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      FOR MY MOM

      My biggest fan

      Who taught me what it is to be a strong woman

      To stand up for what I believe

      To look out for the underdog

      To keep going when things are rough, and to push harder through challenges

      

      She also taught me how to play Bridge. But she failed to teach me how to win gracefully, so after last Saturday night, I AM NOW THE BRIDGE CHAMPION!

      Even if I lose next time, this is memorialized forever.

      In print.

      Suck on that.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

          REID

        

      

    

    
      The stairs were a gateway to hell, not that you could tell from the outside. Simple enough, the ridged metal treads pinging like bells against his shoes, the cement walls chipped, the paint pockmarked like acne scars—imperfect, though not inherently dangerous. But Reid could feel the danger in his bones, smell it in the air, in the metallic tingle on the back of his tongue. Whatever he was walking into was not going to be pretty. Beauty was for artists, not homicide detectives.

      The darkness at the bottom of the stairwell was thick and foggy, humidity that matched the July air. There were few abandoned buildings in this section of town, but the warehouse on the upper floor had most recently been occupied by a packaging company—wall-to-wall tinder. It had been no shock when a fire destroyed the south-facing side, and no company, not even the packagers who had called this place home, had returned to claim the rubble. Upstairs, heavy cardboard, moldering and still soaked in mineral-rich firehose water, made the warm air fog up like the jungle.

      But down here… it shouldn’t be so dark down here. The forensics team was already on the scene, the door propped open with a triangular hunk of wood. For a split second, Reid imagined that he was in the wrong place, that he had been lured here for some unknown-to-him reason. A deadly reason. But he could hear the others beyond the dark doorway, the shuffling of shoes, the low murmur of officers’ voices, the clinking of instruments. It was a distinctive cacophony that made up a crime scene. The mere presence of a corpse dampened the voices of the living, eating at souls as reliably as rats eating a victim’s flesh.

      God, he hoped there weren’t rats.

      Reid reached the bottom of the stairwell. As if anticipating his presence, a light blinked on somewhere beyond the open door. The sodium glow blared against the wall at his right, then swung away as they adjusted the neck, presumably to focus on the scene and not Reid’s burly ass ducking through the opening in his suit and pocket square—always neater than he had to be. Reid needed that neatness like an anchor in a storm. He needed to be physically put together when the rest of the world was a bloody mess.

      But… huh. Blank floors, completely clear of debris—unexpected. Had the killer cleaned up? If so, his diligence had stopped at the floor. The cement walls were streaked with grime, striations of black and brown like uneven prison bars, runoff from the waterlogged paper products above. The spotlight was currently trained on the far corner of the room. Though Reid could not see the victim just yet, he could smell the death above the mildew and the thick dust that attached itself to his throat like ash.

      He took a breath and closed his eyes for a beat longer than a blink, trying to see the room as the killer would have. The techs vanished. The light dimmed. The buzzing air went silent.

      Reid opened his eyes and approached, the walls pressing closer with each step, the ill-aimed spotlight making the back wall gleam in such a way that it cast the victim in shadow. All Reid could see was a vague outline, an amorphous shape seated on the floor—an inanimate object, devoid of substance or hopes or dreams. As his eyes adjusted, he could make out her hands, wrists tied above her head, the rope looped around a thick metal ceiling pipe, the frayed edges prickly in the wan gray light from the far window. Her arms moved, jerking as she struggled against the binds. He could hear the timbre of her final screams—hear her begging him to let her go.

      “Damnit!” one of the techs said, fiddling with the spotlight, and the victim’s voice went silent as the rest of the room came rushing back at him. Now it was just the clinking of the light stand, the voice of the tech to his left, dusting the ground for prints. As he closed the distance between himself and the dead woman, a bulky shape beside the body rose like an apparition, then stepped into the glow cast by the blocky basement windows.

      “What took you so long, Hanlon?”

      Clark Lavigne was a bulldozer of a man, Black with a bald head and a ready smile. With a degree in French literature, he was the last person Reid might expect to become a cop, but Reid had seen him in action—no one should cross him. No one smart. Reid sure wouldn’t.

      Clark was still waiting for an answer, his thick eyebrows drawn in concern, and with good reason. Reid had been stuck in a meeting for his son’s—well, foster son’s—summer school program. Yet another incident, each bloodier than the last. From fists to fingernails to, this time, a pencil. The boy needed a new school—one without other kids, if you believed the principal. “I had a meeting,” Reid said.

