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				Author’s Note
			

			
				In the late 1990s, I worked for the New Mexico Department of Justice under the Attorney General. Part of that work took me inside the Penitentiary of New Mexico’s infamous “Old Main,” the site of the catastrophic 1980 prison riot, as well as the North and South Facilities that continue to house maximum-security inmates today.
			

			
				The investigation was sprawling and intense, tied to the July 4, 1987 escape of seven high-security inmates from the prison’s North Facility. After walking those corridors and hearing those stories, I was very happy to go home at night.
			

			
				Dr. Sylvia Strange began taking shape the moment I stepped inside “Old Main.”
			

			
				Like me, Sylvia believes in justice, redemption, and the complicated humanity that exists inside the criminal justice system. We both know people can change. We both know some cannot. And we both understand that fear, trauma, violence, and survival rarely fit into simple categories.
			

			
				Sylvia’s closest friend, Rosie Sanchez, was inspired by a remarkable woman who led the Penitentiary of New Mexico’s Office of Criminal Investigation for many years. Rosie is fictional—but her grit, intelligence, and fierce loyalty are rooted in someone very real.
			

			
				Although Sylvia’s adventures are fiction, the emotional world she inhabits grew from my experiences in New Mexico: the landscapes, the prisons, the investigators, the long shadows of violence, the shimmering sun, and the beauty and resilience of the people who survive it.
			

			
				“Old Main” closed in 1998 and today serves as a training site, tour location, and film and streaming set for productions including Breaking Bad and The Longest Yard.
			

			
				At its heart, Dangerous Attachments is a psychological thriller. I’ve always been more interested in emotional tension than graphic violence, and I aim to balance darkness with humor, loyalty, friendship, and moments of warmth and resilience.
			

			
				I’m grateful to welcome new readers to Sylvia Strange’s world—and deeply grateful to those of you returning to it.
			

			
				You can reach me on my website and via email:
			

			
				 sarah@sarahlovett.com.
			

			
				I’d love to hear from you.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Warmly,
			

			
				Sarah Lovett
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				“We are all dangerous — it is important to recognize it in ourselves.”
			

			
				— Graham Greene
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				“There is no safe investment. To love at all is to be vulnerable.”
			

			
				— C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves
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				CHAPTER ONE
			

			
				Santa Fe, New Mexico Winter 2017/2018
			

			
				 
			

			
				—THE JACKAL—stood on the second tier of cell block one and stared down at the activity below. In the common area, four inmates were playing a round of bridge. A fifth inmate sat rigid in front of the TV and whispered to Brooke, a regular on The Bold and the Beautiful. The Jackal sighed. An honest day's labor was rare in this world.
			

			
				He closed his eyes and silently recited the words of St. Ignatius Loyola. "Teach us, good Lord, to serve Thee . . . to toil and not to seek for rest; to labour and not ask for any reward save that of knowing that we do Thy will."
			

			
				It was a lesson most of the occupants of CB-1 had not yet learned. And there were other lessons: thou shalt not steal. . . thou shalt not kill.
			

			
				He turned back to gaze into an open cell. The small square window was already charcoal gray, the light fading behind the razor wire. Each day another two minutes of daylight were lost.
			

			
				It would keep on that way—getting darker and darker—until the winter solstice.
			

			
				Day and night, just like his own two selves. He'd grown so used to them, he hardly noticed the transformation anymore. Day getting shorter. Night, longer and longer, ready to take its due.
			

			
				It was the killing that made him split apart in the beginning. Or maybe the split was the reason he had begun to kill.
			

			
				Thou shalt not kill. Finally, after doing so many bad, hurtful things, he had learned: thou shalt not kill.
			

			
				Unless you are doing His will.
			

			
				To labour and not ask for any reward
			

			
				Save that of knowing that we do Thy will.
			

			
				The Jackal had been offered a task, but had not even considered it, until the Lord intervened. The Lord said, "Accept the task, jackal, and be rewarded." His will be done.
			

			
				The task was to kill. Not a senseless, selfish kill like some of the men had done—like he himself had done, long ago. This kill was part of the Lord's divine plan.
			

			
				On earth as it is in heaven.
			

			
				The reward was great: it would become the crowning glory of his work for the Lord.
			

			
				He sighed and gazed down at the sheet of paper he'd been clutching in his right hand. Things had been going so well.
			

			
				But then, a snafu. Somebody was nosy. And now he had twice the work.
			

			
				One hit had become two hits.
			

			
				The second name was written in pencil—faint but legible. His own handwriting. Over and over. Just the way the nuns had taught him to write Be sure your sin will find you out—on the blackboard one hundred times.
			

			
				The second name covered the page ninety-seven times. The Jackal thought it was an odd name. He took the stub of pencil from his pocket, licked the tip, and smoothed the sheet of paper over the rail. In minute script he added the last three repetitions:
			

			
				Sylvia Strange
			

			
				Sylvia Strange
			

			
				Sylvia Strange.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				CHAPTER TWO
			

			
				SYLVIA STRANGE TURNED off the highway, gravel ticking under the Volvo’s tires. Ahead, the prison rose from the desert. From this distance, the building looked businesslike, industrial. Closer, it became what it was, a prison with dirt-encrusted windows and gleaming perimeter lights.
			

			
				On her right, a pockmarked state historical sign announced the Penitentiary of New Mexico, founded 1956.
			

			
				She approached the intersection going forty, swerved to avoid a jackrabbit, and swore as the Volvo slid to a stop over loose gravel. The rabbit vanished into brush, no doubt convinced humans were idiots. She couldn’t argue the point.
			

