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      For Emerald O’Brien

      who is the best thing to come out of Canada since poutine. Ask a Canadian to make you some, trust me.

      Poutine, not an Emerald. She’s mine.

      But not in a creepy, possessive way.

      In an awesome friend way.

      She’s at least a thousand times better than poutine and six million times better than Canadian geese. Those fuckers can kiss my ass.

      

      I guess what I’m saying is:

      Em, I’d cage fight a goose for you if you ever needed me to. I cannot wait to see what twisted set of circumstances might lead to that inevitable feathery beat down, but please visit me in the hospital after.

      And bring poutine.
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      Moonlight fell in harsh blades of white against the hardwood floors. It bleached the oak, but it made the filth on his hands appear black, inky and shiny and somehow heavy—tacky against his flesh. It was caked around his wrist, too, pressed into the tiny crevices of his jewelry, smashed into the circular gilded edge, smeared over the leather band. The piece was old as the dirt itself, as reliable as the ground beneath his feet, but it felt… compromised. Soiled.

      He stilled, held his breath and strained his ears, but he could not hear the steady tick, tick, tick that usually echoed through the room like a second heartbeat—the antique clock from the night table was on the floor. Ticking away for a century, and now it was dead.

      Dead. The word ate at the soft spot between his shoulder blades for reasons he could not immediately place. Though he was unable to feel his own heart throbbing in his chest, he wasn’t dead. He was in his bedroom. A dream—just a dream. But the expanse between the area rug and the floor-to-ceiling window was covered in scattered bits of grass and pebbles. He could smell damp earth, the musk of worms. His feet were bare, cold against the rug. His toes were… wet.

      Mud.

      He closed his eyes, trying to force his brain to understand, but slivers of memory slipped by without offering explanation. And though he was quite sure that he was alone, he could hear the wet hiss of breath against his ear, less like air and more like the rush of some unidentifiable pent-up emotion. He could still feel the sultry damp of her lips against his earlobe, her teeth like knives, the canines of a hungry animal, tearing his throat as if she intended to sever his windpipe. His wrists hurt as if he’d been tied.

      Was it really just a dream? Some of it was. The woman, her long blonde hair, her blade-sharp teeth—those couldn’t possibly be real. No injuries marred his neck; no bloody ribbons of skin hung beneath his hairline. Though his wrists were sore, he could not make out any abrasions that might indicate he’d been the victim of some attack. But there were parts that felt more vital—details that stuck out in sharp contrast. He could see the moon in his mind’s eye, the outdoor world gray beneath its glare. He could hear the heavy weight of silence broken only by the crackling whisper of skittering leaves. He could feel the rocks, sharp beneath the knees of his sweatpants—he could feel those abrasions even now, the enduring sting from road-rashed skin. And the dirt…

      The mud was real. That was definitely real.

      He opened his eyes. The dirt… it wasn’t only on him, nor was it merely on the floor as if he’d tracked it inside. It was everywhere. A swipe of grime marred the window, obscuring the night beyond. The bedspread was crusted in fine streaks of thick black and wider smears of filthy gray.

      He touched his face, his fingertips gritty and sticky—mud in his facial hair. The top edge of his cheekbone felt sharper than usual, but the dirt there was dry.

      The blood was not. And though the world was a black-and-white movie in the silver gleam of the moon, he knew now that it was blood. He could smell it, woven through with the damp musk of petrichor, the metallic tang of congealing life… or recent death.

      Bile rose in his throat. He gagged, his heart thundering to life, pumping furiously as if his body had only now realized that he was being pursued by some predator, his meat snared in a frenzied dance of ichor and panic. Then he was running, wobbling and lopsided, off the rug, over the dirty floor to the marble tile of the bathroom—frigid against his feet. Gooseflesh shivered along his spine. He threw himself onto his injured knees in front of the toilet.

      Bile and the bitter remnants of vodka tonic poured over his tongue and dripped past his lips. But the dirt… oh, the dirt. That was far worse.

      This was supposed to be over.

      He retched again, again, then slumped back against the wall. He inhaled deeply, trying to steady the frantic throb in his temples, trying to ease the pulse that was turning his vision into a strobe, but he only succeeded in lodging dirt deep in his sinuses. He gagged and snorted, staring in horror at the earth still crusted beneath his fingernails and the slippery weeping chasm along the pad of his thumb. He had tried so hard to stop, but perhaps he’d only been lying to himself. The proof was here, everything he needed to know.

      He’d done something terrible.

      Again.
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      The propensity to feel watched is a common one, the sensation intimately connected to the sensitive bones in the inner ear, the tiny hairs along the spine, the tugging synapses deep inside the brain—an amygdala overworking itself. A useless system when there were no enemies to fight. But that didn’t stop Maggie Connolly from squinting out the window at the oak tree that stood vigil across the courtyard, then at the wide sidewalks meant for wheelchairs or walkers. The decorative gravel embedded in the concrete glittered like bits of broken glass. Not a single person plodded over the walk; no grandmother sat beneath the dappled sunlight that leaked through the oaks. But something felt wrong. Maggie just couldn’t put her finger on what.

      Maybe she was overthinking it. If she ever wrote a book, it’d probably be called Something a Tiny Bit Weird Happened, and I Made it a Thousand Times More Awkward: An Autobiography. Or maybe she’d just call it #DorkLife, and lose every bit of street cred right up front. It was usually easiest to keep expectations in check.

      “Are you new here?”

      Maggie turned to the man who’d spoken, his back rigid as a drill sergeant, though his musculature was beginning to slacken. He leaned a little, too, had since her teenage years when he’d gotten a bullet lodged in his rib. A maverick, a risk-taker—that was her father, like Sons of Anarchy without the gangs or anarchy or misogyny or the constant propensity to “watch yo back, sucka.” Okay, he was not like the Sons at all, and even if he had been, he would not recall so now. Despite the bullet lodged in his bone, he did not possess the modicum of self-preservation necessary to escape death for a second time.

      So if someone had been peering through the wide bay window, Maggie’s dad would be blissfully unaware. He was also unaware that his wife had left him years ago, probably unaware of the bullet, too, even when it ached. That type of forgetfulness insulated you from some forms of pain; it made you gratefully ignorant of the traumas already passed, if you were lucky. If you weren’t, the traumas were all that remained. She sometimes wondered what camp she’d fall into in her later years, but it was probably best to be surprised—in her father’s case, over and over again.

      Maggie’s nose burned with an astringent lemon scent, like the public restrooms at those freaky southern gas stations where people bought dinner instead of filling their tanks. “No, I’m not new,” she said. “I’m just here to spend some time with you. Is that okay?”

      Grant Connolly appraised her, the shrewdness in his brown eyes familiar but oddly distant. It sometimes felt like her life was split into two parts—the time before the stroke and the time after. But she knew that was a trick of the mind. This was just life, a persistent roller coaster of ups and downs, and damn if she didn’t love the feeling at the top of the first hill. Here, they were halfway to the bottom, and when the worst happened, it would be less like a roller coaster ride and more like smashing her car straight into a brick wall. The pain might ebb and flow, but the highs would be hidden beneath the rubble for quite some time, the agony of loss enmeshed in every inch of her like the glittering beads driven into the walk outside. It took a while to dig yourself out of grief. Even if she hadn’t been a psychologist, she would have known by the ache in her chest that still acted up on pivotal days—Kevin’s birthday and their anniversary being the most recent additions.

      She should have said yes when he’d asked her to marry him six months ago instead of letting him leave. It wasn’t her fault that Kevin had relapsed, not her fault that he’d driven his car straight into the river by way of the Fernborn bridge where they used to watch the sun set. But when the worst events of your life were all linked directly to choices you made, you started to take things personally. The one saving grace about her father’s condition was that he didn’t remember Kevin, her almost husband. He also didn’t remember that she’d killed his son.

      “Are you the librarian?”

      Maggie glanced down at her outfit, brushing her flaming red curls off her shoulder. She did look like a librarian, according to her mother. Long skirts or suit pants, button-down blouses, and the closest she got to those fancy nighttime “cat eyes” were the thick black frames on her reading glasses. She’d donned a suit today, but her polka dot blouse didn’t exactly scream “fashionista.” Her father shouldn’t mind that—his apartment at the retirement village had strong Golden Girl’s energy—but Maggie was no Betty White. If only.

