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			For my mom.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 
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			Gray, overcast September rain clouds allowed just a bit of light to creep into the room. Most of the summer heat had dissipated, and things were finally cooling off. Stretching out, Marissa rolled to face Mac, who appeared to still be sleeping, his arm draped over her waist. As she started to scoot closer to him, his arm pulled her closer and lazily opened his eyes.

			“Good morning,” he murmured.

			Marissa leaned in and gave him a soft kiss. “Good morning,” she responded softly. “Can we just stay in bed?” She nestled into his chest, letting him completely wrap his arms around her. She hadn’t slept well. Not nearly long enough.

			“I wish we could.” It was the expected response. He leaned down and kissed her forehead but made no move to let her go.

			“How much time do we have?”

			Mac groaned. “Last I looked, we had about an hour before we needed to get moving.” She felt him take in a deep breath and exhale slowly.

			Now it was Marissa’s turn to groan. At the sound, Ellie sat up and crawled over Marissa, trying to see what was going on and effectively pushing her way between them. Laughter erupted in the room as the giant shepherd made her own morning rounds, licking faces and wagging her tail with excitement. Once she was satisfied, she plopped herself down at the bottom of the bed and huffed, looking at the door.

			“I’ll let her out.” Mac sat up, feet hitting the ground.

			Marissa was grateful; getting up for her was a much slower process. Chances were, Mac had been lying there awake for a while. Damn morning person. 

			Once his pants were on, Mac leaned back over and gave her a kiss that left her tempted to pull him right back into bed again before he pulled away. 

			“We have to,” he said firmly, grabbing his shirt and opening the door. Ellie didn’t even wait for him to call her before she jumped off the bed and charged down the stairs. Mac stopped in the doorway to look back at her. “Ten minutes?” When she nodded, he smiled. “I love you.”

			“I love you, too.” The words still felt so strange, but she didn’t hate them. And there was no doubt in her mind that she meant them.

			With a heavy sigh, Marissa rolled back to her own side of the bed and worked on pushing herself into an upright position. She noted the dull ache in the back of her head that was there nearly every morning, and a lightheaded sensation ran over her. She waited a minute for it to pass and put her feet on the floor. As soon as she pushed off the bed and stood on her feet, Marissa suddenly felt all of her own weight, and the ache that had been local to her head traveled through the rest of her body as everything suddenly felt heavy.

			Marissa wasn’t sure if it was the change in the weather, the constant weight of the stress manifesting, or if it was just another flare-up just because, but her body was sabotaging her. She closed her eyes for a moment before swaying on to the balls of her feet and heading into the bathroom. She did her business, washed her face, and threw her hair up in a quick bun. Marissa did her best to avoid her own reflection in the mirror, but her eyes stopped on the woman staring back at her. Marissa had seen better days; in fairness, she had to remind herself she had looked worse a year ago. The section of scar on her chest that showed over the top of her tank top was finally beginning to look less angry. She ran her fingers over it and winced. It started at her clavicle and went down her chest before pivoting down her side. Where that scar ended, a deeper scar was beside it on her abdomen; that was the one that had almost killed her. The one that was visible, that she had to stare at every day, had just been sick torture. A daily reminder of what she had endured. The section on her chest Marissa had tried to tear off herself in a moment of mania, wanting to remove it from her skin. Thankfully, it had started to heal nicely.

			Closer to twenty minutes later, Marissa headed down the stairs, placing her feet sideways as she did, her ankles locking up as she stepped. As she reached the bottom of the stairs, she was met by Kate, who was already dressed and had a Pop-Tart® in her hands.

			“Hey!” Kate smiled at Marissa, taking a bite of her pastry before walking into the living room.

			Marissa’s gaze followed Kate into the living room to see Veronica sitting in the recliner. Veronica raised her hand and waved. “Good morning.”

			Marissa rubbed her face and nodded. “Morning.” She was surrounded by morning people. It was a nightmare. “Thank you for coming over so early. I really appreciate it.” Jared had never been a morning person; in fact, during their relationship, Marissa was usually the one who was up and functioning first. Growing up, Melanie had been the closest to a morning person in the family, and she was still always a bitch during that first hour. 

			“It’s cool. I’ll get her to school. Just send me a text if you need me to pick her up, too.” Veronica gave Marissa an encouraging smile.

			“Oh! If you pick me up, can we watch the next Back to the Future movie?” Kate asked excitedly, wiggling in her seat on the couch.

			Marissa glanced at her phone. “Guys, it’s not even seven.” She shook her head.

			“It’s Michael J. Fox,” Veronica said defensively.

			Marissa couldn’t stop herself from smiling at their enthusiasm. Shaking her head, she turned as Mac came out of the kitchen. Ellie was already geared up in her vest. 

