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      For my baby brother Brian

      I’m sorry Tommy and I convinced you that there was a game called “Houdini” which required that we tie you up in winter scarves and lock you in a Rubbermaid garbage can until you could escape on your own. Which was 100% impossible after we put stuff on top of said Rubbermaid garbage can.

      I mean, it was a game, but not so much a game for you.

      I’m really glad you survived.

      I love you.

      

      P.S. Let’s see if we can convince Tommy that there’s a game called “David Blaine.” Revenge is a dish best served thirty years later, and all we need is a shovel and a little booze.

      You bring your poker face.

      I’ll bring the winter scarves.
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      Gauzy sun slithered through the early fog and cast murky shadows along either side of the path. Each pulsing thud of Lindsay’s sneakers sent the brittle leaves crackling, the twigs snapping like tiny bones, the sparse grass wetting her ankles with dew. It was eerie, she decided, like walking over your own grave. But Lindsay didn’t mind. The high-pitched screech of birdsong and the prickling flesh along her back only urged her to run faster over the rutted dirt.

      She wiped sweat from her already dripping brow. Three weeks until school was out for good—three weeks until graduation and summer. In Fernborn, Indiana, the city to her west, and the neighboring town of Tysdale to her east, that meant state fairs and trips to the lake. Scary stories around a campfire.

      And Jeff. Possibly without his shirt. But for now… she had this.

      The fork in the road approached like a mirage, first shimmering lazily, then vanishing when her focus wavered. Straight ahead, dappled sunlight filtered through the canopy and cut the darkness with hazy gold. That was the way others would go—the only path, so far as most knew. But she wasn’t “most.” Heavy moss cloaked the entrance of the second path, the low-hanging branches so dense with wild kudzu that she could not see any glint of daylight beneath. The contrast was so stark that Lindsay hesitated, her feet still pounding the earth, her breath panting from her lips. Then she tightened her ponytail and hooked a right, ducking beneath the slippery vines and into the dark.

      The path here was choked with weeds and spiky sweet gum pods—more brittle crackling, more snapping bones, the damp scent of rotting underbrush in her nose. Lindsay gritted her teeth. Unless she wanted to run back and forth over the same path, she had no choice but to take the trail that wound over the steeper hills closer to Fernborn. This last cross-country meet was supposed to be a doozy, and better runners than her had wound up puking on the curb. If she trained hard enough through these unmanned briars, the hilly—but weed-free—track of the actual race should be a cakewalk.

      The fog condensed as she made her way along, the darkness more insistent. Fingers of chill crawled along Lindsay’s spine like witches’ nails, but she ignored the prickling and pushed on. She was not some character in a horror novel, some vulnerable girl who’d be easy pickings for a machete-wielding serial killer. She was Lindsay “Dash” Harris, soon-to-be winner of the Indiana Cross Country Meet—again—and a kickboxer on the weekends. Besides, what kind of serial killer would be roaming the woods at eight o’clock on a Tuesday morning? That was not how killers worked. A dark city alley, a van on a long, lonely road, a strange man at a college bar, the Supreme Court—those were the real threats. But out here? Not nearly enough victims passing through for anyone intent on harm. This was a place for high school students skipping first period so they didn’t have to skip the movies with their boyfriends later. What was she going to use trigonometry for, anyway?

      But as the trail veered left, Lindsay squinted at the path ahead, her feet throbbing in time to her heart, her back sticky with sweat. She blinked away salt, her eyes stinging. What the heck was that?

      Lindsay slowed as she finished rounding the gentle curve, then resorted to jogging in place. Not a killer, not a human at all, though that didn’t make it any less intrusive—she could have kneed a strange man in the balls and been on her way. This was not so simple. A wall of greenery stood before her, the massive trunk taller than she was and barely visible through the thick foliage. Branches waved like kicking legs, each with enough leafy boughs to block the sun. From the black gouge along the trunk far down to her right, the giant oak had been struck by lightning and collapsed. Quitter.

      Lindsay glanced back the way she’d come, debating. She could turn around and head back to the main path, then follow it around to her car. But she hadn’t won a bookcase full of trophies for taking the easy way out.

      Decision made, she approached the tree. She could not climb through—the branches were so thick, so haphazard and mean, that she wouldn’t make it to the other side without getting wickedly gouged. To her right, the trunk reached who knew how far, the roots surely a minefield. And she was already in the upper boughs. Surely those leftward shadows led to the top of the tree, and the damaged earth where the oak had fallen carved out a passable aisle. She’d go around, pick up the path on the other side, and loop her way back to the fork when the time came; she knew where to cut through. Plus, she’d have a story to tell her coach, though she’d leave out the part about skipping school.

      Her thighs burned as she jogged over the uneven ground, jumping the occasional extra-long branch and skirting dewberry and thistle. Above her, the canopy cleared, admitting the filtered dawn—the oak had taken some of the smaller saplings with it when it collapsed. The musk of mud and the wet heat of endurance filled her nose. It smelled like success.

