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            Chapter 1

         

         Dr. Randall Beck sat in his office and looked across the coffee table at his patient.

         Todd Graham was a big man who looked small. He hunched on the overstuffed couch, arms curled in tightly to himself. He looked cold. He looked scared.

         You’d never know that a few months earlier, Graham had been one of the top men on the Metro PD’s Emergency Response Team—the Washington, DC, police SWAT team. He had broken down countless doors, been shot in the line of duty, and had seen some of the worst humanity had to offer in hostage situations, drug raids, and murder scenes.

         But then he’d been called to a small apartment building in the Southeast, the quadrant of DC known as the worst area in the city. He and his squad thought they were going to take down a crack house.

         Instead, they found bodies. Nine of them. Someone had killed all the members of an extended family for a grudge or some deal gone wrong. Graham was the first one into the room. He saw a child curled into the arms of her mother, the same gunshot wound through both of their chests.

         Graham could handle danger to himself. What he couldn’t handle was the thought of being helpless to stop it from happening to someone else.

         Since then, Graham had been on administrative leave. He’d lost weight. He didn’t sleep. He drank too much.

         After medication and regular therapy failed, he’d been sent to see Beck.

         Everything in Beck’s office was soft and beige, designed to soothe and calm, the visual equivalent of white noise. Beck’s patients were people who’d had enough chaos in their lives already.

         Beck was considered the counselor of last resort for people suffering from severe post-traumatic stress and burnout. His patients included paramedics who’d pulled charred corpses out of plane crashes; doctors who’d volunteered in war zones, patching up children dismembered by bombs; hospice workers who faced a 100 percent mortality rate in their patients; and Special Forces soldiers who spent months in combat, ruthlessly killing to keep the rest of the world safe.

         Beck noticed that the one thing all these people had in common was they were used to saving the world, but they had a much harder time saving themselves.

         Graham had spent most of their sessions just sitting on Beck’s couch. Quiet. Staring. Today was no different.

         “Do you want to talk?” Beck asked, after a long silence.

         Graham shrugged. “What’s the point?” he asked Beck. “What’s the point of any of it?”

         “You don’t think there’s any point to living?”

         Graham shrugged again. He sat back, as he had in their other sessions, finished talking for the day. He seemed to think he could just wait Beck out.

         Beck decided he was done waiting. He reached into a bag at the side of his chair and pulled out a Glock 9mm.

         Graham was instantly alert.

         Beck placed the pistol on the table between them.

         “Okay,” he said. “You really want to die? Pick up the gun. Get it over with.”

         Graham stared at him, wide-eyed. “You’re crazy.”

         Beck shrugged. “I’m a licensed psychiatrist.”

         “You’re still crazy.”

         Beck sighed deeply. “You don’t want to do it yourself? Well. I’m here to help.” Beck picked up the Glock and racked the slide back, jacking a shell into the chamber. He pointed it at Graham, his hand steady.

         “Now. Do you want to die?” Beck asked, looking down the barrel at his patient.

         Graham was out of his chair in a split second. He knocked the gun aside and landed on Beck with his full weight, toppling the chair over. He and Beck struggled for a moment as Graham tried to get his hands on the gun.

         They rolled across the floor together. Graham came up on top, the Glock in one hand. He pointed it at Beck, kneeling on top of him.

         For a second, they were frozen like that.

         Then Beck looked up at Graham, bleeding from the corner of his mouth where a stray elbow had hit him.

         And he smiled.

         “You fought,” he said, grinning.

         Graham looked confused. Then angry. “Are you crazy?” he shouted. “Of course I fought you! You pointed a gun at me!”

         He got off Beck and let him up, but didn’t take the gun off him. Beck didn’t seem at all worried.

         “Dummy bullets,” Beck said. “Wouldn’t fire even if I pulled the trigger.”

         Graham eyed Beck suspiciously, then checked the Glock’s clip. If anything, it made him even more angry. “I didn’t know that!” he shouted.

         Beck didn’t stop smiling. “That’s right. You didn’t. And you fought me. For the first time since you walked into this office, you did something. You woke up,” he said. “Looks like you’re not quite ready to die after all.”

         Graham stared at him, shocked.

         Beck stood up and straightened his clothes. He wiped the blood from his mouth with a tissue, and then took his chair again. He gestured to the couch. Slowly, Graham set the gun and the clip back on the table. Then he sat down, too.

         “Excellent,” Beck said. “Shall we get started, then?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         “You pulled a gun on him?”

         Dr. Susan Carpenter was, like Beck, a psychiatrist. She was highly trained, widely respected, and thoroughly professional. She’d seen a wide range of patients with deeply disturbing problems, ranging from trauma to schizophrenia to complete psychotic breaks with reality. There were people who came to her convinced that space lizards were about to take over the planet, and others who were certain that the contestants on Survivor were plotting against them.