      “No, I’m not the librarian. I do love to read though.”

      Grant’s nostrils flared. His eyes narrowed, then relaxed. “I suppose you can stay,” her father said finally. “Do you like World’s Most?”

      World’s Most—aka World’s Most Baffling—was a knock-off Unsolved Mysteries type show, hosted by Harris Overstreet, a man who would never be as intensely interesting as Robert Stack. Three growly words from Stack, and you half believed you were the one lost. Overstreet was like the impression you got if you pressed newspaper comics into silly putty. “World’s Most is one of my favorite shows,” she said. “The producers wanted to replace the host, but I think they changed their minds.”

      He harrumphed, combing his fingers through his fine white hair, and it made the patches of brilliant rust curls along his temples stand out all the more—hair the same color as hers, though she’d as yet managed to avoid the beard. She had his amber eyes, too, even if he didn’t see that now.

      “That’s ridiculous, replacing Overstreet,” he grumbled, but he wasn’t looking her way. She followed his gaze to the wall-mounted television at the front of the room. The TV was off. Only the wallpaper surrounding the blank screen was animated, the same paper he’d had in his old living room. She’d fought for a month to install it before resorting to cash—a high price to pay for the “sneezed flowers all over the wall” aesthetic.

      “He’s no Stack, but there’s no one better suited,” her father muttered. “What are they trying to pull?” His gaze stayed locked on the blank television.

      “I agree. No reason to mess with a good thing.” She scanned the squishy well-loved La-Z-Boy, the only chair he’d sit in, but the remote was not wedged behind the arm where it usually was. Nor did Maggie see it in the tiny living area. It was not on the coffee table topped with a chessboard—five moves in, where his memory had paused the game three weeks ago. She did not see it on the electric piano that held a photo of her and her brother, a potted plant, and a stack of sheet music. She accompanied Dad’s piano with her bassoon on days when he remembered both that he could tickle the ivories and that his daughter played an instrument that sounded like a wounded goose. Probably best if he forgot the latter. But the potted plant…

      Amidst the spires of Mother-in-law’s Tongue, the remote stuck from the dirt like a shiny black flower. She retrieved it and returned to sit beside her father in a newer, but much stiffer, La-Z-Boy.

      She aimed the control at the screen as he turned to her, his eyebrows furrowed. “Have you seen Joyce?” he asked.

      Her mother. Ouch. “No, I haven’t.” It wasn’t a lie; while she usually had breakfast with her mother once a week, Joyce had been indisposed the past two weeks. And she wouldn’t come here. Even if she hadn’t been under house arrest, Mom had divorced her father a year before his first stroke.

      “Are you new here?” her father asked.

      She hit the button on the remote, and the screen lightened. Not a good day, the nurse had said, and it was definitely a hot-garbage kind of day when the only thing you recalled was your ex. Better if he could remember his daughter. Or maybe his work. Grant had been an outspoken psychologist, volunteering with projects that freed wrongly convicted felons—he still got Christmas cards from some of them.

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “Well? Are you?”

      “No, I’m not new. I’m just here to spend some time with you, if that’s okay.”

      He sniffed brusquely, then nodded. “I suppose you can stay.”

      The opening sequence for the show crossed the screen, walls of creepy looking trees, exactly the kind of place a jogger might go missing—exactly the kind of place you’d tell a big-breasted blonde to steer clear of. They always died first. But red-headed librarians usually came out okay.

      Usually… but not always. Her eyes cut to that wall of windows again, the hairs on the back of her neck tingling.

      “Trees never get to the root of the problem,” her dad muttered, and she chuckled, then tapped the button to unmute the television as Harris Overstreet appeared on-screen—he was no Stack, but he did have the smoldering-eye thing down. Overstreet’s low voice blared: “With your help, these riddles might finally be solved.”

      She tried not to wince at the volume. Louder televisions were par for the course with aging, but at this rate, she’d be deaf well before her time.

      “Are you new here?”

      Maggie turned to see her father staring at her, one eyebrow raised.

      She shook her head and smiled; even forced happiness could help you to avoid drowning in sorrow. When he frowned in response, Maggie glanced at the piano—at her and her brother, smiling, smiling, smiling forever. Aiden had been the first in a series of losses, but he wasn’t the last. Her father was leaving, too; he was just doing it more slowly than most. Certainly more slowly than Kevin.

      Her throat clenched, but she forced out: “I just came to watch World’s Most Baffling with you.” She nodded to the screen. “Is that okay?”

      He sniffed. “I suppose. I hear they tried to replace that Overstreet fellow. Morons, all of them.” His eyes sharpened; his brow furrowed. “You have very pretty hair, darling. Almost as pretty as mine.” He ran his hand over his curly beard like a cartoon villain. “I’m not sure how anyone resists it, quite frankly. You’ll probably need a bat to beat the men off. Or a well-placed pun.” He leaned closer to her, eyes glittering as if ready to impart a juicy secret. “People hate puns. I always keep a few in my back pocket for the assholes.”

      She smiled, and this time, it was as natural as the rust in her hair. Yeah, her dad was in there. Somewhere.
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      The next stop on her “let’s see how much we can cram into a Friday” agenda came all too quickly, and the watchful-eye sensation she’d felt at her father’s retirement home did not dissipate as she sped across the city and into the outskirts of Fernborn. She saw no one in her rearview, though—nothing of concern. The sensation was probably just strangers checking out her DeLorean. Yeah, the radio was busted, and the whole frame creaked when she opened the door, but she and her brother had been obsessed with Back to the Future. Plus, eighty-eight miles per hour was basically her normal driving speed, and the car made her feel like going back was possible—like mistakes were somehow impermanent, though nothing could be further from the truth.

      And no one knew that better than the man she was visiting today.

      The air inside the penitentiary reeked of lye-rich soap, sardine-packed bodies, and the salty-sweet musk of desperation. A taupe-clad caterpillar-mustached guard stopped just outside the barred cell and nodded her inside. The cell door slammed shut with a heavy metallic clank that made her legs tense to the point of pain. It wasn’t that she was locked inside with a killer; it was that being trapped at all was an affront to the human psyche. Some people needed to be here—pedophiles were difficult to rehabilitate, and there were other exceptions—but she was a firm believer in redemption for a good portion of the population.

      If only it were so easy for Mannie Koch.

      The man across the stainless table had olive skin covered in bluish-gray prison ink: the Virgin Mary, grinning skulls, and a series of birds on his left temple that were probably blue jays but looked like flattened pigeons—his tattooist wouldn’t be up for the Prison Artist of the Year award. Mannie also had an enormous tombstone across the back of one shoulder blade, his wife’s name in heavy, uneven lettering.

      Mannie Koch appraised her with the deep black eyes of a rattlesnake. He outweighed her by a hundred pounds, with a chest as wide as her shoulders and finely honed muscles that her daily yoga practice would never create. But she knew his rattlesnake eyes and clenched fists weren’t meant for her.

      “What happened, Mannie?”

      He flinched at the sound of his name; she was the only one he allowed to call him that. To everyone else, he was Mark. Mark was not his middle name, or some westernized version of Mannie. “Mark” referred to the slashing Xs he’d gouged into his victims: his wife and her mother. X marks the spot.

      Maggie had worked with a lot of violent sociopaths. She could feel their diagnoses in the fine hairs between her shoulder blades, the itchy tingle of being in the room with someone who didn’t care whether she lived or died. Mannie wasn’t one of those. She felt his depression like a pit in her belly, but she did not feel threat.

      She had been wrong before, though. The scar at the base of her skull throbbed, just once, like a flutter of a heartbeat, then settled.

      Mannie shrugged one heavy shoulder, but his jaw tightened. He planted his fisted hands on the metal table between them. Keloids writhed like worms over the small bones on the underside of his wrist; she could see the patterned scars from his teeth if she squinted. His eyes darted to the iron bars and back again.

      “Mannie?”

      “She won’t talk to me,” he finally whispered.

      Maggie didn’t need to ask who. There was only one female he cared about. His daughter, Izzy, had walked into her grandmother’s house and found him standing over her mother’s corpse. He’d waited until she was in New Orleans with a friend to start the process, though maybe if the children had been in town, he’d simply have killed his victims more quickly. As it was, it had taken his wife six days to die.

