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For Leila, Asher, and Xander





PROLOGUE



Isabel Wilcox had run track in high school. She had taken gold in regionals for the hundred-yard dash. Still, she had never run faster than she was running right now. It should have been cause for celebration, if not for the fact that she was running for her life.


Isabel should have stayed home that night. She should have been happy with her score for the day. She had cleared five grand since breakfast, but she was unable to resist the easy money. Then things went south. She was grabbed from behind, a bag thrown over her head, and she was stuffed into the backseat of a car.


But now she was free. And she was fast. And she was sprinting through the woods.


Tears rolled down her face, leaving tracks of mascara on her cheeks. Her neck was marred with her own blood. “Oh my God, help me!”


The response that rang back was the report of a rifle. She felt its slug graze her open jaw before its sound reached her ears. The searing pain sent her careening into the trunk of a cedar. The skin of her forehead ripped off like a piece of bark on the centuries-old tree.


The head wound opened a faucet over her right eye, pouring blood. She lay back into the cushion of fallen leaves, applying pressure to the gash and wiping the red that pooled around her eyes. Her ears rang from the gunshot and her out-of-breath sobs were muffled now, sounding as though she were crying underwater.


Isabel tried to compose herself. Catch her breath. Control the bleeding. But there was so much blood. She remembered when she was fourteen, babysitting for Michael Squitteiri, and the time he fell off the monkey bars, splitting open his eyebrow. She had been surprised that so much blood could spill from such a small body. She remembered the paramedic soothing her, explaining that the face has more capillaries than any other part of the body. Like a spiderweb of blood vessels just under the skin. It’s why we turn red when we blush.


She looked up at the tops of the trees, swaying in the breeze. Serene. Lovely. She thought about closing her eyes. Allowing the flow of blood to carry her peacefully to sleep.


But then she heard footsteps in the distance. She was not ready to die. Not now. Not like this. She caught her breath, ready to run again.


Isabel stood and sprinted off. She couldn’t be sure that she was running toward help, just that she was running away from the sound of her attacker.


A few yards later, Isabel’s foot came down hard on a fallen branch and her ankle twisted painfully in her high-heeled suede ankle boot. Shit. She took a few hobbling steps before regaining her balance and forging ahead. Each lungful of air scraped painfully, her heart pounded like it was going to explode, and her muscles screamed in protest. How long had she been running since escaping the car? Five minutes? Ten? Something shrieked in the branches above her; something else rustled in a nearby thicket.


She’d give anything for Brad to be here now. She’d never brush him off again. She’d return his calls, and cut him in his full share. Or, no, forget Brad. If someone, anyone, would show up and rescue her, she’d give up all of it. No more drugs, no more fake IDs, no more—


There was a loud clang, and her foot fell into a hole, pitching her forward, face-first onto the ground. Her palms skidded over scratchy foliage and her jaw bounced off a log, but even worse was the excruciating pain that suddenly shot up her leg, like it was being crushed by a huge boulder. She tried to jerk it free, but it was held fast. Blinking dirt out of her eyes, she twisted her body and was horrified to see that her foot was caught in what looked like giant metal teeth. They’d sliced the suede of her boot, piercing through the delicate skin of her feet.


Isabel’s voice was hoarse from screaming. She could feel her energy slipping away, along with what looked like a gallon of blood soaking her jeans and the ground below. She wrapped her hands around the trap but it was no use—she could barely reach the heavy springs, much less release them, and trying made the pain even worse.


More blood drained from her body, saturating the ground around her. She was getting dizzy. Her brain tried to reckon with the agonizing pain . . . tried to latch on to a happy memory. Her first kiss with Jeffrey Lampman in seventh grade after show choir. Pledging Theta Pi and doing tequila shots, licking the salt off Lauren Swick’s neck. But nothing worked; she couldn’t trick away the burn. And there was so much blood.


A branch snapped behind her. She whipped her head around.


A man dressed all in camo came jogging into the clearing and stopped short. His face was covered by an orange knit mask with holes for the eyes and mouth. Was he here to help? Or was he the one who had taken her? He stared down at her for a full beat before dropping his rifle on the ground and kneeling in the brush next to her, pulling off his gloves and reaching for her wrist, feeling for a pulse.


He thinks I’m dead, Isabel realized, and though she tried with all her might to convince him otherwise, she could barely move her lips.


“Help me,” she moaned, although it came out more like “Hemmie,” so soft she wasn’t sure he’d heard her.


The man leaned into the spring, grunting with the effort of prying it open. Her leg still hurt, but thankfully it was beginning to go numb. It was almost as though Isabel was watching from a distance as the trap finally sprang open, revealing the bloody mess of severed skin and muscle and tendon showing through the torn suede and denim.


Her liberator sat her up, ready to lift her onto his shoulders when—


Pfft. Something zinged past her ear. And, suddenly, the hunter’s hold on her relaxed. A moment later, he crumpled down beside her. Isabel screamed again, but all that came out was a hoarse shriek. She felt something at her back—a boot?—and for a moment it rested there, lightly, almost gently, and then it gave her an enormous shove and she tumbled forward. There was no time to throw her hands up to protect her face as it slammed down hard in the center of the reopened trap. In the split second it took to fall, she saw the jaws of the reopened trap rushing up to meet her.


The last sound she heard was the screech of metal on metal as the teeth clamped through her neck.


And then the pain was gone.





ONE



“Hey,” a voice murmured, so close to her ear that Dr. Kimberly Patterson could feel warm breath tickle the hairs on the back of her neck. “Upsy-daisy. I think you’re going to want to see this one for yourself.”


“Don’t wanna,” Kim mumbled into the drool-dampened spot on the cheap mattress. She was curled up on the lower bunk in the darkened residents’ sleep room of the Jarvis Regional Hospital. “Make the other resident do it.”


“She’s not on call tonight. You are. And I already let you sleep an extra eleven minutes.”


“Just one more minute.” Kim rolled away from the voice so that she was facing the wall that was painted a shade reminiscent of the lunch trays at St. Katherine’s School for Girls, where years ago she had graduated forty-ninth out of a class of fifty.


“Come on, Kim,” the voice said, more firmly this time. It belonged to her boss, Dr. Kyle Berman. “You’re on at three, which is in four minutes. Get up.”