         In other words, she’d heard a lot of crazy stuff without blinking. And still, she looked like she was on the verge of having Beck taken to a padded cell.

         “Dummy bullets,” Beck said. “I couldn’t have hurt him if I wanted to.”

         “He didn’t know that,” Susan snapped at him.

         “Of course not. It would have defeated the purpose. He had to find a reason to live. I gave him one.”

         Susan took a deep breath and got herself under control. “Or you could have broken his trust completely. Or triggered a violent episode. Or convinced him that he really ought to commit suicide. Did you ever think of that?”

         “Of course,” Beck replied. “I decided to take the chance.”

         “You risked your patient’s life.”

         “No. I judged him capable of pulling himself out of his depression, given the right motivation. I looked at his history. This is a cop who once charged a man armed with an AK-47 and took him down barehanded. He has been through the door on multiple drug raids. He needed a threat to bring him back to life.”

         “You could have done the same thing by talking to him. You could have reminded him of his experiences—”

         “I don’t have that kind of time.”

         Susan’s expression softened. There it was. Sooner or later, their sessions always came back to this. It was inevitable.

         Beck was dying.

         “Do you think your condition is affecting your judgment?” she asked.

         Beck made a rude noise. “Condition. Call it what it is. I’ve got a brain tumor. And yes, it’s still killing me. No, it’s not affecting my judgment. I haven’t started drooling or playing with myself in public.”

         A month earlier, Beck had been walking to his car when the sidewalk suddenly came up out of nowhere and hit him in the face. He was knocked senseless, and someone passing by on the street called 911. The paramedics took him to the emergency room at Georgetown, where the attending physician knew Beck from several cases he’d consulted on. Beck said he felt fine, he was just a little dizzy, but the doctor insisted on an MRI and a PET scan.

         And that’s when they found the tumor. It was a very rare type of glioblastoma that had clearly been growing for some time, undetected. It was nestled deep in Beck’s brainstem, near the parts that regulated his heartbeat and breathing.

         Beck saw several specialists. They all said the same thing. Chemo wouldn’t work, because the drugs couldn’t cross the blood–brain barrier. Radiation was too dangerous because the tumor was so close to the critical structures nearby. Which is also why there was no way to reach the tumor with surgery.

         The tumor would go on growing, slowly but surely. He’d remain relatively healthy until he wasn’t anymore. He might fall down, and he might have seizures. He might have severe personality changes, memory loss, or delusions. He might lose the ability to walk. Or he might not.

         But eventually, the tumor would overwhelm his brain, crushing the parts of it that kept him alive, and he would die.

         They had given him anywhere from three months to a year.

         Friends suggested that he take a trip around the world, see lions on safari, or just drink margaritas on the beach until it was his time. Beck went back to work. He hated vacations. He didn’t know what he’d do with himself if he wasn’t in his office.

         But the doctors were required to tell the medical board about his condition. The board said he had to get another psychiatrist to monitor him, just in case the tumor affected his mental state. It wouldn’t be good to have a psychiatrist with access to patients and a prescription pad if he was losing his own marbles.

         Susan seemed like the best person possible to keep tabs on him. They’d both been at the top of their class at Johns Hopkins and had been paired together for their residencies at Georgetown. Like Beck, she specialized in crisis psychiatry—taking the most severe cases she could find.

         And she was more likely to put up with him than anyone else. Beck had a reputation as a loose cannon even before he discovered the tumor. He was impatient with theories and studies. He wanted to use whatever worked. It was one reason he was popular with his patients and unpopular with other doctors.

         “How are you feeling?” Susan asked with genuine concern.

         “I’m fine.”

         “Looks like he tagged you pretty hard.”

         Beck touched his lip. It was still swollen. “I’m a doctor, not a boxer.”

         She didn’t smile. Beck suspected he was in for another version of the Talk.

         “That’s my point. You deliberately antagonized a man who gets into life-and-death situations all the time. It could have been much worse for you.”

         Yes, it was the Talk again. It usually went like this. She’d tell him he was being reckless. He would nod his head and listen. And then he’d go on doing what he’d always done before.

         Today, however, Susan seemed to be out of patience.

         “Maybe I should just tell the board to pull your license now,” she said. “You don’t listen. You don’t want to change. And because of your condition—”

         “Tumor.”

         “—your tumor, you’ve got no reason to change. Do you see that you’re using it as an excuse?”

         But Beck didn’t have much patience today, either.

         “Look,” Beck said. “I help people. It’s what I do. I don’t have a lot of time left. And by the time these patients get to me, neither do they. They are at the end of their ropes, and they’re thinking of tying a noose. I will do whatever it takes to help them.”

         “Because only you can save them? We’ve talked about your Superman complex before.”