			
				Scrub Chamisa, prickly pear cactus, and occasional soda cans dotted the fields on either side of the road. A lone cottonwood towered over the flat desert landscape. In the distance, the Sangre de Cristo Mountains gave off a dull blue gleam under winter sun. South Facility, medium security, was a quarter mile to her left. On her right, a prison service truck idled by the cutoff to the maximum facility. The driver smacked his lips at her, then lit a cigarette.
			

			
				She accelerated past the sewage treatment facility, past the fire trucks. Ahead, she could see the entrance to the PNM Main Facility surrounded by heavy link fencing and spirals of razor ribbon designed to slash a man to pieces. She approached it with familiar emotional discord, equal parts apprehension and fascination. Some people collected art. She, apparently, collected prisons. Her therapist had opinions about that.
			

			
				Today, her thoughts were colored by too little sleep, too much caffeine. Even on the best days, it was impossible to view the Main Facility without thinking about the nation's most brutal prison riot. In 1980, thirty-three inmates died—some tortured and mutilated—at the hands of fellow prisoners.
			

			
				The silhouette of a guard was visible in the window of the large beige tower looming over the prison's entryway. Sylvia stopped at the speaker embedded in a concrete post set in the center of the road.
			

			
				"State your name and business."
			

			
				"I'm Dr. Strange, here for attorneys Cox and Burnett." Her voice sounded husky, unused. She cleared her throat. So much for the coffee.
			

			
				"Park in the lot to your left."
			

			
				A third of the spaces were filled. She pulled into a slot shaded by a naked cottonwood and facing a trailer that didn’t look especially hospitable, despite the sign: FAMILY HOSPITALITY CENTER. A few flakes of snow drifted down to settle on the bare earth around her.
			

			
				Sylvia drew her briefcase from the Volvo and checked the locks. Her gray wool skirt had ridden up as she drove. She smoothed it down to the low edge of her knees and buttoned her suit jacket.
			

			
				She approached the reception outbuilding, caught her reflection in the tempered glass and gave herself a brief, professional once-over. Composed enough. The burgundy jacket was doing its job.
			

			
				At twenty-eight she was tall and lithe, moving easily thanks to the ballet classes she'd hated as a teenager. From her father she’d inherited lean limbs and broad shoulders; from her mother, generous curves and the early lesson that a woman’s body was everybody’s business but her own.
			

			
				Thick brunette hair grazed the collar of her jacket, cut in loose layers and brushed back from a prominent forehead. She slid the wire-rimmed sunglasses on—sharpening the angles of her face, narrowing the target.
			

			
				She crossed the lot quickly, low heels striking the cold asphalt. She was twenty minutes early.
			

			
				Several correctional officers, stragglers from the morning shift, clustered in the reception area. The admitting C.O. glanced at Sylvia, then looked again. He slid the sign-in sheet toward her and gave a low whistle.
			

			
				"You a lawyer or something?"
			

			
				Sylvia's smile was cool. She was used to male attention and knew how to deal with it, but the rules were different at the pen. She signed her name. The pen trembled slightly.
			

			
				Her hands were shaky.
			

			
				"Psychologist,'' she said.
			

			
				He glanced at the sheet. "Strange?" He grinned. "That's strange."
			

			
				"Yeah, isn't it?" Sylvia smiled back reflexively—since kindergarten she'd heard every possible pun on her name. Be kind to your local C.O., she thought.
			

			
				"Doc! It’s been a minute!"
			

			
				Sylvia recognized the voice before she turned and beamed at a mischievous guard named Leroy. She shook his hand. "How's Holly?" Leroy's wife worked as a court clerk at the Santa Fe Judicial Complex.
			

			
				"Holly's fine. Just got promoted," Leroy said.
			

			
				Sylvia watched him rub the ring finger of his left hand. When he gave her a mock salute, she noticed the faint white band. He'd left the wedding ring at home.
			

			
				Leroy winked. "You gonna tell us who's crazy in there?"
			

			
				Sylvia winked back. "Does Holly know you pocket the ring when she's not around?"
			

			
				Leroy turned bright pink and his buddies hooted. When he regained his composure, he said, "I'll get you for that, Doc."
			

			
				As Sylvia walked away she smiled. "I'm counting on it, Leroy."
			

			
				She felt the small satisfaction of it—the way a good exchange could settle the nerves—before her internal gears click into place. She passed through the metal detector, down the short hall, and out through the exit. She had crossed into another world.
			

			
				She waited in the small concrete ante way while the heavy link gate slid open with a groan of resistance. This was the worst part—the first taste of no-man's-land between metal barriers. The air between fences had its own quality: colder, stiller, as if sound itself had been processed and stripped of warmth.
			

			
				A sparrow landed between the diamond-shaped discs of a loop of razor ribbon. It chirped once, then flew off.
			

			
				Sylvia exhaled slowly. Every time, she told herself it would feel routine. Every time, her body disagreed—a low-frequency hum along the sternum, not quite fear, not quite excitement. Something older than either.
			

			
				The second gate released with a hydraulic sigh. She stepped through and walked toward the doors of Main's lobby, the institutional smell reaching her before the building did—disinfectant, metal, the faint sweetness of over-processed food. She glanced up at the two-story fortress, searching for the soot-crusted window that held the psych office.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				THE ROOM WAS tiny, crammed with filing cabinets and two metal desks. Sylvia set her briefcase on the desk nearest the door. A potted plant hung in a web of macrame over a heating vent. Wilted leaves shuddered in the forced-air breeze. Someone had tried. She appreciated that.
			