			“You ready?”

			“I guess,” she said, with as little enthusiasm as she could.

			Mac kissed her cheek and grabbed his keys. “We’ll be back hopefully this afternoon.”

			“It should be this afternoon. It’s just a meeting,” Marissa said, hoping her words were the truth. She looked back over at Ronnie and Kate. “If you guys need anything, just give me a call, okay?” 

			They both nodded.

			Reluctantly, Marissa let Mac lead her outside. She walked around to the passenger side of the SUV, opened the door, and let Ellie jump in and into the back. They had agreed they would take his car and that he could drive. It was too early in the morning for Marissa to drive.

			She buckled herself and settled into the seat as Mac did the same. He turned and smiled at her.

			“You’re going to fall asleep, aren’t you?”

			Marissa shook her head and struggled to stop the yawn from escaping. “No.”
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			A couple of hours later, Marissa was opening her eyes as Mac put the car in park. “I fell asleep,” she said apologetically, rubbing her eyes. Glancing around, she realized they were not at the Seattle Police Department. “Where are we?”

			“It’s okay,” he said, before turning to her. “While we were on the ferry, I got a call. They asked for both of us to be here.”

			“Where?”

			“The home of Derek Murphy.”

			“Derek Murphy the prosecutor?” Marissa’s brain was starting to catch up.

			Mac nodded, and she noticed how grim his expression was. She glanced past him to see the cops moving around outside. “Fuck.”

			Mac again nodded his head. “Yeah.”

			They both got out of the vehicle, and Marissa was met by Captain Cooper, who looked as sick as she suddenly felt. She looked over to the Crime Scene Investigator van on the other side of the SUV. There were officers taping off the scene and keeping a growing group of onlookers back.

			 “Come on.” Cooper motioned for her to follow. She waited for Ellie to jump out of the car and closed the door. Marissa glanced over but saw Mac talking to his superior, FBI Agent Nick Walker. Turning back to her own former superior, Marissa let out a sigh and followed him into the house, with Ellie trotting at her side. She nodded at the officers as they made their way inside. 

			It was a beautiful home; her eyes took in the high ceilings and likely expensive artwork on the walls. She could only imagine how big it appeared when it wasn’t full of people.

			“No signs of a break-in, or a struggle. He was home alone; his wife had been out of town on a girls’ trip. When she arrived home this morning, she found him and made the 911 call.” Cooper led her through the open floorplan to a hallway before making a sharp right into the home office. Marissa put her hand out to stop Ellie before entering the room, giving the dog the signal to sit and stay. There, at the desk, were the remains of the former lawyer. He was slumped over his desk, blood spatter covering the oak finish. “First impression, shot at close range, execution-style. It doesn’t look like he put up any kind of fight.”

			There was comfortable familiarity in the way he was running through the scene with her. Despite what was happening, for a moment, Marissa missed it. The crime scene investigators were working around them, photographing everything. The camera flash caught Marissa’s eyes off guard, causing her to blink the light back.

			Marissa stuffed her hands into her pockets, stopping short before reaching the desk. “Do we think it’s related to O’Rourke? Because this isn’t exactly his MO.”

			Cooper turned to look at her and let out a heavy sigh, giving her a quick nod. “Agreed. It’s not his MO, and O’Rourke wouldn’t have even been on my radar here if he hadn’t left a calling card.” He motioned to the desk.

			Marissa stepped forward to look at what Cooper was pointing at. Trying hard not to focus on Murphy’s slumped over, blown-out head, she looked at the papers that were clearly staged by his hands, sprinkled with blood spatter. One was a newspaper clipping of Murphy speaking to the press after O’Rourke was sentenced. There was a giant X marked over the clipping. Besides that, Marissa saw other clippings: one of his arrest, with a picture of Marissa leading him to the police car in handcuffs; another clipping of Cooper speaking to the press, with their old captain standing to one side of him and Mac standing to the other side, the officers involved, herself included, standing behind him. There was also a clipping that pictured one of their informants from O’Rourke’s inner circle. They were spread strategically around the crossed-out clipping.

			“Fuck,” Marissa mumbled under her breath, stepping out of the way of the techs who were beginning to bag things up. “I guess we have to have that meeting now, then?” She looked up at Cooper, who nodded grimly.

			 “We’re going to need to push our meeting back just a little. Need to finish up here.”

			“Yeah,” she said with even less enthusiasm and started backing out of the room, but her eyes were still on the body of what used to be Derek Murphy. She had met with him several times before the trial and remembered him being a real nice guy who was very passionate about the case. On the desk beside his outstretched hand was a picture of him and his wife; Marissa couldn’t imagine what she must be feeling right now.

			“Ambrose?” Cooper paused, watching her.

