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        For my husband

        who would probably try to get me back if I went missing. But don’t pay the kidnappers too much, honey. I can gnaw my arm off or something. So really just offer them half the price of a new arm, and if they let me go, we’ll come out ahead. And we can spend the other half of the “arm money” making decisions at least two thirds as questionable as bartering with a kidnapper.

        Incidentally, my decision to marry

        you was one of my best.

        I love you.
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        There is a demon in my head,

        No angel to confront him;

        With whispers sharp as razor wire,

        His voice becomes my anthem.

        He never sleeps, just watches…and waits for me to break.

      

        

      
        On bloodied knees, I scream,

        To loose the monster within;

        But no wail of anguish can erase,

        Teeth like glass in shredded skin.

        And they listen to me scream, waiting for me to break.

      

        

      
        And when my cries have faded,

        He is still, no use to plead;

        And I alone try to recall,

        Why I watch him bleed.

        There I stand, forever alone, waiting for my soul to break.

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Deep into that darkness, peering, long I stood there wondering, fearing, doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before.”

        ~Edgar Allan Poe, “The Raven”
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      The house was hushed, steeped in the steely gray of dawn as he made his way to the kitchen and flipped on the lights: the white tile floors, the white cabinets, the light-green soapstone, all of it at once harsh and as vital as the pulse in his veins. Each morning it was that split second of jarring blindness that finally connected him to his body. But that connection wouldn’t last. Detective Curtis Morrison was not so much a stranger to his home or to himself—it was his mere existence, the world of men and earth, that seemed utterly foreign.

      Around him the noises of morning murmured to him, less sharp than the light, but just as poignant: the click of the heater, the agitated tapping of a backyard woodpecker, the cat’s gentle mewl, and, as he moved about his morning routine, the hiss of the coffee pot, rising like an ocean wave and cresting over his eardrum. In these quiet moments, before the present caught up with him, he felt he was on the brink of a precipice, a place where if he concentrated hard enough, he might hear hushed voices from another dimension—from the world where he really, truly belonged.

      Telling him how to get home.

      From the cabinet, he pulled down Shannon’s coffee mug, the one that read “Arguing with a lawyer may prove ineffective,” and set it on the counter hard enough that the clatter sent the cat skittering from the room. He stilled, staring at the mug. It was his job to be in control. Thinking like a detective was a skill comprising fire and ice—the passionate pursuit of justice and the cool logic of calculated deliberation, all centered on the now. Which was good. The past was hazy at best, and he couldn’t bear to consider what it might have been at worst. The ugliness that lurked in his soul was like a malignant blister begging to burst at the first irritation. Common for cops, maybe; guns and violence and blood were a part of the daily routine. Few remained unscathed.

      Breathe. Connect. Center.

      Morrison padded upstairs to the bedroom where Shannon sat against the upholstered headboard with their daughter, Evie, both wrapped in the blue comforter to ward off the late spring chill. The entire room felt as if it were swaddled—cozy. Shannon said the colors reminded her of the sea. And if the room was the sea, she was a siren, waiting for him as the first rays of sunlight filtered through the curtains and bathed her blond hair in reddish-gold. She raised her hand to block Evie’s face from the glare, and he set Shannon’s mug on the wooden end table next to her, squinting briefly at his own hands. He knew they were his, yet he’d not have been surprised to learn they’d belonged to someone else all along. Perhaps common for other cops. Perhaps not.

      He sat beside Shannon and ran a hand over her thigh, over her leg trapped inside the cotton shell of the comforter.

      “What’s up, Iron Man?” Shannon’s voice was still hoarse with sleep. She put her hand over his fingers, still resting on her shrouded knee. “Ready to go catch some bad guys?”

      Nope, not ready. He released her and pulled his guitar onto his knee, relishing the cool of the strings—more familiar than any part of his body. Shannon squeezed his bicep, Evie smiled at him, and suddenly all was right with the world, whether he truly belonged to it or not. They couldn’t see the sorrow through his smile, and there was a pleasure in that—not in the hiding, but in the knowledge that they were safe from the pain he carried, the secrets that remained etched on his gut like scars from a jagged blade. Here, with Shannon and Evie, he was just Daddy. Some days he could almost convince himself that he had never been anything else.

      While Evie gurgled at him, he strummed and sang: “I loved you from the first, baby, baby girl…” By the time he rode into the second chorus, Evie was squealing with delight, and Shannon was laughing, stroking Evie’s head like they were actors in a sappy holiday commercial. But that peaceful tranquility hadn’t been easy for her, not lately.

      He strummed the final notes of the song and set the guitar beside the bed, then walked downstairs with Shannon to the living room past the white and gray couch Shannon had insisted they buy because it didn’t remind them of her ex-husband or of Morrison’s bachelor years. He hadn’t argued—his pre-detective days were fraught with a wildness he had worried he'd never tame. These days he felt more domestic, but that didn’t make him less of a liar.

      Or less of an addict.

      Shannon touched his shoulder. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” He wasn’t worried about himself. The bottle of antidepressants on the dresser was some comfort, a safeguard against him coming home to Shannon crying in the kitchen with her hands over her ears, Evie in her crib wailing. “I can’t do this,” she’d said that night. “I want to drop her at the fire station.”

      Maybe they should have expected it—she’d had some depression after her surrogacy with her brother’s child. Morrison had assumed that episode was related to Shannon going home from the hospital alone while baby Abby went to live with her fathers.

      He’d been wrong.

      Morrison tried to force the memory from his brain, busying himself by pouring fresh grounds into the coffee maker—one more pot, enough to top Shannon off and keep Petrosky alert and focused for whatever the day had in store.

      “You ready to deal with your partner all day long?” Shannon asked from behind him as if reading his mind.

      He turned and made a silly face at Evie, and her cherub cheeks grew wider as she grinned back at him. He tickled her foot and met Shannon’s eyes: ice blue and collected…but concerned. About him. “As ready as I’ll ever be,” he said, forcing a smile.