         “That’s Doctor Superman to you.”

         Still no smile. “Answer the question.”

         Beck shrugged. “Well. I don’t see anyone else pulling on a cape to save the day.”

         Susan looked like she was going to keep arguing with him, but Beck’s phone beeped with a reminder. He checked the screen. APPOINTMENT WITH KEVIN SCOTT—10 A.M.

         “I’ve got to go,” he said. “Seeing a new patient.”

         She frowned, but gestured for him to leave. “We’re not done with this yet,” she said. “Call me tomorrow to check in.”

         He saluted. “Sir, yes, sir, General, sir!”

         She finally cracked a smile. “That’s Doctor General to you.”

         “Yes, Doctor.”

         Beck went to the door, but Susan had one parting shot.

         “So what happens when you’re gone?” she asked. “Who’s going to save your patients if you’re not around, Doctor Superman?”

         Beck shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said. “I’ll be dead.”

         Then he walked out.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Kevin Scott scowled like Beck owed him money.

         Like a lot of Special Forces soldiers, he was compact and muscular. All gristle and sharp edges. He looked at the office with contempt. Too quiet, too beige, too soft.

         Beck wasn’t particularly surprised. Scott had been an Army Ranger for seven years. He’d endured grueling training just to have the chance to sleep on rocks in the desert while people shot at him. Guys like Scott were not usually into the touchy-feely crap. It was always the first hurdle he had to overcome.

         Because as tough as he was, Scott was also coming apart, according to the reports in front of Beck. The local VA office had referred Scott for psychiatric treatment after he had been arrested in a bar fight. He’d nearly crippled three men after an argument about the Redskins devolved into a full-on brawl. Only the fact that they attacked him kept him out of jail.

         So it was pretty clear Scott needed help. But Scott wasn’t an ordinary soldier. He was part of a unit that carried out top-secret missions for the Defense Intelligence Agency in Iraq, Afghanistan, and a few places that US soldiers weren’t supposed to be. As a result, only a psychiatrist with a security clearance was allowed to talk to him. Beck was one of the few people on that list because of his experience in dealing with Special Forces veterans.

         But it meant that Scott had been forced to wait for almost a month while the paperwork and red tape cleared.

         Even though they’d never met, Beck had read Scott’s file and it was obvious that he was getting worse. He was shifting in his seat, agitated, and kept checking over his shoulder, like he expected someone to come through the door.

         Beck figured there was no time to waste—for either of them. “So,” he said, “who do you want to kill?”

         Scott nearly jumped in the couch. He looked at Beck like he was crazy. “What? Why would you say that?”

         “Well, you put three guys in the hospital. You seem pretty pissed off at someone. Who do you want to kill?”

         Scott made a face. “It was just a fight that got out of hand. I’m only here because the court said I had to get counseling. I’m fine.”

         “Right,” Beck said. “You’re fine. So breaking a guy’s collarbone and another guy’s arm in three places is just a fun night out for you? Maybe we should go to Vegas together. I can’t wait to see what you do there.”

         Scott rolled his eyes at Beck. Nobody got his jokes. “I told you. It was a fight. They started it.”

         “And you finished it.”

         “That’s what guys like me do,” Scott said, looking him in the eyes for the first time. “We handle things other people can’t. I know you get a lot of wackjobs in here. But I’m not one of them. Trust me. I’m fine.”

         He really sold it. It was almost convincing. Beck could see why people would follow him into combat. But Beck knew better.

         “The thing is, Kevin, you don’t seem fine. The VA’s counselor talked to your wife.”

         “Jennifer?” Scott looked worried. “Why did they bother her?”

         “She’s concerned about you. She says you came home fine from your last tour. You were handling everything. You got a job, you were dealing with civilian life—and then, about three months ago now, you began to act differently. You began sleeping with a gun on the bedside table. You started drinking. You’d disappear at night and on weekends. And when she called your job, they wouldn’t tell her where you were.”

         Scott was growing more anxious, picking at the fabric on the chair, shifting around. Beck thought he wanted to jump up and run out of the room.

         “She called my work?”

         “She cares about you. Maybe she thinks you’re having an affair.”

         Whoops. That was the wrong thing to say. Scott stood up and pointed a finger in Beck’s face. “Hey! I love my wife! You watch your damned mouth!”

         Beck sat as calmly as he could with a trained killer in his face. “So you’re not having an affair.”

         “That’s right!” Scott snapped. “I’m not! And I keep telling you, I’m fine! So you sign whatever little piece of paper you have to, and you let me go back to my life and you leave my wife out of this!”

         Beck looked up at him, waiting. Then he said, “No.”

         “No?” Scott loomed even closer.

         “No,” Beck said. He really wished he had a gun with real bullets. But he didn’t look away.