      Lindsay smiled. She ran on, and on, and on, letting her heart mellow into a steady ache, her lungs adjusting to the strain, her legs going numb. Euphoria rarely came easy, but once that runner’s high kicked in, it was… well, even better than being with Jeff, and that was really saying somethi⁠—

      The earth vanished, her body hurtling through space. The ground smashed into Lindsay’s shin like a freight train covered in broken glass. A loud snap echoed off the trees—another broken branch?

      For a moment, she lay on the earth, panting. Stunned. She’d fallen, she knew that. Tripped. The shadow of the oak made the sweat on her face go cold, chilling her to the bone. She tried to force her hands beneath her, tried to push herself up, but she was shaking too badly. She collapsed in the mud, cheek against the ground, grit worming its way into her left nostril.

      Then the pain hit.

      It ripped through her consciousness, shattering her runner’s high, a white-hot blast of pure agony. Lindsay shrieked, suddenly very aware of her solitude. She was miles from either town—she could scream for days without being heard. Perhaps she had been wrong about that serial killer lurking in the quiet woods. Maybe some murderer had set a trap and would come back for her at nightfall. The thought was delirious and irrational, but she clung to it with everything in her soul, letting it focus her.

      The hell he’ll come back to get me. I’m getting out of here!

      Lindsay ground her teeth together hard enough to make her roots ache and shoved herself to seated, moaning, then tenderly shifted onto her butt. Her ankle was cocked at a weird angle, the bone not right—definitely not right. Her toes were hot, her shin a blistering fire poker that jabbed clear through her knee.

      She snorted the grit from her nostril, gagged, choked back a sob, and blinked at the earth—too dark. Lindsay paused. She gaped at the blackness. The ground… wasn’t there.

      Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. Was she imagining things, mad with pain? No. The earth near the tree was there, but several of the branches poked down into nothingness. A sweet gum pod, teetering on the edge, slipped away into the chasm. And fell.

      And fell.

      And fell.

      She listened, frozen, waiting for the pod to hit the bottom…

      Silence from the hole. Above, birds twittered, laughing at her. Blood pulsed frantically in her ears, dread tightening her chest. Was she sitting on top of the hole, protected only by the sparest tangle of dried vines? One wrong move, and she’d be swallowed up, hidden forever in the bowels of the earth.

      Lindsay reached behind her, grabbing the oak’s branches for leverage—for safety—and yanked, her face slick with sweat and tears. She sobbed harder as she pulled herself away from the opening, easing back to stable ground. But the hole. She was still so close to the hole, her bad foot extending over the void as if begging some underworld creature to reach up and drag her, flailing, into the abyss. She grunted and moved again, her thigh grating against the ground—that wasn’t dirt. Something hard, frigid, a little damp. Stone?

      Lindsay shifted back again, catching her injured leg, crying out so loudly that the twittering birds took flight with a burst of staccato squawking. Her ankle burned. She hissed another inhale, panting with pain and exertion and terror. She’d calm down, just calm down, and then she’d fashion a cane. She’d limp back to her car. She would not be beaten by a friggin’ hole—she would not be, literally, beaten by nothing.

      With a final guttural heave, Lindsay hauled herself fully into the spiked web of branches, the ground beneath her solid. She blinked at the rocks, trying to catch her breath. The cavity in the muddy earth was guarded by a few rotten planks, their jagged splinters stabbing over the hole. The stones that bordered the opening were too uniform to be natural. Eroded, but stacked neatly at a concave angle. A… well?

      The burst of focus might have been a distraction, her brain trying to ignore her misery, but Lindsay remained still, branches jabbing at the flesh of her back, staring. Though her leg was throbbing, fire shooting from toes to thigh, adrenaline pulsing in jagged bursts through her veins, she couldn’t help but look.

      Lindsey slowly shifted onto her good hip, tears coursing down her cheeks, and leaned over, craning her neck, clutching a branch for support. She squinted. At first, the foliage from the downed tree cast murky shadows into the hollow of the well. But as she watched, a shimmering beam of morning pierced the dim, blades of glitter cutting through the darkness at the bottom.

      The images came to her in flashes, pulsing in time to the pain in her leg. The world stopped moving. And though she knew no one could hear her, Lindsay screamed again.

      This time, she couldn’t stop.
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      “Come on, Maggie. Why not?” Reid blinked, the rings around his amber irises glinting gold in the early sun. His red pocket square almost perfectly matched her red corduroys as if they’d planned it. A year ago, she hadn’t imagined they’d end up here. Not because she consulted with the police department to catch serial killers, but because she and Reid hadn’t started out as friends.