      “Good. You need to get back to work. A month off is long enough.”

      “Tired of me harassing you, eh?”

      “I didn’t mean it that way.” She shook her head. “Sorry.”

      “No sorries here, Shanny. Just love.” He kissed her cheek. “I’ll be back around lunchtime so that I can meet the candidates.” He poured the coffee into two stainless-steel mugs and refilled Shannon’s when she held her cup out to him, the inscription already marred with a streak of drying coffee.

      “Really, I can handle nanny interviews. I’ve only got two this afternoon.” She sipped, then set the cup down when Evie kicked and almost spilled it.

      “You didn’t let me in on the last ones. You met them at a coffee shop.”

      “I didn’t want you to scare them off.”

      “I’m not scary!” He stuck his tongue out at Evie to prove his point. Evie tried to kick him too.

      She rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. When it comes to your daughter, you get this ‘don’t you dare fuck with her’ look.”

      Morrison frowned, but he pulled Shannon close and put his other hand on Evie’s back. She was right. He’d have spent all his time cross-examining the potential candidates and scared the good ones off. Interrogating them. Petrosky would have been proud. Shannon would have been pissed.

      “I love that you love her, Morrison.”

      She had never called him “Curt”—he’d been “Morrison” when she’d fallen in love with him. “I love you too, you know,” he said.

      “I do.” She kissed his neck, the highest she could reach. He brushed his lips against her cheek, then over Evie’s downy head, inhaling talcum and milk and something sour and ripe that he should maybe take care of before he left. But even if he offered, Shannon would yell at him to get out anyway. And no one in their right mind started the day fighting with a lawyer.

      “Go to work,” Shannon said. “I’ve got shit to take care of.” She pulled herself from his arms and peeked at Evie’s bottom. “Literally. Besides, you know you miss Petrosky. Might as well stop and grab him some donuts. He’s going to make you go later anyway.”

      “Already got him a granola bar.”

      Shannon smirked. “Oh, he’ll love that.” She glanced at the clock. “I have to get ready too. Meeting Lillian at the park for an hour early this morning since she’s going to meet Isaac for lunch.” Isaac Valentine was a good cop and an even better friend with more goofy jokes than Morrison and a brand-new scar on his cheekbone after a run-in with an agitated burglary suspect. Valentine was also married to Shannon’s friend Lillian. Even their kids were besties—Valentine was convinced Evie and his son Mason were going to get married one day and officially make them “one big milk chocolate family.”

      Morrison grabbed the stainless-steel coffee cups off the counter before he could convince himself to call in sick. “Whether he loves the granola or not, Petrosky will eat it. He’s probably too swamped at the precinct to get any food at all.” He opened the front door, and the still-damp air from last night’s storm stuck to his skin.

      “Yeah, right. He’s probably busy shoving all the paperwork to the side for you.” Shannon slapped his ass. “Now stop stalling and get out.”

      He forced himself not to look back as he headed to his Fusion, struggling with the coffee cups and his keys and the pressure in his chest that was urging him to stay home.
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      The bullpen smelled like old coffee, older paperwork, and dry perspiration, same as it always had. It felt the same, too, the dynamic energy of cops running on caffeine and sugar and a rage that always simmered just under the surface. It was anger at the bad guys, probably, or maybe indignation at the cases they hadn’t managed to solve. For every arrest, there was at least one cold case—some douchebag walking free. He gripped the stainless-steel coffee mugs tighter like they were the wrists of an elusive, and definitely guilty, perp.

      Morrison cut down the center of the room, a dozen desks on either side of him, a giant post in the middle, making the usable sitting space more L-shaped. He nodded to a pair of plainclothes in suits and ties, one of whom looked familiar—homicide detective—the other with the nervous eyes of a cornered opossum. New guy. Morrison smiled at him, and the guy smiled back, though his eye twitched.

      As Morrison approached his desk, someone clapped him on the shoulder, and he turned to see Detective Oliver Decantor—broad face, broader smile.

      “Heard you were coming back today!” Decantor’s smile was infectious, though Morrison’s chest remained tight, a subtle pressure, but persistent. “I knew you’d eventually get sick of sitting around watching people drool.” He crossed his arms over his barrel chest and winked.

      Morrison snorted, glancing across the room at Decantor’s desk, where he kept his files and his celebrity crush of the week. “You’re right; I can always come watch you guys drool over Jennifer Lopez.” But he let the grin creep onto his face. “You’re not nearly as cute as Evelyn, though.”

      Decantor rubbed his chin. “Can’t argue with that.”

      They both turned at Petrosky’s cough, more of a bark. Petrosky didn’t turn toward them, but the set of his shoulders was stiff like he was listening to their conversation. He was probably just anxious to get his hands on Morrison’s coffee—the precinct coffee was shit.

      “Catch you later, Morrison,” Decantor said, his smile suddenly at half-mast. He stared across the bullpen at Petrosky.

      Morrison nodded to Decantor’s back, then headed for their desks, smack in the middle of the bullpen at the crook of the L. “What’s up, Boss?”

      “Who you yammering with over there?” Petrosky looked like he’d gained a few pounds in the months since he’d walked Shannon down the aisle in place of her absent father. The zipper on his jacket strained over his belly, and his jowly face had filled out. Morrison hadn’t noticed it when Petrosky had visited the house, but at work, everything came into sharper focus. Life: constructed of the details you paid attention to.

      “Decantor just stopped by to say hi,” Morrison said.

      Petrosky raised an eyebrow. “Decantor?”

      “I know what you’re thinking. Decantor, like the thing you put mimosas in for brunch. But he spells it differently.”

      “Decant…what the fuck are you talking about? I just thought he was on vacation this week.” Petrosky shook his head. “Brunch. I don’t know what you’ve been doing this month, but I don’t want to hear any more shit about mimosas.”

      “You got it, Boss.” Morrison suppressed a smile, tossed the cereal bar onto the desktop, and peered into Petrosky’s empty Styrofoam cup. The coffee dregs were thick and oily. Typical. “Looks like I got back here just in time.”

