school girl to do instead of telling boys not to attack them. The irony. Or… wait, is that irony? Shit, I’m too tired to know right now.

      I track my periphery as I walk, but everything remains still and silent. Though I still feel watched, I have nothing to suggest it’s not in my head. Just my messed-up brain, telling me messed-up things because evolution errs on the side of caution. If I had been born thousands of years ago, I’d be the epitome of badassery, alert for danger, telling everyone else when to run.

      Instead, I’m fighting tears, being chased by shadows in a parking lot. And it’s not all in my head—it’s not. Marcus restrained himself somewhat when we were together, but leaving an abusive relationship is when women end up kidnapped. Or dead. He flat-out told me that if I didn’t take him back, he’d take me.

      A bright snap makes me stop, jump, whip around again, but it’s just the streetlight in the back of the lot popping—the corner goes dark. A breath shudders from my lungs.

      You’re just being paranoid. You have a restraining order. Chill.

      But restraining orders don’t stop men like Marcus, no matter what my friend Kennedy says. She’s a detective, so I should trust her, but he got into my bank accounts twice. He put sugar in my gas tank. He came to the hospital four times, claiming everything from carpal tunnel to a sprained ankle to food poisoning.

      It was all bullshit. I knew it, he knew it, but no judge would acknowledge it until my childhood home—well, my home since my mother died—went up in flames. That fire is what finally made them issue the restraining order. He’s still fighting the arson charge in court, which might be why he backed off initially, but he showed up here again a few weeks ago. And I’m positive he’s still watching my house. I can feel him out there, even if I can’t see him.

      He’s smart—that’s the problem. The most dangerous abusers know exactly how far they can go. Marcus never hit me until the day I kicked him out six months ago because a woman with my history definitely clocks that as abuse.

      I pulled a chef’s knife on him, ears still ringing as he stumbled onto the driveway. He said he wouldn’t report me for pulling a deadly weapon if I’d let him move back in. I told him to fuck himself.

      The lock beeps, and I slide into my car, fingers clenched around the wheel, breath panting from my lips in a ragged staccato wheeze.

      Get it together, Naomi. You’re fine. Everything’s fine. What’s he going to do, shoot you through the windshield? Blow up your car? He isn’t stupid.

      But he doesn’t have to be stupid. Just angry. And angry is far more dangerous. I should know.

      The wet, sharp sound of cracking bone slams through my head, and I inhale sharply, forcing the memory down. Not today. I’m too tired to be haunted by ghosts. Not that I’m ever in the right mindset to relive that.

      Bzzzzzzt.

      I jump, smashing my funny bone into the door handle, which is decidedly not hilarious. The buzzing comes again—my pocket. My cell. If it’s Dr. Morrison, I swear, I will go get a lightbulb and stick it up his⁠—

      Bzzzzzzt.

      I tear the phone out of my scrub pocket and read the text: Hey, babycakes!

      My mouth goes dry. For one horrible second, I think it’s Marcus—he used to text me at all hours, accusations or apologies, sometimes demands and threats. But it’s not. It’s Jenna. She’s a resident too, so she knows my schedule and has clearly decided to harass me awake on my drive home.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jenna: We have sixteen hours before we have to go back to that hellhole…

      

      

      

      

      

      I’m not sure what she’s getting at, and right now, I don’t care. I twist the key and pull out of the space, gaze flicking to the rearview mirror.

      The lot is still empty. Quiet. No cars pull out behind me. No shadows edge nearer as I clear the exit.

      Will I sleep tonight? I doubt it. But I have no idea what to do about it. What do I need? Aside from a single night of not looking over my shoulder—a night to be normal.

      I hit my turn signal and hook a right onto Pierce Boulevard. The street is quiet, no oncoming traffic, just the glow from the stoplight, painting the asphalt in bloody crimson.

      I check the rearview again. Still nothing.

      Marcus isn’t here. I’m safe. Just stressed and exhausted with no way to bleed this tension from my veins.

