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Dr. Grace Voss is a 38-year-old clinical psychologist who relies on strict routines and logical systems to guard against past trauma. Her controlled life is shattered when her work on the teletherapy platform PruneUp connects her to an anonymous killer predicting real-world crimes.

Dr. Elliot Marsh, using the screen name Vessel, is Grace’s brilliant, psychopathic former mentor and the creator of PruneUp. He secretly turns the platform into a surveillance engine and orchestrates the murders of his co-creators to maintain absolute control over the harvested data.

Detective Ray Cooke is a weary, cynical CPD homicide investigator grieving a deep personal loss. Moving past his initial skepticism of psychology, he becomes Grace’s fierce ally as they chase a digital predator who leaves messages specifically for her.

Nadia Osei is a sharp 32-year-old forensic linguist at Northwestern and Grace’s only close friend. She provides the critical breakthrough by analyzing Vessel’s text transcripts to map his unique, highly academic linguistic fingerprint.

David Vance is the slick chief legal counsel for PruneUp who acts as a corporate roadblock, strictly protecting the platform's proprietary encryption and venture funding over the criminal investigation.

Arthur is an anxious actuary and Grace's private patient who fears structural failure, serving as a thematic mirror for the crumbling stability of Grace's life.

Detective Miller is Cooke’s junior homicide partner who handles field operations and delivers crucial crime scene updates to the team.

The victims: Elena Rostova, Arthur Pendelton, and a luxury real estate developer. They were the original co-creators who built PruneUp's infrastructure. They are systematically eliminated by Marsh to cover up his data harvesting before they can audit the platform.
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The thing about control is that it feels like peace. Grace Voss had spent enough years in therapy. Giving it, not receiving it. To know the difference, and she had stopped caring which one it actually was. Her office was organized. Her appointments were on time. Her coffee, every morning without exception, was made at six forty-five, poured into the same white mug, drunk at the kitchen counter while she read the news on her phone, and did not sit down. Sitting down in the morning felt like surrendering something. She could not have said what.

She was thirty-eight years old, and she lived alone in a two-bedroom apartment on the north side of Chicago, in a building old enough to have radiators that clanked through winter like something alive inside the walls. She had chosen it for the ceilings, which were high, and the light, which came in from the west and turned the living room gold in the late afternoon. She had not chosen it for the neighborhood, though the neighborhood was fine, or for the proximity to her office, though the office was only eleven minutes away by car. She had chosen it because when she walked through the door for the first time, three years ago, she had stood in the empty living room and felt nothing in particular, and that had seemed right. That had seemed like exactly what she needed.

Her practice was called Voss Psychological Services, which was not a warm name and was not meant to be. It occupied the second floor of a converted brownstone on West Diversey, above a dentist's office and beside a framing shop whose owner, an elderly Croatian man named Mr. Petric, left a small plant on the shared landing every spring and retrieved it every fall. Grace had never learned his first name. She had worked in that building for four years.

She saw twelve patients a week in person. Anxiety, mostly. Depression folded inside anxiety, the way a letter is folded inside an envelope. A few trauma cases that she handled carefully, the way you handle something that might break or might break you. She was good at her work in the way that competent, careful people are good at things: thoroughly, without flash, and with a discipline that her patients sometimes mistook for coldness and her colleagues sometimes mistook for arrogance. She was neither cold nor arrogant. She was precise.

The teletherapy was newer. Two years ago, a former colleague named Elliot Marsh had called her on a Tuesday afternoon and asked if she wanted to consult on a platform he was building. Elliot was fifty-five, silver-haired, the kind of man who wore his confidence like a well-fitted coat. He had supervised her during her residency, back when she was twenty-six and still believed that the field would reward intuition as much as rigor. He had taught her otherwise, gently but clearly, and she had been grateful for it. She respected him in the measured way she respected most things.

The platform was called PruneUp. It was not, Elliot had explained, a replacement for traditional therapy. It was a supplement. A bridge, as the name suggests, between patients who needed support and providers who had capacity. The anonymity was a feature, not a flaw. Patients registered without names, used screen names of their choosing, and paid through an encrypted billing system that connected to nothing else. The idea was to lower the barrier. To reach people who would never walk into an office like hers on West Diversey and sit across from a stranger and talk about the things that lived in the dark parts of them.

Grace had said yes, with conditions. She would take a limited caseload. She would maintain her in-person practice as the primary work. She would not let the platform become the main thing. Elliot had agreed to all of it, pleasantly, the way people agree to terms they believe will renegotiate themselves over time.

She had six PruneUp patients now. She thought of them differently than her in-person patients, which she knew was a bias she should examine and hadn't. On PruneUp, she could not see faces. She could not watch a hand tighten around the arm of a chair or notice that someone had stopped making eye contact. She had only words, and the silences between them, which the platform rendered as a blinking cursor on a black background. The sessions were text-based, which was unusual among teletherapy platforms and was, Elliot had told her, one of the things that made PruneUp distinct. Patients typed. Therapists typed back. The record was automatic, encrypted, and kept on servers that Grace had never seen and tried not to think about too carefully.

The Thursday session started at seven in the evening. Grace had already seen four patients that day, eaten a sandwich at her desk, and returned two phone calls she had been avoiding. By six-thirty, she was home, changed into the gray sweatshirt she wore in the apartment and nowhere else, and sitting at the desk in the second bedroom she had turned into a home office. The desk faced the window. Outside, the street was ordinary. A couple walked a dog. A delivery truck idled at the corner. The sky was the particular dirty amber of a Chicago evening in October, the clouds low and reflecting the city's light back at itself.

She logged into PruneUp at six fifty-eight. The interface was spare: a white panel on the left showing the session queue, a black panel on the right where the conversation would appear. She had two sessions scheduled. The first was with a patient she had been seeing for seven months, a middle-aged man she knew only as Tollway, who was working through a divorce with the grim, methodical energy of someone dismantling a piece of furniture they no longer wanted but couldn't quite throw away. He was making progress. She had noted it in her
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