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[image: ]




The first thing I see when the elevator doors open isn’t a corridor. It’s chaos.

A man  with a jagged scar on his cheek and tattoos covering everywhere, is screaming a raw, feral sound that scrapes down the back of your throat and makes your skin crawl with goosebumps like it remembers another past life when predators sounded the same. Two orderlies one big, one small,  are locked on his arms, another at his legs, and a third has come now who has his entire weight on the man’s chest. Leather straps whip against the floor, buckles clanging, a disordered rhythm as sharp as gunfire. The patient thrashes hard enough that I can see muscles jump in his shoulders, the cords in his neck straining until I wonder if something in there will snap soon if he doesn’t stop.

They try to get him in them with no avail despite the multitude of people on this one person.

“Hold him—hold him—Goddamn it, he’s gonna bite!” one of the guards snarls, teeth bared like he’s no better than the animal he’s holding down.

The patient roars, low and guttural, and for one breath the entire hallway feels smaller, like a cage.

His face—what I can see of it beneath the sweat and tangled dark hair—is pale with fury, lips curled back. His teeth flash.

The patient roars, low and guttural, words half-formed, almost intelligible.

“It’s my mind, get out of it!” The rest is swallowed by the weight pressing down on his chest.

But I hear it. And worse, I know I’ll remember it.

I stop just short of the evolving scene. Clipboard tucked to my chest. Lab coat on, blouse buttoned to the top of my neck. Pencil skirt still unwrinkled from the drive in. I’ve done this for 3 years and I know how to school my face into something that looks like professional calm, but it costs me internal calm. My throat feels dry as chalk. My hand tightens until the pen I’m holding threatens to snap, putting small imprints into my palm.

The badge clipped to my chest feels heavier than usual.

It’s clipped to my coat says Dr. Elizabeth Monroe, M.D., Ph.D. I’m dual board-certified as a psychiatrist and psychologist. I have be moved from ward A transfer here, to ward C. Not the woman who wanted to see this, or be here.

“Move along, Doctor.” The voice comes from my left. A guard planted by the door, his uniform pressed but stained faintly under the arms. He’s calm, too calm, like restraint is sport. 

His tone is calm. Too calm. Like this isn’t a man thrashing for his life on the ground—it’s just Tuesday. Like he’s clearly done this before. I get the slightest hint that maybe he is enjoying this. “You’ll get used to it” He says with a smile I don’t find at all comforting.

Get used to it.

The man on the ground bucks once more, a convulsion so violent that all four handlers stagger. His head whips sideways and for one fraction of a second his eyes—wild, dark, too clear—catch mine.

The words are silent this time, but I read them on his lips.

Help me.

I press my lips together, smooth my skirt, and step forward, heels clicking sharp against the tile. I don’t look again at the man on the floor even though every nerve in my body is begging me to. Because that’s the rule here—you don’t look longer than you’re supposed to. You don’t ask how it started. You don’t ask who provoked who. You don’t wonder if this fight was avoidable.

You just walk past it like it’s a janitor’s mop bucket blocking the hall.

Ward C. The one no one wants.

It smells different here. Bleach, yes, but also copper underneath it. Sweat that has seeped into the grout and never left. The hum of the lights is harsher, and the air-conditioning rattles like a cough in the ceiling. The whole building knows it’s housing the criminally insane, and it wants you to feel it in your bones.

I’ve spent the last 3 years on Ward A—general population, lower risk. Anxiety disorders, depression, even borderline schizophrenia. The kind of patients textbooks know how to name and treat. My cases were hard, yes, but they weren’t...this.

Now I’m here because Dr. Rogers quit. No warning. No notice. One week he was listed as lead psychiatrist of Ward C. The next, gone. The official email said “retirement.” The nurses said “breakdown.” One orderly muttered something about him seeing too much. None of them looked me in the eye when they told me.

I keep walking.

Three turns. Double-secure doors. My badge buzzes against scanners, one after another. Cameras swivel as I pass.

A nurse spots me in the hallway. She startles—just slightly—and looks away so fast it feels rehearsed. Another door slams somewhere deeper in the ward, the echo rattling through the vents like a warning.

My badge buzzes against scanners. Cameras track each step. The guard walking half a pace behind me—big, red-haired, freckled—doesn’t bother pretending this is a courtesy escort. His eyes rake me up and down like he’s trying to find what will make me flinch first.

Jason Mathews. The file on him didn’t say “alcohol,” but his smell does.

“Little different than A ward, huh?” His voice is thick, curling around the edges of a laugh he doesn’t let out. “Welcome to the jungle, Doc.”

“Thank you for the orientation,” I answer dryly without turning my head.

He grins. “Gotta break ya’ll new ones in early. See what you can stomach.” His grin is disgustingly smug.

I don’t give him the satisfaction of a reaction. Instead, I focus on the hallway, on the narrowing of it, on the heavy mirrored door at the end. Two-way glass. Therapy room C-4. Inside, one of my new patients waits—the first I’ll see in this ward.

Mathews swipes his card, punches a code, then pulls the door open with a flourish like he owns the place. His hand hovers as if he wants to put it on my back to guide me in. He doesn’t. Not yet.