      I shake my head and tap the button to call Jenna back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            DECKER

          

        

      

    

    
      The bass from the club speakers vibrates my bones, a sensation most would find irritating after six hours. I like it, how it makes my heart feel like it’s shivering, trying to burst from my chest. It’s the only time I ever get to feel that. Well, except when West Tazed me in the balls for asking whether he ever jacked it in the confessional booth. Goodness, Father West, what would the Vatican say about that?

      “Marky-Mark, my man!” Ryan, one of the bartenders, slaps my shoulder as he passes with a tray of shots—heading for the VIP section where some tech bro is buying bottles. I barely manage to suppress my grimace at the nickname.

      Friday nights at The Undertow are always packed—young professionals spending their paychecks on overpriced cocktails so they can go home smelling of sweat and pussy. Most of them are harmless. Loud, drunk, and annoying… but harmless.

      I’m not looking for them.

      “You see that group of girls by the alcove?” Ryan goes on. He wears as much makeup as half the women in this club, his spiked hair perfect, lips so glossed I can see myself in them. “The blonde’s been eye-fucking you for the last hour.”

      I frown. I could be convinced to try a lot of things, but eye fucking? I saw it done once; things get weird in the sand. But Ryan has never seen that kind of sand or battle or war, so that isn’t what he means.

      I glance toward the back corner where an L-shaped booth hugs both walls, the entirety currently occupied by a group of women. I know which one he’s referring to immediately. Mid-twenties, expensive highlights, designer dress, topped off with a sly, smug stare. Aimed right at me.

      I might not have figured out “eye fucking” but understand that look—she’s certain she can have anyone she wants. She tracks her gaze over my skin, bites her lip at the military tattoos on my arms, the barbed wire circling my throat, the black designs that snake to my wrists. I’m six five and built like Thor: blond hair, blue eyes, my biceps too big for normal T-shirts. But it’s not a superhero she’s after.

      I look her up and down the way she did me, head to toes and back. She grins. I wrinkle my nose. Then I hook my thumbs in the pockets of my cargo pants and turn away, but not before I see her jaw drop. Utterly shocked. She’d be even more shocked if she knew who she was trying to pick up.

      Women like that think they want a bad boy. Think being the operative word.

      Ryan shakes his head. “All work and no play will make you sterile.”

      “I sure hope so.” The tech bro is looking at us now, eyebrows knitted together, lips a thin, tight line. I don’t like the way he’s looking at Ryan—the disdain. He thinks Ryan is beneath him.

      Ryan catches the glare and rolls his eyes at me—tech bros, am I right? Then he walks away, shot tray expertly balanced on his palm. When crypto collapses, that high-tech T-shirt-wearing motherfucker is going to show up here, demanding a managerial job because he’s sure the world owes him that. He’s looking at the eye-fucking blonde now. He’s sure she owes him something too.

      I shift my attention away and scan the rest of the club. My position at the wall allows me to watch both the front door and the hallway, which leads to the alley. A gaggle of women huddle near the left wall, smiling at a group of men in the front corner. There’s a long line in the hall in front of the bathroom. But no trouble.

      My eyes pause on a couple near the bar. Mid-thirties, well-dressed. He has his hand on the small of her back. She’s leaning away from him on her elbow, her weight against the bar. He leans in to whisper something, and she smiles at him. But it doesn’t reach her eyes.

      Most people think abusers are obvious—that they lurk in dark alleys, strangers with sinister intentions. Those people do exist, of course, but the most dangerous of predators have jobs and friends, social media profiles full of smiling wives and children holding trophies. Perfect photos of their perfect lives.

      But facades always have cracks.

      Usually those show up literally—the snap of bone, the crunch of cartilage, sprains, and contusions. The ER is full of people who’ve been in “accidents”—wives who “tripped” three times in as many months, kids with burns “from a camping trip,” girlfriends who “walk into doors” hard enough to fracture their orbital bones.

      The couple moves toward the door, and he holds it open for her—such a gentleman. I watch them slip into the night, glad he paid with a credit card so I don’t need to peek at his license plate.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out, keeping one eye on the crowd.

