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CONTENT & TRIGGER WARNINGS


As much as Scythe & Sparrow is a dark romantic comedy and will hopefully make you laugh through the madness, it’s still dark! Please read responsibly. If you have any questions about this list, please don’t hesitate to contact me at brynneweaverbooks.com or on one of my social media platforms (I’m most active on Instagram and TikTok).




• Eyeballs . . . again. If it’s any consolation, I don’t know why I keep writing them into books because eyeball shit freaks me the fuck out


• Also eyelids. Yep. We’re there now


• I’m not sure as I really ruin cotton candy as much as maybe just defile it


• Possibly sausages and/or hot dogs


• Ill-advised use of staple guns


• Are drug-addicted raccoons a trigger? Debate!


• Clowns


• Sexy clowns


• Medical trauma including serious injury, ambulances, open fractures, puncture wounds, blood loss, hospitals, surgical recovery


• Impaling (not the sexy kind, but okay . . . that too)


• References to domestic physical abuse (not depicted), psychological/emotional abuse, sexual harassment, threats and intimidation, misogyny


• Injured dog—but if you’ve read Leather & Lark, you already know Bentley will be fine! He’s too grumpy and badass to die


• Parental neglect, child physical abuse (not depicted)


• Numerous weapons and sharp objects, including knives, guns, baseball bats, metal hooks, an edge beveler—you should be used to these by now


• Detailed sex scenes, which include (but are not limited to): adult toys, primal kink, cum kink, anal, rough sex, sexual acts in public


• Explicit and colorful language, including a lot of “blasphemy.” Don’t say I didn’t warn you!


• There is a lot of injury and death . . . it’s a book about a doctor and a serial killer falling in love, so I feel like that’s probably a given





Please note, if you’re the kind of reader who likes to skip epilogues, I humbly request that you make an exception! There are no babies or pregnancies, but there might be another surprise or two that you won’t want to miss. Just trust me! (“But the ice cream!” you say. “The pizza! The beer and smoothies and fancy calcium!” I know, I know—but just trust me this time. Haha!)









For those of you who read B&B and L&L and said,
“Hell, I’ve already endured the ice cream and pizza, I might as well keep going” . . . you truly are my people. This one’s for you!
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ACE OF CUPS
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Rose


If you hit someone in the back of the head hard enough, you can pop their eyeballs right out of their face.


Or at least, that’s what I read somewhere. And that’s what I’m thinking as I shuffle my tarot deck, glaring at the sketchy-looking asshole thirty feet away as he pours alcohol from a flask into his soda and takes a long gulp. He wipes away the excess from his chin with the sleeve of his plaid shirt. A burp quickly follows, and then he shoves half his hot dog into his fuck-ugly gob before he takes another swig.


I could whack that big ol’ egghead so hard his marbles spring right out of their sockets.


And the woman sitting across from me? I bet she wouldn’t mind one bit.


I tamp down a dark grin and hope to fuck she hasn’t noticed the devious glint in my expression. But even despite the murdery vibes I’m probably giving off, and the distractions of Silveria Circus beyond the open door of my tarot tent, her attention seems stuck on the cards, all her concentration glued to them as I shuffle. There’s no light at all in her eyes, one of them rimmed with a fading black bruise.


Blood surges in my veins as I force my gaze not to creep back to the man. Her man.


When her attention finally lifts from the repetitive motion of my hands, and she starts twisting in her seat to catch sight of him, I abruptly stop shuffling to slap the deck down on the table. She startles more than seems normal, just like I thought she would. Just like I hoped she wouldn’t.


“Sorry,” I say, and I mean it. She looks at me with fear in her eyes. Real fear. But she gives me a weak smile. “What’s your name?”


“Lucy,” she says.


“All right, Lucy. So I won’t ask you what your question is. But I want you to keep it in mind.”


Lucy nods. I turn over the first card. I already know what it will be. Its edges are worn with use and the image has faded with time.


“Ace of Cups,” I say as I lay the card on the table and push it closer to her. She looks from the image to me, a question in her crinkled brow. “It represents following your inner voice. What does it tell you? What do you want?”


There’s only one thing I hope she’ll say: to take flight.


But she doesn’t say it.


“I don’t know,” she says, her voice barely more than a whisper. Disappointment lodges itself like a thorn beneath my skin as she twists her fingers on the table, her simple gold wedding band scratched and dull. “Matt wants to buy another plot of land to farm next year, but I want to put some money away for the kids. Maybe it’d be nice to get out of Nebraska for a week, take the kids to see my mom and not be fretting about the price of gas. Is that the kind of thing you mean . . . ?”


“Maybe.” I shrug and pick up the deck, giving it another shuffle. This time, I won’t guide the Ace of Cups to the top of the pile. I’ll let it tell her whatever she needs to hear. “What’s important is what it means to you. Let’s restart, and you keep that in mind.”


I do Lucy’s reading. Seven of Cups. Page of Cups. Two of Wands. Signals of change, that choices for her future are there, if she’s ready to have faith and embrace them. I’m not even sure if she’s open to receiving a message from my cards. I’ve barely finished the reading when her three kids pile into the tent, two girls and a boy, their faces sticky and stained with candy. They talk over one another, each wanting to be the first to tell her about the rides or the games or the upcoming performances. They have clowns, Mama. Mama, did you see the fire-breather? I saw a game where you can win a stuffy, Mama, come see. Mama, Mama, Mama—


“Kids,” a gruff voice interrupts at the entrance of my tarot tent. Their thin bodies go still and rigid at his sharp tone. Lucy’s eyes widen across from me. She doesn’t let her gaze linger, but I still see it. The dull smear of chronic terror in her eyes. The way it deadens her expression before she turns away. I look up to the man in my doorway, his spiked soda gripped in one hand, a fistful of ride tickets in the other. “Go on, take ’em. Meet your ma at the big top in an hour for the show.”


The oldest child, the boy, reaches for the tickets and grasps them to his chest as though they could be torn from him just as easily as they were given. “Thank you, Papa.”


The kids edge past their father, where he stands unmoving in the entrance of the tent. He watches them disappear into the crowd before turning his attention our way. Bloodshot eyes fixed to his wife, he drains his plastic cup and drops it on the ground. “Let’s go.”


Lucy nods once and stands. She places a twenty-dollar bill on the table with a brittle smile and a whisper of thanks. I’d like to give her the reading for free, but I know men like hers. They’re volatile. Willing to jump down a woman’s throat for the smallest perceived slight, like pity or charity. I learned a long time ago to stick to the exchange of value, even if he might yell at her later for spending money on something as frivolous as a message from the universe.


