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      For Claire Ayres, slayer of dragons.

      And for Alistair, the most thoroughly decent human I’ve ever met.
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      Special Agent Jessica Bishop’s body hurt everywhere. Pain pulsed through her with every beat of her heart, and her mouth tasted like someone had cut out her tongue and shoved a moldy dishcloth in its place.

      Her knees were folded hard against her chest and her arms stretched behind her. Her cheek was pressed to the ground, slick from sweat or drool.

      The room was completely black. She blinked a few times to clear her vision but it didn’t work, so she tried to rub her eyes, but metal bit into her wrists when she tried to move her hands.

      “What the hell?” she croaked. Even speaking hurt.

      She pulled again but her arms wouldn’t move more than an inch. She was handcuffed. Her wrists burned as she pulled against the restraints, cutting into her. Panic shot through her; it squeezed her lungs in a vise grip and made her heart hammer painfully against her chest. She pulled fruitlessly against the handcuffs. She winced at the sharp pain but kept pulling until she screamed out in agony.

      “Stop,” she commanded. Her instinct was to fight against the restraints but that would only injure her and waste energy. She needed to calm down and think, remember where she was and how she got there, and figure out how to get out.

      She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath, pushing oxygen down even after her lungs burned, and then slowly exhaled. She had to stay calm. Fear would not serve her now. The first thing she needed to do was get her hands in front of her.

      She tried to sit up but her head hit something hard. She tried to shuffle to the side so she could try again but a wall confined her. She moved in the other direction but another wall kept her firmly in place.

      “Fuck!” she screamed until her throat was on fire. She was in a box. She was folded over, huddled in a fetal position because that was the only way she would fit.
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      “Thank you for agreeing to see me, Dr. Rogers,” Special Agent Jessica Bishop said, arm outstretched to shake the medical examiner’s hand. The woman had a snowflake tattoo on her wrist just above her blue surgical gloves. Jess’s eyes narrowed to look at her, wondering if they had met before but she would have remembered the jet-black hair and nose piercing. She was definitely new to the coroner’s office. Jess wondered how long she would last.

      “Please call me Elle. I’m glad you called when you did. The body has been released for burial. We’re just waiting on a family member to claim her. I hope it happens soon because I need the room.” When she spoke, the light glistened off the stud in her tongue.

      “Does she have any known kin?” Jess asked. The details the paper had published were general and vague: a girl’s body found on a path beside a DC fire station. She needed to see for herself if this case was related to the other two murders Jess was looking into.

      Dr. Rogers shook her head. “She may as well not have family. Her mom was too strung out to answer my questions coherently and her stepdad only wanted to talk about how he refused to pay for a burial because it wasn’t his kid so it wasn’t his problem.”

      Jess frowned. She had heard of other families refusing to claim a body because they didn’t want to pay for a funeral; it was the reason she had already paid for her own cremation. Not that her family would refuse, just that in all likelihood her parents would be dead and there wasn’t anyone else in her life she would want to burden with that, so she took out a policy at a firm that would handle everything. “Can I see the body?”

      “Of course. I didn’t know the FBI was investigating this until you emailed me.”

      Jess’s skin warmed. She wasn’t here in an official capacity but it was better if Dr. Rogers didn’t know that. Jess was still a federal agent, even if she had not been reinstated, so this wasn’t illegal. Even if she were just a concerned citizen trying to get justice, she wasn’t committing a crime.

      Dr. Rogers pulled on the lever of the stainless-steel door of the body locker and pulled out the body. The wheels of the gurney squeaked as metal rubbed against the polished floor. “Here she is. This is Jade Peters.”

      Jess stared down at her. Thick dark brown hair, almost the same color as her own, fell just below her shoulders, like a cape, shielding her, offering some armor against her nakedness. Her tiny body had been cut open, examined, and then sewn crudely back together. “She’s so young. I knew she was only ten but I had forgotten how young that is. She’s just a baby.”

      Dr. Rogers nodded. “Sadly not my youngest homicide victim.”

      Jess wasn’t surprised at all. When it came to the evils of humanity, nothing surprised her. “Are you sure it’s homicide?” She needed a definitive answer to link the cases together.

      “She died of an opioid overdose.” She shrugged. “I can’t say if it was intentional or accidental. But given the circumstances of her disappearance and the staging of her body, my gut says it was murder.”

      Jess glanced up, her curiosity piqued. “How was the scene staged?” The paper had not mentioned any staging. That was a new development.