      Petrosky side-eyed the granola bar. “You trying to get me back on your hippie diet?” He rubbed a hand over his belly. “Don’t need it. I’ve just got a little winter padding.”

      That’s what happens when you replace whiskey and beer with cookies and jelly beans. Hopefully, Petrosky’s heart was holding out along with his sobriety. Morrison set one of the cups on the desk. “It’s not winter, Boss, it’s May. You been to a doc lately?”

      “Fuck off, California,” Petrosky said, but his eyes crinkled, and his mouth turned up at the corners. He grabbed the mug.

      “Miss me, did you?”

      “With every bullet so far. Not that I’m aiming too hard.”

      It was more than Petrosky would say for most people.

      “We’ve got a lot to catch up on.” Petrosky gestured to the three stacks of file folders on his desk. The police department was perpetually overworked and understaffed, though probably more so in recent years. No surprise. Ash Park itself shared the police department’s undercurrent of agitation—a quiet but desperate despondence that seemed to permeate the air, the water, the citizens who would leave—if they had the means. But understaffed or no, it didn’t look like Petrosky had filed a single report since Morrison left.

      “Your paperwork skills are atrocious,” Morrison said.

      “You’re the English Lit major—thought your guys loved that paperwork bullshit as much as your fancy-ass words.” He snorted and shook his head, muttering: “Atrocious.”

      “Figured if I confused you, you’d forget about making me write the reports.” Morrison pulled up a chair from his own adjacent desk and gestured to the shortest stack of file folders. “So, what’ve we got?”

      Petrosky grunted and pulled the manila stack closer. “The usual. One missing persons, thirteen-year-old girl, turned homicide. Davis thinks sex trafficking, which is why we ended up with it.”

      Morrison squinted at Petrosky, watching for signs of distress. Petrosky’s daughter, Julie, had been raped and murdered before her fifteenth birthday, and his marriage had dissolved soon after.

      Petrosky’s eyes betrayed nothing. “We’ve also got two domestic violence cases, one with a stabbing, the other with sexual assault history, both almost wrapped except for the paperwork. Valentine’s got one guy in holding now, picked him up on a routine traffic stop. Though you might already know that.”

      Petrosky peered at the side tabs, slid a folder from the center of the pile, and laid it in front of Morrison. “Then, we have this one.”

      Morrison opened the folder to the crime scene photos. A dark-haired man, burly, face down in a storm drain. Messy tribal tattoos covered his shoulders, though the stains might just as easily have been grease—or maybe they were grease. No pants. Blood pooled under his groin.

      “Rape?”

      “Nope. Someone took his dick as a souvenir.”

      Morrison winced, trying not to imagine the searing pain of amputation. He crossed his legs.

      “Keep it in check, California,” Petrosky said, but his voice had lost the hard edge of condescension.

      Morrison passed the folder back. “Any promising leads?”

      “Ex-girlfriend. Melanie Shiffer, got a place over on Wildshire. She’s probably home now.”

      Morrison’s mouth dropped open. “You know who she is? Why haven’t you gotten her yet?”

      “Waiting for you.”

      Morrison stared until Petrosky sighed.

      “Fine. I picked the victim up several years back for molesting Shiffer’s two-year-old daughter. He took a deal for seventy months, only served four years. Got out last week.” He stood. “Maybe we can convince the prosecutor’s office to plead her down on the murder the way they did on his charges.”

      “Not sure the prosecution will go for it unless this guy went after mother or daughter,” Morrison said. “She intentionally severed his junk.” And I probably would have done the same.

      “Maybe she didn’t mean to kill him.” But the look on Petrosky’s face told Morrison he didn’t believe that either. “They can plea molestation down, might as well see if they’ll plea vengeance.”

      Morrison nodded, but he didn’t believe it’d happen, even though Roger McFadden—lead prosecutor and Shannon’s dick of an ex-husband—did have a rather impressive history of dreaming up plea deals. In the past, Roger had taken cash for it, too—or so Morrison believed. He’d never had enough evidence to do anything about it, and an internal investigation the year before hadn’t turned up a thing.

      “What time do you have to be home to pick out nannies?”

      “Around noon.” Morrison raised the coffee mug but stopped it halfway to his lips. “How’d you know about that?”

      “Detective, remember? Like you used to be.” Petrosky grabbed the folder and stood. “Let’s get Shiffer squared away so you can get back to your own manhood—Shannon keeps it on the kitchen counter, right?”

      “In the bathroom next to the mouthwash.”

      Petrosky half grinned. “Good to have you back, Surfer Boy.”
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        * * *

      

      Melanie Shiffer lived in a whitewashed townhouse with a tattered broom leaning in a corner on the front porch and a doormat that read “Beware of Attack Cat.” No one answered the first knock, but the front curtain flipped—a finger, nothing more—and went still. Petrosky put his hand on his gun.

      Morrison’s mind flashed to the man in the storm drain, and he squared his shoulders, hand on his own gun, as an edgy heat rose into his chest. He’d nearly forgotten that feeling—dirty diapers were slightly less stressful than approaching the home of a killer. “She got weapons registered?”

      “Nope.” Petrosky tried the handle. It turned. “Ma’am?” No answer from inside, just a subtle shuffling to the left of the foyer, like a rat scuttling through tissue paper. Petrosky disappeared into the hazy dimness of the house, and Morrison followed, alert for the source of the sound. He saw her as they emerged into the next room.

      Shiffer sat on a green rocking chair in the front room, her hair disheveled, staring down at a photo album in her lap. She did not look up as they entered, just flipped a page, then another—a family vacation somewhere, a little girl playing in the water, another picture of the girl on Shiffer’s shoulders.

      Morrison’s gaze darted around the room, looking for any other person, the little girl, signs of disturbance…or a weapon. But everything was orderly, almost inexplicably so. There were fresh vacuum tracks on the beige carpet.