The room is colder than the hall.

Sterile.

Two chairs. One bolted metal table between them.

The mirror opposite the door swallows my reflection whole and spits it back pale and distorted.

I know what’s behind it: observers, guards, maybe even Hale himself if today is important enough. The thought makes me straighten my spine another fraction.

The patient is already seated. Hands cuffed in front of him. Ankles shackled to the chair.

He looks up when I enter, and it takes me a second longer than I’d like to breathe normally again.

Dark blond hair, grown a little too long at the edges, shadowing his forehead. A strong, squared jaw with two days’ worth of stubble. Shoulders that strain against the standard-issue inmate jumpsuit like he’s still carrying some echo of military training. And then there are his eyes.

Green. Not pale, not mossy. Sharp, deep, intelligent green that track me the way a man tracks exits. Not the eyes of a man who belongs here.

The chart says Caleb McAdams. Age 35. Diagnosed delusional, paranoid, violent tendencies.

But the look he gives me isn’t the look of someone lost in hallucinations or fear. It’s steady. Measured. A soldier’s eyes.

And behind it—something else.

A flicker of suspicion. And, unbelievably, a flicker of...relief.

Like he’s not sure if he can trust me, but some stubborn instinct deep in his chest says he wants to try.

Something in mine shifts to answer it.

Mathews cuffs the chains to the table and leans down too close, speaking loud enough for Caleb to hear. “Play nice, McAdams. Doc’s new. Don’t scare her off.”

Caleb doesn’t look at him, doesn’t flinch. He doesn’t even acknowledge  him at all. His eyes stay on me. His eyes are assessing with half amusement, half warning then he nods ever so slightly in a semblance of welcome.

Mathews straightens, smirks, and finally leaves, shutting the door behind him. The lock clangs like a bell.

The silence afterward feels  suddenly thick.

Alive.

Waiting.

I set my clipboard on the table, slide into the chair opposite him, and force my professional voice to find its way into the air.

“Mr. McAdams. I’m Dr. Monroe. I’ll be covering your sessions until a permanent replacement is assigned.”

He tilts his head, studies me, and finally speaks. His voice is low, smooth, threaded with something sardonic.

“Replacement.” A pause, then the faintest edge of a smile. “Yeah. That sounds about right.”

The chair creaks when I sit. Not loud, but enough to remind me the bolts in the floor are older than me and have probably held down a hundred other bodies that knew more.

Clipboard open. Pen poised. Neutral expression locked in place.

“Before we start, do you prefer Caleb or Mr. McAdams?” I ask, the way training tells me to — polite, establishing choice, giving an inmate the illusion of control.

He leans back as far as the cuffs allow. The chain between his wrists rattles softly. His mouth tugs sideways like he’s deciding whether to play along.

“Most people here call me McAdams,” he says finally. “Like a file number. Makes me sound efficient.”

“Efficient’s not the worst thing to be.”

His green eyes spark faint amusement. “Depends who’s doing the filing, Doc.”

I jot a note without looking down. Not about him. About me. Already testing boundaries.

“Why don’t we start simple,” I say. “How long have you been here on Ward C?”

He doesn’t answer right away. His gaze flicks toward the mirror — quick, deliberate, a reminder that we’re not alone even if it seems like we are. Then back to me.

“Long enough to know the walls remember,” he says.

Cryptic. Too poetic for most patients. I make another note, not because I’ll forget, but because he’s watching me write and he wants to know if I think it means something.

“You were transferred from general population?” I ask.

“Something like that.”

“That’s vague.”

He shrugs. “So’s your question.”

I bite back the smile that wants to creep in. He’s good at this — answering without answering, forcing me to show how badly I want the truth.

“All right,” I say. “Let’s try again. What do you remember about Dr. Rogers?”

That gets a reaction. Small. A flicker in the set of his jaw, the shift of his shoulders like a shadow brushing over him.

“Why?” he asks carefully.

“Because I’m covering his caseload. I’d like to know what worked for you and what didn’t before I make changes.”

He laughs once — short, sharp. “Worked for me.” He shakes his head. “Doc, nothing around here works for us.”

He says us deliberately. Not me. Us.

I lean forward just slightly, keeping my voice calm. “So Rogers didn’t help.” I say with a cocked eyebrow.

“I didn’t say that.” He stares back.

“What did you say?”

His smile curves up now, playful, almost boyish, and that’s the unsettling part, he doesn’t look like the men in C ward that I’ve ever seen, all jagged edges and vacant stares. He looks like someone who could sit across from me in a café and argue about books or other arbitrary things. 

“I said nothing works for us,” he repeats. “But Rogers...he tried. I’ll give him that.”

“What did he try?”

The amusement fades. His gaze goes sharp, and for the first time, it feels like he’s aiming it right at me, not through me, not around me.

“You don’t want to know the answer to that.”

“Yes, I do.”

“No, Doc.” His voice drops lower, steadier. “You really don’t.” His eyes piece me, but I don’t give in.

Silence stretches. I feel the pen in my hand, slick against my fingers. The hum of the fluorescent above us grows louder, like the building itself seemingly leans in to hear.

Finally, I ask, “Why do you think I’m here then?”