      “She’s trying to forget, Mannie.”

      “She ain’t never going to be able to forget. But I did it for her. I just want her to be…” His eyes hardened again—pain this time, not fury.

      “Thankful? At peace?” She wasn’t guessing; he’d expressed both in the past.

      He sniffed. And nodded. “Yeah, maybe both of those things.”

      “She did testify on your behalf. That says a lot about her state of mind.” Maggie might have additional insight if she’d watched the trial, even looked at Izzy’s social media accounts, but Maggie preferred to treat using unbiased observations. It was an invasion of privacy to poke around on a patient or their family, no matter how public the information might be. And that was if social media was reliable… which it wasn’t.

      “Fat lot of good it did,” he scoffed. His fists clenched; the tops of his knuckles paled where the skin stretched tight over the bone—so thin. “It just doesn’t feel right. The way those kids are actin’.”

      “The right thing doesn’t always feel right. And you can’t force them to open that door right now, not with all that’s happened.” She waited while he took a large shuddering breath, then said, “What do you want for them, Mannie?”

      He lowered his big head—the top of his skull shone through the sparse hair at the crown. “I want them to be safe,” he said to the tabletop. “I want ’em to be okay, more okay than I ever was. Than their mother was.”

      “And what do you think they need to achieve that?”

      “Maybe they need to… figure out how to deal with what happened to ’em. Especially my boy. He acts like I don’t exist, but he also acts like that don’t exist.” He raised his face. His thick lower lip quivered, and he fought to stiffen the muscles around his mouth. But his eyes remained glassy. Mannie still cried himself to sleep. Lots of inmates needed help, but she suspected the crying—and disturbing the other inmates—had kept him on the short list for her sessions. That, and when he’d been referred a year ago, he’d still been chewing through his wrists every time they left him alone.

      A year ago, he’d still been refusing to tell anyone why he’d killed them. Even now, no one knew but Maggie… and, of course, his children.

      She reached a hand across the table and laid her fingertips against his forearm—his skin was hot, sticky. The guard stationed outside the barred door grumbled, “No touching,” but he said it with the half-hearted energy of a sullen child kicking a deflated ball, an activity which was a good five steps better than gym-class dodgeball, twenty-five steps better than any gym class for nerds.

      Maggie ignored the guard. There were cameras everywhere—no one could accuse her of being inappropriate. Sometimes, a person just wanted to feel human.

      “Mannie, give them time. You didn’t remember your own abuse until you caught your wife and her mother hurting your kids.” She squeezed his arm, and he gently laid the fingers of his other hand over hers. Mannie had done what most sane people would want to do: kill the women who had been sexually abusing his children. But he’d spent six days delighting in their pain, watching them bleed out from their wounds—“cut them where their damn hearts should have been.” That pushed it too far for a jury, especially because he’d refused to give them a reason for the crime. He hadn’t told anyone what his children had experienced, hadn’t tried for a temporary insanity plea, refused to let Maggie petition to get him into a psychiatric hospital. He’d protected those children the only way he knew how: by giving them their privacy, even if it meant he never saw the outside world again. To the guard, to the world, her patient would always be a sadistic murderer; he’d always be Mark.

      Perhaps he was onto something. It was safer to maintain a hard shell to keep others away from your soft bits. Some people had bruises on their balls from a misplaced dodgeball kick.

      Some people wore a cup.
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      A painting from an incarcerated patient graced the back wall of Maggie’s office, an abstract of blues and oranges, a single sharply lettered word: TRUTH. It felt aggressive, but the artist had said she was the first person who hadn’t tried to “blow smoke up his ass,” which seemed a dubious and maybe impossible activity. How hard would you have to blow to get smoke through a colon?

      “I don’t really know where to start,” the man sitting across from her said. “Do I just tell you that I have a thing about Elvis, and you tell me how to get my life together?” His eyes were not on her; they were glued rather suspiciously to the tank that sat behind her desk. To be fair, a lot of her patients didn’t like Fluffy, a gift from her father in one of his rare moments of lucidity—a low-maintenance friend for when his brain opted out. She could have kept him at home, but her business partner hated spiders, and she never missed an opportunity to screw with Owen.

      “If Elvis is a problem for you, then yes, we’ll talk about him. Are you getting lost thinking about his blue suede shoes? Or maybe it’s a Can’t Help Falling in Love situation, though I’m pretty sure you’d have a hard time seducing a dead man.”

      He pulled his gaze to her and blinked. Attractive if you liked high cheekbones and strong jaws and meticulously close-cropped facial hair with lines so straight they looked drawn on. He had broad shoulders, too, but not Army-prison-guard square, the kind honed at the gym instead of in the service. Based on the smug cock of his eyebrow and sandy brown hair cut on the too-long side of professional, he wouldn’t let anyone, even a drill sergeant, tell him what to do.

      Then again, maybe he just reminded her of Kevin—he had that same crooked smile. She’d have to watch that. Connecting new patients with known associates was a good way to skew your thinking.

      She sipped from her glass water bottle—hand-blown, a gift from Alex—then set it aside. The uneven bottom rattled against the mahogany desktop.

      “You’re saying that I can’t seduce Elvis… because of the security at Graceland?” he asked.

      She touched the winged corner of her glasses to adjust the frames. “I was thinking because necromancy is implausible. But sure, let’s go with security concerns.” Even in Dungeons and Dragons, it was tricky to raise the dead. It was tidbits like that which had made her so popular in middle school.

      Her patient’s emerald eyes appraised her as she picked up her pen, humor glinting around the irises, but there was a shrewdness in the set of his mouth. Owen had called Tristan Simms a “tricky patient” when he’d handed her the referral, which usually meant he’d tried therapy in the past, and it hadn’t taken. And Simms had refused to see anyone but her. She had a few referral services that sent patients to her and her alone. Sammy, for one—her prosecutor best friend had sent Mannie Koch her way. But Sammy would have emailed her if he had given Simms her number.

      “Why don’t you start at the beginning,” she said, flipping the intake file open to expose the first page of background questions. “What brings you here today, Mr. Simms?”

      “You can call me Tristan.” His pressed blue suit and cream-colored button-down were as carefully manicured as the razor-sharp lines of his beard. Shiny shoes. A perfectionist. His words would be just as carefully maintained unless she caught him off-guard. Strange for a man like that to forgo a tie, though.

      “I’ll call you Tristan when you trust me,” she said. She’d call him whatever he wanted, of course, but his response would tell her more about his state of mind. Tricky patients sometimes required thinking outside the box.

      “Fair enough.” He leaned back against the chair, crossing one ankle over the opposite knee, then laced his fingers on top. Though the rest of him was put together, his nails and the tips of his fingers looked rough—chewed on. And too clean, like he’d attacked his hangnails and close-bitten nails with a scrub brush full of bleach. She’d seen that before.

      “I’m having trouble sleeping,” he said, when she remained quiet.

      Maggie waited for him to elaborate. When he just stared, she said, “Lack of restful sleep can be triggered by any number of things. From the state of your hands”—and the sleep issues and the nervous twitch at the corner of your eye and the tight muscles along your mandible—“I’m guessing anxiety.” Perhaps on the obsessive-compulsive spectrum, though maybe sub-clinical. She set the pen aside. “But I don’t really like guessing, Mr. Simms. And you don’t either. You strike me as someone who tries to maintain control over every aspect of your life—who likes to know what he’s getting into.” Who chooses a psychologist and makes her partner rearrange the schedule to get in. But she didn’t believe this was a function of narcissism as his well-put-together exterior might suggest; it was often desperation that made people unyielding.

      “Let me explain how this works, Mr. Simms. I’ll ask you some questions. We’ll make some goals together. If you don’t like my style, I can refer you to⁠—”

      “I don’t want to see someone else.” His eyes locked on Fluffy again. “I heard you’re good at keeping secrets. That you help… victims.”

      That was an unusual statement, and it certainly hadn’t come out of nowhere. Perhaps he knew a past patient… or her mother. But like Sammy, Mom would have called her directly. “Do you consider yourself a victim, Mr. Simms?”

      His left eye twitched harder. “Yeah. The police have it out for me. They’re always watching me, poking around my life.”