      Dr. Rogers squinted. “Have you not seen the crime scene photos? This is your investigation, right?”

      Jess blinked, momentarily back-footed. “I’m trying to determine if this is related to two other homicides.” That much wasn’t a lie, but she left out the part that she had no jurisdiction here and that the FBI had not sanctioned an official investigation. She had started an investigation off her own back after reading through crime reports while she waited for her hand to heal so she could go back to work. Two months had given her a long time to examine every unexplained death on the Eastern Seaboard in the last five years.

      There was a serial killer in DC targeting little girls. She knew it, she had seen the evidence, she just needed to get back to work so she could prove it.

      “I have all the crime photos in my report; I can send you a copy. Is the email you sent your inquiry from good?”

      Jess’s heart picked up speed. That was exactly what she wanted. She paused for a second so she wouldn’t sound so eager. “Um… yeah,” she tried to sound nonchalant, “please, that would be great.” She pressed, “How was the body staged?”

      “Well, she had been dressed in a satin party dress and her nails were painted. She even had a bow in her hair. This guy went to a lot of effort with the body.”

      That sort of elaborate staging sounded like a fetish kill. Seeing his victims laid out was a turn on for him. He got off on it. “What are all these scabs and scars? It looks like a rash of some description. What is that?” Jess asked. Clusters of small, crusted lesions covered her torso and upper thighs.

      “Those are cigarette burns,” Dr. Rogers said.

      Jess looked up. “The killer burned her?” That was not consistent with the other victims.

      She shook her head. “No, the injuries are historic. Look at this one.” She pointed to a raised white bump just under the clavicle. “That keloid scar is at least a year old. She was physically abused over a sustained period of time. Notice how all of the burns are focused on her torso. That’s so no one would see them. Whoever did this knew what they were doing.” Dr. Rogers walked around the table and flipped a switch. The light on the X-ray film reader flickered on. The negatives of a child’s forearm and hand lit up. “You can see here a healed spiral fracture. She has a matching one in the other arm.”

      “Is that sort of break consistent with abuse?”

      “It is when it hasn’t been treated. Look here at this bump. The arm didn’t heal straight because it wasn’t set. I’ve checked her medical records. The only time she saw a pediatrician was when she was born. She had no contact with medical professionals. As far as I can tell she wasn’t even vaccinated.”

      “How could she go to school without her vaccination records?”

      Dr. Rogers shrugged. “I have no idea. But this child should have been taken from her home. Her entire body has signs of physical abuse.” She turned back to the table.

      Jess shook her head. “Poor kid. So, she was kidnapped on her way home from a community center, kept for just over twenty-four hours, assaulted, and then murdered, and then her body positioned in a public area where she would be found.” She spoke aloud as she talked her way through the timeline of events so she could later retrace Jade’s steps.

      “I didn’t see any evidence of sexual assault. There are no fresh cuts or bruises and there were no fluids or spermicides that would indicate anything of that nature. That’s not to say that didn’t happen; I just can’t conclusively say.”

      Jess nodded. She knew how to read between the lines. Coroners had to be conservative in their reports, only stating what they could definitively prove. It was their job to report the cold hard facts.

      There may not be definitive signs of an assault but Jess had never worked a stranger abduction case without that element present.

      Jess glanced up at the clock. It was nearly five. Dr. Rogers had taken longer than she had expected with her previous autopsy and now Jess was running late. “I’m going to have to go but one last question. Did you take scrapings from under her nails?”

      “Yeah and I found something.”

      “Let me guess,” Jess interrupted, her heart picking up speed. “You found residue from blue cotton candy.”

      Dr. Rogers’ eyes widened. “Yeah, how did you know?”

      “Because that’s the killer’s signature.”
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      Jess checked her reflection in the rearview mirror. She hardly ever wore makeup but tonight it was mandatory if she had any hope of blending in. She rubbed the corner of her mouth where the lipstick had bled over the edge. According to the tube the color was called Passion’s Blush but it could have been called Prostitute Pink or Streetwalker Red because this color would not look out of place on a professional.

      Between the heavy makeup, the teased hair, and the skirt that barely covered her ass, she looked like a hooker, which was exactly what she was going for.

      “When in Rome,” she muttered as she tossed the tube of lipstick in the glove compartment and slammed it shut.