He studies me for a long beat. Then, leaning forward, chains scraping, he says:

“Because they want to know if I’ll say the same things to you I said to him. And you...” His eyes flicker over my face, deliberate, clinical. “...you’re deciding if I’m actually crazy, or just...inconvenient.”

The air between us tightens. He’s not wrong.

“That’s an interesting perspective,” I say, keeping my tone level, not giving away anything.

He leans back again, the moment breaking, and smirks. “That’s shrink talk for you might be right but I’m not writing it down.”

This time I let the corner of my mouth twitch, just a fraction. He catches it. Of course he does.

“Let’s try something else,” I say. “Your intake paperwork says you have no living family. Is that accurate?”

He shrugs. “Depends what you mean by family.”

“Biological,” I clarify, tapping my pen.

“Nope. Clean slate there.”

“Foster system, orphaned?”

His smile thins. “Now you’re just being nosy.”

“That’s my job.”

He tilts his head, considering. “You really want to hear the sob story Doc, really? As a kid I was thrown in juvie, asshole foster dad, good foster siblings. One died, the others...not dead yet, somewhere in the middle. That’s the history. But you already read that in the file, didn’t you, so why torture me?”

I don’t answer. His smirk deepens.

“Yeah,” he says. “Thought so.”

I jot another note. Deflects with humor. Reads clinician well. Too self-aware for standard psychosis profile.

“Caleb,” I say softly, letting his first name land between us. “Why do you think you’re here?”

He pauses again. This time, when his eyes meet mine, there’s no sarcasm, no playful smirk. Just a soldier like, practiced stillness.

“You already know why,” he says.

The mirror hums behind me, a faint electric buzz. He’s right. I do know — at least the sanitized version on the file. But I want his version.

Instead, I say, “Humor me.”

His lips curve. Not amused this time. Something else.

“Because I saw something I wasn’t supposed to.” His head cocks and he leans all the way back in his chair. Watching for my reaction.

The words hang there, heavy, like wet cloth.

I don’t write them down. I don’t even move. Because if I do, the spell breaks and the cameras might realize he gave me more than he should. What ever it is that he just gave me. This may be his game and I’m in it, not the other way around.

We sit like that for a moment. Just breathing. Him chained. Me pretending I’m not curious.

Then he leans forward again, voice low, eyes probing. “Question is, Doc—did they send you in here to fix me...or to find out what I told Rogers before they made him disappear?”

My pen finally drops against the page, a tiny click in the silence sounds like a cannon. His green eyes catch the sound and hold it like proof.
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The steel doors clanged behind me, the echo stretching out like a warning that chased me all the way to the parking lot. That was the longest and weirdest day I have ever worked. I didn’t let myself look back. If I did, I might not move forward, and standing still in that place felt like the quickest way to drown. My heels clicked against the cracked pavement, a little too sharp in the quiet night, and I hugged my coat tighter against the chill.

The air outside was cold, but still a contrast to inside Vossgate. It was nothing like the recycled, chemical-laced air inside the ward. I filled my lungs with it anyway, gulping down oxygen as if it could scrub the taste of antiseptic and fear off my tongue. The sky was already dark, thick clouds blotting out most of the stars. I stare up at the overwhelming beauty of nature and I look back at the lights of the facility that cages the inhumane human. It feels to heavy, to oppressive.

I unlock my car, the overhead light flaring bright. For a moment I sit inside without starting the engine, palms pressed to the steering wheel, watching the glow fade as the door shut. My hands are trembling. I tell myself it’s just adrenaline working its way out.

But I know it isn’t just adrenaline.

It was him.

Caleb McAdams. His words, I just can’t get it out of my head.

His voice, it was so normal. It wasn’t like all the other’s. And his eyes, they don’t have that empty hollow look of the inmates with psychotic diagnosis. My mind spins wondering why he felt so different, so normal. The way he sat across from me like he belonged to another world entirely. He was just out of place in this place. So at odds, a stark contrast to the others he seems almost deceptively normal. Not a person who should be a patient in a ward made of padded cells and restraints, but in a setting where he called the shots, where he could stand unshackled and unbroken. Even cuffed, bruised, and flanked by Mathews, he hadn’t looked like a patient. He’d looked like a soldier or businessman.

And somehow, he’d looked at me like I wasn’t just another part of the machine that locked him away. Because I’m not, I truly want to help my patients. Roger’s clearly helped this man in some form but for him to just up and leave him the whole system is insane.

I shake my head hard, as if I can dislodge the thought, start the car, and get the hell out of here. The headlights cut through the dark, illuminating the tall razor-wire fence. The gate slides open with its slow, metallic groan, and I ease forward, tires crunching gravel until I hit the main road.

The radio flickers on low, static buzzing between faint stations. I turn the dial until I find something soft—piano, classic, I think—but it wavered in and out, as if even the airwaves wanted to fight me against peace tonight.

The road stretches out long and black ahead, the yellow lines flickering by in a rhythm too steady to ignore. I gripped the wheel tighter, my thumb brushing over the locket at my throat from my mom.

Always the locket. Always Mom.