Lucy leaves the tent. Her husband watches her go.


And then he turns to me.


“You shouldn’t go fillin’ her head with crazy fuckin’ ideas,” he says through a sneer. “She’s already got enough of those.”


I pick up my tarot cards and shuffle them. My heart scrapes my bones with every furious beat, but I keep my movement fluid, my outward appearance calm. “I take it you don’t want a reading.”


“What did you tell her?”


The man takes a step into my tent to loom over my table with a menacing glare. I lean back in my chair. My shuffling slows to a halt. We pin our gazes to each other. “Same shit I tell everyone who comes in here,” I lie. “Follow your dreams. Trust your heart. Good things lie in your future.”


“You’re right about that.” A dark smile tugs at the corners of the man’s lips as he whips the twenty-dollar bill off the table and makes a point of folding it in front of me. “Good things do lie in my future.”


With a tip of his head, he slides the bill into his pocket and walks away, heading for the nearest refreshments stand, where one of his equally shady friends is standing. I glare after him until finally I close my eyes, trying to clear him from my thoughts, refocusing my energy as I resume shuffling my cards. I reach for my selenite crystal to cleanse the deck and sever the connection between us, but my thoughts keep wandering to Lucy. The image of the purple halo around her eye returns, no matter how hard I try to push it away. The deadened look in her eyes haunts me. I’ve seen that look so many times before. In the women who have come to draw the Ace of Cups. In my mother. In the mirror.


I take a deep breath. I draw my first card with a question in my mind.


Lucy didn’t ask for help. But she needs it. What should I do?


I turn over the first card and open my eyes.


The Tower. Upheaval. Sudden change.


I tilt my head and draw another.


Two of Wands. There are opportunities if you’re willing to venture beyond your castle walls. The land beyond might be rocky, but it’s vibrant. Take a risk. Try something new. A meaningful life is built from choices.


“Hmm. I think I see where this is going, and that wasn’t what I was asking.”


Knight of Cups. The arrival of romantic love.


“Stop it. My question was about smashing that dickhead’s skull in. Not falling in love or some bullshit. Tell me about my actual question.”


I shuffle the cards again. I keep my question in mind and draw the first card.


The Tower.


“Fucksakes, Gransie. Give it a rest.” A deep breath floods my lungs as I fidget with the edge of the card and look out at the fairgrounds beyond the door of my tent. I should really be getting out of here. Leave this exchange behind. Get myself changed and ready for my upcoming performance in the big top. Zooming through the Globe of Death on a motorcycle with two other performers doesn’t leave any room for error, and I need to be focused. But Lucy’s husband is still in my line of sight. And then Bazyli walks by. I’ll take that as the sign I was looking for.


“Baz,” I bark out, stopping the teenager in his tracks. His gangly limbs are tanned and marred with grease. “Come here.”


Sparks virtually shoot from his eyes. His lips stretch around a gap-toothed smile. “Gonna cost ya.”


“I haven’t even told you what I want yet.”


“Still gonna cost ya.”


I roll my eyes and Baz grins as he saunters into my tent with all the cockiness of a typical fifteen-year-old. I nod toward the fairgrounds. He follows my gaze. “The guy out there with the plaid shirt next to the grease joint.”


“The guy with the head that looks like an egg?”


“Yeah. I need his details. Just the driver’s license. And twenty bucks if he’s got cash in his wallet.”


Baz’s attention latches to my hands as I shuffle the Tower card back into my deck. “I’m not a thief. I’m a magician,” he says, and with a flutter of his hands, a flower appears on his palm. “The only thing I steal is hearts.”


I roll my eyes and Baz grins as he gives me the flower. “I know you’re not a thief. But Egghead over there is. He just stole twenty bucks from me and I want you to give it back to his wife over there. The one with the blond hair and blue top.” I nod toward Lucy in the distance as she makes her way alone toward a concession stand. “She’ll have three kids with her in the tent during the show. I want you to get the money back to her and the license to me.”


Baz faces me, his eyes narrowing. “Whatever you’re up to, I could help, you know.”


“You are helping. By getting me that license.”


“I’ll do it for free if you let me help.”


“No dice, kiddo. Your mom will string me up by the throat from the trapeze. Just get me that license. I’ll buy you a Venom comic.”


Baz shrugs. He twists the toe of his shoe into the trampled grass, trying to keep his attention away from me. “I have most of them.”


“Not from the Dark Origins series.” Baz’s eyes snap to mine. I try to repress a smile at the longing he can’t hide. “I know you’re missing the last two. I’ll get them for you.”


“Okay . . . but I also get to borrow your inflatable pool.”


I scrunch my nose and tilt my head. “Sure . . . I guess . . .”


“And I need bananas.”


“All right—”


“And a pineapple. Some of those little cocktail stick things too.”


“What the hell?” It’s not unusual for the other circus performers and crew to send me out for random items or treats from the towns we stop in. I’m one of the few who has a second vehicle to escape the grounds with. I don’t have to uproot my whole home just to go to the store. But that means I’ve had requests for an assortment of shit. Condoms, frequently. Pregnancy tests too. Vegetables in season. Fresh croissants from a local baker. Books. Whiskey. But . . . “A pineapple?”


“Mom said she’d get me a PlayStation when she finally gets a vacation. Since there’s a fat chance of that, I thought I’d bring the vacation to her.” Baz crosses his arms and squares up his stance as though he’s about to go into battle. “Take it or leave it, Rose.”


I thrust my hand in his direction, my heart a little warmer than it was before. “Deal. Just be careful, yeah? Egghead is trouble.”


Baz nods and pumps my hand once and then he’s gone, darting off to fulfill his mission. I watch as he weaves his way through children with their popcorn and cotton candy and stuffed animals, and teenagers chattering about the best rides, and the couples who come from the haunted house, laughing with embarrassment about how much our actors scared them in dark corners. These are the moments I usually love about my home with Silveria Circus. Moments of magic, as small as they might be.


But today, the only magic I’m after is the dark and dangerous kind.


I watch as Baz maneuvers close to the two men. My heart rolls against my ribs as he comes up behind Lucy’s husband and pulls his wallet from his back pocket when the man is occupied with a laugh. When Baz has it in his hand, he pivots a turn, just long enough to open the wallet and pull the license from its slot. The money is next, and he slips it into his jeans before he finishes his spin. Within a handful of heartbeats, the wallet is back in the man’s pocket.