      
        
          
            
              
        Everett: Poker tomorrow. 1400.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Confirmed.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lawson: I’ll bring snacks.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        West: Don’t bring gas station hot dogs again, you savage.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Lawson: One time. ONE TIME.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lawson’s terrible taste in food is a running joke. If it isn’t gas station hot dogs, it’ll be pouched tuna or squirty cheese without so much as a cracker, pickled eggs in a jar. I think being a cop means you buy meals at gas stations.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: West, wear your priest collar so we can all confess our sins, then jack off in the booth.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        West: Fuck off.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Everett: You kiss your savior with that mouth?

      

      

      

      

      

      A crash draws my attention in time to see a chubby asshole with a rat tail swipe his arm over the bar, shattering glasses and spilling drinks. He’s arguing with Ryan, animated, fingers moving in a weird “jazz-hands” way.

      I slip through the crowd with practiced ease, three steps, four, five, and then I’m clapping my hand around the little prick’s shoulder.

      “Hey, shitbird.” Ryan likes that one—shitbird. It always makes him smile.

      The guy whirls on me, face contorted, furious at my touch and my tone, but his eyes widen when his gaze only lands on my chest, and he has to crank his neck back like a Pez dispenser to see my face. He’s a solid six feet, but shaped like a potato. A divorced potato, judging by the tan line on his ring finger.

      I grin, though I’m sure it doesn’t look friendly. “You owe these nice people an apology.”

      He blinks, glances around to see if his friends will come to his aid, but they cut out the second he started throwing hands. I still have my palm wrapped over his shoulder, just enough pressure to make him pale.

      “I’m sorry,” he says.

      “Don’t say it to me, asshole.”

      Spastic eyelid movement. Then he turns to the bar. “I’m sorry.”

      Ryan grins with every sparkling tooth, pops his purple collar. “No sweat, bro. I’d be mad if I couldn’t get laid too.”

      The guy tenses, fists clenching, but I tug him away from the bar. He doesn’t fight me when I pull him down the hallway, past the bathroom line toward the alley.

      “Rough week?” I ask, pushing through the back door.

      His nostrils flare, but as he steps outside into the chill, the last of the fight seems to bleed out of him. I release his shoulder.

      “My wife… she’s fucking someone else.” He sniffs and steps back, shaking his head. “Do you have any idea what that’s like? To love someone and have them cheat on you? Could you touch another man’s wife?”

      No, that doesn’t sound like something I’d do, but not because she belongs to someone else. I watch, I obsess, I even jack off sometimes, if I’m really bored. But I don’t touch. Normal people don’t understand how much energy it takes to maintain my composure. And they don’t want to see me go feral.

      The guy’s waiting for a response.

      “It sounds like you’ve been through a lot,” I say, leaning a shoulder against the brick. “I’m sorry she hurt your feelings.”

      He squints. “Hurt my… feelings?”

      Was that not the right thing to say? But he goes on, “You know what? It does hurt. I want her to be happy. I want to be happy, too, but…” His eyes fill. “I wanted her to be happy with me, you know? Instead, she fucked our plumber.”

      Sounds like a bad porno, but I don’t think that’s what he wants to hear. “I’m sure you’ll find someone else to love.” If he finds her here, I even have condoms in all sizes. I have Narcan too, smelling salts, first aid. I’m a helpful motherfucker. I find it keeps people from getting suspicious.

      Hope springs into his eyes—a brightness around the irises. “You know… maybe you’re right. And now the next guy has to deal with someone unfaithful, right? He has to pay for her china doll collection too.” He chuckles. “That shit was insane.”

      I force another of those smiles, and if I were someone else, I think I’d mean it. He’s a tinderbox of bottled-up emotions, but he’s not saving his fury for his wife or the plumber. He’s just… sad.

      “I’ll pay for the glasses,” he says, rummaging in his pocket. “And the drinks.”

      I nod. “I’m sure Ryan will appreciate that.”

      I stand with him while he smokes a cigarette. I listen. I nod in the right places. But it’s exhausting, having to be “on” like this. Hopefully Tommy is ready for a break at the front door.

      When his Uber arrives, Rat-tailed Potato Man shakes my hand. “Thanks for listening. You’re a good guy, you know?”

      I want to laugh at that. He could not possibly be more wrong. But I like that he thinks that.