The gold is warm from my skin, smooth except for the tiny notch at the clasp where I’d fumbled with it as a kid. Inside, the picture had faded—Mom’s smile, her eyes that looked too much like mine for someone who hadn’t birthed me. She’d given it to me before she got so sick, before the hospital bed and the chemo stole her strength. “For courage,” she’d whispered. I’d been thirteen at that time.

I swallowed hard, blinking against the sudden sting in my eyes the memory brought on. Courage hadn’t been enough to keep her alive. Courage hadn’t been enough to stop my father from stepping back, cold and composed, leaving her isolated while she wasted away.

He hadn’t wanted me. He hadn’t wanted either of us if I’m being honest he just wanted the publicity that would score him his next election.

The car hit a bump, jolting me back, and I realized I’d been pressing the gas too hard. I eased off, letting the speedometer settle. My reflection stared back from the driver’s side window—blonde hair pulled into a knot, glasses slipping down the bridge of my nose, mouth pressed tight. I looked professional, controlled, exactly how Dr. Elizabeth Monroe was supposed to look.

But inside, there were days I felt as if I were unraveling.

By the time I pulled into my driveway, the neighborhood is quiet. Porch lights glowed soft, moths circling, the kind of suburban calm that looks staged compared to where I’d just been. I cut the engine and sit there again, watching my own big red front door.

The house is too big for just me. Four bedrooms, vaulted ceilings, polished hardwood floors, beautiful yes but to big—it is all the things politicians love to show off. A gift from my father after my mother died, as if a perfect house could make up for the fact that he hadn’t been there when she needed him most. More of a slap in the face and a bribe if you ask me. But no one asked me.

I grab my bag and force myself inside. The alarm beeps softly until I key in the code. The silence that follows is loud and heavy.

Shoes off. Coat on the hook. Glasses slid onto the counter. The rituals matter. They keep me tethered to the here and now.

I pour a glass of wine—red, crisp but sweet, sharp enough to cut through the lingering taste of antiseptic that is Vossgate. The pasta has been waiting in the fridge, something I’d cooked Sunday in an effort to pretend I had my life together. I reheat it, the microwave humming, filling the kitchen with the smell of garlic and basil. As an after thought I’m glad I tried to have my life together Sunday, it makes today way easier I laugh to myself as I lean against the counter waiting on the beep.

I sit at the table, fork twirling noodles, I stare at the steam rising from the plate. I’m not hungry, not really. I eat anyway, forcing each bite down like it might keep me anchored in the present.

But my mind won’t stop circling back to the disfunction that was today.

Caleb, sitting across from me with that infuriating little smirk, refusing to answer straight, dodging my questions like it was a game. And yet... the flashes of something else. Pain when I touched on his family history, a flicker of apology in his eyes, his silence weighted with something that feels like something more than defiance.

He wasn’t like the others.

And that should terrify me but instead I’m intrigued. I spin the noodles on my fork with my head resting on my palm thinking. I’ve always enjoyed puzzles  mysteries and the like. I guess I just found one in the form of a real life human. A paradox.

After dinner, I shower, the hot water scalding against my skin is a welcome feeling. I stand under the heated water until the tension begins to bleed out. I wrap my hair in a towel, tug on flannel pajama pants and an oversized shirt, pad barefoot into the living room to grab the wine glass which is half-empty. I finish it smoothly.

The couch swallows me whole, cushions  are way too big, too soft but perfect all the same. I curl up, pull a blanket over my lap, and try to lose myself in one of the medical journals stacked on the coffee table. But the words blur. My mind won’t hold them steady.

Instead, I see the restrained inmate thrashing in the hall, veins bulging, a guttural roar tearing from his throat his pleas haunt me “Help Me”. I lay the journal down. I’m trying I whisper to myself and no one else. 

Mom’s face flashes before me in the hospital bed, pale and smiling, telling me I am stronger than I think.

My chest tightens. I toss the journal aside, and grab my notebook instead.

I don’t write often. But tonight the pen moves fast, scratching down observations, stray thoughts, anything to drain the storm out of my head. Bleeding it from my hearts mind and soul onto paper usually helps getting it out of my mind. I write notes about the patients I’d glimpsed, questions about gaps in files, impressions of Caleb I’d never admit aloud. Words like “trust,” “danger,” and “off.”

When my hand cramps, I drop the pen and press my palms to my eyes.

The silence of the house is lonely. I need a cat I think, or a dog. Hell or even a boyfriend. I walk to my bedroom, flipping lights as I go.

Sleep didn’t come easy. When it does, it’s not restful.

Dreams come but they are in fragmented pieces. Mom’s hospital room blurred with Voss Gate’s therapy chamber. The overhead lights humming, flickering, casting shadows that grew teeth, the walls are alive. Caleb sits across from me, but his wrists aren’t cuffed—my hands are. I look down and I gasp, the bright orange jumpsuit reflects in my glasses. He leans forward, his voice low and sharp eyes piercing. 

“They’ll come for you too, Lizbeth.”

The way he said my name—thats the way my mother used to, only her—cold runs down my spine and goosebumps pebble my skin as the hair on my neck stands up in warning.

I wake gasping, drenched in sweat, the sheets tangled tight around me. My heart racing like I’d ran miles. The locket was warm against my chest, the chain twisted.