Grabbing my tarot deck and selenite, I leave the tent, turning the OPEN sign at the entrance to CLOSED as I go, even though I’m about to miss another reading or two as another woman closes in on the tent with a twenty-dollar bill clutched between her fingers. I catch the brief flash of disappointment on her face, but Baz never leaves my field of vision. And I don’t leave his. We pass each other as I head in the direction of my RV. I barely feel it, only noticing because I know to expect it. A slight brush of a touch at my hip.


When I enter my motor home, I pull the license from my pocket. Matthew Cranwell. I open my phone and check his address on the map of Nebraska. Twenty miles away, close to Elmsdale, the next town over. One with a bigger grocery store than Hartford. Maybe more hope of finding a good quality pineapple. I run my thumb over the photo of Matt’s weathered face. With a faint grin etched across my lips, I change into my leather pants and tank top, slipping his driver’s license into the interior pocket of my motorcycle jacket.


It’s the first evening of performances here in Hartford, and the big top is packed with locals who have come from the surrounding network of towns to see the show. And Silveria Circus prides itself on a great show. I watch from behind the curtain as José Silveria introduces each performer. The clowns, with their miniature cars and their juggling act and their slapstick comedy routine. Santiago the Surreal, a magician who wows the audience with a series of tricks that he keeps as a closely guarded secret. Baz helps with the routine, always an eager apprentice, the only person Santiago trusts with his secrets. There are trapeze artists and aerial silk acrobats, Baz’s mother, Zofia, the lead performer of their group. The only animals we have are Cheryl’s troop of trained poodles, and they always delight the kids, especially when she calls for volunteers from the audience. And last up, the final act, is always me and the twins, Adrian and Alin. The Globe of Death. The scent of the metal mesh and exhaust fumes, the flood of adrenaline. The roar of our bikes as we speed through the cage that seems too small to fit all three of us. The rush of the cheering crowd. I love the speed and the risk. Maybe I love it a little bit too much. Because, sometimes, it feels like not enough.


I roll out of the cage after our set is done, stopping between Adrian and Alin as we wave to the audience. Matt Cranwell’s license burns in my pocket as though it’s branding my flesh.


The moment I can slip away, I do.


I exchange my dirt bike for my Triumph, my performance helmet for my custom-painted ICON, pocket my mini tool set, and then head to Elmsdale, the lowering sun chasing me through the straight, flat roads. I’m a whirlwind through the grocery store, grabbing bananas and a sad-looking pineapple and anything else that looks remotely tropical, along with a flimsy tube of cocktail sticks. When I’ve paid, I stuff them in my fraying backpack, resolving to find a better one at a future stop.


On my way out of the shop I bring up my phone and double-check Matt Cranwell’s address, entering it into the map. The route is straightforward on the grid network of small-town streets. He can’t be any more than ten minutes out of town. The weather is perfect, the sun still high enough that if I do a little drive-by to scope it out, I’ll still be back at the fairgrounds before dark.


The memory of the Tower card lies over my vision of the map like an opaque film. My nose scrunches. I stop next to my bike and slide my phone into the mobile holder mounted to my handlebars.


Maybe this is a bit insane. It’s not my usual gig. But I’ve really wanted to change things up lately. I know I need to. I’ve known it for a while. If I’m going to keep helping women like Lucy to take flight, it’s not enough to just give them the means to do it anymore. If I’m going to go for it, I should really go for it, you know? Rev it up. Full throttle. Motorcycle references aside, it’s not right to be on the sidelines of the action anymore. I might be supplying the means to right a few wrongs, but I’ve always been a step removed from the actual doing.


I glance down at the tiny carnation tattooed on my wrist. My fingers trace the initials next to it. V.R. I can’t let what happened last year happen again. Not ever.


Not only is it wrong to pass off the responsibility of ending a life to someone who might be ill-prepared to do it, it’s a bit boring too. I want to take someone like Matt Cranwell down with my own two hands.


At least, I think I do.


No. I for sure do. It’s right . . . ish . . . and I definitely have the urge, and maybe that will scratch the itch deep inside my brain that craves more.


Besides, there’s nothing saying I need to do it right this second. I just have to swing by and scope the place out. And then I’ve got a few days to make my move and we’ll be on to the next town. The next show. Always a next woman who lives in fear. Who asks for my help in coded messages and worried glances. A next man to take down.


I swing a leg over my bike and start the engine and then pull away from the parking lot and onto the country roads.


It doesn’t take long before I’m rolling to a stop just before an expanse of cornfields and a gravel driveway that leads to a small farmhouse and outbuildings. I park in a dip in the road where my bike will be obscured by cornstalks. My heart jumps up my throat as I pull off my helmet and just listen.


There’s nothing.


I’m not sure what I expected. Maybe an obvious sign. But nothing seems to come. I just stand at the end of that driveway and stare at the small but well-kept house that could be anyone’s. Swing set in the yard. Bicycles discarded on the lawn. A catcher’s mitt and a baseball bat next to raised beds of a vegetable garden. Flowers in hanging pots, a flag flapping in the breeze. An all-American country home.


For a moment, I wonder if I have the wrong house. Or maybe I imagined everything I thought I saw back in the tarot tent.


And then I hear yelling.


A screen door slams. The kids leave the house and head for their bikes, picking them up to peddle away from the chaos with their bare feet. They disappear around the back of the property. The yelling continues inside as though they never left. I can’t make out the words. But the rage in his voice is clear. Louder and louder until it feels like the windows will crack. The house is alive with it. And then a crash, something thrown inside. And a scream.


I’m halfway up the driveway before I realize what I’m doing. But it’s too late to stop now. I pull my helmet back on and the mirrored visor down. I pass the raised vegetable beds and scoop up the aluminum baseball bat just as the screen door slams and Matt comes stalking onto the porch. I freeze but he doesn’t even notice me, his attention locked on the phone in his hands. He trudges down the steps, a scowl imprinted in his weathered features, and starts walking toward the truck parked next to the house.


My grip tightens around the bat.


I could stop. Duck into the cornstalks and hide. He’ll turn around at any moment and see me. It will be unavoidable as soon as he gets into the vehicle. Unless I hide now.


But there’s one thing that keeps playing on repeat in my thoughts.


The show can’t start until you jump.


So I take my chance.


I stay on the grass as I rush toward him. Footsteps light. Tiptoes. Bat ready. He’s nearing the front of the truck. His eyes are still on the screen. I’m closing in and he still doesn’t know it.