      It means I’ve still got it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            NAOMI

          

        

      

    

    
      “You need this,” Jenna says, tugging me out of the car, the streetlights glaring brilliant and white—hot despite the breeze. Jenna’s been saying that for hours. A dozen times while I was driving home, more times once I got there to find her camped out on my stoop, dark bob curled around her head, already wearing heels and her little club purse.

      “I told you… I might die. And if I do, it’s all your fault.” I’m still a little keyed up, chest too tight, lungs too small. I’m in Soul Asylum’s “so tired that I can’t sleep” territory. I didn’t know that was a real thing until I started med school.

      “If you die, I’ll make sure you go out doing what you love,” Alexis says, combing her fingers through her auburn mane, subtle streaks of blue framing her face. We’ve been friends since college too; she was an art major when we met. She’s a nurse now, sculpts on the weekends. Ceramic spiders getting buff on tiny gym equipment is a specific niche, but she’s talented. I used to have a whole set of coffee mugs with coiled arachnids for handles.

      I cock an eyebrow. “And what do I love?”

      Jenna shrugs, dark eyes sparkling. “Taking a spiky fish up the ass? And what a way to go.”

      I laugh. She was there for “The Night of the Puffer” too, and you don’t simply get over a story like that.

      Alexis slides an arm through mine. “You used to be the one on top of the bar. Grabbing dudes like it was nothing, smiling and flirting and never calling them again. Get your shit together, girl. Do something that involves bodily fluids, but not pus or blood.”

      “Maybe a little blood.” Jenna winks. “Seriously, how long has it been?”

      Months—nine, maybe? I stopped fucking Marcus before I left him, and it’s been five since the restraining order. Shit… maybe longer than nine months. But a relationship like that definitely sours you on meeting new people.

      “I’m focusing on my career,” I say.

      The lie is easier than the truth.

      Because they’re right—I used to flirt and mess around and have actual fun. My relationships were surface-level and uncomplicated and didn’t interfere with my life. Until Marcus.

      Jenna and Alexis exchange a glance. “We’ll stop at a sex toy shop on the way home,” Jenna declares. “Your lack of intercourse is unacceptable, but we don’t need the complications that come with a man who thinks he has a brain, or God forbid, believes we want to hear his thoughts about anything.”

      I roll my eyes at them, my lace-to-the-knee heels already pinching—Alexis bought them for me right after Marcus and I split, and this is the first time I’ve worn them. First time at this club too; I’m not really the type. But I feel strangely safe here amongst the throngs. The parking lot lights are blinding, for one. For two, Marcus can’t sneak into this club without attracting attention. That’s how they finally convinced me to come out: said there’s only one front door, one back door, and the whole place is visible from the middle.

      “Time to stop talking,” Jenna says as we step onto the curb and approach the club. “We need to start dancing so we can actually pass out when we get home.”

      Yeah. She gets it. If I were home, I’d be pacing my living room, staring out at the street. Way too much cortisol in my veins. I need to bleed it out.

      There’s a line outside the club: men in dark button-downs, women in short skirts and heels higher than mine. I glance down at my dress—black lace, cut low with a slit at the thigh. I’ve lost weight since starting residency, which means the previously painted-on skirt bags just a little, but the top is still tight across my boobs.

      The line moves quickly. The bouncer is checking licenses, scrutinizing each man carefully, waving those he deems acceptable through with efficient, economical movements. He’s massive—six five, maybe six six, with shoulders that strain against his black T-shirt. Tattoos claw at his throat beneath his close-cropped blond beard and snake over his massive biceps to his wrists. Barbed wire. Tribals. Insignias that might be military. All in black.

      But it’s not his tattoos or even his size that makes my gaze linger on him. It’s… his stillness.

      Everyone around us is talking, laughing, jostling for position—some of the women are arguing, men slapping each other on the back. But he’s perfectly calm. Focused. Like a boulder in the middle of a river, the rapids surging around him.

      We step closer, near enough to hear his voice.

      “IDs,” he says in a low growl. Not intimidating, just business, which is nice; I hate it when guys let the tiniest bit of power go to their heads. I step back behind Jenna, digging my ID from my purse.