      The headlights flashed when she locked the car. She had parked in the parking lot of an abandoned warehouse. It wasn’t exactly a safe or salubrious area, but it was safer than her being spotted getting out of her car.

      The heel of her boot caught in a crack in the pavement as she turned the corner but she righted herself by leaning against the crumbled brick of a vacant auto-parts shop. She walked as quickly as her stiletto boots would allow because she didn’t want to be loitering on K Street any longer than necessary. Lights flashed as a black BMW pulled up beside her.

      Well, that didn’t take long. On reflex, she stroked the gun strapped to her side. She was small so she looked vulnerable, but she had the best shot of anyone she knew. Protecting herself wasn’t an issue but explaining why she was walking the streets in the red-light district would be, so she would prefer not to have to shoot anyone tonight.

      The window squeaked as it rolled down. The driver, a middle-aged man, leaned across the passenger seat to speak to her. “Hey, gorgeous. You looking for a date?”

      Jess scanned the car for any weapons before she stepped a little closer. She leaned in but not too close. “Hey, sugar. For you, I’m always looking. I need to meet my daddy though. Hit me up in fifteen.” Daddy. Her stomach clenched at the term for pimp. Whoever had coined that colloquialism had a raging Electra complex going on. A paternal reference for a sexual oppressor was every shade of messed up.

      “Yeah, sure thing.” He pulled away even before he finished speaking. They both knew he wouldn’t come back to find her. He would pick up the next woman he came across. Any female would do. He just wanted a receptacle, someone to pretend not to be disgusted as he grunted and thrusted.

      Jess kept walking until she came to the string of strip clubs. Patrons and dancers lined the streets just outside, smoking. Billows of smoke hung above them like a dark cloud. She passed the strobe lights at the entrance to Bottoms Up and turned down the alley. In the distance, a siren wailed and a woman screamed, yelling a string of profanities.

      She found who she was looking for standing between two dumpsters, smoking a cigarette.

      “You’re late.” John Donato tucked a lock of thick black hair behind his ear only for it to fall again. His hair was longer now than when she had first met him and he now had dark stubble over his jaw.

      “I’m sorry. I got caught up. Did you get what I asked for?”

      He ground the cigarette against the wall and then tossed it on the ground to join the pile of stubs before he immediately lit up another. He handed her the pack and she took one, allowing him to light it up for her. His short, nicotine-stained fingernails had been chewed to the quick. Dark smudges of blood outlined the corner of his index finger where he had bit down too far and drawn blood.

      His brow raised when he saw the scar on her hand—a permanent reminder of her last investigation. She held her breath as she waited for the inevitable question but he didn’t say anything. He just turned away like he hadn’t seen it because they both had their secrets and they both valued their privacy.

      It hurt to hold the cigarette because her pincer grasp had been nearly annihilated with the injury to her palm, but she would be damned if she admitted defeat and switched hands because of a little pain.

      She didn’t smoke so she would only bring it to her lips if anyone came into the alley, otherwise she would just hold it until the glow of the tip burned its way down.

      She stared down past the cigarette, to the raised skin of the jagged red scar that ran from the top of her wrist, over her palm and to the crevice between her ring finger and pinky. The skin was angry and red, puckered and twisted. It was ugly. She didn’t care about the aesthetics but objectively her hand was now ugly, scary even. She hadn’t realized at first how bad it was until she registered the look of horror on a cashier’s face when she handed her money for her morning coffee. There was a flash of disgust mingled with fear followed by a look of pity that made her want to scream. She had survived. There was nothing for anyone to feel sorry for her about.

      John reached into his leather jacket, pulled out a manila envelope, and handed it to her. She resisted the urge to rip it open and start reading the contents there and then, and instead put it in her bag. “Thank you,” she said. “I really appreciate this.” And she appreciated that he hadn’t asked her any questions about why she needed the information or why she couldn’t access the files herself.

      He took a long drag of his cigarette. “It was the least I could do. It was a really decent thing you did for me. Anyway, thanks again.”

      “It was nothing.” Jess shrugged off the thanks. She hadn’t done anything special. She just hadn’t been an asshole. Once she had interviewed him and ruled him out as a suspect for a case she’d been working on. She made sure his name had been taken out of all reports so that when it went to trial, it didn’t become public record where his fingerprints had been found.

      “Most people would have hung me out to dry. You saved my career. And my marriage.”

