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​CHAPTER 1 — Too Quiet to Be Innocent

Cloud’s Edge had always been a quiet town—too quiet sometimes. The kind of place where fog clung to the rooftops like a second skin and the rain never stopped long enough for the streets to dry. With barely three thousand residents and no more than two intersecting main roads, it felt like a world pressed between book pages: still, preserved, and a little too easy to forget... a rainy, perpetually foggy town where tourists rarely visited and were greeted by curious and cautious eyes. Where there were never any unexpected events, except in the rarest of cases when teenagers ran away from home during the day and returned in the evening. Where the last murder had been over 30 years ago, and even crime is currently non-existent.

I am a thirty-eight clinical psychologist at the Cloud’s Edge Psychiatric Center, a place where only the most dangerous criminals and offenders end up. The place where terror reigns, and discipline must be the cornerstone, so as not to let chaos prevail. The place where maximum security is as reassuring as it is grim. Although I am a psychologist, I am quite introverted. I don't have many real friends, but one of them, funnily enough, happens to be my colleague, Dr. Rowen. Who would have thought that this strange and odd facility would bring people closer?
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My job is to diagnose, calm, and reduce the effects of mental illness on the institution's patients over time. I started working here over a decade ago, and I am responsible for the maximum security wing, where the patients have been the same for years. The city is too small to take in new patients, and those already there are far too dangerous to be released.

As I stood in my kitchen watching the droplets trickle down the windowpane, I felt a tightness in my chest that I couldn’t explain. My Victorian house, built in 1904, where the smell of old wood with mold felt like a breeze, but still felt like home, inherited from my mother, creaked in the familiar way old houses do—wood swelling, foundation settling—but even those sounds felt off. Slower. Like the house was listening. I am grateful for this house and it brings me peace even with these peculiarities. It reminds me of my childhood, of my mother. She disappeared without a trace 30 years ago, when I was only 8 years old, an age when every child enjoys spending time with their parents. For me, it meant the beginning of a life in suspense, never knowing what actually happened.

But today, everything changed...The morning the body was found, the town felt different. The air was heavier. The silence deeper. And the rain—God, the rain—seemed to fall with purpose.

The radio crackled to life as I tied my hair back, the announcer’s voice thin under the static:

“...the body of a young fisherman, Elias Moore, was discovered early this morning along the northern shoreline...
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I froze, and turned it off... the first case like this in over three decades. It didn’t say wether it was a murder or a drowning, but either way, it was disturbing and sad.

I was halfway through reheating leftover soup when someone knocked on my front door—three quick taps, followed by two slower ones.

Only Rowan knocked like that.

I didn’t even have to look through the peephole. I opened the door to find her balancing a cardboard tray with two coffees and a paper bag clamped under her arm, her hair pulled up in that messy blonde knot that somehow made her look more put-together than I ever managed on my best days.

“There she is,” she announced, brushing past me like a gust of perfume and caffeine. “The only woman I know who can disappear for forty-eight hours and still look like she slept a full eight.”

“I look terrible,” I said, closing the door.

“Then what does that make me?” Rowan dropped the coffees on my counter and exhaled dramatically. “I look like a raccoon who works double shifts at a haunted hospital.”

I laughed. “Not haunted. Just underfunded.” “Same energy,” she shot back.
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She held out one of the coffees to me—my usual order, which she never forgot—and then retrieved the paper bag.

“I brought you something,” she said, rummaging through it like a magician searching for the right card.

“Please tell me it’s edible.”

“Better.” She grinned and held up a pastry dusted with enough cinnamon sugar to choke a horse. “Therapy food.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Do I need therapy food?”

Rowan gave me that look—the one that walked the line between clinical observation and best-friend concern.

“You always need therapy food. You’re a psychologist.” She had a point.

We migrated into the living room, Rowan spinning slowly in place, soaking in the space like she always did. She’d been here dozens of times, but every visit she found something new to comment on. She has an incredible spirit of observation each time she comes here.

“You moved the bookshelf,” she said. “Two inches.”

“Still counts.” She flopped onto my couch, sinking into the cushions like she was melting. “Why do your couches always feel like a hotel bed? Mine feel like gym mats.”
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“Because you buy everything from sales bins labeled ‘AS IS,’” I reminded her.

“Hey, those bins have character.” “They’re broken.”

“Uniquely broken,” she corrected.

I rolled my eyes and sat beside her. She unwrapped her pastry with the careful concentration of a surgeon.

“So,” she said with her mouth half full, “how’s work? Any patient meltdowns? Any existential crises? Anyone confessing their undying love for you? Again?”

“That happened once,” I said laughing. “Twice.”

“Once and a half.”

“Madison, it was a fully coherent confession with a poem.” I covered my face with a groan. “Please don’t remind me.”

Rowan cackled, then leaned her head against the couch and sighed.

We sat quietly for a moment, sipping coffee. Rowan’s eyes drifted to the folders stacked neatly on my side table.

“Late-night work?” she asked.
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“Trying to keep up.”