         For a long moment, Scott stood there. Then, Beck could tell, he started to feel stupid. He sat down again.

         “Sorry,” he said.

         That clinched it for Beck. This guy was not mentally ill. He’d lost control, sure. But he got it back way too fast. He was angry and scared, but he was not suffering from PTSD. There was something else going on.

         “I think there’s something you’re not telling me, Kevin,” Beck said.

         Scott looked back at him. There was something in his face. He opened his mouth, as if to start speaking. Beck could almost feel it. This was the moment where most of his patients began to open up—to reveal what brought them into the office in the first place.

         “You ever done anything really bad, Dr. Beck?” Scott asked.

         “Yeah. I have. What did you do, Kevin?”

         Scott laughed, then almost choked.

         “Nothing yet. But…”

         “But what?”

         Scott looked at Beck again. He suddenly stood up. “Forget it. Forget I was ever here.”

         He went to the door and flung it open.

         Beck got up and went after him. He grabbed Scott by the arm. “Hey, wait a minute—” he said.

         But he didn’t get anything else out. Scott shoved him back, sending him flying.

         “Leave it, Doc,” he snarled. “You’ll live longer.” Scott stomped away.

         It took Beck a minute to get to his feet. He was getting tired more easily these days, and his balance was off. Probably the tumor. But he was also angry. He never gave up on a patient, and he never backed down.

         And if Scott beat the crap out of him, well, he was dying anyway.

         Beck raced down the stairs of his building, breathing hard. He reached the lobby, but Scott wasn’t there. He ran out the double doors to the street, where he saw Scott crossing the road to his car.

         Beck was about to yell something at him.

         Then a black SUV came screaming around the corner. It was on top of Scott in seconds. Scott turned and saw it, and started to run.

         But he wasn’t fast enough. The barrel of a gun emerged from the SUV’s open window, and Beck watched helplessly as Scott was cut down by a hail of bullets.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         Beck sat on the edge of the sidewalk and looked at the blood on his hands.

         It had been a long time since he’d had blood on his hands.

         As a med student, still doing his rotations in surgery and emergency medicine, he’d been up to his elbows in it, all the time. He’d seen his share of gunshot wounds in those days.

         So when he saw Scott hit the ground he knew two things:

         Scott was probably dead already.

         He had to try to save him anyway.

         The black SUV had peeled away, tires smoking as it rounded the corner. For an instant as the car approached, Beck made eye contact with the shooter. He wore a black ski mask. His eyes, the only part of him that was visible, stared coldly back at Beck, and then Kevin Scott was down and the SUV was gone.

         And then Beck was tearing open Scott’s jacket and shirt, desperately trying to stop the bleeding.

         But it was no good. Scott’s chest looked like raw meat, with multiple bullet wounds opening holes in his chest so that the life poured right out of him. There was a flicker of life left in his eyes as he looked up at Beck, unseeing.

         He said one word. It made no sense.

         “Damocles,” he gasped.

         Then he choked and more blood poured from his mouth. The flicker in his eyes went out.

         His chest stopped heaving.

         Scott was dead.

         The police and paramedics showed up fast. Beck’s office was on a quiet, upscale block, not far from several embassies. It was not the kind of neighborhood that got a lot of drive-by shootings.

         The cops pulled Beck away from Scott’s body and sat him down. The paramedics took a look at Scott and didn’t even go through the motions. They just covered him up.

         The police took Beck’s statement and asked him if he’d seen either the driver or the passenger. Beck told them about the ski mask.

         But that was all he really knew. He was surprised at how useless he was as a witness. He shouldn’t have been. He knew that severe stress—like seeing a man gunned down in the street—makes it hard to notice details.

         Still, he couldn’t remember if he’d seen a license plate, or what was on it. He didn’t know what kind of SUV it was. He couldn’t even remember the color of the gunman’s eyes, and he’d been looking right into them.

         The cops left him sitting on the sidewalk while they went to look for other witnesses. And Beck looked at the blood on his hands.

         He sat that way for what seemed like a long time. Trying to understand what happened. His mind kept racing. He didn’t like where it was leading him.

         In his office, Kevin Scott had been scared. Scott had been anxious. And Scott had been hiding something, even from his wife.

         His wife. Jennifer. With a guilty start, Beck realized someone would have to tell her about her husband.

         He looked up from his bloody hands, to find one of the cops, to tell them.

         But instead, he saw two men in dark suits with serious faces walking toward him.

         Federal agents. Beck had met enough of them to recognize the look. They wore earpieces and off-the-rack suits with the jackets big enough to hide their holsters. You saw them all the time in DC—at lunch, in line at Starbucks, standing outside one event or another.

         These two, however, were here for him.