      “Ah.” It was a loaded word, heavy. Clark had warned him against taking the boy in—Ezra had some psychopathic tendencies. Even Maggie, his psychologist partner, had cautioned that the road to healing would be long, and might not go the way he wanted. It seemed she was right. She usually was. But no one else was lining up to take the child—it was Reid or a group home, probably juvenile detention… or worse.

      When Reid didn’t respond, Clark went on: “A couple of kids found her on their way home from school. They were screwing around, busting windows. They won’t do that again.”

      “Or they’ll do it even more, looking for that rush.” Ezra certainly would.

      Clark blinked at him. They both turned as the light shifted again, finally illuminating the vic as if she were onstage for her big debut. The amorphous shapes solidified into form and color and…

      Clark stiffened. Reid stared, his heart stuttering, his windpipe clamping down, so tight he could not force a breath. Oh no. Oh no, no, no.

      The victim’s red hair glittered like fire. But she wasn’t just any victim. He’d thought her hair was like dragon’s breath on more than one occasion, most recently when it was spread over his pillow. He had hoped for a repeat performance once his son got used to the idea, but…

      It was too late.

      His lungs blazed, broiling with red-hot coals, his chest tight and painful. Reid stepped forward, moved by inertia instead of will, the world dragging him into her orbit. Her wrists were tied with nylon rope, as he’d noted before, but now he could see the wounds along the bottom of her upper arms. An angry zig-zag had been gouged deep into one armpit like the killer had played Zorro through the bristly hairs. Deeper wounds in her belly. Bruises covered her forearms and her pale legs, exposed beneath her jean shorts. She had been abused before she was killed—savagely.

      But the shorts… Maggie didn’t own jean shorts, did she? He’d never seen her in jeans at all. Or shorts, for that matter.

      Reid slipped to the other side of the body, his heart thundering in his ears, drowning out the techs. He kneeled, trying to see her face. Her head hung limply to the side, her curly hair covering the hollow of her cheek, hiding her eye.

      Reid reached out with one gloved hand and gently peeled her red hair from her sticky temple, holding the congealed mess out like a curtain.

      “Shit,” Clark said.

      Reid swallowed hard, but did not look away. Her cheek was a mess of dried blood and swollen tissue, the flesh severed clear through the muscle, the wound so deep that the sides peeled back like lips to expose her pale white cheekbone. And her eyes…

      They stared at him, glassy and wide—blue. Not brown.

      His shoulders relaxed. His lungs loosened. Reid sucked a metallic breath into his lungs. Not Maggie. Thank god, it’s not Maggie. But his chest remained tight. This woman was still someone’s baby, someone’s wife, someone’s friend. And what the killer had done to her…

      He frowned, locking himself in her dead gaze. He could see her eyes, but it was not because her eyelids were open. Thin even cuts ran along the flesh just below each eyebrow ridge. And based on the amount of blood that streaked her cheeks, she’d still been alive when he’d done it. She’d been breathing when he sliced off her eyelids—when he mutilated her.

      “You know who she looks like, don’t you?” Clark said. “Her hair, her build…”

      Reid couldn’t pull his eyes away, nor did he need to answer. The resemblance to Maggie was striking. Any fool could see it. That didn’t feel like a coincidence.

      Nor did this warehouse feel like the end.

      Reid blinked at the victim’s bloody cheeks, the flesh carved from her bones, the deep penetrating lacerations in her abdomen. The suspect had taken his time. He’d enjoyed every minute of listening to this poor woman scream.

      The fine hairs along Reid’s neck prickled. No, this wasn’t over. This was a game to their killer.

      And it was only just beginning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Maggie Connolly shoved her brilliant red curls over her left shoulder and scanned the road, the highway thick with dark. The car window brushed sweet night air beneath her nostrils. But all she could smell was the club. The wet reek of the basement stairs, the way the main room had throbbed with the sultry energy of a belly dancer, rhythmic and alluring and laced with arousal as if, if you concentrated, you might become pure energy—free to be absorbed. That’s why she’d gone, of course: she’d wanted to give in to it. To let go, if only for an hour.