      Jenna hands hers over first, followed by Alexis. He passes them back and hooks a thumb at the door. I’m still searching in my tiny bag. I should have stuck my ID in my bra.

      I finally manage to wrench my license out and pass it over. His fingers brush mine. Electricity zings up to my shoulder.

      Yeah, nine months is too long. Fine, fine, fine. Not that I’ll tell Jenna she’s right—I’ll never hear the end of that.

      But I can’t tell her anything yet; I’m standing outside the club because he’s still staring at my ID. And when I raise my eyes to his face, his brows are furrowed. Does he think it’s a fake? Is he going to turn me away?

      “Is there… a problem?” I don’t look that different from my license picture. I mean, I had strawberry highlights when the photo was taken, but my face is still my face. I’m only wearing mascara and a smear of lipstick.

      He finally flicks the corner of the license and raises his head.

      His eyes are oceanic, deep pools of navy, ringed with smoke the color of storm clouds. My heart skips a beat, mouth dry, but his face remains stoic. Unreadable.

      He passes my license back. “You're good,” he says, then aims a thumb at the door the way he did for Jenna and Alexis. He reaches for the license of the next guy in line.

      I’m shaking when I step toward the entry—tired, just tired. Jenna and Alexis are smack on the other side, heads pressed together. They each grab one of my arms the second I clear the threshold.

      “Shots!” Alexis shouts, pumping one fist in the air as she drags me across the room.

      Jenna orders us a round—tequila. I hate all hard liquor, but tonight is about being normal. About forgetting. About resetting my nervous system so I can sleep. Maybe without nightmares… but that might be too much to ask for.

      The salt tingles, the alcohol burns, the lime makes my salivary glands sting. My stomach protests, twisting into a knot around the cinnamon Pop-Tarts I shoved into my face on the way out the door.

      “Another,” Jenna declares, and before I can object, there are three more shots lined up on the bar. The bartender’s prettier than me. A Ken doll in purple silk.

      I grab the second shot and down it. I might regret this tomorrow—will almost certainly regret it. But I don’t care. My head is swimming, the world tilting on its axis, but there’s no gore on my shoes or puke on my shirt or fish in anyone’s butthole, and Marcus can’t get at me here.

      I cut my eyes at the front door, as if the mere thought of him might cause him to appear. But he doesn’t. Instead, it’s the guy who took my license. He’s talking to another man, a shorter but still burly specimen in a tank top, dark dreadlocked hair, a moon necklace swinging around his throat.

      The blond bouncer nods to his friend. The new man takes his place outside. But the bearded giant who looked at my license for longer than felt necessary… he’s moving against the wall now, tattooed arms crossed over his chest. Is he looking at me?

      My heart leaps at that thought, despite the absurdity of it. He’s three times my size. Sure, smaller men can be dangerous too, but what kind of idiot says “hey, let’s go after the dude who can snap me in half” right after being granted a restraining order?

      “Dance with me!” Alexis grabs my hand and yanks.

      I stumble, my eyes on the floor just long enough to catch my balance, and by the time I look back… he’s scanning the rest of the room. False alarm.

      Jenna has run ahead, already swaying to the throbbing beat by the time Alexis and I get there and drop our purses between us. Jenna’s a natural, all curves and smooth movements. Alexis does fine, too, more stripper than ballet, but it works.

      I, however, am a herky-jerky mess. On my very best day, I don’t have rhythm, and now, just walking feels awkward, as if my muscles are disconnected from the bones. I don’t care—never have—which is why my high school nickname was Spaz. Not very creative. But accurate.

      There are eyes on me now, but it feels right. People watch, and rightly should, when you’re convulsing like a malfunctioning animatronic… or maybe they’re worried I’m being electrocuted.

      “Yes! Oh my God!” Alexis is cackling, hands over her mouth.

      I cut my eyes at the door. Just run-of-the-mill bitcoin idiots, divorced dads trying to get their groove back, the occasional lanky college boy with half a boner. One of the bitcoin dudes glances my way, and my hackles rise, but he turns away just as quickly. Like he feels sorry for me. He probably does.