My heart rams my bones. My breaths are quick with terror and exhilaration. My visor fogs at the edges.


I take my first step on the gravel and Matt’s head whips around. A second step and he drops his phone. I raise the bat. On the third step I bring it down on his head.


But Matt is already moving.


I hit him but the blow doesn’t strike hard enough. He ducks and drops, and the contact only angers him. It’s not enough to bring him down. So I swing again. This time he catches the bat.


“What the fuck,” he snarls. He rips the weapon from my hand and wraps his palms around the grip. “Fucking bitch.”


A moment of unsteadiness on my feet is all he needs. He swings the bat as hard as he can. It hits my lower leg with the force of a lightning strike.


I fall to the ground. Flat on my back. Gasping for air. For a brief, glorious moment, I feel no pain.


And then it consumes me like an electric shock.


Shattering agony climbs from my lower leg and up my thigh and through my body until it erupts in a choked sob. I gulp a breath of air. Not enough comes in through my helmet. What does carry through it is the scent of piña colada, the smashed fruit that’s tumbled from my torn backpack, the seams split with the force of my fall. It’s cruel. Sickening sweetness and blinding pain.


The bat comes down a second time and hits my thigh. But I barely feel it. The pain in my lower leg is so overwhelming that a third hit feels like a dull thud.


I see Matt Cranwell’s eyes through my visor. Just a heartbeat. Long enough to see determination. Malice. Even the cold thrill of a kill. The whole universe slows to a crawl as he raises the bat above his head. He’s positioned over my injured leg. If he hits my lower leg again, I know I’ll pass out. And then he’ll kill me.


My hand scrapes across the gravel. Nails dig into the dirt. I gather a fistful of sand and stone, and just as he’s about to take his swing, I toss it in Matt Cranwell’s face.


He pitches over at the waist with a frustrated cry, lowering the bat to work the gravel from his eyes. I tear the weapon from his grip, but he’s quick enough to grab it back, even with his eyes watering, leaking dusty tears down his face. I kick his hand with my good foot and the bat flies into the cornfield. Before he can regain his composure, I kick his leg at the knee, and he tumbles down to my level.


I claw my way backward. My left hand slides through the slime of a mashed banana. Matt Cranwell crawls after me, half-blind with dust and rage. He reaches forward and I scramble around me for something to grab on to. A weapon. A shred of hope. Anything.


I sweep my hand through the gravel and a sharp point digs into my palm. I glance over just long enough to spot the cocktail sticks strewn next to my fingers. A bunch of them rest in the shattered plastic tube.


I grab them just as Cranwell wraps his hand around the ankle of my busted leg and tugs.


The scream I let loose is agony and feral rage and desperation. I pitch forward, the spikes clutched in my fist. And I drive their pointed ends right into Matt Cranwell’s eye.


He cries out. Releases my ankle. Squirms in the dust, a shaking hand hovering over his face. He turns in my direction as he thrashes from the pain he can’t escape. Blood tumbles over his lashes and down his cheek in a viscous crimson rivulet. Three cocktail sticks jut from his eye like a macabre kindergarten craft. Their little flags quiver with his shock. His lid tries to blink, a reflex he can’t stop. Every motion of his eyelid hits the highest wooden skewer and he jolts with a fresh hit of pain. He’s screaming. Screaming a sound I’ve never heard before.


My stomach churns and I retch in my helmet. I manage to swallow the vomit down, but just barely.


I have to get the fuck out of here.


I turn myself over and push up onto my good foot, the other dragging behind me as I limp to the bottom of the driveway. Matt is still yelling behind me, curses and pleas that tumble after me down the gravel track.


Tears stream down my face. My molars clamp tight, ready to crack. Every hop I take forces my broken leg to take the pressure of the step. Agony. It’s fucking agony. A spike of pain that drives from my heel to my thigh. That threatens to bring me down.


“Keep fucking going,” I whisper as I flip my visor open. My first breath of fresh air is the only thing that keeps me upright.


I don’t know what happens when you get poked in the eye with a fistful of cocktail sticks. His other eye might be squeezed shut. Or maybe he’ll be able to fight through the pain and run after me. But I can’t think about that shit now. I just have to get to my bike. Hold on to the hope that I can get away.


When I get to the bottom of the driveway, I glance toward the farm. Matt Cranwell is on his hands and knees, still yelling and cursing, spitting venom and dripping blood onto the gravel. And then I look toward the house. Lucy is there, standing behind the screen door. A silhouette. I can’t see her face, but I can feel her eyes on me. She can’t see me clearly from this distance, not with the helmet obscuring most of my face. She doesn’t know me well enough to recognize me from my clothes or my mannerisms. She knows something life-altering has happened, that something is very wrong with this moment, her husband screaming in distress on the driveway. But it’s not him she’s watching. It’s me.


She closes the door and disappears inside the house.


I leave Matt where he belongs, rolling in the dirt. I hobble to my motorcycle. When I swing my leg over the seat, something catches against the inside of my leather pants. Pain ripples up my leg. But I keep going. I start the engine. Close my hand around the clutch. Change gears and pull back the throttle and get the fuck away from this farm.


I don’t know where to go.


I just follow my instinct and ride.









OATH
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Fionn


I’m rounding the corner for home, walking briskly after my evening run. It’ll be the perfect night to sit on the porch with the glass of Weller bourbon I’ve definitely earned, not just from this run but from the unholy combination of Fran Richard’s ingrown toenail and Harold McEnroe’s massive boil that I had to deal with at the clinic today. My little house is within sight when an alert comes through on my watch.


Motion detected at front door.


“Fucking Barbara,” I hiss as I pivot on my heel and retrace my path into town. I pull up my phone to open the video doorbell app. “I know it’s you, you fucking crazy—”


I stop dead in my tracks. It’s . . . it’s definitely not Barbara at the office.


There’s a woman I don’t recognize on the camera. Dark hair. Leather jacket. I can’t make out distinct features of her face before she looks away down the street. But she’s unsteady on her feet. Probably drunk. Maybe someone who’s come into town for the circus and had too much fun at the beer garden down the road from the fairgrounds. I consider pressing the button to speak to her, and though my thumb hovers over the circle, I don’t touch it. Maybe I should set the alarm I hardly ever use now, thanks to Barbara triggering it one too many times in the middle of the night. I should call the police, I think as I start walking, staring at my screen. But I don’t do that either.


Not even when she somehow manages to open the locked door.


“Shit.”