      Her fingers tightened on the wheel. Regroup, Maggie. That’s what she needed to do. Refocus on her life and stop acting like she was directing a movie titled A Few Stressors Popped Up, Now My Thoughts Are Locked in an Emotional Spiral: An Autobiography.

      Maggie sighed. They weren’t just everyday stressors; she knew that. Two months ago, her baby brother’s body had been discovered after twenty-four years. That was no small thing. Her convict mother had left the country—Maggie still wasn’t sure where she’d gone. The secrecy surrounding the move was surely by design, to protect Maggie from having to lie or agonize over whether to tell her detective partner. And Alex, her best friend… she was the reason Aiden was dead. And her other bestie, Sammy, had known where Aiden’s body was. He’d lied to her too.

      Her grief was palpable, even now. The hurt. And though the incessant sharpness of those betrayals had begun to wane, it turned out the lack of abject panic was just another opportunity for cosmic shenanigans—for something else to go wrong. She wouldn’t have gone to the club tonight if her father hadn’t seriously injured himself last week. A slip in the shower, a broken hip and compound fractures to the bones in his lower leg. It could have been worse—it could have been another stroke—but this was bad enough. Terrible, in fact. He was in the hospital now, but he’d be released back to the retirement village within a few days. And then what?

      Out of the frying pan, into the dumpster fire that was her life. But even a trash pile lets off enough heat to cook a hot dog if you stood close enough. Maybe she was just thinking about hot dogs because she’d just eaten a bunch of breakfast sausage along with Denny’s pancakes. But that hadn’t really helped anything. It hadn’t helped her forget.

      Not like the club.

      She rolled the window lower and let the air dry the sweat from her face. Her distraction today had been a tall man with thick shoulders, his wrists bound to the headboard, his ankles tied to the footboard, the leather restraints glistening in the candlelight. She could still feel the coarse hair trailing down his chiseled abdominals, see the sleeves of tattoos that covered his arms and bled across his shoulder blade to paint his back: red and black skulls with snakes that writhed and wriggled as she had her way with him. They reminded her of her ex-fiancé’s tattoos—a man she might have married, had he not driven his car off the Fernborn bridge. Over the two years since his death, she’d seen Kevin’s face more often than not in the masks of these strangers. And every time she climbed back into her car in the aftermath, it was like losing him all over again.

      A horn blared and Maggie jumped, her heart in her throat. She curved back into the middle lane—her lane. Nice job, Mags; a car wreck would have made this week so much better. She squinted at the rearview, the honker’s headlights shining, brighter, brighter, then sudden darkness as he swerved into the left lane and whizzed around her Sebring convertible—a boxy Scion. She watched the blush of his taillights as he skirted her front bumper, brightening as he tried to decide whether he could merge between her and the truck already too close to her headlights, and then the cessation of red glare as he hit the gas once more. Usually, she’d be the one whipping around other vehicles, but apparently the racing of her stupid brain after this long, stupid day on this stupid road wasn’t enough to beat a stupid Scion in a stupid race.

      Maggie hit the turn signal and edged into the far right lane. Two more exits, and she’d be nearly home… well, technically, to her father’s house. She’d elected to sell her own house, just a plot of ash-soaked land after a serial killer burned the building to the ground. But her dad was never again going to live in the home where she’d grown up. Her father sometimes remembered the house, but he had no idea Maggie had grown up, and he usually didn’t register that he’d once had a son. Forgetting that you’d lost a child was a side effect of dementia that many of her grieving patients would kill for. But there was no pill for forgetfulness. No therapy so effective that it could entirely remove the pain of a dead child.

      Her exit approached, and she took the turn, then hit the brakes at the bottom of the ramp. The stoplight painted the backs of her knuckles maroon, a horrifying reddish bruise. Her eyes burned with exhaustion. Since her brother’s bones had been found in that well, she often woke in the dark, terrified and soaked in sweat, seeing the pinprick of far-off light as her brother would have, feeling the knife wound in her chest. That was another reason she’d returned to the basement club. The dark in that basement was not for sleeping—not for remembering. Insomniacs of the world, unite.

      Suddenly, she could smell the sweat in her nose. She could hear the way that man moaned when she tightened the restraints, see the way his eyes rolled back in his head. Feel the way his lips skimmed over her breasts. The old scar on the back of her head had ached, too, painful and mean, his tattooed snakes shivering along with their bodies. It was strange how much pleasure and pain were entwined some nights, how closely together they wove themselves, as if one without the other was too dull to elicit feeling at all.