I untangle it with shaking hands and lay there in the dark, staring at the ceiling.

Sleep doesn’t seem to come back until right as it’s time to wake up.

The alarm drags me out of bed at six sharp, its shrill beeping a knife through the silence. I slap at it harder than necessary, groan, and roll to the edge of the mattress. My body feels like it has been through a fight—shoulders aching, eyes gritty, every nerve humming from lack of rest.

I get in my 30 minutes of cardio on the treadmill.

The exercise and now the shower begins to help, steam fogs up the bathroom mirror until my reflection is just a blur. Good. I braid my damp hair back, secure it with a clip. I dress in my usual pencil skirt and blouse. Lab coat folded over my arm. My superhero suit, or costume depending on the day back on.

Coffee comes next. Strong, black, with 4 spoons of sugar, a bitterness I welcome daily. I drink half while standing at the counter, staring out the window as the neighborhood wakes up. Joggers pass, sprinklers click on, kids trudge toward the bus stop with backpacks too heavy for their frames. All so normal.

I grab my keys, bag, badge and start locking the house behind me. The morning is cool, dew still clings to the grass. My car smells faintly of lavender from the sachet I keep in the console. I tell myself it helps keep me calm. Some days it does, others no so much.

The drive to Voss Gate is quiet, the sky a pale wash of gray-blue. My nerves spike the closer I get, anticipation building like static under my skin. An intrusive thought plagues me You’ve just not cut out for ward C, You’re more ward A material. I push the thought away. The gates loom tall when I pull up, metal gleaming, coils of wire sharp against the rising sun.

I flash my badge. The guard waves me through. The gate’s groan is the same as yesterdays, like a reminder: you chose to come back.

The ward scents are stronger in the mornings—bleach, sweat, and something sour that clings no matter how much they scrub. My heels echo against the linoleum as I walk the main corridor, clipboard tucked tight under my arm, metal pen in pocket but never out of reach.

I force my breathing to steady. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Focus. Professional. Detached.

But my eyes catch everything. It comes with the job, both as my title and training have taught me as well as working in a facility like this will naturally cause you to be more “Aware”.

An inmate hunches in the corner of the day room, rocking back and forth, muttering words I can’t make out. I’m shocked to see his nails are torn, fingertips raw, leaving little smears on the tile where he scrapes.

Another stands by the TV, staring at the static on the screen even though no channel comes through. His lips move as if whispering to it.

Two orderlies escort a third man past, his wrists are cuffed, his knuckles split and bleeding. His eyes dart wild, pupils blown wide, teeth grinding like he was chewing on rage itself.

I freeze when I recognized him.

The same inmate from yesterday’s restraint. With the big scar on his cheek, the one whose scream had rattled the air outside the elevator. 

His gaze flickers up as they drag him by, and for a split second our eyes meet. A jolt seems to go through him. Recognition. Anger. And maybe something worse—awareness.

He smirks, just slightly, before the orderlies yank him along.

My stomach turns uneasy.

I make rounds through the common areas, clipboard in hand, though my notes are more for show than substance. Observations about posture, speech, compliance. The truth was, what  I’m seeing in most of ward A isn’t at all what the charts I’ve open depict. The charts reflect calm, cooperative, complaint...That’s not what I am seeing with my own eyes. Ok yeah some are behaving, but if anyone with a lick of sense just watches, all the patients have some form of injuries, some kind of odd behavior that’s atypical to their diagnosis in the charts. I’ve been on ward C less than 6 months but it’s a world of difference form ward A. Black and white really.

Last week, one patient was listed as calm, responsive, compliant less than 30 minutes before I made my rounds. Yet when I rounded he was clawing at his own arm until a guard saw me and barked for him to stop.

Another patient the first month I was sent here, was marked “stable.” But the second I stepped into his line of sight, he whispered something about devils in the lights, his eyes darting like he knew I’d heard the same voices. I just wrote this one off as paranoid schizophrenia. But he wasn’t the only one to say in very similar terms the same thing. See here’s the thing about schizophrenia...It’s not a shared disease, your hallucinations shouldn’t be the same as someone else’s. My spider sense tingles. I tell it to stop making something out of nothing. Before I start seeing things in the shadows to.

I wrote it all down anyways, though.

The hairs on the back of my neck prickle as I move from station to station. It wasn’t just the patients watching me. I felt it stronger today—the weight of eyes I couldn’t place. I glance around as unobvious as I can manage, but I see no one.

No cameras in this hall. At least none that I could see. But the sensation clung, insistent, like static humming against my skin.

They bring me out of my cell later than usual. Mathews is in a shit mood even more so than normal, his jaw is tight, eyes bloodshot. He smells faintly of whiskey even though it is barely mid-morning. I know better than to point it out. So I just stand waiting for his orders.

The cuffs bite into my wrists as he locks them, tighter than necessary, like he wants the marks to stay. I let him.

Better me than someone else. He tends to bully the ones who are weaker.

The hall is already buzzing. Inmates restless, guards snapping commands, the tension is thicker than I’d felt in weeks. I can taste it in the air, metallic and sharp. Something was brewing. Damn I think.