      Petrosky stepped closer to the chair. “Ms. Shiffer?”

      She looked up slowly, as if awakening from a dream or perhaps a nightmare, her glassy eyes punctuated by starbursts of broken blood vessels. “I remember you,” she said to Petrosky. Her voice was barely a whisper as if she was trying not to wake a sleeping child. Morrison might as well have been invisible.

      Petrosky said nothing.

      “She still cries at night, you know,” she said. A single tear trailed down her cheek.

      Morrison approached her and laid a hand on her shoulder, half for comfort, half to prevent her from reaching for a weapon, though nothing in her manner suggested aggression. Just bone-crushing sadness. His own heart ached for the little girl, abused, still fearful of the man who had hurt her, and for a moment, his ears filled with Evie’s cries. Something hot and vile bloomed in his gut. He pictured the heat draining from his chest, and his body cooled accordingly. “Is she home now, ma’am?”

      She shook her head. “At school.” She looked at Morrison, set the album aside, and stood. “I’ll never regret it. Not for one second.” Her eyes were dull.

      Neither of them reached for their cuffs. She came willingly to the car, the crisp, blue sky overhead heavy and oppressive as if they were all bearing the weight of injustice on their backs.
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      Morrison left the precinct in a haze of discontent. Reading the details in the reports had drained him. Sex crimes had been bad enough before he’d become a father, but now it was like every kid was Evie—with every story of an injured, raped, murdered child, he could almost see her face staring at him from the files.

      As he crossed the lot to his car, Morrison turned to the courthouse steps to see someone watching him. Karen…something. Her red hair seemed darker than it used to be, and her belt was cinched tight around a barely-there waist. Karen waved, one quick, nervous jerk of the wrist, then averted her eyes and bounded up the courthouse steps, probably late for a case.

      She worked at the local rehab center and had been the girlfriend of Frank Griffen, an old college buddy of Shannon’s. Morrison’s fist clenched involuntarily. Last year, Griffen had suddenly gone off the deep end and bludgeoned two people to death. He’d killed Shannon’s niece’s kitten, too, then framed an innocent woman along with Morrison himself for the murders. Then he’d attacked Shannon, murdered his own ex-girlfriend, and headed to the courthouse to blow more people away. Petrosky had put a bullet in Griffen’s very fucked-up brain, maybe right through the tumor that had caused the hallucinations and aggression, though Morrison hadn’t asked. Petrosky and Shannon never spoke of The Incident. But afterward, Karen seemed to be around all the more.

      Poor girl. Had to be hard watching someone you love unravel.

      Morrison waved back, but she was already gone, leaving him with an uneasy feeling in his belly. Griffen’s journal entries were full of references to voices, and the way they’d plagued the man was all too familiar. Morrison had his own mysterious voices, some memories, some surely imagined, and even for him, the line between imagination and reality was hazy at best. Was it the far reaches of his past still whispering as he awoke, or a simple trick of the mind, mere remnants of a dream? And what happened if the ramblings in his head became like Griffen’s—sinister and murderous and barbaric? Not that a mere voice could get you to act, but…

      Morrison got into his car and headed out, mindful of the steering wheel, the pressure of his foot on the gas, the leather against his back as he sped home, each green light surely the universe’s way of telling him he should be with his family instead of at work. He turned into his neighborhood. On either side, two-story brick houses passed along with the occasional stone ranch, some with pools, though he’d be damned if Evie played at any of those houses before she knew how to swim. He’d gotten called on a child drowning case last year. Though the child had been injured and unconscious before being thrown into the water, every whiff of chlorine recalled the memory of that baby’s purple face.

      He pushed the thoughts aside, forced a smile, and waved to his neighbor, Mr. Hensen, an eighty-two-year-old chatterbox who still wore his purple heart on Veteran’s Day.

      Shannon met Morrison at the door. “Hey! Welcome home!” Her smile faltered when she saw his face. “Bad first day?”

      He put his hand against the small of her back and leaned over to kiss her on the mouth. She tasted like Cheetos and coffee—probably skipped lunch caring for Evie. He’d make her something to eat before he left.

      “Not a bad day, really. Just the usual.” He followed her into the kitchen. The usual was brutal and distressing, but Petrosky would have slapped the shit out of him if he’d said those thoughts out loud. You can’t let it get to you. Go in and do your job and forget everything else. Morrison hoped he would never see the day where he wasn’t affected by someone abusing children. Killing children. That ache in his gut was the least he could do for a tiny life so violently snuffed out.

      “You can call me if you need to, you know,” she said.

      “I know.” But they’d never been that couple, the kind who chitchatted about nothing over the phone. Shannon had always stared at a ringing phone like it was a boil on the ass of humanity, and after the baby, their phone communication all but ceased. She’d said she was busy. He’d worried she was lonely.

      He kissed the top of her head, happy that her hair smelled like lemon shampoo and that Dr. McCallum had given her the shrinky go-ahead to go back to work after she returned from visiting her brother-in-law and niece in Atlanta. He knew the loss of her brother, Jerry, to cancer last year still weighed on her, but the look on her face when she talked about the trip—excited and resolute—showed him that his take-no-prisoners wife was back. Though he still wasn't sure how he’d sleep without the constant hum of the baby monitor at night. Even now, the silence of the house wrapped around them like a fog, muffling everything but Shannon’s breath. Was Evie asleep? Must be.

      “So…” Shannon drew close to him. “We had one scheduling conflict, Alyson Kennedy had to come earlier.”

      “What? But I wanted to meet⁠—”

      “Shh. We’ve got twenty minutes before anyone else gets here…wanna get me out of these pants?”

      He pulled back from her and ran a finger over her cheek, down the front of her throat. Her mouth was warm, her tongue fervent against his own. She pressed herself against him, her soft skin a stark contrast to the determined grasp of her fingertips against his belt.