         “Doctor Beck,” the first one said, offering his hand. “I’m Agent Morrison. This is Agent Howard. We’re with the Secret Service. We’d like to ask you a few questions.”

         Beck took his hand, and Morrison hauled him to his feet. He was about a head taller than Beck, who wasn’t short, with cold blue eyes and blond hair spiked straight up. Howard, his partner, was darker and wider—he looked like he put in serious hours at the gym—with his black hair slicked back and frozen in place.

         They waved their badges at him. He barely got a look. They both wore grim expressions without a trace of sympathy.

         “How did you know the deceased?” Morrison demanded.

         Beck tried to shake off his shock. “I told the other officers—”

         “We’re not the other officers,” Howard snapped. “We want to hear it from you.”

         Beck started again. “He was my patient.”

         “You’re a shrink? What was his problem?”

         “I’m a psychiatrist, yes. And I can’t say.”

         “Not much of a shrink, then, are you?” Howard said. Morrison smirked.

         “No. I mean, I can’t say. Doctor–patient communications are confidential. As I’m sure both of you already know.”

         Morrison and Howard exchanged a look. “Yeah. Thanks for reminding us, Doctor,” Morrison said. “But the guy is dead, and he was walking out of your office. I think we need to know.”

         “And if I had any information that would help someone in immediate danger, I would be ethically bound to offer it. But I don’t. Anything else is private. That’s the law. Why is the Secret Service investigating this, anyway? Isn’t this something for the police?”

         “Are you a doctor or a lawyer?” Howard said, his tone sharp and mocking. “You’re making this a lot more complicated than it needs to be.”

         “You don’t have the expertise to know what’s important and what isn’t,” Morrison added. “That’s our job.”

         “Listen, I have a security clearance,” Beck said.

         “How special for you,” Howard said.

         “What I mean is, if you just call the coordinator at the Department of Defense—” Beck took out his phone to give them the number. Morrison and Howard reacted like he’d pulled a gun. They stepped back. With one swift move, Morrison snatched the phone from his hand and pocketed it.

         “Hey. That’s my phone.”

         “Doctor Beck, you’re our sole witness,” Morrison said. “Let’s not get bogged down in technicalities. We need to know what he told you. And we need to know now.”

         Beck wondered where the hostility was coming from. He’d heard of good cop/bad cop, but this was more like bad cop/bad cop.

         Then he recognized the technique. They were trying to put him off-balance. Make him more pliable, eager to please, by bullying him a little.

         It only pissed Beck off.

         “You want to know what we talked about? Try getting a subpoena. He was my patient. Even dead, he has rights.”

         Howard looked like he wanted to punch Beck. Morrison sighed and rubbed his face with his hands, then pulled Beck aside. He lowered his voice, as if someone might be listening.

         “Look, Doctor. I didn’t want to have to tell you this. We are in the middle of something big, and it involves your client. There is more going on than you know. You have to tell us what he told you. Lives are literally on the line here. I know you’ll want to do the right thing.”

         This was even more transparent than the bullying. They were trying to make Beck feel like he was important—inside a big secret. He really didn’t appreciate the manipulation, which wouldn’t work on a first-year psych major.

         And, for some reason, he just didn’t trust these guys.

         Beck lowered his voice, too, as if he were going to cooperate. “Can you tell me what this investigation is about?”

         Morrison shook his head. “Sorry. Classified.”

         Beck went back to his regular voice, all pretense gone. “Yeah? Then so is what my patient told me. Sorry.”

         “All right then, Doctor. Have it your way.” Morrison stepped back.

         Beck thought that would be the end of it. He turned to walk away.

         So he was surprised when Howard spun him back around, slammed him against a telephone pole, and slapped handcuffs on his wrists.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         The police didn’t object as the two agents marched Beck across the street and shoved him into the backseat of their SUV. They said they were taking him to their office for further questioning. The cops nodded. Not their problem anymore.

         Beck realized they were really going to do this—just drag him off to jail, or some locked room, and interrogate him. Unbelievable.

         “You can’t be serious,” he said. “This is basic doctor–patient confidentiality. Any judge is going to laugh you out of court.”

         “Shut up,” Howard said as he dug around in Beck’s jacket and removed his wallet. Then he slammed the door in Beck’s face.

         The window was still open, however. Beck looked at Morrison, who seemed slightly more reasonable.

         “Look. If you’re really going to take me away, someone needs to tell Scott’s wife,” Beck remembered. “Her name is Jennifer Scott. Someone needs to tell her about her husband.”

         “Yeah, we’ll take care of it,” Morrison said. He nodded at Howard, who took out his own phone and dialed a number, then stepped away to talk.

         Morrison got in on the driver’s side and used the button there to roll up Beck’s window. He looked at Beck across the backseat. “Now do as you’re told: shut up.”