      Maggie removed her reading glasses—dark cat-eyed frames. “Because you’re a doofus, Reid, and I don’t like you.” Only part of that was true, but she tended to surround herself with doofuses, geeks, and spazzes on purpose. As her best friend Sammy would say, it takes one to know one. Even her glasses screamed “librarian with a penchant for D&D,” which was pretty close to accurate.

      Reid raised an eyebrow, the barest hint of stubble on his square jaw glittering. Light bounced around the items under the office window, too—her father’s old sofa table, her brother’s baseball still inside its leather glove. Aiden’s photo shone beside it, his picture invisible behind the glare.

      “Really?” Reid said. “And here I thought the chai might butter you up.”

      A birthday card might have worked better. Her business partner had a meeting with his lawyer, but Owen had still left her a cupcake and a fancy new ballpoint pen. Maggie tucked a long red curl behind her ear and glanced at the paper cup. She didn’t need another celebration—she’d already had jalapeño toast and donut holes with Sammy and Alex, her nearest and dearest. They’d purchased a fountain for her backyard, too: cherub-esque Sesame Street characters peeing into a birdbath. A real childhood ruiner, but she’d been in a battle of wits with the squirrels for months, and them drinking from a muppet toilet made her smile. It had been a good day so far. Until now.

      She met Reid’s gaze—so hopeful—and suppressed a sigh. “Do I look like I’d fit in at a police department gala?” Large groups of cops made her skin itch, and not because her father had taken an officer’s bullet in the rib while protecting his suicidal patient. Nor was it because her mother was currently under house arrest.

      Okay, maybe it was a little of those things. Maggie was the only one in the family who had yet to end up on the wrong side of the law. And Reid didn’t know that she worked with an underground organization that helped domestic violence victims disappear. Not illegal, but she was riding that line pretty hard.

      Reid crossed his ankle over the opposite knee. “They all want to meet the woman who’s helping Ezra—the psychologist who solved several high-profile cases. I think they’re hoping you’ll work with others in the department.”

      I’d rather shove a cactus up my nose. “Serial killers are dramatic enough without having to break in a new partner.”

      He grinned and laid his hand over his heart. “You sweet-talker.”

      She rolled her eyes, then went on: “And I’m only treating Ezra as a favor to you. I’m certainly not seeking notoriety from the Fernborn PD.” The boy was making progress; he was better at identifying emotions, better at conforming to the required behaviors at school. She’d never forget that Ezra had killed her pet tarantula, but he hadn’t killed anyone else’s pet; hadn’t murdered any new humans either. Bully for him. And for Reid, too—Ezra’s biological father was buried in the Fernborn cemetery, courtesy of a serial killer who’d enlisted Ezra’s help. If only the boy hadn’t taken to the task so enthusiastically.

      Reid nodded to the cup on her desk—mostly cold now. “I knew that chai was good for something.” Wait, what had they been talking about? Reid took a sip of his coffee, then leaned over to toss the empty cup into the can beside her desk. “Just think about it, okay? I know those things can be tedious, but I could use a friend. It might even be fun.”

      Right. A friend, not a date. Being coworkers made things sticky in the least fun sense of that phrase. Maggie shook her head. “Ask Tristan to go with you. He’s a consultant too.” A rich tech-businessman consultant who didn’t need the job, but a consultant none the less.

      Reid’s gaze darkened. Instead of responding to the suggestion, he pressed his hands together, suit cuffs touching. Begging, complete with puppy dog eyes.

      “You look like Elon Musk trying to get the universe to just love you a little more.” Though Reid was cuter in his tall, broad-shouldered way. Not that things like that mattered to co-working friends.

      “If the universe doesn’t love him, it’s certainly been kinder to him than he deserves.” Reid dropped his hands to his lap. “I’m not asking for a favor without compensation. I’ll give you anything you want.”

      Anything? Interesting. She laid her palms on her desk. “Fine. I’ll go to this party with you, if you and Tristan have a guys’ weekend together. No electronics, no work, just you and him, alone in the wilderness.”

      His brown eyes widened. He sat back in his chair in slow motion. “Are you serious?” He’d spent years trying to arrest his half-brother, until Maggie had helped to prove the man innocent. Tristan had been her patient at that time; it was how she and Reid had met.

      “Serious as a mathematician on speed.”

      He opened his mouth as if to respond, then closed it again. His brow furrowed. “A… what?”

      “A squirrel during nut season?”

      He frowned. “When the hell is nut season?”

      “As serious as you after three bran muffins, stuck in an elevator during a power outage.” She slid her hands from the desktop and locked her fingers in her fiery curls, miming tear-her-hair-out frustration. “I don’t care what metaphor you use. Even if you don’t have brotherly barbecues, I think it’s time you two buried the hatchet.” Hopefully not in one another’s heads.

      “That is a sneaky shrink trick, using your company as a bargaining chip.”