      Hmm. This might be more pressing than anxiety or OCD-spectrum issues. Delusions of persecution often involved the police or some other authority figure—the FBI, the government. It was a red flag. His shiny shoes tapped the wood floor like the restless ticking of a metronome, and the lyrics for Elvis’s Suspicious Minds floated into her brain. She had the sudden notion that perhaps he’d elaborate if she sang it to him; maybe he’d start talking just to shut her up.

      “Do they have a reason to watch you, Mr. Simms? Have you done something wrong?”

      “They come after me even when I don’t do anything wrong. I think they’d rather frame me than do their jobs.”

      Well, that wasn’t a no. It implied that the police also came after him when he did do something wrong. Unless she was overthinking it. “What would they like to frame you for, exactly? Sleepwalking isn’t a crime.”

      “Do you deal with a lot of crazy people?” he asked in lieu of answering her question.

      “My patients are just normal people in abnormal situations.” She cocked her head. “Do you believe you’re insane, Mr. Simms?” Did he suspect that he was delusional, that the police were unlikely to be after him? If he was psychotic, she’d need to take more extreme measures to ensure his safety.

      “You’re the doctor.” He pressed the tip of his ragged thumb to his middle finger and squeezed so hard the muscles in his jaw tensed. He released the pressure, unclenched his jaw, then did it again, using the hot ache of chewed cuticles to distract himself. But what exactly was he distracting himself from? “And whether I’m crazy or not, you can’t say anything, right? Can’t tell the police?”

      Ruh-roh. But the statement wasn’t a red flag on its own. People with anxiety often believed that scary thoughts meant they had intention to harm; that they’d end up arrested if they told anyone, including a therapist. But—Surprise!—it’s normal. If she called the police every time she had a patient with a scary thought, all her clients would be in cuffs. She only worried when people told her those thoughts didn’t bother them. If someone thought killing their neighbor was a great idea, then there was a problem.

      She slid her hands off the desktop and rested her palms on the knees of her suit pants—the tips of her fingers were damp. “Thoughts are not illegal. I am required by law to contact authorities if you have a plan and a means to harm yourself or someone else—there has to be imminent danger. If you’ve already hurt someone, I’m not obligated to report it unless you’re still a risk to the community.” Admissions of past violence and homicide had happened a few times during sessions, but usually the confessors were already in jail.

      “It’s nothing like that,” he said. “I don’t want to hurt myself, and I don’t want to hurt anyone else.”

      Excellent—anxiety thoughts for the win. Logically—and legally—his words were enough to maintain his privacy. The last thing she wanted to do was call the authorities and end up with a dead patient and a bullet in her rib like her father.

      She retrieved her pen and made a note on the assessment page, checking boxes about suicidal and homicidal ideation: none. But by the time she looked back up, his eyes had gone faraway—blank.

      Her hackles rose, instinct more than training. “Mr. Simms, if you’re telling me the truth, then you have nothing to worry about in terms of confidentiality.” Simms—Tristan Simms. The name was familiar, she realized, but she couldn’t place it. His face was familiar, too, now that she really looked, but that might have been the knife-blade cut of his cheekbones, and that smirk—Kevin’s smirk. He was much paler than Kevin though. Like if you took Tom Cruise, bleached the Scientology fervor out of him, then roughed him up Brad-Pitt-Moneyball style.

      He raised an eyebrow, but kept his gaze on a spot beyond her shoulder. His nostrils flared. “If I’m telling the truth?”

      She’d worded the question that way on purpose, to see how he’d respond. Defensive, but not surprised; between that and the whole “Mr. Simms” thing, trust was a sore spot for him. “It’s a reasonable disclaimer. I won’t make you promises that I can’t keep.”

      “Ah yeah, because of the…” He gestured to the painting over her shoulder—TRUTH. “I thought it was your job to trust what I say and tell me how to fix it.”

      “It’s my job to listen.” She shrugged. “You insisted on getting in today, which leads me to think there’s a pressing situation you’d like to discuss. But I can’t read minds. That ambition is just a dream.”

      “With a V8 engine,” he said. Humor flared in his eyes, then vanished. He was an Elvis fan. But he was avoiding her gaze again, staring at Fluffy.

      Maybe they needed to start smaller. “What do you do for a living, Mr. Simms?”

      His green eyes hardened into chips of emerald. “I already told your secretary that I’m paying cash.”

      From the suit… attorney? But why hide that? Maybe he was a high-priced escort. Sex work was just work, but it was useful information to have when trying to build a personality profile. And the fact that he’d called her business partner her secretary was awesome. She’d buy Owen a mug today that said “Best Secretary Ever,” and from now on, every Secretary’s Day would be a true celebration.

      “That wasn’t a billing question,” she said, pulling the file closer. “I know very little about your situation, Mr. Simms.” She leveled her gaze at him. “Tell me why you think your sleep habits are a secret worth sharing.”

      The muscles in his jaw hardened to stone, but his shoulders slumped. He sighed. “I don’t know what I do when I’m asleep. And I’d really like to avoid… whatever happening again.”

      Her pen paused above the new patient paperwork—Well, that’s a new one. The silence stretched, his eyes drifting to the long sofa table on the far wall that held her brother’s baseball glove and a picture of her and Aiden, taken the week before he’d vanished. He was nine—she’d been thirteen. Sometimes she wondered if he might be alive out there, but the things people did to kids… he was dead. Had to be.

      Her guts twisted; she straightened, and the knot eased. She’d had the same thought thousands of times, but it still had the ability to snarl up her intestines like gas station sushi. Gas station hot dogs. Gas station burritos. Any hot food from a gas station.

      “Are we talking about a sleepwalking episode, Mr. Simms?”

      He nodded, but his eye twitched, and her hackles rose once more. “They happened more in my twenties—the episodes were bad ten years ago. Then they just stopped for nearly seven years. I had a few sporadic episodes about three years back, but I hadn’t had another since… until the other night.”

      Three years. Between his twitchy eye and his pressured tone, it felt like a lie, but the timeline was a strange thing to alter. “Sometimes people begin sleepwalking in response to a stressful event; the body’s way of processing a trauma they aren’t dealing with while they’re awake. Can you think of anything that fits that bill?”

      He pressed his lips together so hard they went white—a tight line of suppression, as if he were physically trying to hold the explanation back. He glanced at his fingers, flexing them almost absentmindedly, then turned his hand over.

      Shit. She’d been wrong; this was not just anxious finger-chewing. He had a wicked gouge along one thumb held together with butterfly bandages. His fingertips looked like they’d been torn off, as if he’d tried to remove his fingerprints with a cheese grater. Maybe he had tried to remove his fingerprints because of the whole “the cops are after me” persecution-delusion thing—she’d seen stranger. One thing she knew for certain: he was holding back some critical piece of information. She could read it in the fine lines around his mouth. Early in her career, she might have guessed shame, but after ten years, she registered shame reliably deep in her belly. It dripped off Mannie Koch—she could practically smell it on him.

      From Tristan Simms, she felt deception and fear. A spot low in her chest was vibrating, like his suppressed panic was leaping from his guts on little currents of energy to lodge inside her rib cage. But there was something else there too—recognition, not of him, but of a hidden place within him that mirrored something in her own soul.

      That’s stupid, Maggie. You understand pain, that’s all. Regret too.

      She planted her elbows on the desk and leaned toward him over clasped hands. “What was happening in your life at the time of the first episode?” she tried again. “I can’t help you if I don’t know the history of this problem.”

      He exhaled with a noise like a balloon slowly losing air. When he spoke again, his voice was soft. “Ten years ago, my father shot my mother and killed himself. That was three weeks before the episodes started.” His eyes widened as if shocked that he’d said it aloud, and she could understand why. With that backstory, Tristan Simms was a comic book villain in the making. He ran his wounded thumb over the pale band around his wrist—he was missing a watch, one he wore religiously from the tan lines.

      She squinted. From zero to explained in thirty seconds? That seemed a little too easy. “I’m sure that was difficult. Did you have emotional support during that time?” Maybe a therapist?

      He nodded. “My mother’s friend, Benedict, always acted like my dad—foster father, I guess you’d call him. And Jeanna, my sister, was great. And then there was my… ex-girlfriend.” He winced. “She got possessive, thought I was cheating on her when I vanished at night.” He shrugged. “I’m not sure what I expected from a girl I met in a strip club.”