I pocket my phone and run.


I do the math in my head as I sprint in the direction of the clinic. I’ve just finished a long run and can’t push much faster than a 5:30-minutes-per-mile pace, so I’ll be there in seven minutes and nine seconds. I’m sure I’ll make it to the office in less time than that if I push as hard as I can.


But it feels like an hour. My lungs burn. My heart riots. I slow to a walk as I round the last corner and a wave of nausea rolls in my stomach.


There are no lights on in the clinic. Nothing to indicate anyone is inside except the faint smear of a bloody handprint on the door handle. A motorcycle with a dented fuel tank lies on its side in the grass. The key is still in the ignition, the polished chrome engine ticking as it cools. A black helmet painted with orange and yellow hibiscus flowers sits discarded on the walkway to the door.


I clasp a hand to the back of my neck, my skin slick with sweat. I look down one end of the road. Then the other. Then back again. There’s no one else on the street. I take my phone from my pocket and grip it tightly.


“Fuck it.”


I turn on my phone’s flashlight and stalk toward the door. It’s unlocked. I pan the light across the floor where it reflects on a bloody boot print. A streak of crimson paints the tiles in a long track that snakes through the waiting room. It passes the reception desk. Curves down the hallway like a horror script. This way to your violent death.


And like any idiot in any horror film ever made, I follow it, stopping at the mouth of the corridor that leads to the exam rooms.


There’s no sound. No smell aside from the astringent burn of antiseptic that clings to the back of my throat. No light except for the red emergency exit sign at the end of the hall.


I guide my flashlight to follow the blood on the floor. It leads beneath the closed door of Exam Room 3.


With a single deep breath, I follow. I hold that breath as I press my ear to the door. Nothing comes from the other side, not even when I push it open and it meets resistance. A boot. A limp leg. A woman who doesn’t stir.


My thoughts snap like a glow stick. From darkness to light. I hit the switch for the overhead fluorescents. Urgency and training propel me into the room, and I drop to my knees beside the woman lying on my exam room floor.


A makeshift tourniquet made from her shirt is tied around her right thigh. A fresh one from the cabinet is loosely knotted just beneath it, as though she couldn’t tighten it with her waning strength. Medical supplies are scattered across the floor. Gauze bandages. Sterile cloth. A pair of scissors. Blood trickles down her calf and pools on the floor. The scent of pineapple and banana is a sweet contradiction to the broken bone that pokes through the torn flesh of her lower leg. Her leather pants are cut all the way up to the wound, as though she got as far as exposing the fracture and couldn’t bear it anymore.


“Miss. Miss,” I say. She’s turned away from me, her dark hair strewn across her face. I press my palm to her cool cheek and turn her head in my direction. Rapid, shallow breaths spill past her parted lips. I rest two fingers against her pulse as I tap her cheek with the other hand. “Come on, miss. Wake up.”


Her brow crinkles. Thick, dark lashes flutter. She groans. Her eyes open, inky pools of pain and suffering. I need her conscious, but I hate the agony I see painted in her features. Regret twists like a hot pin lodged deep in a cavern of my heart, a feeling I learned to shut away a long time ago so I can do my job. But somehow, when her eyes fuse to mine, that long-forgotten piece of me comes alive in the dark. And then she grabs my hand where it rests on her throat. She squeezes. Locks me into a moment that feels eternal. “Help,” she whispers, and then her hand slips from mine.


I stare at her for just a moment. A heartbeat. A blink.


And then I get to work.


I pull a wallet from her jacket and dial 911 as I stride from the room to grab ice packs from the freezer. I relay the details of the woman’s license and condition to the dispatcher. Twenty-six-year-old female, unconscious, possible motorcycle accident. When I return to the exam room, she’s still unconscious, and I place the ice packs and my phone on the counter so I can hook her up to the blood pressure monitor. Lower leg open fracture. Blood loss. Hypotensive blood pressure. Her pulse is climbing.


I’ve gotten a line in for an IV and tied a proper tourniquet around her leg by the time the ambulance arrives. But she still doesn’t wake up. Not when the paramedics fit a brace around her leg. Not when we lift her onto the gurney. Not even when we load her into the back of the ambulance and the motion jostles her. I take her hand and tell myself it’s so I’ll know if she wakes up.


And eventually, she does. Her eyes flutter open and latch onto mine, and regret pierces me again. The paramedic across from me fits the oxygen mask to her face, and the plastic fogs with her increasingly rapid breaths as the pain settles into her consciousness.


“I’m Dr. Kane,” I say as I squeeze her hand, her palm cool and clammy. “You’re on the way to the hospital. Is your name Rose?”


She nods in the emergency neck brace.


“Try to remain still. Do you remember what happened?”


She presses her eyes shut, but not fast enough to veil the flash of panic in her eyes. “Yes,” she says, though I can barely hear her over the wail of the sirens.


“Was it a motorcycle accident?”


Rose’s eyes snap open. The crease between her brows deepens. There’s a brief pause before she says, “Yes. I . . . I hit a slippery patch and crashed.”


“Do you have any pain in your back or neck? Anything else aside from your leg?”


“No.”


The paramedic cuts away Rose’s makeshift tourniquet and a fresh waft of piña colada floods my nostrils. I lower my voice and lean a little close when I ask, “Have you been drinking?”


“Fuck no,” she says. Her nose scrunches beneath the mask, and she reaches up to lower it despite my protest. “Are you, like, a real doctor?”


I blink at her. “Yes . . . ?”


“You don’t sound sure.”


“I’m pretty sure. Put your mask back on—”


“You look like a TV doctor. Dr. McSpicy or something. What are your credentials?”


I look over at the paramedic who tries to chew her grin into submission. “You only gave her morphine, right?”


“Why are you in activewear?” Rose barrels on.


The paramedic snorts.


“Are you one of those CrossFit guys? You look like a CrossFit guy.”


I try to say no as the paramedic says, “Doc is definitely one of those CrossFit guys. My husband calls him Dr. Beast Mode.”


Rose’s cackle becomes a wince as the paramedic repositions fresh ice packs around the wound. Her grip tightens on my hand. “Who are you?” I ask the paramedic across Rose’s body. “Have we met?”


She smirks as she checks the infusion pump. “I’m Alice. I live around the corner from you on Elwood Street. My husband, Danny, is a personal trainer at the gym . . . ?”


“Right, of course. Danny,” I reply convincingly.


Rose grins, her dark eyes pinned to Alice. “He has no fucking idea who you mean.”