They shove me into the day room while Mathews deals with a scuffle at the far end. I stand off to the side, eyes scanning out of habit.

That’s when I see her.

Dr. Monroe. She’s sharp, pretty and witty. I liked that.

She walks through the chaos like she belongs here, like the bleach-white coat made her untouchable. I lean against the wall and watch her closer, curiosity getting the better of me. She has that clipboard hugged to her chest, chin high, lips pressed tight. But I see it—the flicker in her eyes, the way her shoulders hold tension just under the surface.

She feels it too. The wrongness. She’s not one of them, not yet not fully. Or the sight of the inmates wouldn’t bother her. My eyes continue to follow her.

Our gazes meet for half a heartbeat. My eyebrow hitches up. Something tugs low in my chest. Not the way it did with anyone else. With the others it bottoms out. Fear I hide behind a trained mask.

With her, I don’t just see another puppet being controlled. I see someone trying to fight the current while pretending not to. Someone who still believes in right and wrong and that good always wins over evil.

I know right then: she won’t last long in this place. Not unless she has someone watching her back.

Fuck, and that won’t happen, not unless that someone is me. I’m the only normal one here. I sigh deeply and look away.

I shouldn’t have looked at him.

But when I did, when my eyes locked with Caleb’s across the chaos of the day room, it was like the air shifted. Everyone else blurred, their mutters and groans fading into silence, until it was just his gaze pinning me.

Steady. Clear. Cutting straight through me. Straight through the bull shit. Like he could see what I was thinking.

I forced myself to break away first, throat tight, heels clicking, I write nonsense on the clipboard. Professional. Detached. Unshaken. Nothing that means anything just a way for me to escape the intensity.

But my pulse betrays me.

I finish my rounds quickly, ducking into my office. The two-way mirror reflects my own face back at me—flushed, unsettled, not nearly as composed as I need to be.

I sit at the desk, set the clipboard down, and reach for the locket without thinking. My thumb rubbing over the smooth gold until my breathing steadies.

They’re watching you.

The thought comes unbidden, sharp as a knife.

And for the first time since I started at Voss Gate, I don’t know if it is paranoia, intuition... or instinct.
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Chapter 3 
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The corridor felt colder than yesterday. Not sure how that’s possible. The lights vibrate with electricity with that sullen, insect like hum, and the mirror in Therapy 4 already breathes like a person. I stand with the pen uncapped, the metal warm between my fingers, the chair legs throwing thin shadows on the floor like wires I was about to trip.

I hear footsteps. Two sets, uneven. Keys chattering. The door latch stutters once, then gives.

As Caleb comes through the door way I can see he’s in pain. 

Wrists cuffed behind his back, shoulders held higher and tighter than any posture manual ever intended, dark blond hair pushed back wrong as if someone had gripped it. A bruise erupting along his jaw, fresh purple climbing over the yellowing edges from yesterday. Drying blood threatens to ooze down a cut near his temple. He doesn’t stumble. He stands and waits until the chain at his waist whispers that he can sit.

Mathews holds the chain as if it is a leash that makes him taller, stronger or more important. “New rules,” he said, not looking at me. “Back cuffing for this one indefinitely.”

“He’s not an animal. He has rights.” My voice comes out even. Though I’m feeling anything but calm.

“You want a dog? Get one.” I debate on challenging him. He reeks of wanting to argue. He draws the cuffs higher, a casual cruelty that made the tendons in Caleb’s neck rise.

“Front cuffs,” I said. “You can stand by the door.” I challenge him with a solid square look, facing him head on.

Mathews smiles a hideous menacing smile at the mirror. “Now why would I do that, Doc.”

“Because I’m telling you, as the lead physician on this ward.”

“You’re covering,” he said, satisfied with the word. “Big difference.” He sneers.

I look at Caleb instead. His breathing rate is shallow, controlled. His eyes catch mine and without speaking communicate. I hear what he wants me to hear: I’ve got it. Don’t argue with him.

“Two minutes,” I say to Mathews. “Then you can play gatekeeper again.”

He rolls his eyes and lets the chain slacken enough that the cuffs drop an inch. He loves being told no and getting to ignore it. “Yell if he gets romantic,” he says with an ugly smirk and left the door to close on its own.

The quiet after him is a welcomed pause.

“Are you hurt anywhere that needs immediate attention.” The question lives between us like a small bridge.

“No,” he says. A beat. “Nothing new. Just a Tuesday.” He winks.

The bruise on his jaw says otherwise. The way he holds his ribs tells the same story. His pupils are a fraction wider than they should have been under this lighting. He tastes the air like it isn’t quite his.

“Have you had your medicine this morning.” I kept it clinical.

“Paper cup, full” he said. “The usual word. Standard” He stares at me eyebrow cocked.

Standard. That term seems to crawl up from the med window and made a home in every throat.

“How long ago.”

“A lifetime,” he says, very soft. Eyes drifting out of focus into a world I can’t see. Then, with a small shake that dismisses the thing riding him, “Forty minutes.” He says, and looks at me, not through me this time.

“Any side effects.”

“You.”

I pause. “That’s not how those work.”

“Tell that to the room,” he says. “Feels like it’s leaning.” He blinked once, slow, as if pulling a thread through the back of his eyes. “I can hold it still.”