      The light changed.

      Maggie hit the gas, the man’s lips still hot against her skin, her eyes still burning, her heart hammering in time to the pulsing throb from the scar at the base of her skull. The scar was a reminder of the day she and Kevin had fallen in love, at once the best and the worst day of her life. Because that had also been the day her brother was taken—the day Aiden was murdered. Killed by those she loved.

      She swallowed over the lump in her throat. She could breathe, but Maggie still felt like she was drowning.

      Her father’s neighborhood was quiet this time of night, the road to his house heavy with shadows—missing a streetlight on the corner. The garage floodlights lit up the front facade well enough, glistening wetly against the painted garage door and the prickly evergreen bushes, each thorny tip a needle of fire. She parked in the driveway.

      If she was going to stay, she should decorate the home to her taste, at least modernize the light fixtures and remove the wallpaper. But she was not ready to erase her dad. And…

      She wasn’t ready for that either.

      Maggie climbed from the car and kicked the door shut, frowning at the box on the porch—the size of a breadbox with a heavy velvet bow. Had it been from Sammy, she’d have guessed it was another peeing fountain, a companion to the one she had in the backyard, which perverted the integrity of several Sesame Street characters. But Sammy had not given her any gifts lately, had barely called her since the day she’d discovered that he’d known all these years who had killed her brother.

      And though there was no card, she knew who the box was from.

      Damnit, Tristan. She had told him to stop sending her gifts. For her birthday, it was flowers and a diamond bracelet. In the year and a half before that, she’d received airline tickets, concert passes to see her favorite artist, even deliveries of her favorite sandwiches—corned beef. But despite her telling him to knock it off, and subsequently ignoring the gifts altogether, the man hadn’t stopped. Sure, he was probably thankful that she’d helped the police to prove him innocent; when they’d met, he’d been her patient and a suspect in a string of homicides. The real killer had burned Maggie’s home down. That might be why she kept the gifts at all—restitution.

      But gratitude was all the more reason to respect her boundaries. He was still an ex-patient.

      Maggie glared at the box, the wind tangling her hair, the night birds screeching. She hadn’t addressed the gifts lately, hadn’t spoken to Tristan at all since her brother’s homicide was closed; she hadn’t worked with the police on any other serial killer cases since then either. But despite her conspicuous absence from the fold, the gifts had increased in recent weeks.

      She blinked at the box, the red velvet bow waving in the breeze. Heat rose in her chest. She was holding on by a thread—her life was falling apart, and it was not her job to deal with Tristan’s shenanigans. She’d already told him to stop. She wasn’t going to beg. Maybe one day, when she was less exhausted, she’d give the unwanted packages to charity.

      Or… she’d open them.

      Maggie swallowed hard. It was sick, she knew it was, but the unopened boxes were proof that someone cared about her now that her best friends were gone, along with most of her family. Once she opened it, she had to see the gift itself in relation to the giver; the wrong present and she had to accept that he didn’t really know her—that he couldn’t possibly care as much as he thought. But for now… the brown cardboard was a symbol. As twisted as it was, the box itself was already helping her feel less alone.

      Overthinkers Anonymous, here I come.

      Maggie stooped to retrieve the gift—lighter than she’d expected—and slipped the key into the deadbolt. She’d toss the box into the closet on her way to the bedroom.

      With the others.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Night oozed past like pus from an infected wound, heavy and dark and horrible. Her brother, dead. Her mom, gone. Kevin, a man who had loved her since childhood, a man she might have married—eventually—dead, because of her. She was losing her father slowly but surely; the dementia seemed worse every day, and each day the need to find him more suitable accommodations was more pressing. Alex, one of her best friends, had killed her brother when she was thirteen, and Maggie’s other bestie, Sammy, had helped cover it up. They’d both lied to her. How had she missed that? Some shrink she was.

      All roads had led to here, and there was no pot of gold, just insomnia peppered with the occasional nightmare. At least she had her career and her business partner. Owen had always been a little prissy, but he hadn’t stabbed anyone in her family and thrown them down a well, so he had that going for him.