         Beck sat and stewed. This was really going to happen. He shook his head. Well, at least I get to cross being arrested off the bucket list. He wondered what would happen to his afternoon patients. He had no secretary who could call them to cancel. They would just show up at his office, and they’d wait. Some of them wouldn’t handle it very well if he wasn’t there.

         It made Beck angrier. But there was nothing he could do about it now.

         Howard got into the front passenger seat, and then, without a word, Morrison started the engine and drove away from the scene.

         At first, Beck didn’t pay attention to where they were going. He was too busy trying to think of an attorney he could call. He had a couple of acquaintances who were lawyers, but they did mostly lobbying and corporate work.…

         Then Beck saw that they’d crossed the river and were headed into Southeast DC. Morrison turned off the main avenue and began going down side streets, deeper and deeper into some of the worst neighborhoods in the capital.

         “Where are we going?” Beck asked.

         Howard and Morrison ignored him. Morrison was driving too fast. He ran yellow lights and cut off other drivers. Both he and Howard sat in the same grim silence, eyes fixed ahead.

         There was no partition between Beck and the two agents. He knew they could hear him.

         “Where are we going?” Beck asked again, louder.

         “We’re taking you in for questioning,” Morrison said, sounding bored.

         “Then why are we driving away from H Street?” Beck asked. H Street was where the Secret Service’s headquarters was located.

         “Branch office,” Howard said, still not looking at him.

         The civilized part of Beck’s mind told him that this could all be normal. That he should be polite, and wait to call a lawyer, and this whole mess would get straightened out. That was the part of him that had been a good boy his whole life, the part that told him, like his mother always did, to sit up straight and behave.

         But there was another part of his brain talking to him as well—the part that seemed to have woken up since he was diagnosed with cancer. It was like some survival instinct had kicked in since finding out he was going to die.

         And this part of his brain screamed at him that something was very wrong here.

         Beck looked out the window. The streets were uglier. These were places Beck had only seen in the background on the TV news, usually with a reporter describing the latest gang killing or drug deal gone wrong.

         “Where is this branch office?” Beck asked.

         Morrison looked back at him in the rearview.

         “Just relax, Doc. We’ll be there before you know it.”

         And Beck suddenly knew he was in serious trouble.

         Memory is a tricky thing, Beck knew. Stress affects the brain and interferes with the transfer of images from short-term to long-term memory. And then, sometimes, those same memories can return in an instant.

         At that moment, Beck remembered the color of the gunman’s eyes.

         Because he was looking right into them again.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 6

         

         Beck was handcuffed and trapped in the car with Kevin Scott’s killers.

         He had no idea what to do.

         He tried desperately to think. He looked out the window again. They seemed to be driving into the very worst section of town—probably so that when Beck’s body turned up, it wouldn’t be considered unusual. Maybe they’d say he was here to buy drugs. Or maybe they’d say he was shot trying to escape.

         Beck knew Kevin Scott had been hiding something. But now he knew it was something worth killing for.

         And these two federal agents—if they were federal agents at all—wanted to find out if Beck knew it, too.

         Beck tried to measure his own pulse. His doctors had told him stress was bad for his condition. His body was working hard enough to regulate itself with the interference of his brain tumor. He could suffer dizzy spells or weakness or seizures if he pushed himself too hard, they’d told him.

         And there was also the chance that he was suffering a paranoid delusion. It happened with his condition. People stopped thinking normally as the tumor increased pressure and swelling in sections of the brain. Was it possible that he was just imagining the danger he was in?

         Beck didn’t think so. He didn’t feel crazy. He knew psychotic patients rarely did, but he was pretty sure he was still firing on all cylinders. Surprisingly, he felt almost calm. Even though these two men wanted to kill him, it didn’t scare him as much as he thought it would. Beck already knew he was going to die—soon. He’d made his peace with that.

         But these men were probably going to torture him as well. They wanted to know what was in his head, and what Kevin Scott had said in his last hour on earth. They would do whatever it took to get that information out of Beck, even though Scott had not told him anything but the word “Damocles.”

         Even if Beck told the agents that now, they wouldn’t believe him. They’d hurt him until they were satisfied he wasn’t lying.

         Beck could handle the idea of dying. But these men were going to subject him to agonizing pain.

         Was he going to let that happen?

         Hell, no. If he had to die, it was going to be on his own terms.

         That made his next decision easy.

         Morrison was still driving too fast. Beck waited for the next yellow light. Predictably, Morrison gunned the engine to barrel through the intersection.

         And then Beck flung himself into the front seats via the space between them, and landed on Morrison, knocking his arms away from the steering wheel. Beck began kicking and biting and flailing, his own hands still bound behind him.

         Morrison shouted an obscenity. Howard began to scream something, then caught one of Beck’s knees on his mouth.