      Huh. Most strippers wouldn’t go home with a guy they’d just met—that was dangerous at best. Had he been a regular at the club?

      “Anyway,” he continued, “we were off and on for years, but I wasn’t ready for a relationship, and we broke up soon after my mom died. The sleepwalking stopped too. For nearly seven years, I didn’t have an episode, even though Christine and I… reconciled.”

      “What happened three years ago?”

      He averted his gaze. “I met someone else. Christine lost it, threatened to kill herself, and wound up in the hospital. And then I went to sleep and woke up in my backyard.” He raised his head; his eyes were glassy. “Those episodes went on for a few months, then they stopped again. But now…” He shook his head. “I don’t know what’s happening now.”

      You don’t? It seemed obvious—maybe too obvious—but patterns were sometimes invisible when they were happening to you. “Let me lay out what I’m hearing: You lost both of your parents in a traumatic way, just before the first episode. The sleepwalking settled for a time, but resurfaced after you nearly lost a friend to suicide?” But there was more, she realized. Unlike Mannie, Tristan Simms didn’t need the right question; he needed to give voice to something he was very much aware of. “Losing your mother so traumatically would certainly explain why you’d react strongly to any threat of loss. Have you lost someone in the last few months, Mr. Simms?” She wasn’t yet sure how the police fit in, but she’d have to tread carefully with that. Firmly held delusions weren’t easy to tease apart from real events, and defensiveness was this man’s go-to.

      He stared, his jaw hard. The fine hairs along her forearms prickled. “No. I haven’t had a girlfriend in over a year.” But there was fire in his eyes now—definitely lying. “Can you just tell me how to make it stop? That’s why I’m here.” He raised his hands. They shook, the injured tips angry red and mottled with brown-black scabs. One of the butterfly bandages had come loose, blood weeping around the edge of the plastic strip. He frowned at his fingers then snatched them into his lap. “I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

      Her shoulders tightened; her back was oily with sweat. The way he said it… “Mr. Simms⁠—”

      “I think this was a mistake.” He shoved himself to his feet. “I’m sorry I wasted your time.”

      Maggie pushed her chair back and skirted the desk, but by the time she’d made it halfway across the room, he’d already thrown open the door and vanished into the hall outside her office. “When you’re ready to talk, I’m here,” she called after him.

      He did not acknowledge her words. The last she saw of Tristan Simms was the back of his broad shoulders as he turned the corner into the waiting area. But his words were still echoing in her brain.

      I don’t want to hurt anyone.

      Something in the way he’d said it made her add one more word to that line: else—I don’t want to hurt anyone else.

      He already thought he had.
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      Maggie left her office that night feeling more than a little unsettled. Her flesh was needling and itchy like there were ants crawling over her skin, and the prickling intensified with each red streetlight. She felt the incessant buzzing of her cell phone in her marrow. She hit the button to silence the call, checked her rearview then her side-view, but the road remained clear. No matter how it felt, no one was after her, not any more than the police were after Tristan Simms. For him, it was probably the lack of sleep playing tricks on his traumatized brain.

      But what if it wasn’t?

      She refocused on the road and pushed the pedal to the floor. Tristan Simms had caught her off guard, something that was difficult to accomplish. Killers, she understood—even psychopaths had patterns. Depression, grief, anxiety, cheating, every set of personality traits and diagnoses became predictable once you got to the root of the issue.

      But with Simms there were inconsistencies, not only in his case, but in the way her body wanted her to react—a significant discrepancy between her gut and her head. Patients almost never caused this kind of rift; she made logical decisions and she stuck to them, and that was that. It was safer that way. Had she chosen to go by the book and follow the “best practices” she knew at the time, she’d still have a brother. She’d also have that piece of her head, the spot that ached sometimes as if there were still teeth locked in the scar.

      She used to imagine that piece of her scalp was out there, a little hitch of flesh and hair, burgeoning, growing into a new fully formed but slightly stupider version of her. Maggie was not okay with skull-flap Maggie being superior—talk about a shot to the ego. But she also wasn’t okay with that part of her being missing. Or dead.

      Maggie sighed. She was not going to end up like her parents or her brother, and she wasn’t about to put herself in harm’s way again. She would also not put her patient in harm’s way without a concrete reason; her father would agree. The book—she had to do this by the book, even if she felt that Tristan Simms was lying, maybe paranoid. Would a few more Hound Dog jokes have made a difference? Maybe a different line of questioning—one that was less threatening.

      The streetlight at the end of the block eased from green to yellow.

      What about rumination, Maggie, like the whirlwind of thoughts you’re entertaining now? Maybe you’re the one who’s obsessive—maybe you’re the one who’s broken.

      The streetlight blinked red. Maggie squinted left then right, her heart racing—no other cars. She gunned it. The intersection blew past in a flurry of pavement and glaring side streets, but she came out the other side unscathed. She released the pressure on the gas.

      She felt as if she were trying to build a Dungeons and Dragons character sheet, with numerical scores assigned to different abilities and weaknesses. In the game, it helped when determining what a character might do, but she had no such blueprint now. And the injuries to his hands, as if he’d been buried alive and had to claw his way out, so frantic he’d lost his watch in the process…

      Had he only hurt himself?

      Had he hurt someone else?

      And most importantly: Would he do it again?

      She shook her head. Stop obsessing, Maggie—he left, there’s nothing more you can do. He’d made his choice as Mannie had, and she had no solid reason to believe he was a danger to anyone, no legal reason to make a phone call that might ruin his life not to mention conflict with every ethical tenet she held dear. Whatever Tristan Simms had done, whatever he was struggling with, he was on his own because he didn’t want her help.

      So why did she feel like she’d failed?

      But another voice whispered right back: You know exactly why.

      Her skin was still itchy when she made the highway turn that would take her out of Fernborn, the opposite direction of the prison. Sweat had dried to sticky trails of salt along her spine, but her blood was vibrating so hard it felt as if her capillaries might explode.

      Her phone buzzed again, making her jump—third time in an hour—but it jolted her out of her own head. She pulled the cell from the cupholder and glanced at the incoming call just as it stopped ringing. Alex. Again. She was settling the cell back in the console when a text came through:

      
        
        “Where are you, hon? Love you, miss you, xoxo.”

      

      

      Maggie squinted at the highway, the engine whining, and reached over to turn the phone off. But she couldn’t turn off her brain. Her neck muscles screamed with tension. Every headlight glared at her. Her rearview mirror teased her with things she could not see—prying eyes from other cars, monsters hidden in the trees at her back.

      Do you work with a lot of crazy people?

      No, Mr. Simms. I’m the crazy one.

      Her car seemed to drive itself to her final stop of the night: four parking lots separated by an x of lawn just wide enough for the centuries-old shade trees the city had deemed protected. In the daytime, the thin lawn was a place for fast-food patrons from the front buildings to eat their meals. At night, the trees blocked the tall spires of floodlights from reaching the cars parked at the back of the lot.

      She made her way beyond the pair of restaurants; a furniture store held vigil in front of the third lot. But the back corner was where she was going: a long, squat building in shades of brown the size of an old-fashioned saloon, and that’s exactly what it used to be—an underground speakeasy. A neon sign for psychic readings glared from one of the ground-floor windows. Despite the garish pink neon, no palm reader sat inside. The flip sign on the door always read CLOSED.

      She made her way over the asphalt, eyes on the building, refusing to give in to the prickle along her spine. She marched past the plate glass window to the symphony of night birds and the drone of highway, the neon coils an angry beacon. A small set of stairs at the corner of the building appeared like the entry to a storm cellar, a narrow tunnel to shelter, nothing more.

      She descended into the dark.

      The heavy wooden door at the bottom was equally nondescript, but inside, the world was alive, though not much brighter—lit by candles. An espresso machine perfumed the air with the hissing promise of caffeine. A sign behind the bar simply said COFFEE, the word burned into a single plane of birch. The barista behind the long stainless coffee bar nodded to her, thick lips pulling into a smile. Maggie wasn’t sure what his eyes were doing; the top half of his face was covered in a Mardi-Gras style mask, a shiny white background heavily crusted in green and purple jewels. Always the same style, rarely the same mask. People who came here enjoyed novelty.