			
				A list of phone extensions, in case of emergency, was tacked on the wall.
			

			
				Just in case.
			

			
				She sat, snapped open her briefcase, took out several pencils, and selected the slim accordion file labeled LUCAS SHARP WATSON NMCD #36620.
			

			
				The blue folder held routine incarceration documents along with Watson's main jacket.
			

			
				Date of incarceration: August 28, 2014.
			

			
				County: Bernalillo.
			

			
				Determinate Sentence: six years.
			

			
				Crime: voluntary manslaughter.
			

			
				Twenty-one-year-old Lucas Watson had brutally beaten a forty-year-old migrant worker to death in a barroom dispute. Both men had been drunk—they argued over money. No one had claimed the victim’s body.
			

			
				Watson had served three years of his sentence.
			

			
				Sylvia wondered what he looked like—no photograph was included in the file—and felt a slight anticipatory edge in her stomach. It was always the same before she met a penitentiary client for the first time.
			

			
				Thank God he wasn't a lifer. She wasn't up to that this morning.
			

			
				The thickest folder was green. It contained Watson's personal history along with investigative reports on family members, and statements from employers—even schoolteachers.
			

			
				One detail caught Sylvia's attention.
			

			
				When Watson was six years old, his mother had committed suicide—a .22-caliber gunshot wound to the chest.
			

			
				Women sometimes chose the chest—less certain, harder to angle. The ones who survived said it was about the face.
			

			
				Sylvia skimmed the rest of the file and the note Herb Burnett had scribbled on a yellow Post-it.
			

			
				Dear Sylvia,
			

			
				Glad you can take over for Malcolm. Lucas Watson is up for parole next week. Sorry for the rush job.
			

			
				How about dinner, chez moi?"
			

			
				She stuck the Post-it to the edge of the desk. Herb was nothing if not consistent.
			

			
				The red folder held a psychological assessment by Dr. Malcolm Treisman, Sylvia's senior associate until the previous summer, when he'd been diagnosed with cancer.
			

			
				Malcolm's death barely four weeks ago, had been a blow to family, friends, and colleagues. Sylvia moved through the days feeling as though she were ghost-walking, only half present among the living.
			

			
				The fact that Malcolm had also been her lover sharpened her grief. She hadn’t told anyone that part.
			

			
				A dull ache in her temple spread across her forehead.
			

			
				She had just pulled a bottle of Tylenol from her briefcase when there was a knock at the door.
			

			
				Good, she thought. Work.
			

			
				Work was easier than grief.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Lucas Watson stood framed in the doorway beside a C.O.
			

			
				He was about six-two and wiry. His blond hair was shaved close to the skull. He moved with shoulders slightly hunched—the taut inmate strut—and took the chair opposite Sylvia.
			

			
				As he sat, he met her gaze.
			

			
				His pupils were light blue, almost cloudy. They reminded her of eyes damaged by snow burn.
			

			
				"Good morning, Mr. Watson."
			

			
				"Lucas."
			

			
				"Lucas." She smiled. "I'm Sylvia Strange."
			

			
				She glanced at the C.O. who remained in the doorway.
			

			
				"We're okay."
			

			
				The officer fingered his name tag: ANDERSON.
			

			
				"If you need me, I'll be outside."
			

			
				Sylvia waited until the door closed.
			

			
				"Your lawyer, Mr. Burnett, told me you requested an independent evaluation. Can you tell me why?"
			

			
				Lucas shifted forward, hips pressed toward the desk. His tongue slid over his teeth. Tiny beads of perspiration formed on his upper lip.
			

			
				"For the parole board."
			

			
				"Given our tight schedule, do you think your caseworker can come up with a feasible plan?"
			

			
				Lucas nodded. His eyes narrowed.
			

			
				"That’s good. Before we begin, I need to remind you that I can't guarantee confidentiality. Anything we discuss here will be shared with your lawyer and, ultimately, with the parole board."
			

			
				He nodded again, his body humming with motor tension, fingers drumming the arms of his chair.
			

			
				The fingernails of his left hand were bitten down to the quick and his wrist looked scratched. High stress habits. Not unusual for inmates but pronounced.
			

			
				"Because we only have one meeting, “ Sylvia said, “I want to check in on what's going on in your life. Later I may ask you to complete a few short tests. How did the test go with Dr.DeMaria?"
			

			
				The MMPI had been administered by one of the prison psychologists.
			

			
				Lucas’s expression darkened instantly.
			

			
				"What did she say about me?"
			

			
				"Are you worried about what she might have said?"
			

			
				He leaned forward and lowered his voice conspiratorially.
			

			
				"She doesn't like me because I know who she really is."
			

			
				"Who is she, Lucas?"
			

			
				"One of them."
			

			
				He cocked his head and raised one eyebrow as if they shared a secret.
			

			
				Then he smiled.
			

			
				The MMPI raw data were in Albuquerque being scored by a firm specializing in computerized psychological testing. When the results arrived, Sylvia would use the profile as part of her evaluation.
			

			
				But she already suspected where the scale elevations might appear.
			

			
				There was an irreverent saying among prison psychologists: Two, four, six, eight—who do we incarcerate?
			

			
				On the MMPI those clinical scales measured depression, deviance, paranoia, schizophrenia.
			

			
				Lucas Watson was leaning toward paranoia.
			