      He lifted her onto the counter, and she leaned back so he could undo the button on her jeans, every movement a frenzied dance of need. He pulled her face to his with one hand, the other at the waistband of her panties. Then his thumb was on her clit, his fingers inside her and she was already wet, ready for him, and she moaned into his mouth⁠—

      Evie’s wail sliced through the sound of their heavy breathing.

      Every time. He released his wife, pulling his fingers from her, and she arched against him, then let him go.

      “Shit.” She jumped from the counter, buttoning her pants. “Maybe tonight,” she called over her shoulder as she padded through the kitchen and toward Evie’s bedroom. He stared after her, betting she’d be too exhausted later on. With the way his morning was going, maybe they’d both be ready to fall asleep come nightfall.

      From the driveway came the whisper of tires on concrete. Their first nanny candidate was early. Sometimes Evie got it right. Not usually but…sometimes.

      Morrison washed his hands and thought about baseball. Paperwork. Then he pictured the guy in the sewer drain, blood pouring from his crotch, and Morrison’s body wilted like a flower in frost.

      

      Nanny number one, Patricia Weeks, was old as time and stocky as a bull. She had cold eyes that reminded him of a thousand mug shots. Her square jaw and bulbous nose didn’t help either, though he knew it was superficial to think that way—what wasn’t superficial was the white hair and the musty smell that clung to her. How old is she? This woman could die while watching Evie, and neither he nor Shannon would know until after they got off work. And she was so stern. He tickled Evie’s chin, watching for the slightest glimmer of warmth in Weeks’s eyes, something that would hint at grandmotherly affection, but the woman just answered curtly as Shannon rattled off the questions they’d written up and only smiled halfheartedly when Evie let out a fart that sounded like it might rip straight through her onesie.

      “You’re doing it again,” Shannon told Morrison after Weeks had disappeared down the drive.

      “What?”

      “That stare.”

      “She didn’t seem bothered,” Morrison said, harsher than he’d intended. He took a breath and tried to lighten his tone. “Not that she’d be bothered by much other than the grim reaper and kids playing on her damn lawn.”

      “She’s not that old⁠—”

      “She’s got at least twenty years on Alice from The Brady Bunch.”

      “She’s younger than Petrosky. And he can still chase bad guys.”

      “If they’re running slowly.”

      She cocked an eyebrow.

      “I mean…” He exhaled the tension from his body. “Really, she just didn’t seem that interested.”

      “She might have been bored—I asked her the same questions on the phone last week. And she came highly recommended. I’ve called every reference on her list.”

      “Like she’d give references for people who’d say she has all the personality of a dead fish.”

      Shannon pressed her lips to his, then stepped back. “Morrison, you’re pouting.”

      Between them, Evie farted again.
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      He looked like a boy. But he was no boy. And someday he’d show them all.

      His heart hammered as she pulled up in front of the house, the sun heating the still-damp walk under his feet and turning the metal of his bicycle into a scalding implement of torture against his bare leg. But he did not shift his calf away from the bar—he could withstand far worse.

      Happy, happy, happy.

      The red streaks in her hair blew in the breeze like every finger of wind desired her, wanted to touch her, the air itself crackling with the tense energy of unrequited possession. She knew it too, knew she was desirable, powerful, just like every bitch he’d ever met. They all thought they were better. Too good for the likes of him, no matter how many times he did their homework, carried their bags, told them jokes. Just once, he’d wanted to show them the man he was on the inside. He’d wanted to parade one of those girls on his arm. Show the jocks, those self-proclaimed masters of the universe, that he was one of them. To prove he was better. Just once.

      But they’d never given him a chance. He knew he deserved more from them, and yet, as the woman raised her eyes to him and nodded, his mouth went dry. That old familiar itch began on the side of his face, on the back of his neck, and he pulled the visor of his ball cap down. The stance he’d taken to hold the bike upright faltered, and he almost crashed to the pavement.

      The girl looked up and down the road. Opened her car door to retrieve something—a purse.

      He watched. That was what he was supposed to do, though here he was too vulnerable, too exposed. Then again, Frank Griffen had been hiding in plain sight, buddying up to Petrosky, talking to Shannon, all the while planning to kill her. But Griffen had failed. Weak.

      He was more of a man than Griffen ever was. He was definitely stronger than his so-called buddy from this morning who’d wept like a little cunt just because that stupid kid was dead. He had hoped he could learn from the fucker, but things hadn’t quite turned out that way. But he would learn nonetheless.

      He was the bigger man. The better man. And someday everyone would know it.

      The red-haired bitch finally reached the front door, and as she rang the doorbell, he lowered his gaze to the sidewalk, pushed off from the road, and pedaled up the street, an unassuming streak of metal and gangly limbs.

      But his boot left a bloody smear on the pavement, delicious and dark and unquestionably masculine.
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      The doorbell rang. Morrison tried to beat Shannon to it, but she sidestepped around him, shoved him back, laughing, and opened the front door to reveal a tiny woman who might’ve been there selling Girl Scout cookies if it weren’t for the fine lines around her eyes. She was right around thirty, maybe—sparkling brown eyes and platinum blond hair with red streaks underneath that were too light to be punk. A smiling mouth full of bright, white teeth, too exuberant to be genuine. Across the street, a lanky high school boy on a bicycle had stopped, probably watching her from under his ball cap, though when Morrison approached the door, the boy lowered his gaze to the sidewalk and hit the bricks. Move it along, son.

      “Natalie Bell.” The woman offered her hand. “So nice to meet you in person.” Her hand was cold, thin, breakable, and Morrison felt like a bear trying to capture a bird as they shook. She would be no assistance against an intruder—any eighteen-year-old tweaker like the kid out front could throw her into a wall and barge right on in. They’d need to get a dog. A big one. He should have gotten one already.

      Bell bent to Evie as Shannon closed the door. “Well, good afternoon, Miss Evie. How are you today?”

      Evie kicked her feet and whined. Bell tickled her toes.

      Shannon led them to the couch and settled Evie to nurse. Morrison sank onto the sofa next to her, making his face placid and blank, trying to save his intimidation for suspects instead of aiming it at potential caregivers. But despite his efforts, Bell shifted uneasily on the chair across from them, her plastered smile faltering.