“I know.”


“How long have you lived in Hartford?” My glare shifts from the paramedic down to Rose and softens—but only into wariness. Her blood pressure has improved a little with the fluids. But pain still carves its marks across her features, creasing little lines into the sides of her nose and between her brows. I try to pull my hand from hers so I can get a better look at her leg, but she doesn’t let go. “How long, Doc?”


I shake my head just a little to clear it, as though I might free myself from the way she looks at me. “Until we get to the hospital . . . ?”


“No. How long have you lived in Hartford? Or maybe we should go back to the credentials question. I don’t want you amputating the wrong leg. Do you have short-term memory loss?”


Her faint smile is full of pity and mischief. But her dark eyes betray her. They’re searching. Filled with distress. Filled with fear.


“No one’s amputating your leg,” I reply, gently squeezing her hand.


Rose swallows. She tries to keep her face set in a neutral mask, but the heart rate monitor betrays her. “But the bone is sticking out. What if—”


“I promise you, Rose. No one is amputating your leg.” Rose’s liquid eyes stay fused to mine, dark pools of molten chocolate. I slip her mask back up over her nose and mouth. Even though she says nothing in reply, I realize her words have been repeating in my mind since the moment she passed out in my exam room. Help. Help. Help. “I’ll assist with the surgery,” I say. “I’ll be right there with you.”


Rose tries to nod again, and I place my free palm on her forehead, where her bangs cling to her skin. I tell myself I’m just doing it to keep her still. But something aches beneath my bones when she closes her eyes and a tear rolls down her temple. When I pull my palm away, I let my fingertips graze the streak it leaves behind.


What the fuck, Kane. Get your shit together.


I refocus on her vitals. Try to concentrate only on the blood pressure monitor and the steady beat of her quickened pulse. I can’t count the number of procedures I’ve done or medications I’ve administered or patients I’ve treated in my short career so far. But there’s only been one whose hand I’ve held in an ambulance. Only one whom I’ve brought through the emergency bay, one for whom I’ve sat in the blue vinyl chairs outside the imaging ward to wait for her X-rays, my knee bouncing with impatience. Only one for whom I’ve asked to scrub in at the surgical suite so I could assist the orthopedic surgeon with the hours-long internal fixation procedure. So I could be there to reassure her that I would keep my promise as she fell unconscious on the surgical table.


Only one whose whispered plea for help still keeps me here at the hospital, hovering near her bed in the recovery room, her chart clasped in my hands even though I’ve read it enough times that I could recite it from memory.


Rose Evans.


I’m absently staring at her sleeping form, her leg splinted and suspended. I wonder if she’s comfortable. If she’s warm enough. If she’ll have a nightmare about the accident. Maybe I should get the nurses to check on her again. Make sure her other minor injuries have been properly addressed.


I’m so engrossed in my thoughts that I don’t notice Dr. Chopra until she’s standing right next to me.


“Know her?” she asks. She pulls her reading glasses down from where they’re nestled in her silver hair so she can skim the details of Rose’s chart. I shake my head. She presses her lips into a line, the fine wrinkles around them deepening. “Thought you might, given the request to scrub in.”


“She showed up at my office in Hartford. I felt . . .” I trail off. I’m not sure what I felt. Something unfamiliar and urgent. Unexpected. “I felt compelled to stay.”


Dr. Chopra nods in my periphery. “Some patients are like that. Reminding us why we chose our path. Maybe you might want to scrub in more often? We could always use the help.”


A smile teases the corners of my lips. “I thought you’d given up asking.”


“It only took me four years to wear you down. Now that I know it can be done, don’t think I’m going to stop.”


“I’m afraid I’ll have to disappoint you,” I say as I cross my arms and straighten my spine.


“Shame. I know it’s not as exciting as Mass General must have been, but we do still get some interesting surgical cases in the boonies. I had one tonight shortly before you came in. A patient of yours according to his records, actually. Belligerent prick, if you ask me. Cranmore? Cranburn?”


“Cranwell? You had Matt Cranwell in here?” I ask, and Dr. Chopra nods. “Yeah, I don’t think you’re far off with the belligerent prick assessment. What was he in for?”


“He had a handful of cocktail sticks in his eye.”


“He . . . what?” Dr. Chopra lifts a shoulder. My brow furrows as I turn to face her. “He wasn’t transported out to a level-one trauma center?”


“No. There was no salvaging the eye. Dr. Mitchell performed the surgery. Must have been an interesting story, but the delightful Mr. Cranwell wasn’t willing to share.” Dr. Chopra passes Rose’s chart back to me with a faint, weary smile. “You should go home and get some rest. When are you in next?”


“Thursday night,” I say absentmindedly as I stare down at Rose’s name on the chart.


“See you then,” Dr. Chopra replies, and then she disappears, leaving me on my own with my sleeping patient.


The one who smelled like piña colada. The one who didn’t call an ambulance despite her injury, choosing to break into my clinic instead. Who seemed surprised when I asked her if it was a motorcycle accident.


I head to where Rose’s clothes are folded on the vinyl chair next to her bed. Only her boots and her black leather jacket are left. Everything else was cut from her body. There’s a small black pouch in one pocket. Inside it are metal tools, some of them streaked with dried blood. Realizing they must be the tools she used to break into my clinic, I put them back. Her wallet is still in the inside jacket pocket, and I take it out next. I pull out her license, the one I skimmed for vital details when I was on the phone with the emergency dispatcher. The card is registered in the state of Texas, an address in Odessa. I look through the rest of her wallet but there’s not much to find, just a debit and credit card and twenty dollars in cash. Nothing that confirms or denies the twinge of intuition that creeps through my guts.


At least, not until I replace her wallet inside her jacket and my fingers graze another card, one that’s loose in the interior pocket.


Another driver’s license. One belonging to a man.


Matthew Cranwell.









STRANDED
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Rose


Day three of being stuck in this bed.


Zofia brought Baz with her yesterday and tried her best to cheer me up by saying my stay in this hospital is like a less-fun version of a holiday, minus the beach. Or the sand. Or the hot guys. So that was a fail. Baz just rolled his eyes and laid his first three Venom Dark Origins comics and my tarot deck next to the medication button that rests untouched beside my hand. Then he asked the question that’s been haunting me worse than the smell of the hot dog stand in a mid-August heat wave: When are you getting out of here?


Not soon enough.


And now, as José Silveria stands near the foot of my bed, his hat clutched between his weathered hands, I’m faced with the hard reality of exactly what not soon enough really means.