      A series of glass dishes on the far end of the counter held braided bracelets in different colors—green, red, purple, yellow, white, black. She grabbed a red one, nodded to the barista, and headed for the curtained wall to the right of the coffee bar. At first glance, it appeared to be nothing more than a wall of fabric covering up the old stucco, but if you knew where to slip between—exactly where to go—you hit a hallway instead of plaster.

      Her heart throbbed, harder, harder, and her pelvis echoed the beating of her feet against the wood floor—thud, thud, thud. Low walls, all covered in white curtains which made it feel as if she were traversing a cloud. The vibration on her skin remained, the tension along her spine keeping her rigid. Somewhere, a man moaned, long and loud, but that might have been the creak of a door or simply her imagination.

      The hallway ended at another door, heavy and metal and locked, but she had a keycard. She let herself into a dressing room cast in muted orange light from a series of salt lamps around the perimeter. The walls here were curtained, too, and it made the room undulate, tattooing lacework patterns on her trembling flesh. Two rows of lockers ran down the middle, the fronts dressed up in carved wood.

      Her suit and polka dotted blouse went into her cubby, replaced by a silk robe in richest obsidian, the fabric slipping against her skin like oil. She exchanged her sensible flats for a pair of tall black boots and tightened the laces to her thigh, her fingers hot against her skin. The moan came again—definitely a moan.

      She slipped the mask over her face last, dark threads of nylon over molded ebony leather, cool against her suddenly feverish forehead. She secured the band at the back of her skull, just above her scar. The tension bled from her shoulders. Her lungs expanded.

      Maggie headed for the door at the back of the room.

      Into oblivion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 6


          

          TRISTAN

        

      

    

    
      Tristan Simms let his feet rest in the water, the edge of the pool grating against his heels. A large patio spanned the distance to the house, the pool sunk into the middle like a lake in a natural stone outcropping. His home felt very far away. No swimming today—he’d reached in to scoop a toad out of the filter, and the pad of his thumb was still stinging from the chlorine.

      But the knife in his other hand helped him forget that pain. From the speakers hidden in the foliage, Elvis crooned Hound Dog with sticky sweet melancholy. He hadn’t been able to get the King out of his head since his appointment.

      He dragged the blade across the chunk of pine, careful to avoid splinters as the razor-sharp edge cleaved a tiny knot from the middle. It had been two hours since Tristan watched Maggie Connolly walk across the parking lot with his breath tight in his lungs. For those three minutes, there had been nothing else, nothing except her red curls gleaming under the streetlamps like a halo. But she was no angel, he knew that now. And the lithe way she walked, the rolling of her thighs beneath her dorky outfit. What was with that? Polka dots went out in the fifties, if they were ever in style at all. The clothes appeared to him like armor—dots instead of a metal breastplate, but equally effective at keeping most others away.

      But not him.

      In his mind’s eye, Tristan watched her vanish into the building from his place on the other side of the parking lot, and then he was back beside the pool, the world around him alive with sounds. The wind whistled through the trees with a high-pitched whine that mimicked that of the birds. The chill in the air heaved with decay, dead leaves already skittering against the edge of the pool. The holdouts clung to the branches above him, stifling the moon.

      Tristan frowned, inhaling deeply, chlorine fumes biting at his sinuses—cleaning his lungs. He wound the blade around the tiny wooden spear near his opposite pinky, carving out a savage corkscrew detail, trying to remember when he’d started doing this—creating these instruments of death. He could not remember. It seemed that he could not think at all. His brain and ears were fuzzy as if he had fallen into the pool and was unable to understand which way led to the surface. It felt like drowning.

      He finished the final curve of the tiny four-pronged corkscrew and heaved himself to standing, the water sticky against his ankles. Uneasy—unsteady. He had never been a man of mystery, but he was certainly a man of privacy, mostly because he knew how easy it was to expose the things you wanted to keep quiet. And Maggie Connolly bothered him. Dragging words out of his mouth, forcing him to speak, to say something just to make it stop. His parents… a gunshot? Murder-suicide? Why had he told her that? He knew exactly what had happened to his mother—it was the fault of the cop even if he couldn’t prove it.

      But if Maggie could help him… might he finally be able to prove the detective guilty? It might prove Tristan guilty as well, but perhaps that was okay, so long as he didn’t go down alone.

      His feet ached as he slapped across the stone that surrounded the pool. She’d made him lie, he decided—forced it out of him. He’d been near the woman for ten minutes, and he’d started running his mouth like a drunk frat boy. Stupid—it was so stupid, especially because the police might have gotten to her already. And what if they had? Was she already poisoned against him? She’d certainly been looking at him as if she knew him.

      Which is why he needed insurance—why he’d followed her to that club. Few others would know what was on the other side of that unassuming storefront, but he’d made millions by scrounging up things that others didn’t want anyone to know.

      He was in the business of secrets. Just like Maggie Connolly.

      But not all secrets were easily kept. Where would she draw the line? It was impossible to tell, and he couldn’t ask the person who’d sent him to Maggie for insight.

      Not anymore.

      He stopped near the gardens at the back of the pool’s deck. Hydrangea bushes in blue and white loomed at either edge of the pool-scape, hiding the nets and pumps behind them, their boughs heavy with silken flowers, wilting as the season died. He crouched at the corner where the thick black dirt was overlaid by a skin of fine petals and discarded leaves. They crackled when he touched them—brittle as too-thin glass.

      Tristan could not afford any more mistakes. He needed to make sure that Maggie wouldn’t side with them when they finally got around to her. And if he’d screwed up this afternoon, which he had, he’d need to work carefully to hedge his bets.

      He lowered the wooden spike into the dirt and scraped. Hunting.

      Tristan did not have to wait long. The dirt undulated and shivered as the creatures beneath attempted to burrow deeper—attempted to escape. He pressed the wooden spike into the soil, careful not to get the filth onto his hands; the beetle beneath wiggled, then surrendered. He felt the shell crack, heard it, too, the satisfying snap of exoskeleton.

      He stood carefully, squinting at his fingertips—no dirt. The stone tiles were chilly beneath his feet. The pool had changed color in the moonlight, silver-white like the dead eye of an evil giant.

      Evil. The word echoed in his head. In the last few years, something had taken over his body—his brain—and he was only now realizing the extent of its malice. The medallion brightened with heat, a little circle of molten steel just above his clavicle. His mother had loved it, pious as she was, but right now it felt like a weight around his neck. Dragging him down.

      Wait… no. He raised his fingers to his chest. The necklace wasn’t there.

      He was hallucinating. Exhaustion, surely. He hadn’t slept in days, and when he did sleep… well. Who might die the next time he let fatigue drag him into bed?

      Tristan ducked beneath the overhang of the porch. Angular walls of glass surrounded him as if he were already inside. His living room loomed ahead through the wall of windows; long black couches, area rugs in gray, modern art on the walls, the fireplace dark and cold. To his left, he could see his bedroom, the tall windows perfectly positioned to let in the moonlight. But that wasn’t his destination either.

      He turned to the right, to the glass wall that separated his home office from the outside. But that wall was not a window. A floor-to-ceiling freshwater tank stared back at him. And just in front of where he stood was a long rectangular lid—the feeding trough.

      The water shimmered with movement at his approach, first one fish, then another, their silvery bodies glittering in the moonlight, the red on their bellies merging into a writhing band that appeared like a ribbon of blood. Piranhas were very old-school villain, but that was not why he liked them. He kept the fish because they’d eat anything.

      The fish watched him, zipping into the middle of the tank, battling to be near the trough. He peeled the beetle from the tine of his makeshift weapon—cold and slick but it did not disgust him as the dirt did. The fish thrashed, the water turbid like the ocean’s surf.

      He held the bug, watching the twitch of one dying leg as it struggled above the tank’s opening.

      Tristan let go.

      The fish set upon the bug, sparring and snapping, twisting and fighting. The water hissed and roiled, and even as he thought it, he could hear the hiss of volatile breath against his ear. He could feel teeth on his neck, the needling of fingernails on his back. He could smell the blood, cloying and metallic in the back of his throat. Something was wrong with him—very, very wrong.

      I’m losing my mind.

      A single rogue beetle wing floated from the fray, undulating in the writhing current before being snapped up by another fish.

      In seconds, the water settled.