“Eat me.”


“God, I wish. But between your schedule and mine, our next day off together isn’t until— Hey. Hey, seriously, didn’t we talk about this?”


Kim had managed to sit up in the bed, the thin, scratchy sheets sliding off her bare shoulders. “About what?”


“About having consideration for others in the common sleeping space.”


“But it gets so damn hot in here.”


“And yet, somehow, every other resident manages to keep their clothes on.”


“My clothes are on. My pants, anyway.” Kim blinked the sleep from her eyes as she dug through the sheets and came up with a scrub shirt. The shirt was a much-laundered, faded green one that she had inherited from Ethan Kuhn, along with the apartment he no longer needed when he quit his residency to weave seagrass baskets in Ketchikan. “Besides, I read the whole welcome packet when I started here, and there wasn’t anything in there about sleeping room regulations.”


“Yeah, because most people don’t need it spelled out for them, that you need to keep more on than just your . . .” Kyle pushed his glasses higher on his nose with one hand and gestured at her while looking the other way.


“Bra. You can say ‘bra,’ Kyle. It’s not a dirty word, I promise.”


“Come on, Kim, you know the review board is looking for any reason to come down hard on you. Do you have to bend every single rule in the place?”


“Mmm, you know how I love it when you get all bossy,” Kim said, but the mention of the review board was enough to propel her out of bed. At twenty-nine, she was eager to finish her residency and open her own practice. She yawned as she stepped into her rubber clogs. “Do I have sleep breath? Do you have a mint?”


“Could we hurry, please? Graver called us down to the ER. They have a patient who came in missing a finger. He’s telling them he ate it.”


“You should have opened with that. Now that is interesting,” Kim said, running her fingers through her long, tangled hair and following him to the door. “Thanks for cutting me in on this.”


“My pleasure,” Kyle muttered sarcastically.





“NICE OF YOU TWO to take time out of your busy day to visit us.” Dr. Miranda Graver, the Jarvis Regional Hospital’s chief of staff, was waiting for Kim and Kyle in the hall outside the nurses’ station, the only place in the ER that afforded even a little privacy. “And I see you took note that the invitation specified ‘creative formal,’ Dr. Patterson. Rest assured that your effort is not lost on me.”


Kim looked down at her shirt and winced. Before decamping downcountry, Ethan had washed some of his clothes along with rags he’d dipped in paint thinner, and the result looked like a cat had thrown up on it. “I’ll try to do better,” she promised.


“I seem to have heard that before.” Dr. Graver’s stare could freeze water. “Okay, here’s what we’re working with: severed fifth digit, clean bilateral cut right below the distal phalanx on both hands. Left side’s an old injury, healed up pretty well. Right side’s infected with significant discharge, swelling, and tissue deterioration. The patient keeps changing his story when asked what happened, but he told Jennings that he cut it off on purpose . . . and ate it.”


“That’s a new one for me,” Kyle admitted.


“Let me talk to him,” Kim suggested. The fact that Graver had been called downstairs for this case made it a perfect opportunity to score some much-needed points with the woman who had the power to make or break Kim’s medical career.


“As far as I’m concerned, he’s all yours,” Graver said, and after a brief hesitation, Berman nodded. “But, please, Dr. Patterson, do keep our little hospital’s policies in mind this time.”


Kim kept her expression neutral as the chief of staff stalked back toward the elevators in her perfectly tailored and pressed navy suit. Graver sidestepped a patient whose two front teeth were missing—his mouth bleeding profusely. At first, because of his clattering footsteps, Kim thought he was wearing high heels, but then she realized the clicking sound came from the ice skates he wore. Alaskan emergency rooms treated even more hockey-related injuries than you might expect.


But patients who ate their own fingers . . . not so much.


“I’ll come in with you,” Kyle offered when the chief was out of earshot.


“No, let me go in alone,” Kim said. “Teaming up on this kid isn’t going to help.”


“Kim, the review board specifically recommended supervisory oversight for all your patient interactions,” Kyle said. “And since I’m your supervisor—”


“Technically, it was only a recommendation,” Kim pointed out. “Plus, nothing was put in writing.”


She ducked around a passing cart and into the examination room before he could answer, praying he wouldn’t follow. As fragile as her situation with the review board was, she couldn’t give her patients the attention they deserved with Kyle breathing down her neck. He was only thirty-three, but sometimes Kyle’s seriousness made him feel much older. She needed to be able to bond with this kid.


Sitting on the side of the bed staring at his phone was a lean, scraggly-haired teenager. Sure enough, he was missing the tip of the pinkie finger on his left hand. Kim could see that the stub had healed well, the skin shiny and pink at the end. His other hand, the fifth digit freshly bandaged, rested beside him on the bed, and an IV line trailed from that arm. A quick glance at the boy’s chart showed that the wound had been drained and cleaned and a course of intravenous antibiotics had been started.


Kim dropped into the chair next to the bed and put her feet up on the bed rail. “Good decision, going for the pinkie finger,” she observed. “You can do without it for like ninety-five percent of everyday tasks. Plus, there’s a whole theory that the human fifth digit is evolving into a vestigial appendage. You know, like a dew claw on a dog?”


The boy looked up from his phone long enough to give her a withering glare. “Fuck off.”


“Ah. Uh-huh. Right. You think I’m patronizing you.”


A shrug.


“Look, Wallace—” Kim said, glancing at the chart for the boy’s name. “You go by Wally? Wall-man? Wall Dog? Okay, Wally, I know it’s not like you dreamed you’d grow up and become a cannibal when you were a little kid. I know you don’t wake up every day and go, like, Hey, what’s it going to be today? Maybe an earlobe? A nice chunk of thigh filet?”


No reaction from the kid. Kim plowed on.


“What you’re dealing with is a compulsion. It feels like you literally can’t stop yourself, right? I get that, I really do. We’ve all got compulsions. Believe me, you do not want to know what I do when I think no one’s watching. And Dr. Berman out there? He’s got both his testicles pierced like twelve times—one of ’em got infected a while back and swelled up like a watermelon, and he had to borrow a knee cart from orthopedics to get around.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I mean, maybe don’t let him know I told you that. All I’m saying is, everybody does weird shit. We just wanna help you figure out how to tone it down a little so you can still type on that thing.”