“What about the bottle stand? Or the balloon-and-dart? I can totally handle one of the games, I swear,” I say, trying not to sound desperate. Judging by the way José sighs and fidgets with the brim of his hat, I’m failing.


“Rose, you can barely stand up. How long does it take you to get from here to the bathroom?” I frown. Ten minutes doesn’t sound like a great answer, so I say nothing at all. “We can’t stay in Hartford any longer or we’ll be late for our dates in Grand Island. I can’t take you with us, Rose. You need to stay and recover.”


“But—”


“I know you. You won’t look after yourself and you can’t say no to anyone when they ask for help. Jim’ll be lugging equipment or stacking boxes, and you’ll be out there on one leg, trying to do it for him.”


“That’s not true.”


“What about the time you busted your fingers in that crash two years ago?”


I cringe and tighten my left hand into a fist to hide how permanently crooked my pinkie is. “What about it?”


“Did you or did you not offer to help fix the curtain and end up stapling it to your hand?”


“Unrelated. One was an accident. The other was . . . also an accident.”


José sighs and offers me a smile lit with the warmth that’s earned him his much-deserved reputation as the loveable ringmaster of Silveria Circus. “We will always welcome you back. When you’re healed. But right now, you need a chance to recover.” José rests one hand on my good ankle. His eyes are always so kind with their crinkled edges and warm mahogany hues. Even when he’s breaking my heart. “You’ll come back as soon as you’re given the all clear. This isn’t forever. It’s just for right now.”


I nod.


His words echo in my mind as though my subconscious is desperate to cling to them and make them real. But even thinking about how long just for right now could be has my chest tightening and my eyes stinging. I’ve been with Silveria for so long, I can almost convince myself that I’ve forgotten the other life I left behind. I was just a kid, only fifteen when I joined the tour. Silveria has been my home. My family. And though I know he’s right, and I don’t want to make this harder on José than I’m sure it is, I can’t help but feel discarded.


I shrug and give José a smile, but when I sniffle, his expression draws tight with regret. “Yeah, it’s cool. I get it,” I say as I clear my throat and push myself up a little higher, trying not to wince when my leg jostles in the foam block that keeps it suspended off the mattress. “I’ll be fine. I’ll catch up when I can.”


José gives me a smile, one that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. They might even be a little glassy, and that splits the cracks in my heart even wider. “Jim set your RV up at the Prairie Princess Campground just outside of town.”


“Sounds like a classy joint,” I deadpan.


“There’s a hookup there but we filled the generator with gas, just in case.”


I nod, unwilling to trust my voice to make words.


José takes a breath, probably preparing to launch into the thousand reasons why this unexpected time off is a “good thing,” and how maybe I’m overdue for some time off, but he’s cut off when Dr. Kane strides into the room.


And oh holy fuck, but he’s ten times hotter than I remember from the first time we met. He’s so pretty that it almost shocks me out of the burning ache in my chest at the circus leaving me behind. At least until I realize I probably look about as appealing as a bag of dicks. I think it actually makes my leg hurt less just to look at him with all his doctory seriousness and his stethoscope and his ridiculous good looks. His rich brown hair is swept into place. His sapphire eyes catch the afternoon sun that filters through the blinds. No activewear today, but I can still make out the athletic build beneath his white coat and pressed blue shirt and camel-colored pants. He glances from the tablet he clutches to me, then to José, then to José’s hand where it rests on my ankle.


His eyes narrow for just a heartbeat before his expression smooths. “I’m sorry to interrupt. I’m Dr. Kane,” he says as he extends a hand to José.


“José Silveria. Thank you for taking such good care of my Rose.” Dr. Kane’s expression is unreadable as he gives José a single nod. But José? I already know what he’s about to say. The delight is written all over his face. “Rose is my pequeño gorrión. My little sparrow. One of my best performers.”


“At the circus,” I say flatly. “I work at the circus.”


“Oh. That’s—”


“Tell me, are you married, Dr. Kane?”


I suppress a groan. Dr. Kane clears his throat, clearly thrown off, though I find it hard to believe he hasn’t heard overbearing questions like this before. “To my work,” he answers.


José chuckles and shakes his head. “I know how that goes. I used to be the same.”


“You’re still the same,” I say. “Speaking of which, don’t you have somewhere to be? You should be getting out of here or you’ll be setting up in the dark tonight.”


Part of me doesn’t want him to go. I wish more than anything that he’d pull up a seat and tell me stories of his younger years growing up in the circus, how he inherited a dying show and made it into a spectacle. I wish he’d tell me a lullaby of memories. That I’d wake up in my own bed, and that the last few days were nothing more than a dream that will be forgotten. But I also want to rip the Band-Aid from the wound. The longer José stays, the more likely I am to feel it, that hole in my chest that I don’t think will ever truly be filled, no matter how much I try to shore up its crumbling edges.


There’s not much I can get past José. He pushes between Dr. Kane and the bed to come to my side and press a kiss to my cheek. When he straightens, his eyes soften, the wrinkles that fan from their corners deepening with his smile. My nose stings, but I force the rising tears into submission. “Take care of yourself, pequeño gorrión. Give yourself some time. As much as you need.” I give him a jerk of a nod, and then José turns, extending a hand to Dr. Kane. “Thank you for your help, Dr. Kane.”


The doctor accepts the offered handshake, though he seems unsure, like he’s caught on José’s words. Before I can decode his expression, José draws him into a back-clapping hug. He whispers something to Dr. Kane, and the doctor’s eyes land on me, a blue that cuts through my layers to land somewhere deep and dark, where that hole seems to crumble a little more along its edges. Dr. Kane gives a slight nod in reply, then José gives him a final clap and lets him go. He turns at the threshold and gives me a wink. And then that’s it. José is gone, the wound left behind a little too fresh to cover beneath an apathetic mask.


Dr. Kane watches the door for a long moment, the tablet still clutched in his hands, his analytical stare locked on the space José just occupied. Then he turns to me, and the ache of abandonment I feel must linger in my face, because he immediately flashes me a smile that’s supposed to be reassuring but comes off as anything but.


“Is my leg going to fall off, Doc?”


A crease appears between his brows. “What? No.”


“You look like you’re going to tell me it’s rotting and about to fall off.”


“It’s going to be fine,” he says, nodding to my leg where it’s splinted and suspended on a foam block. “We put pearls in it.”


“Pearls?” I snort a laugh. “You’re into pearling? No offense, but you don’t strike me as the type, Doc.”