			
				Over the next hour, the interview confirmed her first impression. He was guarded, hypervigilant, alert to the smallest shifts in power. Yet to her surprise, he treated her like an ally.
			

			
				Watson expressed remorse when she asked him about the murder. Perhaps he was repentant. Or perhaps he possessed the familiar antisocial traits—narcissism, manipulation, deception.
			

			
				Silence unsettled him. When Sylvia stopped speaking, he leaned closer to the desk until she could smell the faint blend of industrial soap and sweat.
			

			
				"I want to show you who changed my life," he said.
			

			
				He unbuttoned the neck of his prison-issue shirt –
			

			
				Sylvia leaned back a fraction.
			

			
				“It’s all right,” he said quickly. “I won’t touch you.”
			

			
				He worked downward along his sternum. The ceremonial care reminded Sylvia of a religious devotee.
			

			
				Slowly, he revealed his chest.
			

			
				She stared at the tattoo over his heart: an intricate map of blue, red, and green. The Virgin floated on a cloud. Red roses crowned her bowed and mantled head. Her hands were clasped in prayer. Her face—dark eyes, aquiline nose, rosebud mouth—was a study in ecstatic joy.
			

			
				The Madonna ascending.
			

			
				Sylvia had seen plenty of prison tattoos. They were part of the uniform, part of the antisocial mask.
			

			
				But this was no prison job.
			

			
				"Gideon made her."
			

			
				"Gideon?"
			

			
				"The artist."
			

			
				"She's beautiful."
			

			
				As Sylvia studied the Madonna, Lucas watched her face, hungry for a reaction.
			

			
				"You're like her," he said.
			

			
				She met his gaze. Light gleamed off the gold cap that covered his left canine.
			

			
				He mistook her silence for disapproval.
			

			
				"I didn't mean to offend you." He sank back in the chair and buttoned his shirt.
			

			
				"I'm not offended."
			

			
				Sylvia kept her expression neutral while she assembled the pieces of the puzzle that was Lucas Watson: anxiety, fear, guardedness, alliance, devotion…the Madonna.
			

			
				"I'm interested in hearing about your mother," she said.
			

			
				Lucas nodded as if that was the question he had been waiting for.
			

			
				"I want you to know . . ." His voice dropped to a whisper as he pressed his palm on his chest. "This is my mother's face on my heart."
			

			
				His words carried hidden meaning—the private language of paranoia. His eyelids lowered like reptilian hoods, and he said nothing more.
			

			
				Sylvia let the silence stretch. Silence often made people reveal more than questions did.
			

			
				Finally, she said, "I'd like you to do a few drawings."
			

			
				She handed him two sheets of clean white paper and a number-two pencil and asked him to draw a kinetic family—each member in action.
			

			
				On her notepad, she recorded his intense concentration, his excellent visuomotor coordination, his pencil dexterity and line flow.
			

			
				Watson labored intently—pencil to mouth, then back to paper.
			

			
				Sylvia's thoughts drifted briefly. Since impulse control was a critical issue, she would administer the Bender and then the Rorschach. A full battery would be revealing, but there wouldn’t be time for the Thematic Apperception Test or the WAIS-R before the session ended.
			

			
				Watson coughed.
			

			
				She glanced up in time to notice the twitch near his left eye.
			

			
				He slid a sheet of paper across the desk.
			

			
				Three figures stood isolated on the page—one clearly patriarchal and dominant—in a triangular relationship.
			

			
				"My old man," Lucas murmured with an oddly perverse smile.
			

			
				Sylvia knew that Duke Watson was the state senator for District 9, which included Bernalillo and Sandoval counties. The man had a flamboyant reputation as a progressive politician who somehow kept the Old Boys happy—even with the embarrassment of having one son in prison.
			

			
				Lucas had drawn his father with a violent, predatory mouth and a phallic cane.
			

			
				The other two figures were smaller— a male and a female—but equally bizarre. Stick bodies, egg-shaped heads, exaggerated features. Eyes, mouth, and ears heavily worked.
			

			
				Paranoid touches.
			

			
				Skeletal bodies supporting swollen thoughts.
			

			
				"My brother, Billy. And Queenie."
			

			
				He tapped each figure.
			

			
				From the files, Sylvia knew the brother had a criminal record; the sister, Queenie, was adopted.
			

			
				"In the drawing,” Sylvia said, “what's your brother doing?"
			

			
				She wanted to explore the dynamics between the siblings
			

			
				Lucas ignored the question.
			

			
				Instead, he leaned across the desk and peered into her eyes.
			

			
				"I read the book you wrote. The one about inmates and their stories."
			

			
				Sylvia had published a single volume two years earlier, based on inmate case studies—some of the most dramatic stories she'd heard in prison interviews.
			

			
				She wasn't surprised he'd read it. Inmates sometimes did.
			

			
				But why bring it up now?
			

			
				She had the strong feeling she'd just passed a test.
			

			
				She remained silent, waiting for more.
			

			
				"Reading your book made me think you know my secrets."
			

			
				His agitation built; his speech fractured.
			

			
				"You know—that guy who—he re--remembered something—from when he was a kid?"
			

			
				Sylvia felt herself drawn into the moment. She realized she was holding her breath, afraid any movement might break the intimacy.
			

			
				Instead of answering, Lucas slid another drawing toward her.
			

			
				It was a surprisingly skilled pencil sketch of a woman's face.
			

			
				Lucas clenched his fists.
			

			
				"My mother—that night—in front of the mirror—"
			

			
				He shook his head violently.
			