      Then there was Reid. Her detective colleague, the only other man she’d trusted, had been hot and heavy for a night… then called it quits because of his foster son. Ezra started acting out when he’d caught her sneaking from the house. Did she resent an elementary schooler? Yup. Was that wrong? Also yes, especially since the boy had been her patient at the time. But no longer—she’d managed to transfer him to another practice. And she was still staying out of Reid’s romantic orbit; the ease with which Reid had walked away from her had stabbed her in the heart. Sure, he’d called a few times, but between grieving the loss of her brother, her mother, and most of her friends, she didn’t have the bandwidth for complications. Did it have to be that way? They could have managed a relationship without the physical. They could have had phone sex without her going to his house. People lied to kids about Santa, they couldn’t lie about whether they were screwing?

      Ridiculous, Maggie. You’re just lonely. The man you loved proposed, you said no, and he drove himself off a bridge. You miss your friends even though they had a hand in murdering your brother. What kind of sister are you?

      She choked down a Benadryl dry, but it only made the blankets more friendly feeling—made the subtle musk of Kevin’s cologne slip into her nostrils, made her shoulder warm as if he was holding her. Made her eyes burn because he wasn’t. In the notes of the branches against the windowpanes, she heard her friends’—ex-friends’—whispered breath in the room with her. When times were hard, she and Sammy and Alex had always huddled at one of their houses, watching ridiculous movies. Suffering together to ease the burden.

      Now, they all suffered alone. At least Sammy had Imani. She had Imani, too, but she was Sam’s wife—the father of one’s children took priority over friendship. Maggie sometimes felt like she’d lost Imani in a divorce.

      By the time the sun grayed the windows, her mouth was chalky, her hands were damp, and her chest was tight with exhaustion. A shower did little to help. Every drop of water hit her flesh too hard—needling—and she only had one clean towel. No more toothpaste. Crap. Her kitchen was a mess, too, but at least the chai tea smelled delicious.

      Maybe she needed to start taking an anti-depressant. Just for a month or so, until she got back on track. The issues in her life were mostly happening outside of her—happening to her, and thus out of her control—but she’d have referred any patient in this situation to a psychiatrist weeks ago. An ad from her childhood popped into her mind: This is your brain on drugs… any questions? The drugged brain in the advertisement was a cracked egg, but sometimes the drugs were the shell. Sure, meth was more like a stick of dynamite inside a chicken, but the producers of the anti-drug ads were not particular about their metaphor. Most things made the most sense when you didn’t think too hard about them.

      Maggie dressed carefully and deliberately in a white silk blouse, black slacks, and a red-and-black checkered jacket that you could play chess on. Red slip-on flats completed her signature dork-chic outfit, if she could be said to have style at all. She was grabbing her phone when it vibrated.

      A text. From Tristan:

      
        
        “Hey. What are you up to today?”

      

      

      Nothing with you, joker. She hadn’t said anything about the gift last night, again; of course, he’d call now to remind her that he existed. On her birthday, he’d texted her while she was opening the gift on the porch. She wasn’t sure if he—Master Tech Bro—actually had a way to watch her, but she did know that he had once tracked her cell phone to find out where she was. Reid’s half-brother was nothing if not annoyingly persistent, but at least he knew what he wanted. At least he was willing to fight for her, unlike Reid, who had been more than willing to drop her because it pissed off his kid.

      You don’t want someone who pushes boundaries like that. Even if the presents were… kinda nice. No, Maggie—you need to stop this. Her thumbs paused over the buttons, then she typed out:

      
        
        “Have to clean out my closet. Toss out a bunch of unopened boxes.”

      

      

      The response came immediately:

      
        
        “Weird. But fine. I’ll come to you, okay?”

      

      

      Way to not take the hint. Maggie shook her head, then stalked into the kitchen to grab her keys. Dishes on the counter, dishes in the sink, week-old pizza still in the box, the cheese gone rancid. Later. She was halfway through another response—“Don’t come here, busy”—when she heard the car. She squinted, listening to the crunching of gravel, the low whine of an engine. Her hackles rose. Why bother texting if he was going to show up no matter what she said? Maggie deleted the message as the knock rang through the kitchen.

      Tap-tap, tap.

      Maggie had to get to work, so unless she snuck out the garage door, made a running break for her Sebring, then drove across the neighbor’s lawn Dukes of Hazard style, she couldn’t escape without seeing him. She glanced at the door to the garage, hesitated, then shook the thought aside.