Wally glared at his phone bleakly. “Whatever.”


“What did you use, anyway?” She made a sawing motion with her hands.


“You know.” He peeked up from under a fringe of long lashes, suddenly looking much younger than his seventeen years.


“Actually, I don’t. And I’m genuinely curious. This is off the record. It’s just me and you chatting here.”


He sighed and let his gaze drift back down to the floor. “Table saw, the first time. But my stepdad freaked and locked up his tools, so I had to use a knife.”


“Ah,” Kim said. “Probably took one out of the kitchen drawer? Same one your mom uses to cut up chicken? That could explain the infection. I’d say first disinfect the knife next time with plain old rubbing alcohol, except I’m kind of hoping there won’t be a next time. Maybe we could try to get you to cut back to just your hangnails or something. What do you think, are you okay with talking to someone about this?”


He shook his head. “I’m not going to that fat Nazi counselor again.”


“School counselor?” Kim asked sympathetically. Judging from his cheap sneakers and the fact that his phone was at least three versions out of date, Wally’s family likely couldn’t afford a private psychiatrist.


“Yeah.” Wally hung his head lower.


Autophagia was an extreme example of an impulse-control disorder. Some people experienced excitement or even arousal at the prospect of consuming their own flesh, and the practice was sometimes associated with psychosis or schizophrenia, but Kim was guessing that for the young man huddled on the bed, looking like he wanted to disappear into the floor, the act offered temporary relief from the stress and anxiety that hounded him. What Wally needed, once the infection was under control, was a complete psychiatric evaluation and treatment for what was almost certainly underlying depression and severe anxiety.


“Tell you what. You let me work out the logistics,” she said. “I’m going to put a special ‘no Nazi’ clause in your paperwork. I’ve got someone in mind. I think you’d like him. Works in a clinic so far across town that you won’t have time to get back to class after—and it’s guaranteed one hundred percent confidential, so you can tell that school counselor to go suck ass and he won’t be able to do a damn thing about it. The clinic will also help your family figure out all the paperwork so insurance will cover it. What do you say?”


Before Wally could respond, a muffled crash and a series of screams sounded through the exam room doors. “I think that’s for me,” Kim said, smiling wryly. “Gotta run. Listen, I’m going to hook you up with my friend, and I’ll keep tabs on you. Deal?”


Wallace gave a desultory shrug.


“Okay, I’m going to take that as a yes. So, ta-ta for now.” Kim backed out of the exam area, flipping him the bird through the curtain at the last moment. “Just giving you a reason to hold on.”


A ghost of a smile flashed across Wally’s face as he returned the one-finger salute with both hands.


In the hall, Kim pushed past Kyle, who been eavesdropping along with Dr. Jennings, the emergency room physician who’d admitted Wallace. The screaming grew more distinct closer to the doors separating the exam rooms from the waiting area, and Kim could make out occasional phrases—all of them variations on a theme involving bitch, crazy, and psycho.


“Really, Kim?” Kyle chided, coming up behind her. “My testicles?”


“What’s up with that one?” she asked, ignoring the question and pointing toward the waiting room. “Sounds like fun.”


“I think we can handle it on our own,” Jennings said. “Guy came in with facial burns. Not really your area of expertise, is it?”


“I don’t know, Arthur, I’m very good at a surprising range of things,” Kim shot back. Like her, Jennings was still a resident, but he was privy to the same hospital gossip as everyone else—and enough of a dick to taunt her with it.


“Yeah, I bet.” Jennings leered, letting his gaze wander down to her cleavage, which Kim had failed to notice was on display in Ethan’s oversize shirt.


“God, Arthur, grow up. Come on, I’m already here. Let me sit in, okay?”


“I don’t know—not sure we can afford the liability.”


“I heard Gyno kicked you out of their poker game,” Kim retorted. “Caught you drawing a full bush on the STD poster.”


“Enough,” Kyle said, covering his ears. “Jennings, don’t make me pull rank here. If you aren’t man enough to handle Kim for twenty minutes, just say so, and I’ll tell Graver you clocked out early to go home and have a good cry.”


“That’s—that’s just great,” Jennings sputtered as Kyle headed back down the hall. “Does he always let you push him around like that?”


“He’s delicate.” Kim shrugged. “Probably stemming from psychogenic sexual dysfunction. Tell you what, let’s you and me be friends, okay? I feel like our love deserves a second chance.”


Jennings ignored her as she followed him out into the waiting room, where one of the intake clerks was trying to coax the screaming man into a chair, with the help of a girl of around eighteen or nineteen. The girl was murmuring softly and trying to tug at his sleeves, but he kept flinging her hands away. His face was grotesquely burned on one side, a crisscross pattern of seared flesh bubbling and peeling, blackened bits stuck to red, weeping tissue.


“It’s about time, Dr. Jennings,” the clerk snapped. “I’ve called for security, but they’re tied up with a fender bender in the garage.”


“Thank you, Brenda. Sir, I understand that you are in pain, but we need to get some information before we can—”


“Get her away from me!” the man hollered, shrinking away from the girl while trying ineffectually to kick her as she nimbly dodged out of the way. “Crazy bitch tried to kill me!”


“He doesn’t mean it,” the girl said apologetically. “I think he’s just confused from the pain. Come on, Darren, they’re trying to help.”


“They should lock you up!”


The girl gave Kim an imploring look, holding back tears. “It’s just that there was an accident at the restaurant earlier. I don’t remember how it happened, but the— Ow!”


One of the man’s boots had connected with the girl’s shin. “Okay, sir, listen,” Kim said. “We’ll keep her out here, okay? Those doors are locked. If you go inside with Brenda here and finish up your paperwork, there’s no way the crazy bitch will be able to follow you. Sound all right?”


“Tie her up!” the man screamed. “Burn her face off; see how she likes that!”


“Okay, yeah, sure, that sounds like a plan,” Kim said. “I’ll just run upstairs and fetch a few bungee cords and my ethylene torch. But in the meantime, I’d feel a lot better if you’d go in with them. You look like you’re in a lot of pain.”


The man wavered, looking from the girl to Kim to the clerk. His burns were at full thickness and would require painful debridement followed by grafting. Eventually, reconstructive surgery might be an option, but even with the best possible outcome, he was going to end up with some very distinctive scars.