      I move, I flail, I convulse. Bass pulses through my head, throbs in my bones, actually slows my heart as it tries to match the rhythm—the only part of me that is trying. I used to think if I showcased my weirdness up front, I was less likely to be rejected later—less likely to get hurt. I think now that I just didn’t care.

      You don’t crush your stepfather’s skull with a shovel and wake up the next day worried about your dance moves. Everything seems smaller once you’ve scrubbed brain matter from your skin.

      I throw my hands harder, back and forth, an agitated tube man at a car dealership. Jenna screeches with laughter. Alexis is literally crying, mascara running down her face.

      I’m mid-spin when I feel it again, stronger this time—that prickling awareness. The sensation of being watched. Fuck—was I wrong? Is he here?

      I stop dancing, scanning the crowd, searching.

      Alexis grabs my arm, gaze worried.

      “You okay?” Jenna asks. “He’s not here. I’ve been watching, I swear.”

      My lungs release. “Yeah, I’m okay. Just paranoid, I guess.” I’m yelling so she can hear me, which makes my throat ache as much as my chest.

      It’s not Marcus. It’s not him. My spine is still stiff, the hairs prickling harder, trying to convince me that a predator is lurking amidst the throngs. But I don’t see anything amiss. Even the bouncer isn’t looking at me. He’s watching the room, doing his job—scanning for threat the same way I am. But unlike me, he looks like he doesn’t have a care in the world.

      I wish I could be like that. That I had it in me to just exist in my own skin for longer than a few minutes.

      His gaze sweeps past where I’m standing. For a second—barely a heartbeat—his eyes stop. They lock…

      On me. For sure.

      My lungs spasm, then shut down. I can’t seem to move—not my body, not my head, definitely not my eyes. I stand on the dance floor, bodies writhing around me, and stare at him like a dolt. Those smoldering eyes. The ink that covers his body from throat to wrist.

      I should look away, right? If I make eye contact at the grocery store, I turn away. In the ER, I avoid locking eyes with anyone. Even the coffee shop barista gets a glance and a smile. Yet this, him… he doesn’t feel the same. Non-threatening, which is bat-shit crazy. Maybe it’s the uniform? If you can call cargo pants and a T-shirt a uniform. Probably more the notion that if Marcus shows up, this man will take care of him. It’s his job.

      “Girl…” Jenna—that’s what finally drags me out of my stupor.

      “You sure you’re okay?” Alexis shouts over the music. “We can go if you want to.”

      But… I don’t want to. My mouth is dry, my chest is tight, my heart beating frantically. And all of that is nothing compared to the throbbing beat between my legs.

      The bouncer has already turned away. I’m not sure he ever actually met my gaze. Maybe he was just looking for rowdy patrons. Maybe he hasn’t even noticed I exist. And that feels… like a challenge.

      “I need another shot,” I say.

      Jenna grins. “On it!”

      I square my shoulders, draw myself up to my full five foot five. When Jenna returns, I down my tequila like a pro. And then, with the liquor burning in my belly, I start dancing again, a move I call “wounded squirrel on a hotplate.” He seems like the kind of fellow who doesn’t scare easily, but more than that… I want him to look. And who wouldn’t want to look at this?

      One song passes. Two. He glances at me again. Looks away.

      I move on to Jenna’s favorite: “chicken arms with frog legs.” I keep my eyes on my friends. But I’m hyperaware of where he is—near the back hallway, scanning the room.

      His eyes catch mine once more. This time… they stick. My heart goes bananas, trying to explode through my rib cage. That isn’t a sexy visual, but it doesn’t stop the aching throb between my thighs.

      I want to know his name. I want to know why he feels different from every other man I’ve met in the past year. Why looking at him doesn’t trigger the same alarm bells other men tend to.

      It might be the tequila talking, the stress, the pent-up rage and anxiety and exhaustion that have been building in my core for months.

      I’ve been celibate for nearly a year. Because of Marcus. Because he made me afraid—of him, of myself, of every man. Alexis and Jenna have been trying their damndest to snap me out of it, but I’m not sure they can. Can he?

      I keep my gaze on him as I lift my hand to my lips. Kiss my fingertips.

      And blow.
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