      Maggie sat back and shrugged. It was a little sneaky, sure, but she had the best of intentions—she wasn’t even benefitting in this bartering scenario. She was basically a saint. “I have to deal with you both every time I take a case, and it’ll be easier if you get along.” Tristan consulted as often as she did, taking the technical side while she worked the psychological.

      Reid’s eyes crinkled at the corners; he uncrossed his legs. He had this habit of crossing one ankle over the opposite knee if he was even a little anxious, and as a homicide detective, he was usually on edge.

      “Fine,” he said slowly. “You convince Tristan that we should go camping together, and I’ll get the tents. But this is going to end badly.” With a final sniff and a nod, Reid pushed himself to his feet. “In the meantime, I better get to work.”

      “Have a good one. And if you need a consult about something besides partying, I’ll be free first thing in the morning.” Because today is my birthday, and I’m taking the afternoon off. She never took days off. Would he recognize this as a deviation in behavior?

      Reid smiled and headed for the door. “Thanks, Maggie. I appreciate it.”

      Some detective you are. “Reid?”

      He turned back.

      “One tent,” she said. “Make it a small one.”
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      I shouldn’t be here.

      Maggie stared through the windshield at the strip mall. Two fast-food restaurants hulked out front, hiding the buildings in the back of the lot. A furniture store—closed down these days—sat to her left. Behind it was another building that appeared abandoned, and it almost was. Almost. The sign for psychic readings was always lit, a garish pink neon, but there was no palm reader, and no crystal balls waited behind the darkened glass. The flip sign on the door always read CLOSED. But a single stairway to the side of the building led to the basement, and beyond that…

      She blinked.

      Nothing said “happy birthday” like a few hours in an underground sex club. It was anonymous, and everyone had to submit routine physicals complete with STD tests—safer than a one-night stand picked up in a bar. Plus, in the latter scenario, she’d have to go to a bar and talk to strangers. Gross.

      Her fingers clenched, her knuckles white around the steering wheel. So why wasn’t she getting out of the car? It was too early for others to have arrived, but she’d known what time it was before she drove down here. And she’d purposefully made plans with her friends this morning so she’d be alone tonight.

      Maggie sighed. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to see her friends. Not even that she didn’t want to celebrate. It was…

      Her chest tightened. It was her second birthday without Kevin. The first had swum past in a haze of grief without her even realizing it was her birthday, but this one…

      Yeah, this one. Thirty-seven, and she was fully aware that Kevin wasn’t with her. Fully aware that no one had made her breakfast in bed or given her some silly gift—an RC car, a kite, an assortment of bouncy balls—while she was still in her pajamas. To be fair, it was hard to get over someone who drove themselves off a bridge when you turned down their marriage proposal. An accident? The police had ruled it as such. But when it was quiet, and the world was dark, Maggie wasn’t sure.

      She blinked at the psychic reading sign, the path that led to the stairwell. No one in this anonymous place would launch himself into a river because of her—no one here knew her well enough. And imagining Kevin’s face over those of the masked men had eased the grief… for a while. When she’d closed her eyes, they even smelled like Kevin.

      But it was dangerous to get attached, like choosing a pet at a chicken processing plant. And once she’d started seeking out the same man, once she’d begun putting Tristan’s face over his leather mask, imagining that the man smelled like Tristan instead of Kevin…

      None of that was healthy. She’d called it grieving when it was just Kevin’s face, but it was obsessive to fantasize about an ex-patient like that. And she felt saner when she was away from Tristan and from this club; she should probably leave before she started to backslide.

      The bobblehead on her dashboard stared at her: Beaker from The Muppet Show, his plastic eyes glaring—judging her. She had bobblehead Bert in her drawer at work. Bobblehead Ernie had watched Kevin drive off that bridge, had watched him die, nodding the whole time.

      Maggie loosened her fingers and wiped her sweaty palms on her pants. What are you doing, Mags? Go home. Call Sammy. But she didn’t want to fight the tightness around her heart, the sickness in the pit of her stomach. She didn’t want to eat cake and pretend that she wanted to be there and not wrapped in Kevin’s arms. The dissonance was exhausting.

      That’s why I’m here. I don’t want to pretend.

      She glared through the windshield at the pink neon—PSYCHIC READINGS—the flip sign underneath it: CLOSED. Then she shifted her Sebring convertible into drive, wishing she still had her DeLorean. One day, she’d get a new one. Hopefully, the next one wouldn’t also be destroyed by an arsonist serial killer. She wasn’t sure what the odds of that were, but probably better than Reid understanding her next ludicrous comparison. A squirrel during nut season? Come on.

      The restaurants at the front of the parking lot glared, angry with their bright reds and yellows, the colors carefully chosen to entice hungry customers through their doors. But the highway beyond was quiet before rush hour, a vast expanse of asphalt kissed by jaundiced sun.

      Maggie pushed the pedal to the floor.

      The late afternoon whizzed by on either side of the car, the speed reducing the dotted highway lines to a bright stripe, leading her home. She swerved around a truck that was probably doing ten above the posted limit, then slowed for a speed trap two miles before her exit.