I move around the table, careful, slow enough to be readable on the other side of the glass as not a threat. He doesn’t track me with his head. He listens. Good. Listening meant there was still a shape under the chemical fog.

“Your jaw,” I say. “On a scale of one to ten.

“Three,” he says automatically. The tough man, soldier answer. Translates to seven.

“Ribs.”

“Annoying,” he says. Translates to cracked or bruised. He doesn’t guard them overtly. He hides the wince like a professional.

“I’m going to look,” I say.

He doesn’t move. He also doesn’t agree. “Not a good idea Doc.” I step in anyways, not close enough for the mirror to write down intimacy, but close enough for the human part of this to register. The cut at his temple isn’t deep. The skin around it told a story about a wall that failed to duck. I reach for the small kit I’d slipped into my bag after yesterday—the one no one had told me I couldn’t have—and broke a sterile pad.

The smell of alcohol slices the air. His breath hitches fast and then tries to pretend it hasn’t. When the pad ghosts his skin, his whole body flinches like a trigger he hates has been pulled. Anger lit fast and bright behind his eyes. Not at me. At the thing inside him that wants to surge at any hand.

“Don’t,” he snaps, and the word has a bark that came from somewhere older than this room. The cuffs bite higher behind his back as everything in him comes forward to meet a threat that isn’t a threat.

I stay where I am. “Okay.”

His teeth clench hard enough that the muscles jump in his jaw. Shame moves through him like a shadow. “I didn’t—” He stops and chooses the simpler truth. “I don’t like surprises behind my head.”

“I’m in front of your head,” I say, quiet. “But noted.” I set the pad down, hands open. “You can tell me when.”

He waits and waits again, riding something out I wasn’t invited to see. Then he blows a breath through his nose, small and precise, the way men do when they drag the world back into shape. “Now.

I clean the cut without touching more skin than I absolutely need to. He doesn’t flinch again. A drop of blood brightens, then surrenders to pressure. Up close, I see the sheen of sweat at his hairline, not from fear. Effort. The tiny dose of “Standard” tugs at him like a thin wire trying to arrange his choices in a pattern someone else preferred.

“Thank you,” he say, Head a little lower from the stress of the clean up.

“You’re welcome.”

I take my seat. He never stops listening, never stops calculating. Even fogged and discombobulated but medications, his attention is a map forever being written.

“Tell me about last night.” Keep it routine. Routine is a rope.

“Three hours,” he said. “Maybe four. The same wheel with the same flat spot.”

“Food.”

He smirked at the pen. “Would you believe I had peaches.”

I didn’t smile. The mirror would call it something it wasn’t. “Bread,” I said. “Orange sugar.”

“Coffee like pennies,” he finished. “I traded the bread.”

“For what.”

“Soap,” he said. “Then I traded the soap for a comb. Circle of life.”

“Any incidents.”

“Only the ones that didn’t get written down.” His eyes cut to the mirror. A drumbeat now. The phrase had edges.

We both know a report on the assholes won’t stop future attacks and will only make his life a living hell. Mathews and who ever else helped him. I bite my cheek knowing this to be true as much as he does.

“Then give me the ones that did.”

He tilts his head as if to say you already know. “Laundry,” he said. “Same machine. Same paperclip that doesn’t exist.” He pauses. “They came later.”

“They.”

He met my eyes like he was daring me to follow him where he didn’t want me to go. “Men with keys.”

“Names.”

“You want me to autograph their permission slips,” he says, dryly with a huff. The medication induced chemical fog pulls on his words. He anchors them anyway. “Not in this room.” I watch as his head and eyes visibly spin.

Behind the glass, a chair scrapes. I wrote down the scrape. I wanted whoever was back there to see it on the page later and wonder what I thought it meant.

“Your file is relatively thin for someone who’s been here as long as you.” I let the annoyance show in my tone and not my face. Clearly he has no control over this. “I requested prior medical records, criminal records, custody notes and MARS. I received the same paragraph copied three times on three different pages.”

I want to tell her to stop digging, stop caring, just play dumb but my mind is like a train doing cartwheels in space and I can’t grasp on to the right words.

I lean back, pen tapping against the metal table, pretending not to notice how his shoulders pulled tight every time the chain clinked. He wasn’t giving me much—no answers, no explanations, not even the scraps most patients threw to buy themselves five minutes of being left alone.

“I can sit here all day,” I say, flipping through the paper-thin file again, though I’d memorized every sterile word already. No history. No details. A handful of vague notes that told me nothing and screamed cover-up. Either somebody fucked this guy up medically or a lawyer was paid big bucks to put him here. Either way, I still needed the full file to attempt to help this man.

“Then I hope you packed lunch,” Caleb mutters. His voice carried a dry edge, amusement threaded with fatigue and a bit of grogginess.

I almost smiled despite myself. “I don’t eat with patients.”

“Good thing I’m not a patient,” he said. “I’m just your paperwork mistake.”

His green eyes cut toward me, sharp and knowing, and for a split second, the sarcasm slipped. There was exhaustion behind it, and pain, and something that looks uncomfortably close to hope. He buries it quickly under a smirk, but it’s to late it was out and I’d seen it.