         Beck felt the steering wheel spin and the car tipped crazily.

         There was a blaring horn, and then Beck was flying into the air as something hit the SUV like a fist.

         Beck saw shattering glass. He felt the airbags explode all around him, burning him with white powder as they deployed. The SUV whirled like a top, and then came to an abrupt, crunching halt.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 7

         

         Beck blinked and sat up. His side hurt like hell. He shook a little bit and safety glass fell from his face, his clothes, his hair.

         He was still in the front seat. The windshield and passenger windows were broken. Deflated airbags sagged from every surface along the dashboard and interior. Morrison groaned underneath him.

         Howard was still in the passenger seat. Blood trickled from his forehead where he’d cracked his skull against the doorpost. He looked at Beck, momentarily dazed. His lip was split where Beck had kneed him before.

         Howard’s eyes snapped to focus on Beck. He didn’t speak. He growled. And without hesitation, he went for his gun, which, lucky for Beck, he couldn’t whip out with no trouble because Beck was half lying on top of him.

         But Beck knew he’d get it sooner rather than later, and in the cramped space of the SUV’s front seat, there was almost no way he could miss Beck if he fired.

         If Beck was still being civilized, he might have been scared. But he was far beyond that by now.

         And it’s hard to scare a man who already knows he’s dying.

         What’s he going to do? Beck thought. Kill me?

         He reared his legs back and kicked as hard as he could. He caught Howard in the face. He heard a muffled snap and knew that he’d just shattered the man’s nose.

         Howard’s head bounced against the doorpost again. Beck kicked him one more time for good measure.

         Beck heard Howard’s gun drop to the floor. He hadn’t realized that the man had been able to get it so soon.

         Morrison was thrashing around under Beck by now, pinned by Beck’s weight. Beck struggled to get off him. He realized that Morrison was having trouble using one arm. Then he saw why.

         The SUV had been knocked out of the intersection when it was hit. It had come to a halt against a streetlight, which smashed in the driver’s-side door on impact. Morrison’s left arm was trapped in the narrow space between the crumpled door and the steering wheel. It kept Morrison from grabbing Beck or holding him down. Or drawing his gun.

         About time I got a little bit of luck, Beck thought. He struggled to sit up again. He had to get out.

         Howard was blocking the passenger door, and that was crushed by the impact as well. But the windshield was gone. It was basically an open invitation for Beck.

         He used his forehead to smash Morrison’s head as hard as he dared, without giving himself a concussion, and when he saw Morrison’s eyes roll back in his head, he kicked Howard one more time, then rolled across the dash, shedding more glass as he went, and then slid down the hood of the SUV.

         He looked up and tried to get his bearings. There was a garbage truck in the middle of the intersection, its front smashed in where it had hit the SUV. The driver stood by, staring at the damage, looking stunned. Morrison, shaking off the hit to his head, was shouting something at Beck.

         For a moment, Beck didn’t know what to do.

         Then a bullet hit the brick facade of a building, less than ten feet from his head, and he saw that Howard and Morrison had their guns out and were shooting at him.

         With his hands still cuffed behind him, Beck began to run.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 8

         

         Beck ran, his head down, sprinting as fast as he could through the unfamiliar streets.

         He had no phone, no wallet, no money, and there were two killers with badges right behind him. There was also the slight matter of him being handcuffed.

         He had to get help. He had to get off the streets. Any moment now, a police car could stop him, or someone might see him, and then how would he explain this? He’d be on his way to jail, and probably right back into the custody of Morrison and Howard.

         He didn’t think anyone would believe him if he told them that the agents killed Kevin Scott. He barely believed it himself. But he knew what he saw. He just had no idea why.

         Beck needed to find out the answers if he wanted to stay alive. He had to find out why Kevin Scott had been killed, and what those men wanted with him.

         First, he had to get these damned cuffs off. He felt like a duck, waddling along with his hands locked behind him.

         He turned down another corner blindly as he saw a car approaching. He was on a small, mostly residential street with a few businesses tucked in between the blank faces of apartment buildings and crumbling brick buildings. Then he saw exactly what he needed.

         An auto repair shop. It was a small, independent operation, not a chain. An older African-American man in coveralls worked in the one-bay garage, spinning a tire off its wheel.

         Beck ran across the asphalt to him.

         “Hello,” Beck said. And then realized he had no idea what to say next.

         The man looked up from the tire at Beck, his expression blank. The name tag on his coveralls read LOUIS.

         “Ah, listen,” Beck said, thinking hard. “I’m having a bit of a problem.”

         Louis’s mouth curled into a slow grin. “Yeah. I bet you are.”

         “I was wondering if you had any bolt cutters? Or anything like that?”

         “I might,” Louis said. “What exactly would you want with them?”