      The horrible creature was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 7


          

        

      

    

    
      The green walls of her mother’s breakfast nook made Maggie feel like she was being slowly smothered by the Jolly Green Giant.

      Maggie shoved a bite of sweet potato toast into her mouth, relishing the way the jalapeños lit her tongue on fire, but it didn’t drown out the stink of recently burned sage. That smell was in the carpet, marinating the fir-green curtains, locked into the very fibers of the emerald dress her mother had draped around her shoulders, maybe even soaked into the giant piece of jade she wore on her middle finger. Maggie suspected that her mother wore the jade so she could say she didn’t have space for her wedding ring. Sometimes, a cigar was just a cigar, but sometimes a cigar was a convenient place to keep your wedding band while you daydreamed about being divorced.

      Maggie adjusted the collar on her purple turtleneck, ribbed, nineties style—an original. A little itchy, but nothing went with her purple-and-gray striped pencil skirt quite as well.

      “So how’s your father?” Her mother always started their breakfast conversations with that question, and every time, the answer was the same.

      “Good days and bad days.”

      “Is there anything I can do?” Her mother had a sing-song way of speaking that was grating to most people—recklessly cheery—but Maggie heard the edge on her words. Sometimes she wished that wasn’t true; it was easier to smile if you didn’t know the people around you were suffering.

      “No, Mom. There’s nothing you can do to help. At least, not from here.” And you’re not allowed to go anywhere else.

      Her mother forked up a piece of honeydew and raised an eyebrow. “That’s unnecessarily hostile, darling.”

      Maggie shrugged, feeling as if she were on the stand. To be expected from her ex-lawyer mother, ex being the operative word. “It’s a statement of fact. You can’t, in fact, leave this house at will.” She gestured to a space beneath the table where the ankle monitor blink-blink-blinked at the hem of her mother’s dress.

      “A ridiculous condition.” Her mother snorted. “As if I’m going to sneak off to pass out weapons.”

      “You sure about that?” Her mother’d had a stash of weapons in her law office for twenty years, but Illinois required that you took safeguards before giving away a gun. No one knew about her weaponized charity gig until one of her clients stalked into her abusive ex’s job and shot three others before killing her ex-husband. And Mom told the judge the entire truth: that she willingly provided weapons to vulnerable women regardless of their felony histories and without a single background check. Her honesty was as reckless as her cheerfulness.

      Hence six months in jail and an ankle monitor.

      Her mother looked at Maggie pointedly, a smile playing at the corners of her lips. “Well, I suppose someone should take over in my stead.”

      Maggie suppressed an eye roll. Sure, domestic violence victims needed protection that the system was not providing, but statistics showed that women were more likely to die if there was a gun—any gun—in their house. And she was a numbers girl.

      Mom glanced at Maggie’s breakfast, frowned, and spooned up a bite of blobby yogurt from her plate, her chunks of honeydew slick with white. Her mother hated sweet potato toast, and she hated Maggie’s choice of toppings even more, but nothing says good morning like cream cheese and pickled jalapeños.

      “Speaking of taking over in my stead,” her mother began, “you have a consult today, yes? One of mine?”

      Maggie nodded. “I do.” But Maggie’s side gig was within the law. Sketchy, perhaps, but she’d looked at the data on domestic violence, examined the ethical considerations, and she’d made her decision. Make-a-choice Maggie, that’s what all the cool kids called her. Kidding, kidding, they probably called her “D&D dweebie” or “that weird redhead.”

      Her mother was still watching her. “Do be careful with her, Maggie. Helena’s husband is an absolute monster.”

      But Maggie did not need the reminder. She’d been dealing with monsters since she was thirteen, even if she didn’t know the one who had taken her brother. “Don’t worry, Mom. I’m fresh out of weapons that might escalate the situation.”

      Her mother’s gaze darkened. It looked like she could handle a burn from the truth about as well as she handled the burn from pickled jalapeños.

      “Are you still spending a lot of time at the cemetery?”

      Oh, reversing the burn. Nice. “It helps me think.”

      “I wish you wouldn’t do that. He’s not even buried there⁠—”

      “It’s the thought that counts.” Maggie forced a smile. What else should I do, shoot my way out of grief with an illegally procured weapon? But she knew why the topic always came up. Though her mother would deny it, she still blamed Maggie for Aiden’s disappearance. And she should. Even if she only knew half of the reasons.

      “Have you gone to visit Kevin lately?”

      His ashes were spread over a park on the far side of Fernborn. When they were children, it had been an office building, but the city had torn it down the week after she and Kevin used bricks to smash all the internal office windows. It wasn’t as malicious as it sounded—the building was condemned and slated for demolition. They were just blowing off steam in an original “Rage Room”… while her brother was being kidnapped and murdered.

      Yeah, she’d definitely failed enough in her life.

      Mom was still watching her. Maggie shook her head. “No. I haven’t been to the park.”

      “Good.” Her mother nodded. “It’s been six months since he died, dear.” Six months was almost no time at all, but she wouldn’t expect her mother to understand; she’d moved in with her current husband three weeks after she’d left Dad. “Maybe it’s time for you to embrace the people in front of you instead of talking to the dead.”

      Tristan Simms’s face flashed in Maggie’s mind, then vanished. She couldn’t shake the feeling that her mother somehow knew about her shortcomings with that patient and was twisting the knife a little deeper.

      “What about Owen?” her mother asked, bringing her back. “Has he started dating yet?”

      She almost laughed. “I’m not going to date Owen, Mom. He’s still mad that I wanted to name our practice ‘Shrink This.’” She still wished they’d gone with that instead of the most boring name ever: Lake Forest Counseling Center. “He’s my business partner”—secretary, ha-ha—“and⁠—”

      “All the better. Your finances are already entwined. Less to worry about if you end up married.”

      “And if we break up?” Which they would. He didn’t understand her sarcasm. Like that matters—I don’t sleep with anyone I’d actually talk to. At this point in her life, she couldn’t handle any more pain; she would not risk heartache. And dating Owen would be like… screwing her cousin. If she had a cousin.

      “You’d be no worse off than you are now,” her mom went on. “And the years are moving on whether you’re ready or not.” Her mother’s eyes lit on the wall—a photo of her husband and his two teenage daughters whom Mom said were “a few bricks short of a wall.” Mom’s husband was attractive and good in bed, and Maggie suspected that this was why she married him. Her mother had married a smart guy once, and his mind had fallen apart. Might as well go with orgasms.

      Even if she had forgone the ring.

      “I’m not worried about getting older, Mom. I’ve got plenty of miles left on these loins.” She slapped her thigh for emphasis.

      “I’m not worried about your prowess, darling. I’m worried about you spending too much time with a vibrator. They can lead to de-sensitivity, you know.”

      Dear god.

      “Speaking of prowess… how’s Alex?”

      “Alex is… Alex.”

      “Say what you will, but if you want a good time⁠—”

      “Mom.”

      “I’m just saying, you and your friends act like children. You’re in your mid-thirties, and you haven’t changed since middle school.”

      Maggie took another bite of toast. “That’s ridiculous—I’ve changed a lot. Owen, Sammy, and Imani all have children, and I’m at least a quarter inch taller than those little punks.”

      “And those ridiculous jokes you guys make, constantly saying you’re going to see a man about a horse or some other such thing as if it makes any sense at all⁠—”

      “Pass the jalapeños, please.” She glanced at her already full sweet potato, extra pepper slices scattered beside it on the plate.

      Her mother shrugged one shoulder and pushed the jar her way. “I always tell you the truth, darling. Even when you don’t appreciate it.” She forked up a chunk of melon, green and shiny, dripping with yogurt—snotty looking.

      Maggie took a bite and chewed, letting the peppers burn her lips. “Then maybe you should stop telling me the truth.”

      Her mother smiled. They both knew she didn’t mean it. If there was one thing Maggie didn’t tolerate, it was liars.
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      The sweet potato and jalapeño extravaganza was still churning in her belly when she got to the office, a physical manifestation of regret at the week’s mistakes. But she couldn’t save everyone. All she could do was make the most logical choice and stick to it—what ifs would beat you down if you let them.

      So instead of dwelling, Maggie took a breath, picked up her coffee mug, and appraised the man across the desk. Unlike Tristan Simms, this guy wanted to be here… kind of.