“Don’t let her in there,” he implored.


“We won’t,” Jennings said reassuringly. “Now go on ahead with Brenda, and I’ll meet you in the exam room in a few minutes.”


After the doors shut behind them, Jennings turned to Kim. “Score another one for your famous bedside manner. I don’t know how you do it, Kim. Got the crazies eating out of your hand.”


“Aw, you make me blush,” Kim retorted, already making her way to the sign-in desk to get the intake paperwork for the girl.


“Okay, you had your fun, but now you can leave the real medicine to the real doctors,” Jennings said coldly, never one to miss a chance to share his disdain for the practice of psychiatric medicine.


“Knock yourself out.” Kim thanked the attending nurse when she retrieved the clipboard for the girl. The somber teenager looked up from where she hunched on the edge of one of the waiting room chairs. Her hair had been obscuring her face and a dog-eared copy of Better Homes and Gardens lay upside down in her lap. “I’m going to shoot the shit with this menacing criminal over here.” She smiled at the girl but got only a blank look in return.


Jennings huffed through the doors into the examining area to treat the burn patient, leaving Kim with the much more interesting mystery to solve: who this girl was and why she couldn’t remember what must have been an exceptional act of violence.





TWO



Once Kim started asking questions, the eerie blankness retreated from the girl’s face and she returned to fervent declarations of her own innocence. It took only a few minutes of gentle probing before the girl broke down in huge sobs that, at least to Kim’s discriminating eye, seemed absolutely genuine. The intake paperwork lay forgotten at the girl’s side, but Kim had managed to coax a few details from her: her name was Scarlett Hascall, she was nineteen, she lived at home, and she had been working at the Burger Barn since graduating from high school last year.


Also, she couldn’t remember a single thing about the incident that had landed Darren Fenstrom in the emergency room. She swore that the last thing she remembered was clocking in for her shift and putting on her grease-stained white apron.


“Tell you what,” Kim said, thinking the girl might be able to relax away from the chaotic waiting room. “How about we go up to my office, where we can have a little privacy. It’s nothing fancy, but I’ve got some soda in the mini fridge . . . and a whole box of Kleenex with your name on it, if you want it.”


Catching sight of a police officer entering the ER waiting room, the girl nodded meekly and followed Kim up to the third floor. Unfortunately, Kyle was standing outside Kim’s office, reviewing a chart. Jennings must have tipped him off that she had gone AWOL. Kim resolved to devise a suitable revenge later.


“Hi, Dr. Berman!” she chirped brightly, flashing him a fake grin. “Wish I had time to chat, but I need to take Ms. Hascall’s history now.”


“Is that right?” Kyle said stonily. “Tell you what, I’ve got a few minutes—I’ll observe. Maybe I can help out.”


Kim refused to give him the satisfaction of seeing her dismay. “That’s great. I’m sure I’ll learn something super important from you, like I always do.”


Holding the door open for Scarlett, she saw the girl glance uneasily at Kyle and wondered if he’d missed her obvious discomfort, or if he simply didn’t care.


If Scarlett minded wedging into Kim’s closet-size office, she was too polite—or distracted—to say so. Instead, she folded her slender frame into the threadbare chair while Kyle took up a position in the corner, flattened against the emergency-evacuation poster.


“Something I’m a little confused about,” Kim said cautiously, scooting her own chair close so that she was knee to knee with Scarlett. “You don’t seem too surprised by Darren’s accusations. Most people, they get accused of something like that, they’re likely to fly off the handle. Or at least make it clear that they weren’t involved.”


Scarlett shrugged and averted her eyes. “I mean, I don’t remember doing anything. I don’t think I would do anything like that. But I guess if he said I did it . . . maybe I did.”


“Don’t mind me,” Kim said, shining a light in Scarlett’s eyes to check her pupils. “So you really don’t remember anything?”


Scarlett blinked, ducking her chin nervously. “It happens. She . . . loses time.”


She? Kim glanced at Kyle. He cleared his throat. “I’ve read her chart. She’s had some similar episodes in the past. Scarlett, I think we might need to adjust your medications.”


He started flipping through the pages of the chart he’d been carrying.


“It’s okay,” Kim murmured gently as she checked the other eye. “Just keep looking at me.” She wished Kyle would leave them alone for a few minutes so she could establish a rapport with the girl.


Scarlett nodded unconvincingly. When Kim put down the light, the girl rubbed her eyes and looked around the room. Her gaze fell on the mirror above the small scrub sink. As Kim watched, her expression seemed to waver and shift, almost as though she was startled by her own appearance. She frowned and narrowed her eyes, staring intently. After a long moment, she turned back to Kim. “Did I really mess him up like that?” she asked.


“Yeah, ’fraid it looks that way,” Kim said. “But he’s going to be fine. And, hey, I get it—we’ve all had an evil boss at some point, right?”


She inclined her head subtly at Kyle, earning a faint smile from Scarlett. She seemed to relax fractionally, pushing her hair out of her face. The motion caused her sleeve to slide back on her wrist. Thin, pale scars crisscrossed the skin on the inside of her arm.


“You know,” Kyle said, setting the chart down, “it’s a positive sign that you’re worried about the guy.”


“ ’Cause it shows I’m not a psychopath?”


“Hang on, we haven’t completely ruled that out yet,” Kim said with mock concern. This time Scarlett’s smile seemed genuine, to Kim’s relief. Without the girl’s trust, it was going to be a lot harder to dig more deeply into what was going on, and there were a number of red flags in Scarlett’s case. The scars, for one thing—and the fact that her high-tops had words scribbled on them in pen: Aneurysm. Dumb. Lithium. Then again . . . “So, Scarlett, did I ever tell you about the time I partied with Dave Grohl?”


“I just met you,” Scarlett pointed out, as if Kim were an idiot. After a moment, she added, “But did you really? Party with him, I mean?”


“Yeah. And he told me something I’ll never forget. He said . . . ‘The best way out is always through.’ ”


As Scarlett seemed to consider her words, Kyle scowled. “That was Robert Frost, actually.”


Kim winked at Scarlett. “Buzzkill,” she stage-whispered, standing up and moving toward the door. “But you get the point.”