			
				"She was angry—so angry with me—"
			

			
				The alarm on Sylvia’s digital watch emitted a sharp bleep.
			

			
				Lucas flinched.
			

			
				He jerked as if electrocuted.
			

			
				The muscles around his mouth trembled. His hands flew upward and he sprang from the chair.
			

			
				“You fucking bitch!” he screamed. “You're just like all the rest of them!"
			

			
				He crushed the drawing in his fist and slammed it onto the desk.
			

			
				Blood spattered Sylvia's cheek and hand.
			

			
				The metal edge of the desk had sliced his wrist.
			

			
				His face twisted into a mask of rage.
			

			
				Sylvia inhaled sharply, bracing herself. Her eyes flicked to the door.
			

			
				The shadow behind the window was gone.
			

			
				No C.O.
			

			
				Lucas lunged forward.
			

			
				"Lucas!" Sylvia’s voice tore free.
			

			
				He froze.
			

			
				Blood dripped on the floor.
			

			
				"Lucas.”
			

			
				Her voice steadied. “Sit down."
			

			
				His breathing slowed gradually as he regained control. After less than a minute he seemed to register the room again—and Sylvia.
			

			
				"I'm sorry," he whispered.
			

			
				He started to offer his hand, then recoiled at the sight of blood running down his arm.
			

			
				He opened his fist, and carefully flattened the ruined drawing against the desk.
			

			
				"Please. . . you've got to help me. They're going to take me out."
			

			
				"Who?" Sylvia demanded.
			

			
				The door burst open.
			

			
				C.O. Anderson stepped in.
			

			
				"I had to handle a ten-code in the hall. You got a problem here?"
			

			
				Sylvia didn’t answer right away. The question hung there—Who?—unanswered.
			

			
				"He cut himself," Sylvia said finally. Her pulse was still racing. The adrenaline left her hollow. “He needs medical attention.”
			

			
				"I'm fine," Watson muttered, keeping his distance from the officer as he moved to the door.
			

			
				Anderson glanced at the blood-soaked wrist. “You need stitches.”
			

			
				He turned to Sylvia. "You done? Can I take him to the nurse?"
			

			
				"Of course.”
			

			
				This time her voice was flat.
			

			
				Anderson gave her a brief look, then led Watson out.
			

			
				When they were gone, the pressure in her head surged, turning to nausea. She sat very still for a moment, the way she’d learned to do after bad sessions—just breathing, just present.
			

			
				Who? she thought.
			

			
				She should have pressed him.
			

			
				She stared down at the drawing.
			

			
				The paper was torn, smeared with blood.
			

			
				Something about the face was disturbingly familiar.
			

			
				Then the lines sharpened.
			

			
				Sylvia felt a chill move through her chest.
			

			
				She was looking at her own face.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				CHAPTER THREE
			

			
				THE NOISE LEVEL in the gym was deafening: the screech of rubber soles on prefab flooring, bursts of conversation, and the heave of the H-VAC. About thirty inmates stood in tight groups, most were arranged by color—brown, white, black.
			

			
				Lucas Watson worked out alone, allowing no one within striking distance. He had chosen the spot carefully. Without turning his head, he sensed each man's position.
			

			
				As he pumped iron, he seemed oblivious to the surgical dressing—now blood-soaked—that covered his right wrist. His jaw was rigid, sweat gleaming off his face as he pressed one hundred and twenty pounds overhead. By the time he finished the set, his entire body was drenched.
			

			
				Ten feet away, a beefy Hispanic inmate named Roybal used the incline press while an Anglo kid spotted him. Roybal's bald head gleamed and his muscles bulged, swollen and purple. He said something to the kid, who untied a delicately braided leather band—a leather necklace with a small crucifix—from the older man's throat and placed it on the floor beside the bench. Roybal began his next set.
			

			
				Across the barnlike room, a two-on-one basketball game was under way, the players yelling at each other in Spanish. Three guards and a worker from Physical Plant Services stood on the sidelines examining a buckled section of the gym floor.
			

			
				A shrill whistle echoed throughout the gym.
			

			
				As Watson stood and lowered the barbell, her face filled his mind: Sylvia.
			

			
				He grimaced. The meeting hadn't gone right. He needed to make her understand about the others—that for him, getting out was life or death. She was different. The only one who could understand. That was why he'd chosen her.
			

			
				So what had gone wrong?
			

			
				He tried to replay the scene, but the memories wouldn’t solidify. Only fragments surfaced: the husky invitation of her voice. The exact color of her hair and the way it curled around her dark eyes. The full softness of her.
			

			
				Just picturing her calmed him.
			

			
				It would all be over soon. When he was out, he'd take her to dinner and tell her what she meant to him.
			

			
				Lucas imagined the restaurant. A red rose against a stark white tablecloth. The waiter in a tuxedo. Steak, rare, and a baked potato. He would have to find out if she preferred champagne or wine.
			

			
				The whistle sounded again. Roybal and the Anglo kid headed for the door.
			

			
				Watson kept one eye on the exiting inmates, the other—surreptitiously—on the thin braided band Roybal had left on the floor.
			

			
				Roybal was one of them—a dangerous neighbor from CB-1—and he had to be handled. Lucas had been waiting for an opportunity to deal with him.
			

			
				Maybe this was it.
			

			
				He set the barbell on its mount and moved casually across the gym floor toward the necklace. Kneeling to tighten his shoelaces, he gripped the crucifix. He felt the cool, satisfying strength of silver and turquoise.
			