      Jess nodded. She didn’t ask him if he had told his wife he frequented bathhouses and slept with men because that wasn’t her business. Relationships were hard, at least that’s what she had heard. She had never successfully navigated one so she had no right to pass judgement on anyone. Even if she didn’t understand, she realized he had his dragons to slay just like she did.

      “How’s your case going?” Jess asked.

      “I’m ready for it to be done. I miss my kids.” He took a long drag of his cigarette. “And my wife,” he added, almost like an afterthought.

      Undercover work was hard. It changed people, wore them down until there was nothing left. “I need one more favor. I know it’s presumptuous to even ask—”

      “What do you need?” he interrupted her. His stare trained on her. His dark eyes were bloodshot. It looked like he had traded drink for sleep.

      “I was at an autopsy this afternoon.”

      “For one of the cases I got you the files for?”

      “Yeah.” Jess nodded. “One of the victims, Jade Peters, was beat up pretty bad. I think it was her stepdad, Wayne Smathers. Someone at her community center had made a report about suspected abuse but it didn’t come to anything because she was kidnapped and murdered before the investigation went anywhere.”

      A man staggered through the alley singing the national anthem with his own less than patriotic words. A woman wearing even less clothing than Jess followed behind him laughing. She held a crumpled paper bag close to her chest like it was her prize possession.

      Jess brought the cigarette to her lips. The amber end had worked its way down, leaving an ashy tip. Some of the hot ash had fallen on her palm but she hadn’t felt it. It was strange the way her hand could be both excruciating and numb at the same time.

      John waited until the couple had turned the corner before he said, “What do you need? Need him to go away?”

      “No, nothing like that.” Jess shook her head, realizing again how much it had meant to him that she had kept his secret. She hadn’t done it with any ulterior motive, but nonetheless she had created an ally who was willing to make people disappear if she asked. “Jade had siblings. There are other minors in that home. I want them safe. Can you organize a wellness check on the down-low? I don’t want it traced back to me. The kids should be interviewed at school and the house searched. They need to be out of that house. It’s not safe.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I’ll make that happen.”

      “Thank you.” The knot between her shoulder blades loosened a little.

      “Anything else?”

      “No. I’m good.”

      John took another long drag of his cigarette. “Are you hungry? I know this is a shithole but they do decent wings.”

      Part of her was tempted to say yes because buffalo wings sounded a whole lot better than what she had planned for the evening. “Nah, I’m okay. I have another meeting I need to get to. But thanks.”

      “Busy lady. Raincheck?”

      “Yeah,” she said because she could hear the loneliness in his voice. “Sounds good. And thank you again for this.”
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      Jess took a deep breath as she scrubbed at her closed eyes. “Okay, let’s do this.” She rubbed at her mouth to make sure she had removed the last remnants of her lipstick.

      “Excuse me?”

      Jess looked up at the receptionist, realizing too late her silent pep talk had been spoken aloud. “Sorry. Nothing. I didn’t say anything. I mean, I wasn’t talking to you.” She clamped her mouth shut to stop herself from any more incoherent rambling. She just wanted to get this over with.

      The receptionist smiled, sympathy softening her sharp, hawk-like features. “These things are mostly a formality. I’m sure it will be fine. Would you like a glass of water?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “Okay, he should be ready to see you in a few minutes. He’s running a little late tonight. Are you sure you don’t want something to drink?”

      “I’m okay. Thanks.” Jess looked down at the pile of tattered glossy magazines. They were all a good six months old. She didn’t care what cooking tips the Kardashians had to offer—the article was just an excuse to show off their state-of-the-art kitchens and give the writer an opportunity to comment on each of the sisters’ respective ass sizes—but it gave Jess a legitimate reason not to talk. She was shit at small talk at the best of times but her hand was in agony right now and her pulse would not slow to anything short of tachycardia so polite conversation was just not a viable option. No matter what the receptionist said, this was not a routine appointment; her career depended on the next fifteen minutes.

      “Agent Bishop?”

      Jess looked up at the man standing in the open doorway. His sandy hair brushed the top of his ears, curling up at the ends. He looked young, too young to be a doctor. He was probably recently recruited fresh from medical school, thinking the FBI would be a stable gig so he could pay off his student loans and maybe give him a few good stories to tell.

      Jess stood up. Her eyes narrowed as she studied him: the scuffed shoes, the stethoscope that was so new the metal still glistened when the light hit it at the right angle, and the crispness of his lab coat with his name, Owen Rhys, embroidered on the pocket in cobalt thread. It was probably a gift from his mom. She probably cried at his graduation when she gave it to him, remembering how it seemed like yesterday when she’d dropped him off for his first day of kindergarten.