Kyle pointed at the clipboard where it sat next to Scarlett. “If you could update your personal information, please. Dr. Patterson and I are going to step out for a moment.”


Kim paused at the door and turned around. “Hey.”


Scarlett looked up, pen in her hand.


“I mean it, though. We’re going to help you get through.”


Scarlett nodded unconvincingly and bent over the clipboard.


Kim closed the door gently behind her and caught up with Kyle, who was waiting for her with his arms folded. “So what’s your take?” he asked.


“Actually, I’d like to hear what you think. Being a resident and all, I’m eager to learn from my superiors.”


Kyle glowered at her but let the sarcasm pass. “You want to know what I think? I think we need to step very carefully here, given that girl’s record.” He passed Kim some files, which she tucked under her arm to read later. “Police Chief Plunkett paged so he could share his concerns. Scarlett Hascall has been in and out of treatment since she was six. Different doctors, different diagnoses. She was sent here eighteen months ago after she sucker-punched a classmate at school. I was supposed to get her in a six-month course of therapy, but she bailed after our second session. From what I’ve seen, I’d say she’s got a serious mood disorder, possibly bipolar. This latest assault—that’s type one mania. She’s a cutter . . . self-mutilation . . . probably depressed.”


Kim took the chart from him and scanned the history.


“Lithium, Klonopin, Zyprexa . . . Jeez, I mean, there must be, what, a dozen different meds on here? Let me ask you something—was she ever tested for DID?”


“Dissociative identity disorder? Are you serious?” Kyle shook his head, keeping his voice down as if afraid passing hospital staff might hear Kim’s theory. “Split personality’s a bit of a stretch, don’t you think? There’s no history of abuse. No childhood trauma.”


“That you know of,” Kim pointed out. “She displays some signs. She was surprised when she saw her own reflection, like she didn’t even recognize herself, and she referred to herself in the third person. And did you smell her?”


Kyle’s lip curled in distaste. “I try not to sniff my patients.”


“Aftershave. Men’s aftershave. The mirror, the smell, both suggesting a confusion of self. Add to that the blackouts . . . the lost time . . .”


Kyle raised his eyebrows. “You’re being pretty selective about the details. How about what she wrote on her shoe? Lithium? A bipolar drug. How does that fit into your little theory?”


“Lithium, aneurysm, dumb. I saw them. My theory is that she likes Nirvana songs.”


Kyle reddened as he realized she was right.


“Kyle . . . let me take a crack at her. In treatment, one-on-one. I mean, what have we got to lose here?”


Kyle sighed and considered her for a long moment. “Did you really party with Dave Grohl?”


“Nah.” Kim grinned, knowing she’d won this round. “Too busy reading Robert Frost.”


“Okay, fine. She’s your patient. But keep me updated and try not to break any more rules. This can’t be like San Diego. Not again.”


Kim shot him a look. “Hey, I’m not all terrible. If I didn’t break the rules now and then, I wouldn’t be having sex with you.”


She blew him a kiss and turned back toward her office . . .


. . . where the door stood wide open.


The room was empty. The half-filled-out paperwork was sitting on the counter, the pen next to it, the plastic gnawed.


She glanced frantically around the tiny office, as though Scarlett could be hiding in the file cabinet or the minuscule bookcase. The faint scent of aftershave was still detectable in the air—but the girl was gone.


Kim cursed under her breath. Losing a patient would not do her any favors with Kyle, or the board.


She raced back into the hallway and saw Scarlett moving quickly toward the staff elevators at the end of the hall, her feet making no noise in their rubber-soled tennis shoes.


“Hey, Scarlett!” Kim called, waving. But Scarlett didn’t give any sign that she had heard. The doors opened and she stepped inside.


Kim ran down the hall, but by the time she arrived, the doors were closed. The display above showed it descending: 2 . . . 1 . . . B.


Kim stabbed at the DOWN button, debating whether to take the stairs, when the second set of doors opened. The elevator crept agonizingly slowly, and by the time she reached the basement and stepped out, the corridors were empty. Scarlett was nowhere in sight.


The basement was home to the hospital’s mechanicals and a few storage areas and unused offices, as well as the morgue. An overhead light flickered and buzzed, casting the hall in gloom. A faint smell of engine oil and formaldehyde and other unidentifiable, unpleasant notes permeated her sinuses.


“Scarlett?” Kim called, cautiously moving down the hall. “Scarlett, you’re not allowed down here. Please, talk to me.”


There was a fleeting, small sound—like a footfall on the linoleum floor—and Kim followed it down the west corridor. As she drew closer to the doors at the end, she thought she saw a flash of movement and heard the click of a door closing. She raced toward the door and found herself face-to-face with an old sign stenciled in flaking paint: HOSPITAL MORGUE.


Kim pushed the door open, heart racing. Nearly everyone used the new entrance, accessible from the other set of elevators and staffed by a clerk; she’d never taken this back entrance before. She let her eyes adjust to the interior of the storeroom: the exposed, dripping pipes; the crumpled body bags mounded on a table; the bone saws and fluid extractors and other equipment lining the shelves. Naked bulbs cast inadequate light and long shadows on the cracked and peeling linoleum floors.


A shadow passed by the pane of frosted glass set into the door to the refrigeration room. “Scarlett? Is that you?”


Kim put her hand on the doorknob and hesitated: if it wasn’t Scarlett on the other side of the door, she was going to have a heck of a time explaining what she was doing in the morgue. Kyle’s earlier warning played in her mind, though she hadn’t needed him to remind her that this job was her last chance to salvage her career.


Then she thought of Scarlett, of the eerie, blank expression that had repeatedly replaced her bewilderment and fear, and pushed the door open.


Inside the chilly room, lit by the fluorescent bulb overhead, Scarlett was pulling back the sheet covering a body. Her auburn hair fell in unruly waves around her shoulders as she bent closer, studying the face; then she moved to the next steel table and began to examine a second body.


Kim opened her mouth and then closed it again, fascinated. Scarlett didn’t appear to notice her, frowning in concentration as she continued examining the bodies one by one. Her expression was inscrutable, sharpened by curiosity and purpose, with none of her earlier hesitation or resignation. Kim took a step backward, deciding it was more important to try to understand what the girl was doing than to interrupt her just yet.