      She squinted at the officer, half hidden in the brush at the shoulder. Sucker. She took the ramp, checked her rearview once more as she rounded the curve onto the main road, and gunned it.

      Her father’s place was located on the outskirts of the city—the home where her mother and father had lived and loved and eventually divorced. Every day, it seemed more like she might stay there for good. Her house had burned down, and her father wasn’t going to move back from the retirement village with or without her help. He hadn’t wanted her to be a full-time caregiver—had forbidden it back when he was still lucid enough to forbid anything. But a little voice sometimes whispered that she should take a sabbatical from work; that maybe he’d remember her again, however briefly, if she was with him twenty-four seven. Maybe they’d have a few days where he didn’t mistake her for a nurse or the orderly. Maybe she’d get just one more hour where she could tell him about her world, and he could say he was proud of her. She could cling to that for the rest of her life.

      Maggie swung the car into the driveway and parked along the left side of the pavement, near the steps. Reid had tried to get her to install floodlights and cameras, but it felt sacrilegious to change things from the way her dad had left them. Maybe she had a bit of a wild streak, fine, but more than that, if she had a camera, she was certain that Tristan would hack into it. That he’d… watch her. It might be ridiculous, her overthinking brain on high alert. But she couldn’t shake the thought. He’d put a tracker on her phone once, so sneaking into a video feed wasn’t completely out of the question.

      Maybe you’re just afraid that you’d like him watching, Maggie. Did you ever think of that?

      Maggie kicked the car door open—of course she’d considered that. Her brain was basically a sponge that squished out bursts of racing thoughts. If someone made an action movie about her, it’d be called The Ponderer, and her superpower would be sitting quietly in a room while her brain worked up a million scenarios that would never actually come true.

      She headed up the stairs, the wind at her back whispering against her pinstriped blouse, her corduroys humming with every step, a noise that snarled with the twittering of birdsong. She should have gone to the retirement village, but she couldn’t bear her father forgetting her today. And her mother… what the heck was she doing? Mom had never been the nurturing sort, she’d left that to Maggie’s father, but Maggie usually got a phone call on her birthday. Was a balloon emoji text too much to ask for?

      Maggie shoved her key into the lock and twisted, but paused with her hand on the knob. A wicker chair and a small metal table sat on the porch, more for decoration than utility. But in the shadows of the eaves, sitting atop the wicker chair, was… something. Something that shouldn’t be there.

      She approached cautiously, squinting at the basket. A bouquet of wildflowers—she wasn’t one for roses—a little yellow card nestled amidst the leaves. And in the center, a red velvet box tied in a purple bow. A strange choice, the colors clashing, but… She glanced down at her red cords, her pinstriped blouse. Fine, it was kinda perfect.

      Maggie reached between the petals and slipped the card from the envelope first, black typewritten letters: “Happy birthday, Maggie.” Nothing more. But she already knew who it was from; she’d known the moment she saw the gift lurking in the shadows.

      Tristan. She didn’t like that his attention made her feel both queasy and warm at the same time, but the flowers were… nice. Not nice enough to install an easily hackable doorbell cam, but nice all the same. And the box…

      She loosened the purple ribbon. Her breath caught. Whoa. The bracelet inside glittered in the porch lights—diamonds. A lot of diamonds. He’d given her many gifts over the past year and a half, from armed guards at her father’s retirement village, to deliveries of corned beef sandwiches, to airline tickets to New Orleans with passes to a Weird Al concert—her favorite musician. Maggie had never acknowledged the presents, had never said anything more than “Hey, you have to stop.” A relationship forged when you were someone’s shrink was not one you should engage in, especially if you’d ever superimposed his face over a masked submissive in a sex club.

      Maggie swallowed hard. Flowers were one thing—acceptable, reasonable as a birthday gift for a coworker or your grandmother. The jewelry felt wrong. And sometimes, you had to go with your gut, especially when your logical brain was telling you the same thing.

      Her cell buzzed. She placed the velvet box back inside the bouquet and retrieved her phone from her pocket. Text message. From… Tristan.

      
        
        “HAPPY BIRTHDAY!”

      

      

      How does he do that? Even without the doorbell cam, he always seemed to know where she was and what she was doing. Yeah, this suddenly felt a lot less nice and a lot more creepy. Her fingers paused over the keys. Thank you? Was that what she wanted to write? Knock it off, stalker? That was closer. She sighed. She’d wait until tomorrow, give herself time to ponder what to say, like any good overthinker should. As much as she appreciated the flowers, she couldn’t accept any of it. She couldn’t accept him as anything more than a coworker, and a nosy, intrusive coworker at that. Oh wait…

      
        
        “Call Reid. He’s taking you to the woods.”