      Elroy Hanson was shorter than she was, the thin, buttoned-down CEO of a mid-level paper company. Michael Scott, but without the hilarity or beet-farming coworkers, edged with “going to see a man about an umbrella” since he looked like he’d absorbed a thundercloud. White streaked the thick black hair at his temples and made the silver-blue of his eyes sparkle. The corner of his lip twitched up, but his mouth was not a flirty bow dripping with entitled machismo. Hanson knew why he was here, and he was more than a little bitter about it, growly like a storm.

      She sipped at her chai, cinnamon burning her throat. “Cut the shit, Hanson.”

      The man’s eyebrows hit his hairline. “Excuse me?”

      She leaned back in her office chair and crossed her arms, her face mirroring the subtle smirk she’d seen on his just moments ago. Eye-to-eye, direct—unwavering. “We’ve gone over your motives thirty times, and you always say the same thing: that you cheated on your wife because you thought you deserved more physical attention than you were getting, and you knew that you wouldn’t get caught. But that isn’t why you’re here.”

      “I’m here because my wife made me come. She thinks I’m a narcissist.” He rolled his eyes, silver-gray dulling to a cloudy pewter—agitated, but sad. Narcissists knew how to play on your guilt and were usually a lot better at manipulation. Elroy wasn’t good at manipulation or at faking being a good guy. He was desperate. He and his wife had already separated, and Maggie figured he had a month on the outside before his wife filed for divorce. She probably would anyway once she realized the extent of what he’d done.

      “You’re cocky, I’ll give her that,” Maggie said, “but you’re not here for narcissism. You’re here because you got an STD from a hooker you picked up at a hotel bar.”

      He crossed his arms, his shoulders stiff. “Most women expect some form of payment. Dinner, a hotel, a fancy gift—I paid for the house my wife lived in for the last fifteen years. Everyone has a price. At least the hooker was direct about it.”

      “That’s all well and good, but it’s a deflection.”

      “A deflection from what?” He threw his hands in the air. “I’m finally being honest here!”

      “Are you? Because this hotel hooker situation isn’t the same as the other incidents you described—the ones your wife doesn’t know about. You had sex with a woman at work, with a few women you met online, but you never paid for it. You don’t have to pay for it. And you said yourself you were smart enough not to get caught—that it was the disease that finally outed you.” She put both feet on the floor and waited until he met her eyes. “You weren’t there for the sex.”

      “That’s… I mean…” he sputtered. “What else would I be there for?”

      She sniffed and recrossed her legs, feigning nonchalance. “What did you believe would happen when you picked her up?”

      “I… I believed we’d have sex. What else would I think?” But his voice sounded less sure, and the spark in his eyes had dimmed.

      “But you used protection with every other woman. Why not her, arguably the riskiest dalliance?”

      His face fell. His eyes went tight. “I think maybe…”

      She leaned closer, her gaze on Elroy’s face. Her turtleneck was strangling her.

      “Maybe I wanted to get caught,” he whispered. And as he hung his head, she couldn’t help but think that if she’d read Tristan Simms correctly, she’d have been able to help him, too, instead of scaring him off. Sometimes her best—anyone’s best—just wasn’t enough.
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        * * *

      

      There was no room for error with her next patient—her mother’s consult.

      Helena was a fifty-year-old female with a traumatic history, an abusive husband, and two previous court-mandated therapists who had believed Helena was the aggressor due to her domestic violence arrest. Her probation had just lifted last week.

      “Do you really think you can help me feel better?” Helena’s brown eyes were tight with concern. “To be honest, I’m skeptical, but I heard… well. Things. That you help people when no one else can.”

      From Maggie’s mother, no doubt. “You’ll need a safety plan,” Maggie said. “Leaving a relationship is the most dangerous part.” This was all the more true since Helena’s husband was a captain with the police force and had a prior girlfriend who’d died under mysterious—but ultimately deemed “accidental”—circumstances. And Helena already knew about the risks of going toe-to-toe with him. She’d called the police after he attacked her, and she was the one who ended up with a year of domestic violence counseling and an arrest record. Maggie wasn’t entirely sure where her mother found these referrals, but Maggie had a system in place that was safer than a stockpile of illegal weapons.

      “Leaving a relationship?” Helena’s eyes filled. She ran a hand through her black hair, grabbing it into a knot at the nape of her neck—panicked. “I just want to… feel less afraid. Less depressed, you know? I can’t leave; I’ve tried everything to get out. I’ve made calls to the police, but he always makes me look unstable and tries to get me locked away. If I try to get him arrested again or try to leave him, he’ll kill me. I even looked at the domestic violence shelters, but he knows everyone there, and⁠—”

      “What if I told you that I have a place—a way out? Would you leave then?”

      Helena dropped her hand and raised an eyebrow, but Maggie saw more than confusion in her expression. A burst of relief mingling with the heavy pallor of doubt. A justified reaction since no one had ever tried to help her before, at least not in the way she needed.

      “You… do? That’s why she sent me here?” Tears welled in Helena’s eyes but did not fall, as if they were holding themselves in check the way Helena was holding hope in a stranglehold. Maggie had held onto a similar hope that Aiden would be found alive. Of course, she’d been severely disappointed. But if Helena ended up disappointed here, she’d also end up dead, and Maggie would be damned if she’d let that happen.

      She leaned on her elbows and met Helena’s watery gaze. “I’ll provide what you need to get out of town safely. But you need to be sure that this is what you want. Once you’re gone, there’s no coming back⁠—”

      “Oh, there’s nothing for me here.” A single tear broke free and trailed a line over the hollow of Helena’s cheek. She dropped her head and swiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. Bruises on her forearm. A scar near the elbow—a knife wound? “But it’s still so fucking scary, and…”

      “I know. But you can work on that once you’re living in peace—once you’re physically safe, somewhere far away from here.”

      By tonight, Helena would be hidden in Maggie’s father’s old house, and by tomorrow, she’d be on her way out of Fernborn. And then her mother’s friends—Sammy’s friends—in the district attorney’s office could build a case against Helena’s husband.

      Helena’s lip trembled, and this time, tears coursed down her cheeks. “I don’t know what to say. What do you say to someone who’s literally saving your life? It’s like…” The words disintegrated into a heartrending sob that Maggie felt in the soft spot beneath her heart; her eyes burned.

      Maggie passed Helena the tissues, trying to force the heat from her face, willing her voice to remain steady though her insides were trembling like a coked-out Chihuahua. “We’ll make sure he can never hurt you again. You’re going to be okay.”

      She only wished she could have made the same promise to Aiden. Or to Kevin.
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      Maggie ate a ham, pickle, and banana pepper sandwich for dinner while completing case notes at her desk, but nothing tasted right. Her guts churned, a headache throbbing sharply as much in her ears as in her temples.

      Why did she feel more impotent than a goldfish at a dog fight? Helena was already at the safe house, she hoped, and that alone should have made her week a success. She’d saved a life—what more did she want?

      But Mannie wasn’t going to get better, not in that prison. Elroy’s wife was going to leave him regardless of whether he understood why he’d cheated. And Tristan…

      Tristan Simms.

      It had been three days, and she was still obsessing over the patient who had stormed out of her office. Her follow-up call had gone unanswered.

      Maggie could hear her friends in her head, telling her to let it go, to stop overthinking, that she made the right decision—the only logical decision—but her own voice was louder: Whatever he does next is on you.

      She pulled her paperwork closer. No looking back; Tristan Simms’s case was not life and death, and she had other cases that were far more pressing. Maggie snatched up her pen, gulped down the final dregs of cold chai, and flipped the first case file open.

      Twenty-two-year-old Jack Olsen was serving a fourteen-year sentence for rape, but there was a catch: the guy was innocent. By the time he’d confessed, he had a shattered cheekbone and three broken molars. Now, after three years inside, Olsen’s best chance was a professional to say that he wouldn’t do it again, and she was prepared to stake her reputation on his intentions at tomorrow’s parole hearing.

      Yeah, if she could get a win for Olsen, maybe she’d feel better. Sammy would be happy too—he was the one who’d passed her Olsen’s case on the down-low. He hadn’t been sold on Olsen’s guilt back when it went through the D.A.’s office, though the douchebag attorney who had prosecuted Olsen had disagreed.
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