      “So tell me, Ms. Bell, how long have you been in this business?” he asked. “You were a nanny previously, yes?”

      She straightened, her smile returning. “I started when I was eighteen, officially, though I babysat before that.”

      Evie farted again. Bell laughed. “Sounds like someone ate too many beans.”

      “And the ages of the children in your charge?” It came out of him more bark than question. Like Petrosky. He was turning into the old man.

      Shannon elbowed him and drew a finger across her throat. He shrugged at her, and they both turned back to see Bell staring at them, her eyes wide.

      “Um…all ages,” she said. “The last family, the Harrises, I started out with one six-week-old, a two-year-old, and a five-year-old. I was there for three years until they moved.” She grinned. All teeth. All smiles. But her gaze remained worried, almost…sad. “Now, I work mostly with infants at the gym daycare.”

      “You said that your previous employer moved out of state?” Shannon asked her.

      “Out of the country,” she said, fingers laced over one knee. “I think they’re in Europe now.” She locked eyes with Morrison, and his stomach soured at a twitch in the corner of her still-smiling mouth.

      “And you don’t have their contact information?” he asked.

      Her face fell. “Well, no, I’m so sorry. I have the parents at the gym who can vouch for me, but I’ve only been there a short time. After the Harrises, I worked odd jobs. Got too attached to the kids, you know? It was hard when they left.” Her eyes went glassy. She had all the right responses, but everything felt somehow disconnected, like a poor stage actor reading lines in a play.

      Shannon glanced at the sheet. “I’ll call the references you listed, Ms. Bell. I’m sure we can figure it out.”

      “The Harris family,” Morrison began, peeking over Shannon’s shoulder. “I’ll need first names.”

      Bell’s jaw dropped, but she recovered. Evie, still nursing, kicked her legs and tried to turn her head, yanking at Shannon’s breast in the process. Shannon kicked him in the shin.

      “Sam and uh…Fletcher,” Bell said, and he had to lean toward her over the coffee table to hear her properly.

      “Two men?”

      “No, the mom was Sam. Samantha.”

      Morrison nodded. He was being a royal dick, as Petrosky would say. But why the hell would she put “the Harris Family” like it was a corporation instead of a person? What kind of psycho nonsense was that?

      He’d been working the beat for too long.

      Shannon passed him the baby, eyes narrowed in his direction, and walked Bell out. By the time his wife returned to the couch and sat down next to him, his distrust had mellowed, and it shrank further at the tightness around her mouth.

      “I know you don’t want to leave Evie, Morrison; I don’t want to either. But I head to Alex’s in two days, and we need the nanny ready to start when I get back. Not like we can keep asking Petrosky to help out so we can go to dinner.”

      “He doesn’t mind. And he⁠—”

      “I know, Morrison, okay? But he’s got his own issues.”

      But Evie helped Petrosky. Hell, just being needed helped Petrosky.

      “We can’t put it off anymore,” she said, and her face was suddenly rebuilt in stone. Don’t argue with a lawyer. “It’s time. This girl is a good candidate. Name one thing wrong with her.”

      He touched Shannon’s marble cheek, almost surprised by her warmth, a reminder that she was not hard and unmovable—she was his wife, she loved him, and she was here. Real. “Just let me check the candidates out first, Shanny. Okay?”

      She crossed her arms. “You could have done that while you were off.”

      “I was busy.” I was stalling.

      “You were stalling.”

      He sighed. “You’re right. I’m still not ready to leave her with a stranger. But I know we need to do it.”

      Her face softened, a chink in the wall of her stoicism. “Fine. I’ll give you my top three to look up, but I knew this was coming. Which is why you’ve already met two of them.”

      “Weeks and Bell? But they⁠—”

      “No buts. They’re my favorites based on their résumés, and their interviews didn’t change that. Then there’s Alyson Kennedy, the one who just beat you here this morning, recently out of Oaklawn.”

      “The hospital?”

      “She used to be a nurse. Super sweet. Played with Evie on the floor throughout the whole interview this morning.”

      I should have been here. “She was a nurse?” He frowned, back muscles twitching as he leaned forward in the seat. “Why’s she leaving the profession? She get caught doing something unscrupulous?”

      Shannon rolled her eyes. “You’ll find that out soon enough. Research away.” She stuck her tongue out at him. He almost returned the gesture until he realized she was looking at Evie. Instead, he sank back in the chair and tickled Shannon’s side. She shoved at his shoulders, and he cupped her chin and put his mouth on hers. Cheetos. Definitely Cheetos.

      Evie kicked Shannon’s arm from her perch on his leg.

      Shannon pulled back, her face suddenly serious. “If you really want to know, Kennedy said she needed a change of pace, and I can’t say I blame her. It’s gotta be hard dealing with sick or dying kids all day. You of all people should know…”

      A hook squirmed in his belly and caught the soft spot under his heart. She was right—seeing children in pain was horrible “Fine. But she better be good.”

      “Oh, she’ll be good. Nurses always are. And if I come home and catch her in my nurse’s uniform, you’re in trouble.” She winked and headed for the kitchen. “Just don’t take too long to decide,” she called over her shoulder. “If we lose all three because you’re busy screwing around⁠—”

      “I’ll look today, Shanny. Promise.” He stood as she disappeared around the corner. “Wait, you really have a nurse’s uniform?”

      She poked her head back into the living room “I do if you can make this nanny thing happen.”

      He was opening his mouth to respond when his cell rang with the theme from Miami Vice. Shannon disappeared into the kitchen as Morrison pulled it from his pocket. “Hey, Boss.”

      “Fortieth and Shell. The middle school.”

      Hell. He looked at Evie, flapping her arms like an adorable, and extremely chubby, bird. Maybe he wasn’t cut out for detective work anymore. “On my way.”