      

      

      Nailed it. That’d give him pause after his creepy “I’m somehow watching you open my gifts” text. The response came immediately: a single question mark. But she wasn’t in the mood to elaborate. He needed to learn to follow instructions… like a submissive in a sex club.

      The phone buzzed again before she could slip it back into her pocket—he was calling her this time. But… no. Not Tristan. A local number that she didn’t recognize. Maggie lifted the cell to her ear.

      “Magma Connolly?”

      Her spine tightened. Magma—her parents had hated her from the moment she was born; that, or her mom had wanted to toughen her up, a plan which had backfired spectacularly. “This is Maggie.”

      “Evening, ma’am. This is Detective Malone in Tysdale. If it isn’t too much trouble, can you come down to the station?”

      Malone… the name was familiar, though she couldn’t place it. Looks like my fame and fortune has exploded even without the police department gala. She liked the way he talked, too, a genuine but careful kindness—if it isn’t too much trouble? What was he, Canadian?

      With a final glance at the bouquet, she said: “My office hours are Monday through Friday, nine to four. You can call back then for an appointment, but I’m not sure I have room in my schedule for a case consultation.” Maybe she could pawn him off on Owen. Owen hated her working with the police, and Reid already gave her more than she could handle.

      Wow, that sounded dirty.

      “Ma’am?” She didn’t hear disappointment in his voice—just confusion. “A consultation?”

      Not a consultation. Then why would detectives in Tysdale want to see her today…

      The world stilled, the chirruping birds suddenly silent.

      The man cleared his throat. “I’m not sure how to tell you this, and I really hate to be the bearer of bad news, but… it’d be very helpful if you could meet me at the station. We need you to identify a body.”
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      The morgue was located at the hospital, attached to the main building via a long, dry hallway that smelled inexplicably of mustard. Surely better than the rotting corpse smell that might permeate the air otherwise, the reek of formaldehyde or rubbing alcohol or the smoked flesh of a house fire victim. No windows—apparently, it was always midnight in the corpse zone.

      Maggie swallowed hard, breathing through her mouth. Happy birthday to me. Maybe the body she was there to identify would have a bow on it, stuck to its pale forehead like a thunderously terrible white elephant gift.

      Detective Malone met her halfway down the hall, his wide, flat mug drawn into a grimace that she had come to identify as “dead-kid” face. He hadn’t told her who he thought the body was, not explicitly, but there were only so many people it might be. Alex didn’t have other family—was her best friend dead? Sammy’s wife would be here if something had happened to him. If her mother was dead, Maggie would be a likely first call, but she was under house arrest; she wouldn’t be here in Tysdale. And if it was her brother after all these years…

      She shook the thought aside. If they thought the body belonged to her brother, they should have called her mom first, and there were no other murmuring voices in this abandoned hallway. The woman might have forgotten her birthday, might not have made it to the morgue because of her tether, but she’d certainly have called Maggie if they’d found Aiden’s body.

      Malone’s eyes remained friendly enough as he introduced himself. “So sorry about all this…”—soory and aboot. Definitely a Canadian, and with his flat, jowly face, his dark, wrinkly leather jacket, he resembled a Canadian pug. That was what he sounded like, too, the lifts in his shiny shoes clacking like dog nails against the linoleum.

      She followed Malone through the swinging doors at the end of the hall and into another sterile pass-through. Three narrow doors on either side, all the swinging variety like the entry, just wide enough for a gurney. But the guard planted in the middle of the hall made it secure enough. Theft was clearly not the biggest concern in this section of the hospital. Obscuring evidence might be an issue, but screwing with a corpse was an admission of guilt. How often could that possibly happen?

      Stop thinking, Maggie. But she didn’t really want to. Inane thoughts about the mustard-scented hallway or the pug-faced detective or the screwing about of corpses kept her from considering what she was doing here: identifying a body. A dead body. Someone she knew.

      Malone used two fingers to wave to the still-seated guard, a thin, wiry specimen with the face of a raccoon but deeper circles beneath his eyes. The man waved them past with barely a glance. They knew each other—of course they did. Tysdale was a small town, smaller than Fernborn, and even Fernborn wasn’t thrumming with night lights and party people… though they might have fewer Canadians.

      Malone pushed into the room at the end of the hall. He turned sideways to let her pass, keeping his foot on the jamb.

      But as she stepped nearer the threshold, Maggie’s shoes went heavy, rooted to the floor like she’d stepped in a puddle of nearly set superglue, her eyes locked on the open door—on the leaden space beyond. What waited there in the dimness of that room? Should she have asked to see the detective’s credentials? Asked who they thought the corpse was, so she didn’t get blindsided?

      Maggie inhaled—nothing. No rotting flesh smell, no antiseptic or formaldehyde. Just the metal. And the mustard.

      Malone was still watching her, waiting, his heel against the corner of the door.

      Maggie swallowed hard and forced herself forward, past Malone. Ah—he was the one who reeked of mustard seed. The door hissed closed behind them.