			
				Fist to mouth, he bit the crucifix free from the band, slid it under his shirt, and found the opening of his leather pouch. With two fingers he tucked the cross away—now part of his personal collection.
			

			
				Still keeping a distance from the others, Watson was the last inmate to leave the gym. He stepped into the east yard and harsh sunlight.
			

			
				The metal door clanged shut behind him. C.O. Anderson moved deeper into the building’s shadows, eyes narrowed to a squint. He watched Lucas cross the brown stubble field toward Main's cell blocks. His mouth had gone bitter.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				CHAPTER FOUR
			

			
				ROSIE SANCHEZ PUSHED BACK from her desk in the PNM Investigations Office. Through wired-windows the gray clouds parted just long enough for a burst of sunshine to let them know what they were missing. She sighed. Winter felt long and it wasn’t even official.
			

			
				She stood, stretched and crossed to her door. Even a coffee break with a colleague in the kitchen would help relieve her fatigue. She had been staring at incident reports for three hours. Her eyes felt like sandpaper.
			

			
				As she opened the door, someone cried out, startled, and Rosie jumped back. Then, recognizing her friend, she called, “Sylvie, ‘jita, I’m sorry I almost cut you off!” She took a moment to register the expression on Sylvia’s face. Not good—she looked pale, uncharacteristically disheveled, and in need of a hug.
			

			
				“Que paso!?”
			

			
				“Rosita! Hey, I am so glad to see a friendly face.”
			

			
				“A rough day?” Rosie asked. She knew Sylvie had finished several evaluations, including one of their most troubled inmates.
			

			
				“You could say that.” Sylvia glanced down at her jacket sleeve. A small rust-colored smear she’d missed. “Watson.”
			

			
				Rosie didn’t need more than the name. She stepped back and waved Sylvia inside. “Sit. I’ll get the coffee. It’s terrible, by the way—somebody brought in that powdered stuff again.”
			

			
				“Perfect,” Sylvia said. “Matches my morning.”
			

			
				Rosie poured two cups and handed one over. As she did, she caught sight of the smear on Sylvia’s sleeve—closer now, unmistakably blood. She said nothing. Instead she pulled a folded paper towel from her jacket pocket, the way she always seemed to have exactly what was needed, and set it quietly beside Sylvia’s cup.
			

			
				She settled into her chair and studied her friend the way she studied crime scenes—quickly, thoroughly, without appearing to. Sylvia was holding it together. Barely. The set of her jaw said don’t ask yet. The way she gripped the cup with both hands said something got to her.
			

			
				“You want to talk about it?”
			

			
				“Not yet.” Sylvia wrapped both hands around the cup. “Just—this helps. You help.” She glanced around the dusty overheated office—the wired windows, the filing cabinets, the general institutional grimness—and almost smiled. “Who else would get it?”
			

			
				“Nobody,” Rosie said. “That’s why they pay us the big bucks.”
			

			
				Sylvia laughed—short, surprised, real. The first laugh, Rosie guessed, since whatever had happened in that evaluation room.
			

			
				Rosie raised her cup. “Campaneras.”
			

			
				“Campaneras,” Sylvia agreed.
			

			
				“We’re fabulous.” Rosie smiled. “Ray doesn’t even have to tell me all the time, but he does, bendicelo.” She propped one spike heel on the edge of the desk. “You eaten anything today?”
			

			
				Sylvia considered this as though it were a genuinely difficult question.
			

			
				“That’s what I thought.” Rosie opened her desk drawer and produced a slightly flattened granola bar. She sailed it across the desk.
			

			
				Sylvia caught it one-handed.
			

			
				“Give me five minutes,” Rosie said, “and I’ll walk you out. Fresh air. Or whatever passes for it around here.” She glanced toward the wired windows, the gray sky beyond. “We’ll both be feeling better.”
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				CHAPTER FIVE
			

			
				THE FEMALE C.O. didn't speak to Lucas Watson as the metal gate rolled open and he entered Cell Block One. She held her breath until he passed— not because he smelled, but because something about him suggested contamination.
			

			
				None of the men acknowledged him as he walked the tier, but he felt their hyena eyes on his skin as he climbed the stairs.
			

			
				At the second tier he paused and looked down over the rail. Every gaze veered away.
			

			
				He entered his cell, closed the door, and squatted on the bed.
			

			
				From his pouch he drew Roybal's silver and turquoise crucifix and ran his fingers over it. Roybal lived two cribs down. Lucas knew the man would begin watching him with growing fear.
			

			
				Justifiable fear.
			

			
				Lucas didn’t mess around with his enemies.
			

			
				Roybal and the others understood that. They'd seen what happened to Devane.
			

			
				Burly Boy Devane had arrived from Cruces with a bug up his ass. Six months later he was a sack of bones. The official lie was cancer. Lucas liked that—his work compared to cancer.
			

			
				He began to chant, clipped grunts threaded with Roybal’s name.
			

			
				Roybal. Roybal. Roybal.
			

			
				His eyelids fluttered as he pictured cancer gnawing through the man.
			

			
				Watson's fingers tightened around the cross as he felt the presence of his protector, the Madonna. As long as he carried the pouch, she would keep him safe until Sylvia freed him from this torture.
			

			
				Time dissolved in the pulse of his chant.
			

			
				The block erupted in mutters and curses, but Watson ignored them until something metal slammed against his door.
			

			
				A whisper came through the grill.
			

			
				"You better stop that, man. That’s evil."
			