      Everything about him screamed green. She could use that to her advantage.

      She reached out her hand to shake his, knowing it would surprise him and hopefully knock him off his stride.

      He stood completely still for a fraction of a second, examining her mutilated hand like someone had pushed pause on the video of his life, before he offered his hand in return.

      Jess smiled to herself as the tight knot between her shoulders loosened. He was just a kid. “Good afternoon. I’m Special Agent Bishop. How do you do?”

      He blinked before he cleared his throat. “Good, yeah.” He shifted from one foot to the other.

      Jess didn’t wait to be invited into his office; instead, she walked past him and took a seat, leaving him at the door. She waited for him to return to his desk before she said, “I just need you to sign off on my medical so I can get back to work. My surgeon and physical therapist have already signed me off.” She didn’t mention the pitifully low bar the other health professionals had set: a healed wound and the ability to hold a glass.

      Dr. Rhys sat down at his desk. “Okay, remind me, why were you signed off work?”

      “Remind me” was code for “I’ve not read your file so go ahead and fill me in.” Jess reached into her briefcase and produced the supporting documentation for Dr. Rhys to add to her file. “I had surgery on my hand at the end of September. I completed my six weeks of physical therapy today so I’m good to go.” Her hand cramped and the envelope dropped to the floor. “Um-uh-sorry,” she stammered as she bent over to pick up her notes, praying he hadn’t noticed that her hand did not completely close.

      Dr. Rhys’s eyes widened at the slash across her palm. “Oh God, it’s you. You’re the agent who found that serial killer. The story was all over the news.”

      The look of awe and bemusement on Dr. Rhys’s face made her look away. “I’m actually hoping to start back to work tomorrow so if you could sign my medical release that would be great. It’s really just a formality as I’ve been cleared by my surgeon.” Jess pointed down at the form.

      Dr. Rhys nodded, but instead of taking the ballpoint pen she offered, he said, “Okay I just need to take a look at your hand and see how it is healing.”

      “Healed,” she corrected. She wanted there to be no doubt in the doctor’s mind that she was ready to go back to work. “My hand is fine. I have complete mobility and no pain.” She lied without blinking. If anyone were watching her, there would be no subtle tells in her demeanor. It was easy to lie because she was as fine as she was ever going to be and she was determined to come back to work.

      That was all that mattered.

      Dr. Rhys turned her hand over to examine her mangled palm. “Wow, the damage was extensive. On the news, it just said there had been a physical altercation between a female agent and the killer, and that a male agent had been shot. I had no idea it was this bad. He really did a number on you.”

      She didn’t correct him when he assumed the injury had been inflicted by the killer because the truth would lead to a conversation she was unwilling to have. She closed her eyes so she didn’t have to see him poking and prodding her hand. Her instinct was to pull her hand away, to cover it and protect it from further pain and scrutiny.

      “Can you feel this?”

      Jess opened her eyes to see Dr. Rhys poking the base of her pinky. “Yeah,” she lied. If she hadn’t opened her eyes, she would have had no idea he was touching her hand. The nerves had been severed, completely destroyed; she was never going to feel that finger again but she wasn’t about to tell the doctor that.

      “What about here?” He poked the pad of her hand just below her ring finger.

      “Yes,” she lied again. Her surgeon was cautiously optimistic the feeling would return to that finger given that electric sensation shot through it from time to time. Jess wasn’t sure she wanted it to. Those two fingers were the only part below the wrist that did not throb in continuous eye-crossing pain.

      Dr. Rhys moved to the next finger. Jess sucked in a ragged breath when he ran his finger along the raised purple skin of her palm.

      “Does that hurt?” A single brow raised, disappearing under the side-swept curtain of sandy hair.

      “No,” she blurted. “Your… uh…” For a moment the pain robbed her of the ability to think. “It’s just your hands. They’re cold. It gave me a chill.”

      Dr. Rhys’s expression relaxed. “Okay good. And sorry about that. I get told that a lot.” He reached across his desk for a pink stress ball.