She nodded slowly. “Intense cases lately?” “Some of them.”

Rowan’s gaze hovered—curious, not intrusive—but enough to make my skin prickle.

“You know you can talk to me, right?” she said softly. “About anything. Patients, drama, nightmares, failed dates—whatever.”

“I know,” I said. “And I won’t judge.”

“You always judge”, I said smiling. She started laughing.

At one point, in the middle of Rowan teasing me about my “catastrophic inability” to keep houseplants alive, her smile faltered—just for a second. She glanced toward the living room window, where the fog pressed thick against the glass, and she exhaled softly.

“The whole town must be buzzing about that body they found,” she said, voice lowered as if the house itself might be listening. “You’d think Cloud’s Edge has never seen tragedy before.” I felt my stomach tighten, but I forced a shrug, trying to keep the atmosphere light.

“They’ll move on to gossiping about Mrs. Henderson’s dog-sitter by next week.”
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Rowan laughed— but it wasn’t like a few moments before. “Did you hear the whole story?”

“No, I was terrified and I turned off the radio.”

“Madison, this wasn’t just a murder”. My heart stopped for a second when I heard murder. “this was premeditated, the details... body colored in green pigment, the position...authorities didn’t say more”.

My whole body stopped and I started to feel dizzy and become pale. Rowan noticed.

“What happened to you, you work in a facility where you hear cases like this daily, I wouldn’t thought you would react this way.”

“Unusual coloration of the skin and deliberate positioning... authorities have not released further details...”

I froze. Not only because this case is the first murder case after over three decades, but because I know who might have done it... Unusual coloration, deliberate positioning... The words felt like stones sinking into my stomach. Because I knew exactly whose mind could have produced something like that, and he was locked away in a reinforced cell less than two miles from here, if he didn’t escape...

A name flashed through my mind whether I wanted it or not. Noah Sterling.
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Tall. Gaunt. A face like a sketch someone had erased and redrawn too many times. Dark hair that curled at the ends, blue eyes too sharp, too focused—or too empty. A man whose thoughts tangled themselves into meticulous, violent symbolism. Quite charming in his time, that’s how he took advantage unfortunately of many people. A man who once told me, during our third session together:

“People can be reborn if you know what color to paint their skin, but not only paint, infiltrate the color beneath it, arrange it...”

––––––––
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HE HAD SAID IT WHILE staring at the ceiling, fingers twitching rhythmically, as if there were music only he could hear.

My pulse quickened. I grabbed my umbrella and rushed out the door, leaving Rowan behind like it was her own house.
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​​The Facility
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THE PSYCHIATRIC CENTER loomed as a rectangular block of pale stone, its windows narrow and barred, its entrance guarded despite the small-town setting. Inside, the fluorescent lights buzzed softly, and the scent of antiseptic clung to the air like something alive.
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Conversations stopped when I walked in. Not paused, stopped. Whispers swirled around me like smoke. I approached the nurses’ desk, rain dripping down my coat.

“Where’s Noah?” I asked.

Three pairs of eyes snapped toward me.

“Why?” asked Dr. Lennox, a stocky man with tired eyes and coffee-stained scrubs. “What’s going on?”

As they responded without fear, I knew Noah didn’t escape. I swallowed hard. “The body they found. The radio said—”

“We heard,” a nurse murmured. “But what has Noah to do with that?”

I didn’t answer. I just kept staring at them until Lennox frowned.

“Madison... talk to us. Why Noah?”

My voice felt like it had to push through something thick.

“Because the description they gave,” I said quietly, “matches something he told me. Exactly.”

The room chilled.

“What?” whispered the nurse.

I forced the words out. “The positioning. The discoloration.”
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Then after a beat: “It’s Noah’s pattern.”

Lennox shook his head. “You’ve been his only contact for seven years. No outside visitors. No communication. His cell is monitored twenty-four-seven. He hasn’t stepped outside since he arrived.”

“I know that,” I said, though my voice trembled anyway. “I know. I just... I need to see him.”

Lennox and the nurse exchanged a look I recognized—the look people give when they’re not sure if the person in front of them is stable.

“Go,” Lennox finally said. “But you’re not going alone.”
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​​Noah
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THE MAXIMUM-SECURITY wing was always too cold. Too bright in the middle, too dark in corners. Too quiet in the wrong ways. As the guard unlocked Noah’s reinforced door, I felt that same old tension settle at the base of my neck.

The door opened.

Noah was sitting on his bed, legs crossed, back straight, hands resting neatly on his knees like some unsettling version of meditation. His hair hung around his face in uneven curls. The
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faint scar under his ear caught the light. When he lifted his head, his eyes met mine instantly—sharp, aware, and disturbingly calm.

“Doctor Hale,” he said with a slow smile. “You came early today.”

My throat felt dry. “You heard about the news?” “No.” He tilted his head. “Should I have?”

I stepped closer, heart pounding.

“Noah... did anyone speak to you lately? Anyone new? Any staff I should know about?”
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