After all, the people on the tables weren’t going anywhere.


As she backed up, Kim bumped against an instrument cart behind her. A tray slid off it and clattered to the ground, spilling metal tools everywhere. Startled, Scarlett snatched a scalpel off one of the nearby tables and spun around to face Kim.


“Who are you?” she demanded, her eyes flashing as she wielded the wicked-sharp blade.


Kim slowly raised her hands to show Scarlett that she meant no harm. “I’m Dr. Patterson. Kim. We just met, upstairs. Don’t you remember?”


Scarlett shook her head, clearly confused. Without letting go of the scalpel, she backed away from Kim, toward the final covered corpse, and pulled off the sheet, letting it fall to the floor. Apparently satisfied that Kim wasn’t trying to stop her, she looked down at the body of a middle-aged woman, her eyes open and milky, staring at nothing. Scarlett’s shoulders sagged.


“Scarlett, what are you doing?” Kim demanded.


The girl slowly raised her gaze to meet Kim’s, her expression one of defeat. Tears welled in her eyes.


“I’m seeing if I died.”





THREE



Detective Zack Trainor drained the last of his coffee as he pulled in toward the docks along the western edge of town and jammed his lidded commuter mug in the cruiser’s cup holder. Ordinarily he liked to finish his coffee at home, while catching up on the news on his iPad, but he’d received a call from the print shop that the new batch of flyers he’d asked for were ready. Posting them would give him a chance to pop in on his only current suspect in a missing-persons case that was quickly going cold.


Zack didn’t have much hope that the flyers would lead to new information, but he was running out of ideas. If Isabel Wilcox’s boyfriend was responsible for her disappearance, maybe posting the flyers near his place of work would trigger someone’s memory. And if not, at least it would irritate the bastard.


Brad Chaplin’s official job was overseeing maintenance of the town docks, which looked like a postcard this morning under the brilliant blue skies. Legend had it that a Scandinavian fisherman named Jarvi Lssila had been the first person to stake his claim in Jarvis, a tiny town in the crook of a bay along the Alaska shore, in short order sending for a bride and siring seven sturdy sons to help him build a cannery, sawmill, and dock—but Zack would bet it was a Chaplin who came along and bilked Lssila out of everything he had. Chaplins had a long history of small-time crime in town, and Brad seemed to be following in his father’s shiftless footsteps.


Then again, the missing girl in question, Isabel Wilcox, was something of a wild child herself. Zack had arrested her once for selling a fake ID to a minor, but the charges had been dropped when a combination of an expensive attorney and her mother’s tearful promises to get her daughter help had convinced the judge to give her another chance.


It was nearly eight thirty when Zack pulled the cruiser up to the marina offices and got out of the car, shielding his eyes from the sun. Already, several of the commercial fishing boats were back in, having offloaded their haul of mackerel and cod to the larger tender boats anchored farther out. Their sails had been secured, their decks swabbed until they sparkled in the sun, and their crews had peeled off their blood- and scale- and salt-soaked gear and rinsed out their thermoses. Some were already headed home to the square little timber houses dotting the hill; others took rooms at the boardinghouse during the season and worked their asses off, then passed the winter in warmer climes, spending their savings on other pursuits.


Zack walked along the docks until he spotted Brad Chaplin talking to the captain of the Sweet Lola while the crew hosed down the decks and packed away the nets.


The captain must have spotted Zack when he was still a few dozen yards away and alerted Brad, because his posture went rigid and the captain hightailed it down into the bowels of the ship. Being one of the few black guys in a mostly white town, Zack could rarely go anywhere incognito. But he wasn’t here to give the captain trouble, even though he’d bet a year’s salary that this guy had been scoring the heroin that Brad brought in from Anchorage, keeping a tidy middleman’s profit for himself.


By the time Brad turned around, he’d composed himself. His good-looking face was only slightly scarred from taking a puck in the cheek during a high school match, and he kept himself in shape. He wore his dark hair cut short, and had even, white teeth. He might have had a career as a model if not for the scar—and the tattoo that crept up his neck, which Zack was pretty sure was meant to be a foreboding sea serpent, but in the hands of an unskilled tattoo artist it resembled a cross between a startled Pekingese and the Miami Dolphins logo.


“Detective Trainor,” Brad said in a faintly mocking voice. “What brings you down to see us working stiffs on such a beautiful morning?”


Zack raised an eyebrow. “I can tell what they’re doing,” Zack said, pointing at the crew hosing blood and fish guts out of the hold. “But how exactly are you working?”


“Hey, I’m an account manager,” Brad said evenly. “Dock’s got two hundred and forty mooring contracts in the inner marina and it’s my job to ensure that every one of those represents a satisfied customer.”


“Yeah, I’ll bet,” Zack said. “My guess is that this customer is going to be pretty satisfied about an hour from now when he’s back home dipping into that little plastic bag you just sold him.”


Brad’s eyes went wide with indignation. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


“Save it,” Zack snapped. “Let’s talk about your girlfriend instead. You hear from Isabel yet?”


“No, but I’ve been thinking,” Brad said, settling back onto his heels and adopting his characteristic slouch. Zack knew he’d already lost his advantage. Like every con man, Brad was most comfortable when he was spinning lies. The deepening of the voice, the faintly bored tone, the smirking suggestion of intimacy—Brad was a master of the game. “You asked if I had an alibi, and lucky for me, I remembered that I do. I was with two people who will be happy to tell you that they were with me the night Isabel disappeared.”


“Well, that’s interesting, considering we don’t know exactly which night it was,” Zack pointed out. “She was last seen two weeks ago Tuesday, and her mother called it in early Thursday morning, so that’s at least two nights we haven’t accounted for.”


Brad blinked, slowly and lazily, like a lizard. His oily smile didn’t flag. “Good thing I was with them both nights, then. Starlatta LaBonne and Cherise Lassiter. They go to school over at Jarvis Community College.”


“And I suppose you were, what, tutoring them?”


Brad was unfazed. “Strictly social, man. We listened to music, had a few laughs—you know how it goes.”


“Not really.”


Brad punched Zack playfully on the shoulder. “Tell you what, I’ll text you their deets. Look ’em up—just between us, Starlatta’s always ready to party.”