      Jess had to bite back a groan. Those sand-filled rubber balls were the bane of her existence. Her physical therapist had always wanted her to work with one to help her regain her flexibility and strength, but the pain associated was never met with results. Her hand was no stronger now than the day she’d come out of surgery, and she wasn’t willing to torture herself when she knew there was nothing to gain, so eventually she told the physical therapist to put the ball away and sign her off because she wasn’t going to play. The woman had blinked several times and then acquiesced. Unfortunately, she could not use the same tactic with this doctor.

      “Okay. I need you to squeeze this so I can have a look at how everything is working together. I assume you’ve tried holding a gun to make sure you feel comfortable with the grip.”

      Jess nodded as he handed her the ball. Without thinking, she turned her hand palm up so she would not have to squeeze it to keep it from falling. “Yeah, it’s all good. I’m going to the shooting range first thing in the morning.” The lie rolled off her tongue. Once upon a time she had prided herself on her virtue, but then lying had become a necessity. She would do or say almost anything to be cleared to go back to work so she could investigate this case properly.

      “Good. Now can you squeeze?”

      Jess held her breath as she closed her fingers over the ball and Dr. Rhys probed the tendons along her forearm. A searing pain shot through her hand and radiated up her wrist. The excruciating heat intensified with each staccato beat of her heart.

      “I need you to squeeze harder. Pretend like you’re trying to burst it open. It won’t break, I promise.”

      The pain was already unbearable. It felt like the muscle and tendons were being ripped clean from the bone. She couldn’t physically squeeze it any tighter.

      But she could not lose her job.

      If she failed the physical, she would be assigned a desk job, probably stuck in records in the basement. She couldn’t let that happen. Hunting criminals was what she did, and who she was. There was no point to her life if she couldn’t do that.

      Jess bit into the side of her mouth to keep from screaming out as she forced her hand to close further than it had in two months. Her fingers vibrated under the intensity of the pressure but she forced herself to keep going, pushing herself harder all the time, biting into her mouth so she would not unleash the scream that tore at her throat. She kept going even after a metallic taste filled her mouth. Tears formed behind her closed eyes but she would never let them fall.

      “Good. Everything looks great.”

      Jess let go of the breath she was holding; all the air left her lungs in an audible whoosh. The room spun as she tried to breathe through the pain.

      “Your mouth is bleeding. Are you okay? What happened?”

      Jess wiped away the warm trickle of blood that pooled at the corner of her mouth from where she had bit into her own flesh to keep from screaming out in pain. Her mind could not immediately find the words to formulate an excuse so she sat for a few seconds in stunned silence before she said, “My lips are really dry. I keep forgetting to buy chapstick.”

      Dr. Rhys accepted her excuse and handed her a tissue. “That cut on your hand was obviously very deep. How exactly did that happen?”

      The corners of her vision darkened in protest at the lack of oxygenated blood reaching her brain. “I… uh.” It was impossible to concentrate on not swearing and consider her response at the same time. “I wedged a piece of shattered glass into my hand to use as a weapon against him.” She didn’t need to specify who she was talking about; they both knew. That case would follow her now forever.

      “You did this to yourself?” His voice rose in surprise.

      Her back stiffened at his tone. “I didn’t have a choice. I was trapped in his basement without my gun. He outweighed me by a good eighty pounds. My options were limited. It was die or fight back with whatever I could find.”

      “Okay, I see. I get it now.” It didn’t look possible for Dr. Rhys’s eyes to widen any further. “That makes sense why Dr. Cameron requested to see you right after this to complete your psych evaluation.”

      Jess shook her head with enough force to snap her neck. “What? Today? That’s not scheduled. It’s almost eight already. Surely he will have gone home by now.” Her voice betrayed her by breaking. She was not prepared to talk to a shrink today.

      Jess had spent her entire childhood being interviewed by mental health professionals. She knew how to play them but she needed time to prepare, practice her responses, anticipate every question. This was not something she could do blind.

      Dr. Rhys shrugged. “Dr. Cameron was very clear. He said to text him as soon as you were finished here then send you straight up to his office.”

      She had no doubt this Dr. Cameron had intentionally kept the appointment secret from her so she couldn’t prepare. Asking Dr. Rhys to text him when she left was to make sure she went straight to the evaluation. She clamped her teeth together until her jaw throbbed with a dull ache. She was being played. This was an ambush.
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      A golden haze churns around a single filament bulb, illuminating particles of debris in the seedy light as they swirl in slow motion, drifting like the gentle rock of a boat before they land on the black lacquered bar. 