      Please don’t let it be a kid.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      It shouldn’t have bothered her, but the sound of his car starting up in the drive started Shannon’s own heart revving louder than his eco-friendly engine; the car door slamming was the muted thud of goodbye. Alone. The first full day in months that she’d been completely on her own. Not that Morrison had helped much when he was home today: the man was being irritating as all hell with this nanny thing, but she knew it was just because he loved her. Because he loved their daughter. But she would have been okay with any of these women…did that mean she didn’t love Evie as much?

      He deserves better than this. Evie deserves better than me. They deserved better than a wife and mother who would settle for any of the top three instead of fighting for the one perfect nanny for her little girl. Who was so damn fragile that she was terrified by the prospect of her own thoughts—of being alone with herself.

      No, that was the depression talking; she was certain of that now. Most days, she squashed those thoughts like she was bringing a boulder down onto them, smashing them into useless pieces. It was a visual that she’d used to demolish negativity from her mother, her father, her ex-husband, every shitty bullshit defendant she’d put away. But every once in a while, these new thoughts bubbled up and reminded her that she wasn’t quite…right yet.

      Not that she was totally nuts, not like before. Just…stressed. This trip was wearing on her, the mere thought of it rendering her almost unable to think about anything else. Was she going to be okay for so many hours, alone in the car with Evie? Of course, she was. Could she even be trusted to be alone? Of course, she could. Dr. McCallum believed in her. Morrison believed in her—that’s why he’d left her alone now. And goddammit, she knew she could do this. Alone? Alone. She’d never needed anyone else to hold her up. Why would she start now?

      She squared her shoulders and turned from the door, toward the pack-n-play where Evie was gurgling happily, kicking at the empty air. Shannon’s heart swelled at the sight of her. She was a good mother. This bullshit depression would not eat her alive. She would not give in.

      But she was becoming too dependent on everyone else to keep her steady. Morrison had been back to work for a day, and already, she felt like she might lose her shit. And every time she explained to him why they needed to hire a sitter now, she was really justifying it to herself. She’d never thought she’d be one of those women who wanted to stay home raising babies, but…she didn’t want to go back to work. Or she did—she just didn’t want to leave Evie.

      Is that why Morrison was hesitant to hire the nanny? Because he thought she wasn’t ready? She could feel it in every worried look he gave her, every concerned hug. Hear it in his voice each time he asked how her day was going. Even on the phone, it was like his concern was bubbling through her ear and into her brain, reminding her that maybe she was sick.

      He didn’t mean it that way. Her husband loved her. He worried. Fine. But she was going to kick depression in the balls. She could do this trip without his help—without anyone’s help. And then she’d be back to kicking ass in the courtroom where she’d always belonged.

      Without her daughter.

      Below her, Evie gurgled, and Shannon blinked back tears.
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      The school was red brick, scarred from continual sandblasting to remove graffiti, but still standing—more than Morrison could say for most of the other schools in Ash Park. Unlike the drab exterior, the signs on the doors were bright, and finger paintings lined the windows. Here and there, a tiny face grinned at him through the glass, little pockets of innocence, probably drawn to the flashing lights of the police cars or the news vans that were now parking in the lot. But the raw trust on those children’s faces reminded him that someone on these grounds now understood how unsafe and cruel the world could be.

      The earth, still wet from last night’s rainstorm, sucked at his shoes. The grass pulsed with a vibrant energy that shuddered through the soles of his feet and up his legs, warning him to turn back toward the car before he had to see whatever waited for him behind the building. He strained his ears, but there was no wail of an ambulance siren, no shouts from an EMT pulling someone back into this world—just the ominous silence of a playground turned graveyard.

      Beyond the trembling fingers of grass, swings moved back and forth as if of their own volition—touched, perhaps, by a murderous palm and now terrified of whatever evil lay hidden near the playground. He'd have the techs check for prints. On the far side of the swings, a low wooden fence marked the edge of the school property, and just past that, a few dozen ash and poplar trees waved in the breeze over low-hanging firs. Petrosky stood at the tree line, watching a man in white coveralls string crime tape between two birches. He glanced over as Morrison approached.

      “What’ve we got, Boss?”

      “Dylan Acosta. Eleven. Raped and murdered sometime during morning recess—about three hours ago.”

      A kid. Morrison followed Petrosky’s gaze to the earth beneath the nearest fir boughs. Feet, socks. Sneakers, half the size of Morrison’s own, heels to the sky.

      Morrison inhaled through his nose, trying to force the cool air into his burning lungs, trying to ignore the stink of gore and mud and what had to be feces. Trying to forget the fact that this pile of parts used to be a little boy. Be placid. Cool. Ignore the heat.

      Morrison approached around the perimeter, staying out of the way of the techs who were scouring the ground for prints or bits of hair. His fingers felt numb, or maybe just cold, or maybe they weren’t his at all—a collection of cold, random limbs like in the scene before him. He flexed his fingers, balled his hands into fists, and forced himself to look at the body.

      Dylan Acosta. Skinny, shoulder blades prominent, face down in the dirt. Holes that looked like a series of small-caliber gunshot wounds marred the boy’s bare back and buttocks. A T-shirt that the kid had probably been strangled with lay crumpled and limp above his shoulders like blue wings—a child turned to a broken angel. Morrison hissed in a breath through his teeth. The kid’s pants were around his knees, his underwear…missing. If his clothing had been removed and replaced while the child was alive, the act was indicative of prolonged suffering. He hoped the killer had taken the undergarments as a souvenir after the boy was dead.

      “Found his underwear in the bushes,” Petrosky said, and Morrison swore he could feel the watchful eyes of the boy’s spirit on his back. “All torn up. Ditto on his jacket.”

      So the killer had left the clothing, tossed it like rags. Probably still warm. Probably still smelled like boy.