         Beck wondered if Louis was screwing with him on purpose. Still, he was the only hope Beck had right now. Beck turned around and showed him the cuffs.

         “Do you think you could cut these off?”

         “I could,” Louis said slowly. “But that’s not exactly my line of work. And I’m not sure that whoever put you in those wouldn’t come looking for me.”

         Beck turned back to him. He wanted to scream at the man to just cut the damn things off. But he forced himself to calm down.

         “Well, I could pay you.” Damn it. No, he couldn’t. No wallet. “Um. Eventually. I was sort of mugged.”

         “Sort of?”

         “It’s complicated. But if you can help me, I promise I’ll pay you something later. I swear.”

         “I think I’m going to need a little more explanation than that,” Louis said, his eyes serious despite the grin.

         Beck thought fast. He imagined trying to tell this man that he was on the run from federal agents who were also murderers. He didn’t think he’d get very far with that story.

         He took another look at Louis. One advantage of being a shrink: he was used to reading people quickly. Louis seemed like a basically decent guy. Attentive to detail. A business owner. So, independent and self-contained. Which meant he was suspicious of outside authority. He trusted his own gut.

         He’d help Beck, but only if he had a compelling story. A reason.

         Beck looked for a wedding ring. Didn’t see one. Looked for any religious paraphernalia—a cross, or a church calendar. Nothing like that on the walls of the shop.

         It came to him in a flash.

         Beck sighed and his shoulders sagged. He did his best to look embarrassed. It wasn’t too hard.

         “You ever have a fight with your girlfriend?” Beck asked.

         Louis’s grin got even wider. “No, not me. I do everything she tells me.”

         “Well. That’s sort of how I got into the handcuffs,” Beck said, and tried to laugh. “It was supposed to be a game.”

         “A game. Right.”

         “Yes. She said she wanted to try something a little, um, kinky.”

         “Kinky. And that sounded good to you.”

         “Well, you know. She made it sound better than it turned out.”

         “I’ll bet. So how did you get here, looking like you’ve been beat up?”

         “Well. She wasn’t exactly my girlfriend.”

         Now Louis shook his head in mock sadness. “Oh, man. Let me guess. She was, uh, what do you want to say, a professional.”

         Beck tried to look ashamed of himself. It was surprisingly easy.

         “Yeah. And then her—well, I guess it was her pimp—”

         “You got rolled.”

         “Yeah. Yeah, I did.”

         “Well, you should probably call the police. Those cuffs could be evidence.”

         Now Beck knew Louis was screwing with him. But he plunged ahead. “Ah, yeah, see, I would. But—”

         “But you don’t want your wife to find out,” Louis said.

         Beck nodded.

         Louis laughed out loud for a good while. Beck looked down and waited it out. He felt like he deserved an Oscar for this.

         When Louis finally stopped laughing, he said, “Stay right here.”

         Louis walked into the tiny office off the main garage bay. He was gone for a long time. Beck couldn’t check his watch—because of the handcuffs, of course—but it felt like hours. Beck looked in through a grimy window in the door. Louis appeared to be checking the screen of his phone. What was he doing in there? Was he calling the police himself?

         Beck felt sweat trickling down his sides and stinging a cut he didn’t know he had on his forehead. He imagined Morrison and Howard driving up the street any second. The world seemed to spin for a moment. He took a deep breath and forced himself to remain calm.

         Louis finally came back with his phone and a small, thin strip of metal. “Turn around,” he said, and then Beck felt him tugging on the cuffs. Louis suddenly pushed one of the cuffs tighter. Beck felt the metal sink deeper into the skin of his wrist. “Hey!” he said.

         “Just hold on, I won’t hurt you any worse than your girlfriend,” Louis said. And then Beck felt the cuff pop open.

         A second later, Louis did the same thing on the other wrist, and Beck was free.

         He turned around, and Louis was holding the cuffs and the metal strip and grinning. “All done,” he said.

         “How did you do that?” Beck asked, genuinely amazed.

         “The shim undoes the ratcheting mechanism of the cuffs,” Louis said. “Saw it on YouTube.”

         He put the cuffs and the strip of metal into Beck’s hand. “Here,” he said. “You keep these as a souvenir. And you should probably watch the video yourself, in case you have any more problems with any other girlfriends.”

         “I owe you,” Beck said as he pocketed the cuffs.

         Louis grinned again. “No charge,” he said. “It was worth it just to meet a man with worse luck with women than me. Now, I suppose you’ll be wanting to use the phone?”

         Beck took a moment to assess the situation. He was alone, with two killers after him. One man was already dead, and it was clear he was supposed to be next. He couldn’t risk going to the police, who might hand him back over to the killers. He had no idea what he’d fallen into, and no idea how to get out of it.

         But he knew who he could trust.

         He took Louis’s phone and dialed.
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