Zack narrowed his eyes. “I trust you still have my card?” he said.


“Yes, indeed.”


“And you’ll let me know if you hear anything from Isabel.”


Brad’s face underwent another transformation, his elastic features knitting themselves into a look of concern. “Yeah, anything to help, but I doubt I will, man. Hear from her, I mean. I’ve got to face the fact that she’s dumping me. I just wish she’d had the courage to do it to my face.”


“If that’s true, then she’s got a lot more sense than I’ve given her credit for,” Zack said.


Brad nodded curtly, clearly wanting the conversation to end. But Zack wasn’t done with him. “You know, only problem with your theory is that we haven’t had a single sighting of Isabel in over two weeks. You don’t need me to tell you that doesn’t look good.”


After logging a frantic call from Jen Wilcox, whose daughter, Isabel, hadn’t returned any of her texts for two days, Zack and Chief Holt Plunkett had conducted a thorough search of Jarvis and the surrounding area. They’d talked to the other residents of the apartment complex where Isabel lived, her classmates at the community college, even friends from high school who she no longer kept in touch with. Her family members were little help—Isabel kept her distance, and they couldn’t say how she spent her time, or whom she spent it with.


Zack had reviewed the passenger lists on every commercial vessel leaving the harbor, and every plane, commercial or private, taking off from the tiny municipal airport. There was one highway that came through town, and while there was no way to track all the traffic going in and out, Isabel hadn’t been on any bus that stopped in Jarvis, or rented a car; hers had still been parked in her space at the apartment building.


“I guess you might as well haul me in, then,” Brad said, shaking his head. “Do what you got to do. Give me a lie detector test.”


“I’m considering it,” Zack said.


“Do that.”


After a long stare-down, Brad smiled. “We should hang out, Zack. Tell you what—next time I’ve got too much pussy to know what to do with, I’m calling you. I bet you know how to party.” Zack just stared. “Hey, speaking of hotties, how’s your sister? Brielle?”


From Zack’s expression, Brad knew he was on thin ice. But he couldn’t help himself. “She’s your twin, right?”


Zack nodded, barely perceptible.


“Can I ask you something? About having a hot twin sister?”


Brad knew a punch was coming. Soon.


“Now, I heard about this thing called twin sense, where twins have a psychic connection. One gets burned, the other feels it. You heard about this shit?”


Zack nodded again, still barely perceptible.


“Okay, so let me ask you something, if she’s getting rammed, like a once-in-a-lifetime fuck, do you sometimes feel like you’re getting the D, too?”


Brad saw that Zack’s fists were balled up tight. But he knew the pain was going to be worth the expression on Zack’s face.


But then . . . Zack’s radio buzzed on his belt, the urgent staccato blasts signaling a call for immediate backup. “Don’t fucking move.”


He turned away from Brad, pulling the radio from his belt to call the station. “Trainor here.”


“Chief wants you at the hospital,” Janice Sudermeyer said. “Might want to get there fast. A Burger Barn manager apparently just about got his face burned off, from the sound of it, and he’s saying it was one of his own employees who attacked him.”


“Copy that. On my way.”


Disappointed that he wouldn’t be able to lay Brad out on his back right now, he holstered his radio and turned to the ex-jock. “Don’t go anywhere without notifying us. We’ll finish this conversation later.”


He walked away, a little relieved that he managed to avoid a disciplinary write-up for now. Though it was petty, he was glad he’d had the last word.





JARVIS HAD ITS SHARE of fast-food restaurants, but the Burger Barn was a local favorite, with a menu that offered old-school fare: ground chuck, fries cut from spuds on-site, and not a single item on the menu that could be described as free-range, organic, or gluten-free. Though Zack tried to steer clear of meat on vaguely ethical grounds, he still dropped in to the Barn every couple of months for a double bacon cheeseburger.


Chief Holt Plunkett had beat him to the ER. When Zack walked in, Holt was talking to a nurse in a pink scrub shirt that featured kittens chasing balls of yarn.


“Felicity here has been kind enough to give us a little background, but I’ve held off on talking to Mr. Fenstrom until you got here.”


“The Burger Barn manager?” Zack recognized the name; Fenstrom had been a few years ahead of him at Jarvis High, an obnoxious stoner with truancy issues. Time had not improved him much: the department had received a few complaints from women, from his sending unsolicited dick pics to female customers, to the most recent grievance filed by a former girlfriend who accused him of sleeping with her sister—the outraged woman threw a brick through her own windshield when the officer, taking her report, had explained that wasn’t a crime.


“That’s the one. Felicity says he’s got third-degree burns on thirty percent of his face.”


The nurse nodded, gazing respectfully at Holt’s badge. Women always loved Holt Plunkett—he was like a grizzled teddy bear with a gun. He hadn’t dated since being widowed fifteen years ago, which naturally only increased his appeal. “We’ll be keeping him here for a spell.”


“Mr. Fenstrom wants to press charges against a Ms. Scarlett Hascall, an employee of the restaurant,” Holt continued. “He says Ms. Hascall attacked him with a fry basket.”


“A fry basket,” Zack repeated. “That’s a new one.”


Holt turned back to the nurse. “Do you mind bringing us back to see Mr. Fenstrom now, dear?”


“Righto,” Felicity said brightly, and waved the pair of detectives inside. Holt and Zack followed her through the emergency room doors and into a curtained-off cubicle. Sitting on the paper-lined table was a man in a greasy T-shirt emblazoned with the Burger Barn logo. A filthy apron was still tied around the man’s skinny hips, and his face was largely obscured by a giant bandage that covered half his face.


Seeing Zack and Holt, Fenstrom lifted up his bandage dramatically.


“I want to press charges!” he yelled. “Look what she did to me!”


“Damn.” Zack whistled. “We could play a game of checkers on your cheek.”


“ ’Fraid there’s not a whole lot we can do without someone to back your story up,” Holt added. “The young lady in question told the nurses she didn’t do it. And she did drive you to the hospital, which hardly seems like something a person who wanted to harm you would do.”


“What? She attacked me! She almost killed me!”


“And what did you do to deserve it?” Zack demanded.


Fenstrom glared at him furiously, spittle collecting at the corners of his mouth as he sputtered. “Just ’cause you put on a badge, Trainor, don’t mean your past gets erased.”