      Cold inside the little room, and smaller than she’d imagined. A counter ran the length of the back wall—clean now, scratched and dented, but without a single scalpel. Two people stood in front of the counter, but Maggie couldn’t seem to look at them. Her eyes were locked on the silver table in the center of the room, the top covered with a thin skin of blanket. The bulges beneath the blue sheet were far too small.

      Her stomach clenched. This was the body? Or was it only part of a body? A leg, maybe, or just a torso. Or maybe it was someone she knew intimately—could you identify a body from only a penis? In her experience, most were unremarkable.

      “This is my partner,” Malone said. “And Doctor Fran Getty.”

      Maggie dragged her eyes from the table to rest on those standing behind it. But the moment she registered the other faces in the room, she froze. The hairs along her spine bristled.

      Maggie had never met Detective Malone, nor did she know the medical examiner. But she recognized the other man: Detective Nick Birman. Her father’s age, with wrinkles that ran like tributaries through his high forehead. He had the same squinty gray eyes she remembered, the high ball cheeks, an oversized mouth—clownish, if you added a little lipstick—and plaid flannel made him look more maple-syrup Canadian than Malone. The bushy gray-streaked beard was new, presumably to hide the enormous dent in his chin. She and Sammy had spent significant time pondering how much that cleft looked like a butt.

      “Are you okay, Doctor Connolly?” Malone asked from behind her.

      She nodded. But she wasn’t. Her chest was a twisted nest of thorny heat, her back rigid as if she had a steel rod implanted in her spine. Birman—it had to be that dingus. Which meant the body was…

      The woman in the corner stepped forward, tight ribbons of black curls piled atop her head, heavy lips drawn with concern. The doctor lifted the top hem of the sheet, then pulled it slowly to rest at the base of the stainless steel table.

      The bones hadn’t been cleaned, not yet, the ends still bearing grainy bits of dirt and sand. Yellowed bone streaked by black, the kind of good, wormy dirt you needed to grow tomatoes. The killer had buried him deep.

      Maggie’s guts hardened into a knotted ball of fire. Murdered. Had to be, right?

      She stepped closer, two hollow footsteps that bounced against every metallic surface in turn, a ricocheting patter she felt in the roots of her teeth.

      They’d removed the clothing, if any had existed. No remnants of hair remained. So small—all of him so small.

      She did not raise her eyes from the table as she asked: “Why isn’t my mother here?”

      “We called her a few times,” Birman said. “Unfortunately, we haven’t been able to locate her.”

      That… wasn’t possible. The woman had a tether. Then again, she had been joking about absconding to the Maldives since they put her under house arrest, and that would explain the lack of balloon emojis.

      But Maggie frowned, her gaze still on Birman’s. Something wasn’t right. She watched, studying his clownish face for twitches in the tiny muscles around the eyes—still. But his nostrils flared. A sheen of sweat glistened at his temples. Huh. He was… lying about contacting her mom. He wanted her here alone.

      Maggie sensed the rise of heat in her chest, but she could barely feel it over the squeezing tightness around her heart.

      Aiden. My brother is dead.

      She swallowed hard and forced out, “Where’d they find him?” Him. Was this really a him anymore? A body. Just bones. A life reduced to a pile of calcium and mulch.

      “An old well,” Malone said. “Deep in the woods, smack-dab between Fernborn and Tysdale.” Miles from either town. Miles from help. There were smaller sections of trees that wove themselves between the middle school and the residential streets, and she suddenly wished that he had been found there, in the woods nearer to civilization—a place less lonely. But the isolation was, presumably, the killer’s goal.

      “Who?” Her voice cracked, and she cleared her throat to cover it, then glanced over her shoulder to look at Malone.

      Malone raised an eyebrow. “Sorry?” Soory. Birman was still glaring at her from across the stainless table. She could feel his gaze like needles on her skin.

      “Who found him?” she tried again.

      “Ah.” Malone sniffed. “Local girl. She tripped, busted herself up pretty good, but she managed to make her way back out. Five miles on a shattered ankle.” Damn if he didn’t look impressed.

      “I’ll buy her a fruit basket or something,” she muttered, turning back to the table. I have a diamond bracelet she might like. But her words, even the thoughts in her own brain felt as if they were coming from someone else. Her gaze dropped to the body. To the skull, the front part of the mouth where three teeth were lighter than the others. After the injury, her mother had held him in her lap on the way to the hospital, singing in her too-bright off-key way.

      “Did he have any distinguishing marks?” Malone asked as if reading her mind. “We’re reasonably certain because of the clothing found with him, items he was last seen wearing, but if he had broken bones, injuries that might be⁠—”

      “He knocked them out,” she said. “Slipped on a puddle in the kitchen and hit his mouth on the counter.”

      The other three followed her gaze to the skull. To Aiden’s spacer, cemented to his other—real—teeth.