      Maggie shoved her phone into her jacket hard enough to make the seam shriek. Her marching footfalls against the linoleum sounded angry, maybe even a little sticky. The doorknob was cold. “Tristan, I⁠—”

      She froze. Her chest clenched, a single burst of contacting muscle that stole her breath.

      Reid stood on her doorstep, his eyebrow cocked, his face drawn and haggard. He’d aged ten years since she’d last seen him. His amber eyes were run through with bloody spiderwebs.

      That’s what happens when you’re not banging a redhead—withdrawal. The other side of her brain immediately fired back: Maybe it was being with you in the first place that sucked the life out of him. Just look at what you did to Kevin.

      Shit. Maybe she should apologize. No, wait.. she hadn’t been the one to screw this up. So why was the urge to hug him so strong? Because she was… lonely? Right. Lonely.

      Reid sniffed, his gaze on the house behind her as if looking for his half-brother, or perhaps another man—as if that’d be any of his business. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

      What? Oh, yeah—she’d called him Tristan. “You didn’t. I mean, I’m not. I…” It had been weeks since they’d spoken, but his timing was worse than that of a cocaine-addled squirrel trying to cross a busy road. And looking into Reid’s face, she felt strong squirrel energy, the potential for a burst of terrified fits and starts until some body part ended up crushed. A figurative heart-crushing would be par for the course today, but she had a lot to accomplish, and she’d rather get started. Plus, she didn’t want to look into his bloodshot eyes any longer than was absolutely necessary.

      She cleared her throat. “I was just on my way to the office. Can this”—whatever it is—“wait?”

      “I really wish it could,” he said. He finally met her eyes, and the hairs on the back of her neck prickled. Sadness lurked behind his irises, but it was laced with something far more electric than regret about their relationship. Fear.

      Something had happened.

      Something terrible.
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      Maggie stepped back and waved him into the kitchen, changed her mind when she remembered the dishes piled in the sink, and redirected him to the living room. A handful of blankets and shirts on the couch, but at least it didn’t smell like week-old pizza—molding tomato sauce, rotting Parmesan. “Is Ezra⁠—”

      “It’s about a case. I could use your help with a profile.”

      “Oh.” She hadn’t consulted on a case in months, not since she’d buried her brother. It wasn’t that she missed it, exactly—once you were almost murdered a few times, you started to prioritize life over the job, no matter how much of a thrill-seeker you were. But some nights, while she was staring at the ceiling, she wondered whether she might be doing something more vital to humanity than lying in bed and thinking about how it had all gone so terribly wrong. “Is this why Tristan texted me?”

      Reid shrugged, looking left and right as he marched into the living room. His short brown hair needed a trim, but his navy suit was pressed, as always. “Probably. They called him in on it too.”

      “Oh.” She glanced at the clock on her cell. She had patients lined up this afternoon, but if she skipped her paperwork this morning, she had two hours. She could finish her case notes tonight. What was she going to do instead? Sleep? As if.

      Maggie lowered herself onto the couch, her back pressed into the right arm. “So what’s going on?”

      Reid shifted a stack of comic books to the coffee table beside two-day-old Thai food containers and sank onto the other end of the sofa, trying to stay as far away from her as possible. She didn’t blame him. Most people around her died or vanished, and it was hard not to take that personally. “Are you okay, Maggie?”

      “I’m fine.”

      His knee wasn’t touching hers, but it was close enough to radiate heat into her thigh. Prickly. Uncomfortable. But also warm—so warm. Reid’s eyes narrowed. “So you said the last time you actually answered your phone. But you don’t seem fine. You seem… out of sorts.”

      Alex killed my brother, Sammy lied to me for twenty years, my brother’s dead, my dad is dying, my mom is gone, I’m completely freaking alone—I’m just peachy. But he wasn’t looking at her. He frowned at the table, the lemonade gone vinegary.

      Her chest heated; maybe she should hire someone to come in and clean. “I’m just juggling a lot, haven’t had time to worry about picking up.” She forced a smile, then a shrug. “Can we get on with it? I have patients.” And being this close to him was making her chest ache. It was one thing to miss people you didn’t have to see, but another to be faced with the things you’d lost.

      He turned back and nodded, just once, as if he’d made some decision about a question she hadn’t asked. “About two hours ago, neighbors found a man dead in the garage of his own home. His throat had been slashed with a shard of metal from his workbench. Died from exsanguination.”