Zack laughed. “Hey, I’ve paid for all my mistakes. Learned from them, too. I can’t say the same for you.”


Holt stepped between the two men, holding up a hand with an easy smile. “We’ll just give your boss a call, Mr. Fenstrom, and let him know what’s happened. Maybe we’ll follow up with a couple of your other female coworkers and see if they have any idea what might have precipitated this attack.”


Fenstrom bobbed his head between the two police officers, trying to come up with a suitable retort. The effort seemed beyond him, however, and he gave up and sagged against the wall, muttering.


“Tell you what, when the face heals up, and you’re back to your modeling career, why don’t you stop by the station so you can give us a full report. You have a good day now, okay?”


“You really shouldn’t provoke him, son,” Holt said when they were out of earshot, tucking his notebook back in the pocket of his uniform shirt, which was stretched taut over his sloping gut. “Take a walk with me, okay? I could go for a little something from the vending machines.”


On the way, Holt filled Zack in on the rest of the details.


“Wait a minute,” Zack interrupted, when Holt mentioned the girl’s name again. “Scarlett Hascall. Didn’t Evelyn pick her up at the high school a while back?”


“Yep. She got in a fistfight in a girls’ restroom. Gave some gal a heck of a shiner before a teacher managed to pull her off.”


“She sounds a little crackers. Maybe she did do what he said, attack him for no reason.”


“So you feel bad for giving him a hard time now?”


“Fenstrom?” Zack shook his head. “Guy called my sister a slut in tenth grade. If I knew for sure this girl wouldn’t hurt anyone else, I’d bake her cookies.”


“Yeah, well, I talked to her psych doc, Berman. Pretty good guy, seems to know his stuff. He says they’re evaluating her and they’ll let us know what they come up with. My take? There’s a good kid inside there somewhere. But these episodes are escalating, and they need to stop.”


“They don’t have any idea what’s motivating her?”


“Don’t think so, not yet, anyway,” Holt said. He poked a stubby finger at the vending machine buttons and a package of cupcakes with lurid red frosting slid off the hook.


A piece of paper posted on the message board next to the vending machines caught Zack’s eye, and he moved closer to examine it, pulling off layers of notices and flyers. It was one of his department’s missing-persons posters from when Isabel first disappeared. He studied the image of a pretty, blond young woman beaming at the camera, a view of mountains behind her. Isabel Wilcox, age 22. Thoughtfully, Zack replaced the other papers, pinning them farther away so that the flyer could be seen.


Holt had peeled off the plastic and managed to devour half a cupcake already. “One more stop here at the hospital,” he said, through a mouthful of cake. “Berman was going to arrange a meet and greet with the resident who’s treating Scarlett. Want to come with me to follow up?”


“Sure,” Zack said, wondering if he should tell the chief about the smudge of frosting on his cheek, but he decided to let it go.


That was one of the things about working for the man who raised you—you never really forgot that he was the one who taught you to tie a tie, or took you for haircuts on Saturday afternoons, or made you write an apology to the jerk who owned the convenience store where you shoplifted a bag of Skittles. There were those who made the mistake of thinking Holt’s easygoing charm was a sign of weakness—but Zack knew better. Behind the drawl and the ruddy, freckled skin lay courage, conviction, and an unwavering moral compass.


They took the stairs up to the top floor—Holt had been trying to lose thirty pounds for as long as Zack had known him—and Zack showed his badge to get past the locked entrance to the psych unit. A receptionist pointed out Dr. Berman, who was talking to a brunette with a messy ponytail and stained, poorly fitting scrubs.


“This is Dr. Patterson,” Berman said after Holt introduced Zack. “She’s the one who spoke to Scarlett today.”


“Hello, Detectives,” the woman said coolly. Zack started when she turned around—he hadn’t expected her to be attractive. Her eyes were a flinty, depthless green. A stray lock of wavy chestnut hair curved over one cheek, down past her chin, coming to rest on an expanse of skin near her shoulder that her ill-fitting scrubs left exposed.


“He’s actually the chief,” Zack replied, matching her tone.


“Ah. My mistake. But chief or no, I still can’t discuss Scarlett with you. Doctor-patient privilege, and all that.” She crossed her arms. “Besides, I’m sure you guys have more important things to do with your time—she’s hardly a threat.”


“Is that a professional opinion?” Zack asked. “Because she just assaulted a guy with a fry bin.”


“Zack,” Holt murmured warningly. To Kim, he added, “Please forgive my partner. He gets a little nervous around strong, intelligent women.”


“Flattered,” Kim said, sounding anything but, her gaze not leaving Zack. “But I still can’t talk to you about Scarlett’s case. My hands are tied, I’m afraid.”


“Understood,” Holt said. “Wouldn’t want my shrink telling secrets about me, either. We all have our jobs to do. We protect the peace, you protect the peace of mind.”


That, at last, got a real smile out of her. “I suppose you could say that. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a full schedule this morning.” She turned and walked down the hall.


Holt chuckled as they both watched her walk away. “What do you know, son, there’s one woman in Jarvis who can resist those famous Trainor dimples.”





FOUR



A day later, Scarlett was back at the hospital for her first official appointment following the incident in the morgue—an incident that Kim had conveniently forgotten to tell Kyle about.


Shortly after Kim found Scarlett examining the bodies, Scarlett emerged from her trancelike state with no idea where she was or how she’d gotten there. The only bright side to the troubling turn of events was that Scarlett had been frightened enough to agree to treatment.


Kyle had, thankfully, offered his office for the occasion. Kim and the other resident, Andrea Kaston, shared their miniature counseling office with several interns, and it was frequently double-booked.


“Make yourself comfortable,” Kim said when Scarlett arrived, taking Kyle’s messenger bag off the spare chair and motioning for Scarlett to sit down. She grabbed Kyle’s chair and scooted it around to the other side of the desk, so she and Scarlett were sitting knee to knee again.


“I like Dr. Berman’s . . . what are those, exactly?” Scarlett was pointing to the clay worry stones that Kyle had brought back with him from Thailand. He claimed that they had been made by novitiates in a Buddhist monastery, and that when he held them, he was able to focus his mind and achieve serenity even on the most hectic day.
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