      “So, you believe this to be your brother?” Malone said, stepping toward the table into Maggie’s peripheral.

      Maggie nodded. She didn’t just believe this was Aiden—she was positive. All the times she’d hoped they’d find him, dead or alive, just so she’d know for sure… she regretted that now. Sometimes it was better not to know. Sometimes it was better to believe the worst hadn’t happened—that if he was really gone, it was fast and painless. That he hadn’t seen it coming.

      Maggie didn’t want to imagine him dying slowly—suffering. But though her insides were shaking, though bile was burning her throat, though her heart was popping like firecrackers in her chest, she couldn’t stop herself from asking: “Do they know what happened? How he⁠—”

      She looked up in time to see Birman squint his beady eyes at her. “We’ll be going over everything with a fine-toothed comb in the coming days.” That was a good thing, but his timbre was all wrong, laced with threat. “But preliminarily…” He turned to Dr. Getty.

      Dr. Getty nodded, her eyes on the bones. She gestured with thin fingers—piano player’s fingers. “From a distinctive puncture in the jacket and a similar tear in the shirt beneath, I believe he was stabbed in the chest. In all likelihood, such an injury would have pierced his heart. It would have been fast.”

      Stabbed. In the heart. But though the doctor clearly hoped it had been quick, she didn’t know. Maggie closed her eyes, and in the darkness behind her lids, she could see her brother, tears on his cheeks, his lips trickling a steady stream of red—slowly bleeding out. She could hear him, too, screaming for her from the bottom of that lonely well. Because she was supposed to have been there, she should have been with him, she was supposed to walk him home⁠—

      Her eyes snapped open. She didn’t want to know about his last minutes on this earth. Absolutely not.

      “We might not have all the information yet,” Birman said, “but it’s clear that he was murdered. I’m sure you already knew that.”

      Dr. Getty frowned. Malone blinked.

      An interrogation—of course. After all, that was why he wanted her here alone; why he lied about not being able to find her mother.

      Maggie’s fists balled at her sides. Don’t hit him, Maggie. Don’t do it. She was not generally quick to anger, but Birman had been there when Aiden vanished, he’d made it a hundred times worse, and now he wanted to screw with her head while she identified Aiden’s bones. What an asshole.

      “You were pretty beat up that day,” Birman said. “If I remember correctly.”

      Oh, he definitely remembered correctly. And he didn’t know the half of it. The scar on the back of her head pulsed, once, twice—a deep, warm ache. She could feel the blood on her hands, too. But that blood wasn’t hers.

      “I was a dork, detective.” Was—past tense? “I got beat up all the time.” Not really true, especially after her and Sammy had become friends, but that wasn’t why she’d been injured the day her brother died.

      The scar pulsed again, sharp and angry, and this time she hissed a breath through clenched teeth. She should call Sammy. No, Alex. Her face burned. Her mother was probably eating dinner, blissfully unaware of her son’s dirty bones, busy forgetting all about birthdays and daughters, except step-daughters, whom her mother had said were “a few bricks short of a wall.”

      I wish I could call Kevin.

      She blinked at the detective, but Birman was carefully avoiding her gaze, frowning at the body. Was there a sign of a struggle on those bones? “Why’d you ask about getting beat up? Do you think he got into a fight with his killer?”

      “You fed us that line the first time,” Birman said. I’d love to feed you a knuckle sandwich. “We looked at every punk in that school—every bully.”

      Doctor Getty’s nostrils flared, her lips tight. She was used to dealing with bodies, but clearly less so detectives harassing the families of murder victims. “It wasn’t a line,” Maggie snapped. “I answered your questions.”

      “Either way, it’s a little early to make definitive statements about what happened here.” Birman’s clown lips peeled back, almost a snarl, and her shoulders went rigid. “You need to level with me. I know you’re hiding something.”

      Maggie balked, but before she could retort, Birman went on: “Where is your mother?”

      “At home—she has to be at home. And if you think my mom did something wrong because she didn’t answer your call, you’re a terrible detective. Maybe she just thinks you’re a jerk.”

      Malone snorted, and she turned his way, but he wasn’t watching her. His gaze was locked on Birman, eyes hot with accusation, more agitated than she’d seen any Canadian. It seemed he didn’t like his partner’s antics any more than she did.

      Birman cleared his throat. “Miss Connolly? We really need to know where your mother is. If there’s nothing to hide, she wouldn’t be avoiding us.”

      That wasn’t necessarily true. “You don’t know anything about my mother.” But her mother was under house arrest. If she wasn’t home, if she really wasn’t home…

      “Miss Connolly,” Birman repeated.

      “Doctor Connolly.” The voice did not belong to her, nor did it belong to the detectives. She turned.

      The door swished open, surely a less dramatic entrance than he’d intended. Reid stalked in, his face pink with irritation, staring daggers at Detective Birman.
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