      Everything about the bar is dingy, from the cracked leather stools to the moldy dishrag the bartender uses to sop up the overflow from the taps. The moment the musty smell hit the back of my throat, I knew this was where I wanted to be. It is the kind of place where no one wants to be noticed. 

      I reach into my pockets, searching for the cash. 

      “Scotch on the rocks. No straw.”

      A quarter bounces off the bar and onto the floor. The bartender doesn’t immediately reach to get it but if he wants the full amount he is going to have to bend over and get it because I’m not going to move. There is exactly enough for one shot. If I had brought more, I would drink more, and one has to be enough. 

      He swings the dirty dishrag over his shoulder and reaches for the wad of folded-up bills. The cash register chimes as it opens. 

      He turns around to measure out the shot. God forbid I catch a break and he gives me a little extra. 

      A leggy blond at the end of the bar looks over at me. She is all tits and teeth but under the thick lathering of orange-hued concealer, there is a car crash of a woman. She’s hiding it, but I see it, lurking there just below the surface. 

      Her smile broadens, like she wants to talk, so I look away. She’s not my type and I’m not here for that. 

      The bartender turns and hands me my drink. My skin warms in anticipation. A black straw pokes out of the glass, anchored between ice cubes to keep it erect. I take it out and then slowly bring the glass to my lips. My hands tremble as it gets closer. Slow down. Enjoy it. Make it last. But as soon as the cold liquid hits my mouth, I’m gone. I chug it back in a great, burning gulp. The sting only intensifies the experience. I want to slow down but I can’t. I’m lost to it. 

      The empty bottom of the glass stares back at me, mocking my self-control. There are a few precious drops of golden liquid clinging to the ice cubes so I fish one out to suck on. 

      I wish I had brought more money for a second drink. Two wouldn’t be that bad. I glance down the bar at the blond, who is now stroking the chest of the guy that pulled up a stool beside her. He looks like a vagrant who has panhandled just enough to get his fix, but no doubt she would fuck him to get hers too. 

      That’s why I’m only having one. I’m better than that. 

      I glance over my shoulder to make sure no one is watching before I pull out her picture. A crease mars her features where I folded it to shove in my pocket but my God she is beautiful. So young and fresh and innocent. She’s the one. I know she is. My heart flutters, almost giddy. 

      “She’s cute. Is she yours?” 

      My head snaps up. Heat spreads over my neck and chest, creeping up my face, tightening my throat. “Yeah, yeah, she’s mine.”

      She isn’t yet. But she soon will be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Jess took the stairs rather than the elevator to postpone the inevitable or at least give herself time to think. Her heart pounded violently against her ribs as fear wrapped its thorny tendrils around her veins and squeezed. This was like every anxiety dream she had ever had: a make or break test and she hadn’t prepared. She always knew she would have to have a psych evaluation before she came back but she was under the impression she would be issued with an appointment the same way she had been for her physical. She had counted on being able to prepare, to read up on the interviewer and look again at the criteria for post-traumatic stress disorder to make sure she would answer the questions in a way that made it clear that was not an issue for her.

      Her mind reached back into the recesses to the course work from grad school. Never had she been more grateful for her master’s in forensic psychology. They had touched on all aspects of psychology from developmental to abnormal. If this were a written test, she would pass it because she never failed tests. It was only in her real life that she failed.

      She told herself to calm down but her body refused to comply. She shouldn’t be this nervous; she knew what the psych evaluation would entail. She just had to prove she was not a danger to herself or the community at large and that she was competent to do her job, which clearly she was. She was good at her job; that asshole hadn’t taken that from her. She just needed to show she did not have post-traumatic stress. She could do that.

      She paused for a second at Dr. Cameron’s door and took in a deep breath in an attempt to slow the frantic beat of her heart. Thank God this was not going to involve taking her blood pressure because that would be a dead giveaway. She used her good hand to knock on the door.

      “Come in,” a voice called from inside.

      She opened the door to his office. The walls were standard issue government white with no adornment other than his degrees in brass frames.

      “I’m Jess Bishop,” she said. She had never formally met Dr. Cameron but she knew him to look at. He was mid-forties, average height, with enough of a paunch to tell her it had been more than a few years since he had passed the physical fitness requirement test. He had a full head of mousy brown hair. The only gray was peppered at the temples.

      “Yes, please sit down, I’ve been expecting you.”

      They both knew that she was fully aware that he had intentionally withheld the meeting time so she could not prepare. If he were anyone else, she would call him on it, but she was relying on him to clear her for work so it was best not to antagonize him.