Dr. Kane blinks at me as though he’s trying to decipher a foreign language. His expression suddenly clears, and he muffles a startled cough into his fist. “Um, antibiotic pearls. In your leg.”


“That’s a relief. We’re seriously going to have to revisit your credentials otherwise. Probably with a lawyer.”


The hot doctor’s cheeks blush in the most adorable shade of crimson. He runs a hand through his perfect hair and though it mostly falls right back into place, I feel an unexpected sense of satisfaction at seeing a few wayward strands that refuse to comply. “How’s the pain?”


“Fine,” I lie.


“Have you been taking pain medication?”


“Not really. I’m okay.”


“Have you been sleeping?”


“Sure.”


“Eating?”


I follow the doctor’s gaze to where it’s stuck on the half-eaten turkey sandwich that sits on the nightstand next to my bed. “Um . . .” My stomach audibly growls, filling the silence between us. “I’m not sure that really classifies as food.”


Dr. Kane frowns at me. “You need to keep up your strength. Proper nutrition will help your body repair itself and fight off infection.”


“Well,” I say as I push myself up higher on my bed, “you can let me out of here and I promise the first thing I’ll do is seek out real food.”


His frown deepens and he sets the tablet down on a side table. “How about we see how things are healing,” he says, and grabs a pair of latex gloves before approaching the side of the bed. He tells me everything he’s going to do before he does it. I’m going to take the splint off. I’m going to remove the dressing and have a look at the incision. His words are clinical and unfussy, but his hands are warm and gentle on my swollen leg. There’s a kindness in his touch that runs deeper than this professional persona. But he seems different from the man whose hand I held in the ambulance. Like that version is the real one, trapped beneath this polished veneer.


“I’m sorry about your clinic,” I say quietly as I think back on that moment we met. “I wanted to make it to the hospital.”


“Why didn’t you call an ambulance?” he asks, not taking his eyes from the wound he inspects.


“I thought it would be faster if I took myself.”


“You could have called from the clinic. Or found someone to help you along the way.” Dr. Kane turns his sharp gaze to me, scouring my face with analytical intensity. “There was no one around when you had your accident?”


I shake my head.


“Where did you crash?”


Panic twists through my veins, a burst of adrenaline that has nowhere to go. I swallow it down and try to stay still. “A side road. Not sure which one. I’m not really familiar with the area.”


“Did anyone see your crash?” he asks, glancing at me as he prods around the incision. He probably thinks he’s being stoic and unreadable, but I don’t miss the way his eyes narrow a fraction.


“Nope, don’t think so.”


“What about—”


“Dr. Kane,” a second doctor says, cutting short his next words as she enters the room, a nurse drifting in her wake with a cart of supplies. “I thought you weren’t due in until Thursday. This is a nice surprise.”


“Dr. Chopra,” he says with a deferential nod. I swear I catch a fleeting blush on his cheekbones when he turns to face her. A spark seems to catch in her eye, a little light behind her glasses. I guess I’m not the only one who noticed the hint of color in his face. “I thought I’d pick up an extra shift.”


“How’s our patient?”


“Getting there,” he says. He gestures to my leg as Dr. Chopra joins him to look down at my incision. Everything is still swollen, not that I want to look too closely. They chatter about blood values and medications as Dr. Chopra picks up the tablet and reviews my file. Dr. Kane presses a final time around the incision before he seems to almost reluctantly admit to Dr. Chopra that “everything seems stable.”


“Excellent,” she says, reading through the notes before she passes the tablet back to him. “In that case, I think we can probably discharge you tomorrow afternoon, Rose. Nurse Naomi here can help you with a bath now and put a fresh dressing on that incision.”


With a brief smile, she departs, and Dr. Kane shifts on his feet as though he’s a metal fleck unable to resist her magnetic pull as she strides toward the door. His gaze bounces between me and the nurse, and then finally settles on me. “I’m not in tomorrow,” he says, and I don’t know how to respond, the silence lingering a little longer than it should. “I hope you feel better soon.”


“Thank you. For everything. Truly.”


With a curt nod in reply and a final beat of delay, he turns and strides away. Naomi and I watch the door, and I half expect him to come back in and say whatever seemed to be weighing on his mind those final moments before he left. But he doesn’t reappear.


Naomi turns my way with a brittle smile, shifting a lock of dark curly hair behind her ear. “Let’s get you up,” she says, and raises the head of my mattress. There’s a stretched silence as she helps me to sit up, a tense pause as though she’s not ready to help me down from the bed.


“Everything okay?” I ask. Her hand is trembling around mine.


“Yes.”


“Are you sure . . . ?”


Her attention darts toward the door and back to me. Her eyes are so dark they’re nearly black, but in them I can see every shade of fear and pain I’ve come to know in women who ask for my help. I know what she’s about to say when she leans closer and whispers, “I saw you at the circus. You’re the tarot reader, aren’t you?”


I nod.


“The Sparrow.” It’s a reverential prayer. The sound of hope that I’ve come to know. A secret kinship, bonded by suffering that transcends blood.


I remember her face now, the woman who was approaching my tent with a rolled twenty-dollar bill in her hand. A spike of chemical impulse hits my veins. Everything sharpens: the details of the room. The sounds of staff who pass in the corridor. The smell of antiseptic and industrial cleaner. The spark in Naomi’s eyes when I reach for the deck on my side table.


I shuffle my cards.


“If we’ve got a minute, maybe I can give you a quick reading before the bath.” I know the card I’m looking for by feel, by the fray at the edges, by the crease at one corner. I flip it over. “Ace of Cups,” I say. “It represents following your inner voice. What does it tell you? What do you want?”


The hope brightens in Naomi’s eyes, and my heart responds with a quickened beat.


“To take flight,” she says.


I smile. And though Naomi’s spirit might be bruised, it’s not broken. I can see it in the way she smiles back.


I draw the next card. Maybe it’s not what you’d expect. It’s not Death. It’s not the Knight of Swords. Not harbingers of chaos. I draw the Star. Hope on the horizon. Because in killing, there can be living. There can be rebirth.


Naomi shares her secrets in whispered notes. Stories of a man. One who demeans her. Belittles her. One who threatens her and harms her and controls her. One she can’t break away from, not on her own. She asks me for help. And my heart swells until it aches. Because I know this is something I can give, even if it takes a little time.


My thumb caresses the tattoo at my wrist.


I might have been abandoned here, left in a cage. Maybe my wings have been clipped. But I can still fly.
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