			
				The speaker hid his face, but Lucas recognized the voice.
			

			
				Anderson.
			

			
				A hack now. But Lucas remembered when Anderson's father worked for Duke—hauling trash, unclogging pipes. The kind of labor that left a man on his knees.
			

			
				Anderson had feared Lucas back then.
			

			
				Now they all feared him. And they were all out to get him.
			

			
				"Screw you," Watson hissed.
			

			
				He barely caught Anderson's reply.
			

			
				"In your face, Lucas . . . we'll parole you in a box."
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				CHAPTER SIX
			

			
				WEDNESDAY DAWNED CLEAR and cold. Thick icicles fringed the roof and curtained the windows. The scent of neighboring woodstoves lingered in the air. Sylvia woke with the first light. Sleep released her quickly; the dreams were already gone.
			

			
				Rocko, her runty wirehaired terrier, eased himself off the king-size bed and followed Sylvia down the hallway that bisected the house. He'd been named for Johnny Rocko, the gangster who always wanted more in Key Largo. Sylvia thought her dog resembled Edward G. Robinson, the actor who played the gangster—short, stout, and dark, with a gravelly voice and a comical swagger.
			

			
				The terrier stayed close to her heels as she spoke to him.
			

			
				"How's it going, big guy?"
			

			
				On Tuesdays and Thursdays, her schedule revolved around forty-five-minute client sessions. Wednesday was different—a day she often worked at home preparing court reports and paperwork.
			

			
				She showered, dressed, and applied light makeup. Then she made the familiar shift from private life to work.
			

			
				In the small room that served as her study, she adjusted the reading lamp until the light fell directly across the papers and books covering her desk. Sylvia moved aside three volumes of the Journal of Forensic Psychology and a half-finished letter to her mother, Bonnie. She picked up a well-worn copy of Interpretation of Psychological Tests by Allison, Blatt, and Zimet and opened the cover.
			

			
				Malcolm Treisman.
			

			
				She placed the book on the shelf beside Attached to Violence: A Study of Attachment Pathologies in Adult Inmates.
			

			
				Author: Sylvia Strange, Ph.D.
			

			
				Over a cup of French roast, she found herself thinking again about Malcolm and their impassioned arguments—fights really—that stretched late into the night. When it came to his theories, he'd been a pit bull.
			

			
				"The madness smorgasbord,” he would say. “Take your choice—organized or very messy. Either way, they're more persistent than we are. The truly dangerous ones hide best behind the mask of sanity."
			

			
				His voice was so clear she could almost see him again in her office, wagging a finger, endlessly fascinated with the deviant mind.
			

			
				Sylvia shared that fascination. She had stood at the edge of the light; faced enough of her own demons to know the border between normal and something darker could be razor thin in places.
			

			
				While he argued, Malcolm paced like a caged bear. He had a uniform—leather jacket, faded jeans, high-tops—and an arsenal of questions.
			

			
				"Is Kernberg right about malignant narcissism and aggression? Are those patients untreatable?"
			

			
				"Don't be pompous, Malcolm." He never was, really. That was the maddening part.
			

			
				But he never backed down.
			

			
				"Don't change the subject. Which case studies would you choose?"
			

			
				"They choose me."
			

			
				"That's right. Sylvia and her inmates. Only twenty-eight and already she has her own dark kingdom."
			

			
				She’d laughed at the time. Now it just felt accurate.
			

			
				She pulled herself away from the memory. Lately, she slipped too easily into the past—into dreams, into work. The ease of that detachment unsettled her.
			

			
				At ten o'clock she opened the Lucas Watson file. The social history was thorough, along with her own notes. Nothing recent on the R-PAS or WAIS-5. The Albuquerque firm had already faxed the MMPI T-scores.
			

			
				She had enough information to complete an evaluation for Burnett.
			

			
				He wasn't going to like it.
			

			
				Sylvia closed the folder and decided to avoid work a little longer.
			

			
				She pulled on sweatpants, a jacket, wool hat, and hiking boots. Shading her eyes from the glare, she stepped from the warmth of the house into bitter cold. The wind slapped her face as she caught the trail angling steeply up the saw-back ridge.
			

			
				A hundred yards up, Rocko trotted past and took the lead.
			

			
				Woman and dog moved eagerly up the trail, covering ground until Sylvia was breathing almost as hard as Rocko. The icy air tore at her throat and lungs.
			

			
				From the ridge top, the village of La Cieneguilla spread below like a board game. Great cottonwoods lined the shallow river. A rancher's windmill stood guard over miniature goats, cows, and horses. The adobe bricks of the ruined colonial church were crumbling back into the earth.
			

			
				Sylvia's own house was clearly visible—almost within reach, and at the same time a thousand miles away.
			

			
				It was a view she remembered from childhood—her father standing beside her, explaining the valley’s history. He'd been a quiet man, tall and big-boned and weathered lean by the desert. When he spoke about the land, he stood a little straighter.
			

			
				A small settlement of Spanish families had arrived more than three hundred years earlier, on land already long inhabited by Native Americans. The windmill dated to the turn of the nineteenth century. The original walls of the graceful white adobe—their home—had once sheltered weary stagecoach travelers along the old spur trail.
			

			
				Ironically, the red bricks lining the long portal had come from New Mexico's original penitentiary, built in 1885 near the railroad tracks in Santa Fe. When the old prison was torn down in the late 1950s, the used bricks were abandoned. Sylvia's father had collected several truckloads from ‘Penn Road’.
			