“You know what’s funny?” I lean forward, elbows on the table. “Every other inmate in this ward comes with a file thick enough to choke a horse. Backgrounds. Arrest records. Psychiatric notes. But you? You’re practically a ghost. Two pages, and most of it redacted.”

“Maybe I’m just boring.”

I arched a brow. “That’s not the word I’d use.”

His lip twitches, almost a smile. Almost. Then his gaze slid away, settling on the mirrored wall. He stares at his own reflection like it was a stranger. Inside, his thoughts are louder than the words he refuses to give me.

She’s digging too deep. She doesn’t know how dangerous this is. If she keeps going, they’ll notice. And when they notice...Rogers flashes through my mind. They fucking got rid of him I know they did. 

I shake my head trying to refocus. Moving my jaw because the pain is now a throbbing.

“Your paragraph have a smiley face on it,” he asked without humor.

“It had a thank you for your patience.”

“Then I hope you know where you work, because you’re going to need more than just patience.”

I lean in again, elbows back on the table, pen rolling under my finger so I wouldn’t reach up and fix my glasses. “Help me help you,” I say, and the cliché does what clichés do: sits there like an apology for being true.

He laughs once, a sound so quick it might have been a cough. Eyebrows arched “You going to write that down.”

“No.”

“Good.” He shifts, the metal clanging again. “Ask me a question that matters.”

“What do you want protected.”

He doesn’t blink. “You,” he said without hesitation.

Heat goes high in my chest. “I don’t understand. That’s not how this works.”

“It is if I say it is,” he answers, simple. Then he takes it back with a softer tone. “Anyone who doesn’t choose violence. Start there.”

“Names,” I say again.

Something in him magnetizes me toward him. Something else jerks hard on a line from the other side of the imaginary wall in his mind. He closes his eyes as if the noise would stop if he just begged it to.

You cannot say Brandon. You cannot say Tess. You cannot say server room, basement, maintenance closet, floor buffer, air handler three. Your tongue belongs to you unless you give it away. Don’t gift it now. Count. Vent. Buzz. Camera power. Pen. Her breath. Pen. Her scent.

He opens his eyes and gives me the only answer that feels like it wouldn’t burn me to hold. “The man who hums,” he said. “The one who stops at the same place.”

“I saw him,” I said. “I wrote him down.” He’s talking about the man in the day room. The TV staring at nothing guy.

“Good.”

We let that be enough for a minute.

“Show me how you’re grounding right now, how you cope with...this” I say.

“You’re the one who needs it.” He nods toward my hand. “Your pen is trying to fly out of your fingers.”

I stop the tapping. “Breath work.” I say. “Four in.... Two hold.. Six out..... One hold.” He watches and matches mimicking me without being asked. The mirror learned nothing I hadn’t expected it to learn. I take the win for what it is.

“Did you see the stocky inmate this morning,” I asked. “Neck tattoo, scar. They rolled him past.”

His jaw went hard. “I heard the stretcher.”

“And.”

“And I counted instead of doing something useful,” he says, bitter at himself and refusing to show me the shape of that bitterness. “That what you wanted to hear.”

“I wanted to hear what you heard.”

He went quiet long enough that the vent coughed once and the camera hum slid down half a note. “Not the right kind of quiet,” he said finally. Eyes locked on mine, green like emeralds. “The quiet that sounds like rules being written in a room you can’t see.”

My heart sputters, speeding up rapidly. I try not to show my unease.

Is she getting at what I’m hinting. I feel drunk, I need to shut the fuck up. I don’t even know what I’m saying. I close my eyes against the noise.

I added the line to my notes because it deserves to live somewhere outside his body.

“Why are you here,” I ask, and this time I let the word why mean more than intake form number four.

At first he doesn’t say anything, doesn’t move. He sits there still as a statue except for his controlled breathing like we just did. The his eyes open.

He looks at the mirror. He looks back at me. The drug in him wants compliance, a yes-ma’am that would hand me a story so tidy it could be filed. His training, fear and mistrust wants misdirection, humor sharp enough to cut the thread. The part of him that has somehow decided I was salvageable wants to give me something I can use without turning me into an obituary.

“Because I know something,” he says, low. So low I can barely hear the words. If I couldn’t see his lips moving I wouldn’t be able to make out the words. “Because I put it somewhere.”

“Where.”

“Where they can’t find it,” he said, and almost, almost smiled. “Not yet.”

“Who are they.” I ask again my head tilting slightly.

I want to tell her, fuck I want to trust her. But she’s so pretty, so sweet and innocent. I can’t fuck her life up to.

He glances toward the door as if footsteps have arrived without sound. The room leans again and he catches it with his spine. He swallows. “Men with keys,” he repeats, and I want to shake him and thank him in the same breath.

The intercom clicks once like someone testing a mic. Nothing follows. I can feel the shape of Jason Mathew’s boredom in the hall the way you can feel thunder before the cloud arrives.

“Do you ever get dizzy when you stand,” I ask, bringing him back to a safe field where the mirror can graze. “Today. After the cup.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
MARIONEX-

THE LOCKED WARD

N

“

VELVET NECLARIE





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