      He waited for her to take a seat on the leather couch across from his desk. “So, Jessica, can I call you Jessica? How have you been?”

      “Yeah, that’s fine. I’m good, thank you. I’m eager to get back to work. Ideally, I’d like to get back tomorrow morning. My team is down two members.”

      He nodded without saying anything. His stare was heavy on her as he watched her. He was hoping to create a vacuum and compel her to talk but Jess preferred silence to talking.

      Jess glanced at the framed picture on his desk, angled so the person on the couch could see it too. A curvy blond woman, presumably his wife, was laughing on the beach. A smaller version of her in a matching sundress, maybe three or four, was at her side, their feet buried in the sand, only the red polish on their toes poking out like ripe cherries. All of the therapists she had been forced to see as a child had a picture of their family on their desk too. Maybe it was in the therapist’s handbook or something but she always found it odd. As a child, she had actively despised being forced to look at a happy functional family. It only reminded her that she had once had a happy family too before her life turned to shit.

      Jess sat in silence for a few more minutes, waiting for Dr. Cameron to start the assessment.

      “I’ve read the report on your last case. There is a lot the media doesn’t know about.”

      Jess’s spine straightened as she wondered what exactly he was referring to. She relaxed only when she realized he was being provocative, fishing for information, but Jess wasn’t going to bite. Her boss, Jeanie Gilbert, had done everything in her power to keep Jess’s identity out of the press. No one had made the connection between her last case and the one she had spent a lifetime trying to forget, and that was all down to Jeanie. She had made a promise to Jess that even within the bureau that information was on a strict need-to-know basis.

      “It is pretty harrowing stuff, just reading about it.”

      “Yeah, I suppose it was one of my more difficult cases, but ultimately we had a positive outcome. That’s what it’s about, isn’t it? I’m just grateful we found the killer and stopped him.”

      Dr. Cameron tapped his pen on the desk. “You didn’t just stop him. He’s dead. You killed him.”

      Jess stared down at the discolorations on her hand as she realized the course the conversation was going to follow. He could just present her with the DSM screening for PTSD but instead he was trying to upregulate affect to see what she would do when she was emotionally roused. He would keep pushing her until she cracked because he wanted to know what she looked like when she snapped.

      At least he was being straightforward with his manipulation. Perversely, the trauma of her childhood had prepared her for this, made her stronger, helped her anticipate people’s next moves. “That’s right. The killer was apprehended. A struggle ensued, my life and the life of my partner were in danger, and I deemed it necessary to use lethal force. As you may be aware, Agent Briggs and I were both awarded the FBI Star,” she added to make sure he knew the bureau supported her actions 100 percent. “Now that my hand is healed I’m eager to return to work.”

      “Are you ready?”

      Finally, a question she didn’t have to think about. “Yes, 100 percent.”

      “Even though you shot your partner and he nearly died of his injuries.”

      If he had really read the report, he would know the shot she had fired was not the one that had nearly killed Jamison. The warm, salty taste of blood filled her mouth. She had bit into her cheek again as a flash of that night played in her mind. She blinked to dislodge the image but it refused to budge. Her skin burned as memories of that night flooded her. All she could hear was the whoosh of blood in her ears. Every part of her wanted to run from this conversation but she couldn’t, not without tipping him off. Jess stared at him blankly, giving him nothing he could read. “That’s not the case. If you want to reread the file, I can give you a few minutes or I would be happy to tell you how it happened.”

      Dr. Cameron gave her a long stare. “People with PTSD avoid talking about the traumatic incident.”

      Jess shrugged. “Do they?”

      “Yes, they do. But you know that.”

      “Of course. I read up on it as soon as I got out of the hospital. All the signs to look out for, the same way I looked for signs of infection in my wound. You have to look after your mental health the same way you look after your physical health. Too often we overlook the importance of self-care.”

      Dr. Cameron nodded but the small furrow that formed between his pale blue eyes told her he was dubious. They both knew she was bullshitting but she would keep saying what she needed to until he cleared her.

      “What were you on the lookout for?” he asked.

      “Well, based on the reading, I knew to look out for changes in sleep pattern, problems with emotional regulations, avoidance of people or situations that trigger memories, exaggerated startle response.” She stopped herself from reciting the entire checklist. That would be overkill and tip him off that she had memorized the criteria.
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