      She watched his eyes, the concern etched in the lines around them as reliably as if he had a teardrop tattooed in mood ink that only showed up when he was upset. A body was concerning, of course, but he dealt with dead bodies all the time as a homicide detective; not all of them had the same effect.

      Maggie nodded for him to go on, but the room felt suddenly smaller, his knee nearer, the air itself tightening like a noose around her throat. Wow, Maggie, overdramatic much?

      “He wasn’t the first,” Reid continued. “Another body was found two days ago. Female victim, discovered in the basement of a burned-out warehouse over on Klington. Tied up, wrists bound above her head. She was beaten, then sliced up with a piece of glass. Superficial wounds on the arms, but those in the abdomen, throat, and face were deep—to the bone. Like the second victim, she died from exsanguination.”

      Maggie frowned. One victim stabbed with a piece of glass, one with a shard of metal. The killer was confident in his abilities to create murder weapons using whatever was available at the scenes. And he—very likely a he based on the type of weapons, the proximity required—didn’t have a preference about the gender of his victims. That would make it harder to determine where he might strike next.

      The scar on her head throbbed, a deep and pulsing ache. This was a little too close for comfort. She’d stabbed the boy who had bitten her head with a piece of glass—with a found object.

      Reid pulled out his cell. Modern day police work involved iPhone pictures more than case files, and she’d worked with him enough times to know what the action meant. Her spine straightened, her shoulders stiff—preparing for the blood.

      As expected, he scrolled through his images, tapped on one, then turned the phone her way. The air thinned. Maggie had expected a body, blood, some gore, but she hadn’t expected… this.

      The woman was tied, arms above her head, her face covered by her hair. Bruises on the right leg, deep wounds to the abdomen, three distinct slices in the armpit. Clothed—jean shorts and a tank top. No buttons undone, no fabric torn. No rape, unless he’d dressed her after, but she didn’t think that was the case.

      “No signs of sexual assault, right?” Maggie couldn’t pull her eyes from the woman’s red hair. Curls the same shade as her own. Same length as hers too. It felt wrong. Ominous. A premonition. You’re just tired, Maggie—Reid doesn’t see himself in every brown-haired dead man.

      Reid shook his head. “None, though with that knife…”

      “Piquerism,” she said. When he raised an eyebrow, she went on, “A knife or other sharp implement serves as the object of penetration and thus the source of sexual gratification. In those cases, you’d expect to see stab wounds, but fewer signs of sexual assault.” She pointed at the gaping wound in the belly, the clotted blood around the victim’s navel hiding the injuries.

      “That’s what Dylan had, right?”

      Dylan. Alex’s brother, the one who had attacked Maggie and taken a bite out of her head—the one she’d stabbed. “I can’t be sure about Dylan, but I have a strong suspicion. Instead of a blade, he used his teeth to penetrate the flesh—not uncommon with this disorder.” She blinked at the picture again, seeing her face in the dead woman’s, feeling those wounds in her belly the way she felt the ache in her head. But at least they knew it wasn’t Dylan. The man was dead, had been for twenty-four years. Alex’s shirt had been found with Dylan’s decomposed body, soaked in blood from where he’d pressed it to his face. “Like Dylan, I’d expect that this killer feels sexually inadequate. Strong history of abandonment, rejection. Traumatic home life.”

      Reid cleared his throat. “It was a rough crime scene. At first I thought she was⁠—”

      “Me.”

      “Yeah.” Reid pulled the phone back, and as soon as the picture was out of her line of sight—that brilliant red hair—the room expanded, then contracted once again as if taking a breath. Maggie followed suit, filling her lungs, but it did little to ease the pressure in her chest. Why did he have to be so close to her? His knee was on fire.

      “I worry about you, Maggie. Even though we’ve been… out of touch.”

      Out of touch? Is that what they were calling it? If her mother were there, she’d be telling Maggie to jump on him. But hair-triggered impulsiveness was why Mom had needed to abscond to another country. And Maggie couldn’t deny that she had some of that thrill-seeking impulsiveness her blood. Who else would choose to chase serial killers when they already owned a profitable psychology practice?