      Morrison let his eyes drift to where techs were bagging debris and cloth. The earth surrounding the dumping ground was muddy and creased in filthy waves. A struggle? He peered at the boy’s feet, but the mud didn’t cover his shoes as you’d expect if he’d been digging in his heels trying to escape. Instead, the dirt was speckled over the kid’s skin, over his sneakered feet, over his legs and buttocks as if it had splashed up from the killer’s heels only after the child had been incapacitated. But…there was more than one set of tracks. One appeared to be the shallow treads of a tennis shoe, small, but definitely bigger than the kid’s. The other treads were deep, thick rectangles that looked like they’d been left by boots. One set from the killer and another from the person who’d found the kid or⁠—

      “We dealing with more than one suspect?”

      Petrosky was still frowning at the techs in the bushes. “Appears that way. The teacher who found him came around from the other side—heels don’t match these either.” Petrosky dragged his gaze from the techs to the impressions in the mud. “From the size of the shoes and the depth of these depressions, the guy in the boots is probably five-nine, and slight—around a hundred and fifty, hundred and sixty tops. The other guy’s shorter but heavier: five-eight-ish, a hundred and seventy pounds. Looks like they got into a scuffle.”

      A scuffle? What would make a couple of raping murderers go after one another? Unless…one of them wasn’t a killer at all. Pedophiles didn’t usually kill their victims—many genuinely believed that they adored children, that sexual abuse was an expression of love. So had the shorter perp tried to keep the other from murdering the kid? Had someone else been here trying to stop the rape to begin with? But if that were the case, they’d probably have another body.

      Morrison followed Petrosky’s gaze to the holes in the child’s back. His stomach turned. He’d been wrong—the holes were round, but they weren’t from a gun. Probably not from a blade, either. Unlike a routine stabbing, where the wounds varied in size and distance from one another, here, each set of round punctures on the boy’s back was a uniform distance apart.

      Between one set of punctures, four muddy rectangles, smeared and bloody, ran between the round holes. Morrison swallowed hard and held his shudder in check. Treads from the boot. “The holes are from a sharp object,” he began slowly. “But look at the patterns around the wounds. All the same. Like he strapped…spikes to his boot and…”

      “Stomped him to death,” Petrosky said. “This asshole didn’t want to get his hands dirty.”

      Morrison could almost feel the sharp prick of a spike in his chest, and he inhaled over the pain until it subsided.

      Petrosky walked around him and knelt beside the kid, lifting the boy’s head with gloved fingers. When had he put on gloves?

      “Lots of blood around the mouth,” he said, quietly, almost as reverent as the hush that had fallen over the woods, as if every animal, including the techs working the grounds, felt the solemn emptiness in the air and were hiding from the evil that had caused it. “Punctured lungs, one or both. But we’ll have to wait for the medical examiner to confirm.”

      Morrison avoided looking at the kid’s face and squinted at the wounds instead. Middle back, either side of the spine—the kid had probably drowned in his own blood. He’d have been terrified. In agony. Strangulation would have been more humane.

      Petrosky laid the boy’s head—Dylan’s head, Dylan Acosta’s head—back into the dirt as gently as one might touch a butterfly’s wing.

      Morrison’s eyes were still glued to Acosta’s back, to a spot on the kid’s side that he’d noticed when Petrosky had moved him. Scratches or maybe another stab wound. He could hear the kid’s heartbeat—deep and fast—and was ready to crouch, check for a pulse when he felt the throb in his temples and realized the beat was his own. Morrison wiped his forehead on his sleeve and pointed. “What’s there?”

      Petrosky pulled the kid toward him, just a little onto his side. Along his rib cage, a few hash marks scored the skin to the left of one long, angry slice—like a crooked number one.

      Morrison clenched his fist and released it before Petrosky saw. “You think the killer is saying this is the first?” It had been a few years since a serial killer had terrorized Ash Park, but Morrison could still practically smell the blood from the crime scenes, see the dripping poems that sadistic asshole had left for the cops. They’d never found him. But this wasn’t that killer’s MO.

      “There’s no way this is his first,” Petrosky said. “No one starts with this level of brutality.” He gestured to the school, well within sight of the trees if one were to stand just a foot beyond the body. “Or this level of exposure.”

      “We’ll look for others.” Morrison stared at the school, tried to picture Acosta running, leaping for a football. He turned back to Petrosky to erase the image. “But how’d the killer get the”—Dylan Acosta—“victim to come back here?” It would have been hard to haul a kid away while he was playing with his friends unless the attacker was someone he knew.

      Of course, those closest to a person were often the ones responsible for hurting them—Morrison knew that from experience, and not just his days with the Ash Park PD. Even years after the fact, a female voice from his past whispered in his ear late at night: My turn! No, me next. He could not recall who had said it or who was even there, only that he’d been alone when he’d awoken, blood covering his knuckles like he’d been in a brawl. And near the bed, his best friend, Danny, head gashed open, blood pooling on the floor, ants crawling over his face. Crawling. He scratched at his arm, the tickle of imaginary insects as real as the hint of blood in the air around him.

      Morrison still didn’t know if he’d killed Danny—he couldn’t remember much of anything from that night—but he’d stopped using drugs after that day, tried to make his life right again. Still, the wrongness of that evening lurked in his memory like a malevolent fog. Sometimes he lay awake at night, trying to force his vision to clear, to let him see just once. During the day, he felt hunted, as if the memory had teeth that could eat him alive. Maybe better if he didn’t let those images creep into his consciousness.

      Behind Morrison, the clank of a gurney brought with it the sounds around him: the medical examiner giving orders, Petrosky’s shoes, squelching as he backed up out of the way. And the boy was there—face down. Here, then gone. Just like Danny.

      In the back of his brain, electricity crackled, bright and hot. Me first. No, me. Blood poured down the walls. Come back. You can shoot it once; no one will ever know. He forced himself to listen to the rustle of the body bag, the rattle of the metal gurney, the sharp hiss of the zipper, the keening squall of an obstinate bird overhead, and the gory walls disappeared along with the whispers. The boy in the bag receded across the playground. Morrison tensed his toes, trying to focus on the self-inflicted cramp in his foot, but he could still feel the incessant vibration of insanity, ready to drag him to hell.
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