			
				Danny Strange had always loved working with his hands. The military hadn’t changed that. Building, planting, tending—those things were part of him. When he came back from his early years of service—something he rarely spoke of—he seemed to need the feel of the earth beneath his fingers.
			

			
				Sometimes Sylvia would find him in the garden that way, kneeling, as if listening.
			

			
				She had been young when he returned. Still, she knew his eyes were different. They held onto things.
			

			
				In the years that followed, something in him receded.
			

			
				Later, he deployed overseas again—into a war Sylvia only half understood.
			

			
				And then, one day, he was gone.
			

			
				No explanation. No word
			

			
				She remembered standing on this same ridge as a girl, waiting for his truck on the road below. How long she had stood there. How the cold had worked its way in before she finally turned back toward the house. .
			

			
				Sylvia grew up with the questions he left behind.
			

			
				 
			

		

			
				CHAPTER SEVEN
			

			
				SHE COMPLETED MOST of Watson's evaluation by late afternoon, ran a hot bath and poured a teaspoon of olive oil beneath the spigot. Yellow globules shivered like mercury.
			

			
				She set a half glass of Merlot on the edge of the tub and lowered herself into the water until only her nose, shoulders, and knees rose above the surface. Heat seeped into tired muscles.
			

			
				For a moment she thought it might work.
			

			
				Then her brain started up again.
			

			
				Relaxation had never been one of her core competencies.
			

			
				Something she had seen—or more precisely, something she hadn't seen—in Watson's file kept nagging at her.
			

			
				She suspected Lucas had suffered some kind of childhood trauma in the years before his mother's violent death. Physical or sexual abuse? Among inmates, abuse was so common it almost seemed a given. Yet there was nothing in Lucas Watson's file—not even in the medical records, not in the school reports. According to his documents, Lucas Watson had a Norman Rockwell childhood.
			

			
				Sylvia snorted softly.
			

			
				Right.
			

			
				Except for suicide.
			

			
				Everything else looked clean.
			

			
				As if someone had carefully erased even the faintest stain.
			

			
				She finished the wine.
			

			
				Not a therapeutic dose, but a respectable start.
			

			
				At some point Rocko barked sharply—probably a coyote on the ridge—but quieted when Sylvia called his name.
			

			
				For a moment he stood rigid in the hallway, staring toward the bathroom window.
			

			
				A shadow crossed glass. Sylvia never saw it.
			

			
				Minutes passed. The heat made her drowsy.
			

			
				A knock at the front door.
			

			
				It took a moment to register through the steam and the wine.
			

			
				The bathroom was dim. She sat up abruptly.
			

			
				Rocko growled from the hallway. Sylvia stepped out of the tub, leaving a quick trail of water across the Saltillo tiles. She pulled on jeans and a flannel shirt, belted her robe over both, and moved toward the living room.
			

			
				From the window she could see the driveway and a dark blue van parked behind her Volvo.
			

			
				She must have been dozing when it arrived.
			

			
				She considered ignoring the interruption—until she saw the man standing near the door.
			

			
				Even in the late-afternoon light she could make out a florist's cap and a bouquet of long-stemmed roses.
			

			
				Damn.
			

			
				She knew who sent roses.
			

			
				Herb Burnett—proof that hope could survive repeated clinical rejection.
			

			
				She let the window louvers fall back into place and walked reluctantly to the door. The deadbolt turned stiffly. She had meant to oil the lock last week. Since Malcolm's funeral even small tasks slipped through her fingers.
			

			
				Oil the lock. Return calls. Pretend life was normal.
			

			
				She opened the door a few inches, leaving the chain in place. Rocko tried to wedge himself through the gap. When he failed, he darted toward the dog door in the kitchen.
			

			
				The young man shifted crimson roses aside and glanced down at a clipboard. His face was mostly hidden behind dark sunglasses, a few days’ beard, and a baseball hat pulled low with the Marcy Florist logo.
			

			
				"You've got the wrong house," Sylvia said.
			

			
				"Don't think so." The delivery man turned as Rocko sprinted around the side of the house.
			

			
				Sylvia studied his profile. Even with the glasses, something about him tugged at her memory.
			

			
				Rocko lunged at the man’s black boots while he held out the bouquet like a peace offering.
			

			
				The man didn’t flinch.
			

			
				Sylvia decided not to discourage her terrier too quickly.
			

			
				"Sylvia? That's the name on the order. Sylvia Strange."
			

			
				Yep. Herb. He’d been after her for years—even asked her out in high school—and never seemed discouraged when she said no.
			

			
				Sylvia sighed, slipped the chain free, and opened the door just enough to accept the flowers.
			

			
				A white envelope fluttered to the ground.
			

			
				When the man bent to retrieve it, Rocko nipped his hand.
			

			
				“Hey—” The man jerked back.
			

			
				"Sorry." Sylvia caught Rocko by the collar, pulling him in close. “He doesn’t usually—”
			

			
				She stopped. That wasn’t true.
			

			
				The delivery man handed her the envelope, then lowered his chin so brown eyes peered over the sunglasses.
			

			
				"You have a nice afternoon, pretty lady."
			

			
				Really?
			

			
				Charming.
			

			
				Does he get a tip for that? Presumably not from the charm school.
			

			
				Still, he’d driven out from Santa Fe so…
			

			
				"Hold on, let me get you a tip—"
			

			
				He was already halfway down the driveway.
			

			
				"Don't worry about it."
			

			
				She heard the van pulling away as she tore open the envelope.
			

			
				One sentence was
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