      The silence stretched. Reid furrowed his brow. Then he shook his head as if his brain were an Etch A Sketch and he was trying to clear his thoughts. “Does piquerism cause people to do this?” Reid turned the phone to her again. A different shot of the woman: a morgue shot. Clean, pale, a gaping wound in one cheek, black and angry, and her eyes…

      Maggie swallowed hard. The woman’s glassy blue irises gazed at the camera—through the camera. No eyelids. “Maybe, but it’s more common to stab the eyes, so he might be taking the lids as souvenirs. Did the second victim have his eyelids removed?”

      Reid nodded. “Yeah. But his were sliced off postmortem.”

      Which meant… the woman’s had been removed while she was still alive? Maggie’s stomach rolled, but she pointed to the gouges carved into her armpit. “What’s with the number two?”

      Reid raised an eyebrow. “I thought it looked more like the letter z. But I assumed it was haphazard.”

      “The other wounds serve a purpose,” she said. “They play into his condition. But the armpit wounds are superficial—hesitant. Any superficial scratches on the other victim?”

      He shook his head.

      She nodded. “Maybe they happened in the struggle. Armpits aren’t a usual place to stab; it’s more common to see wounds around the sexual organs. But that’s not a hard-and-fast rule.” Maggie raised her face and met Reid’s eyes. “Was the male victim in the garage beaten or tied?”

      “No. It appears the killer waited in the garage until he pulled in, then blindsided him. Slit his throat from behind—the spray pattern on the truck’s window shows that no one was standing in front of him.”

      “Did the victims know each other?”

      “Nope.”

      “But this is clearly a serial situation. The rapid-fire attacks, the similarities in the MO.”

      “But there are significant differences between the cases,” he said.

      Maggie met his eyes. “Found object attacks aren’t uncommon, and the uncertainty about how the attack will play out might be part of the thrill. The differences in the crime scenes might be due to the physical capability of the killer, the discrepancy between the victims. Perhaps the killer wanted to take more time with the male victim, but knew he wouldn’t win in a fight, so he slit the man’s throat instead, and completed the rest of his pattern postmortem. And while it is strange that one victim is male and one female, I think that just speaks to a different type of criteria in victim selection.”

      “Like?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe they were both in the way of some bigger goal. Maybe they were both involved in some specific activity that the killer deems unconscionable. But there has to be some connection.”

      Reid nodded. “All of that makes sense. But there’s more. Which is why I’m here.”

      He was here for a profile; that’s what he’d said. That’s what they were doing. His knee was hot, their knees touching now—she’d scooted nearer when she was looking at the pictures. She eased back, planting her elbow against the arm of the couch. “Don’t keep me in suspense.”

      Reid scrolled his cell again, and again, turned the screen back. “Do you recognize him?”

      A headshot of a dead man, face aimed at the ceiling. Presumably the other victim. He’d have been handsome in life, with a strong jaw, cleft chin, and a buzzed scalp. Muddy eyes, dark beneath his missing eyelids. “No, I don’t.” She paused. “Why would I?” He’d never asked her if she recognized a suspect before, had he?

      His shoulders loosened—blatant relief. “I had to ask, with your resemblance to the female victim.”

      “Plus, danger follows me around, right? You had to make sure I wasn’t the connection?”

      “I’m still not positive you aren’t.” His lips tightened. “You work with a lot of convicted felons, both in prison and after release. Red hair, especially in that exact length and texture, isn’t common, a fact I verified with Tristan this morning.” And that wound in the victim’s cheek; a wound that mirrored the one she gave Dylan. She opened her mouth to say that, but he was already flipping to the next picture—the back side of the body. He zoomed in.

      The flesh on the screen was a bloody mess, a flayed section of meat that wound from the front of the biceps around to the back of his arm. A bite mark glared above the missing skin, placed just so across the back of the shoulder blade.

      “This bite mark is in the exact same place as Alex’s,” Reid said. Dylan—that was the connection. He’d bitten his sister too.

      The scar beneath her hair throbbed as she stared at the image, her heart lodged in her throat; she could not drag her eyes away from the ink around the missing square. A forked tongue above the wound. A worm-like tail below.

      “The tattoo… it used to be snakes,” she said softly. “And skulls.” Black and red skulls.

      Reid stiffened. “So, you do recognize⁠—”

      “I… yeah.”

      “From your work with the prison?”

      She could not elaborate. Maggie could not find the air. She was staring at the picture, but in her head, she could see the tattooed snakes writhing as they had last night. On the flesh of a very much alive masked man.
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