			“Sorry,” she said softly before turning to leave the room. She passed the coroner on the way out of the room and found Mac and Nick Walker standing in the doorway at the front of the house.

			Mac turned and gave her a half-hearted smile before turning back to Nick and nodding his head. “We’ll see you there.”

			Nick nodded and headed back to the office Marissa had just left, tipping his chin to her in a silent greeting as he passed by. Marissa nodded back and walked over to Mac, who put his arm around her. “Come on.” He gave her shoulder a squeeze as they headed for the car, Ellie on one side and Mac on the other.
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			The drive to the precinct was silent. Marissa still had the image of the crime scene burned into her mind. The whole reason they were out here in the first place today was to have a meeting about Johnny O’Rourke. It had been about a couple of months since he had skipped out on his house arrest and disappeared. They had met early in the beginning, but it was a case for the FBI; Marissa hadn’t been a part of that. There hadn’t been any sightings or rumblings about him at all until a week earlier when he had made a phone call to the precinct with some heavy threats. He had promised to repay the debts he owed; he was just trying to figure out who to visit first. Clearly, he had made a decision. O’Rourke had called from a burner phone, which they had found two blocks away from the precinct.

			They had all received the call, putting everyone on high alert, but this was supposed to be the day they were meeting. The delay was in concern that having everyone in one place was what he was aiming for. Sadly, they had made the wrong decision.

			Marissa was staring out the window as they pulled into the parking lot, and she felt Mac take her hand. His touch snapped her back into the moment.

			“Hey,” he said gently.

			“Hey.” Her own voice was quieter than she had intended. She gave him a half smile.

			“It’s going to be alright.”

			She shook her head. “Tell that to Derek Murphy.” Marissa sighed.

			“Don’t. Don’t go down that road right now. We all made a conscious choice to wait.”

			“It was the wrong one.” She sighed again and closed her eyes, leaning back into the seat for a moment. Marissa took in a deep breath and opened her eyes. “I’m sorry, I just…” she trailed off.

			“Yeah. I know,” he said softly. He gave her hand a squeeze while exhaling. “Do you want to wait inside or stay here?”

			Marissa shrugged her shoulders. “Let’s just wait here.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 
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			Marissa leaned back in her chair and swayed slightly from side to side. Ellie sat beside her with her head propped on the arm of the chair, enjoying ear scratches from Marissa, who stared at the top of the table while everyone talked around her. She had napped in the car earlier, but it hadn’t been restful; she’d woken up feeling even more drained. The dread began to spread from the pit of her stomach throughout her body.

			The only one who was in the room that hadn’t been a part of that investigation was Nick Walker. There had been a different agent in charge back then, and he was no longer with the bureau. They had been working on tracking him down, but he had moved out of the country after retirement. Marissa stared at the table, remembering the feeling of accomplishment they had all shared when they’d made that arrest of O’Rourke.

			Now that the group was all there, the mood was definitely not the one they’d shared the day of his arrest. They were all talking over each other, arguing and making excuses. She closed her eyes. Their voices all melded together, losing their arguments within one another; it all felt pointless. She kept her eyes closed and listened to the noise for several minutes before she couldn’t take it anymore.

			Marissa opened her eyes and shook her head. “So what exactly is the plan here? Because, and no offense,” she looked directly at Nick Walker, “but the FBI doesn’t seem to have a great track record right now.” Her voice broke through all the men’s voices in the room, and they fell silent, all eyes on her.

			“Marissa—.” Cooper started, but Nick Walker interjected.

			“Ideally, putting you all up in safe houses feels like the right answer.” 

			“Why are you even here? You weren’t there for any of this.” The man to Marissa’s immediate right glared at Walker. He was a tall, lanky officer she recognized as Brett O’Brien, one of the officers who had assisted Marissa on the arrest.

			Nick ran his fingers through his hair and shook his head. “Because the bureau put me in charge out here, and this is a top priority.”

			“I, for one, will not hide in a safe house,” Captain Cooper chimed in. “We need to get ahead of this and bring Johnny O’Rourke back in.”

			“I’m with him,” Marissa said, looking at her old lieutenant-turned-captain before glancing back at Walker.

			“Of course you are,” she heard Walker mumble as his hands landed on his hips. He waited a moment before he addressed the room again. “Alright, if you are all going to refuse a safe house, I, at least, want protective detail on all of you at all times.” He looked over each of them, not bothering to hide his annoyance.

			“What we need to do is find him. We should be working the case.” Cooper hit the table. “He should never have been allowed out.” Cooper glared over toward Walker but spared a momentary glance at Mac.

			Agent Walker let out a long breath before answering, his tone dripping irritation. “The last thing each and every one of you should be doing is working this case. There are good men on it. They will bring him in.”

			“Should we be concerned about Agent Spencer?” O’Brien said after a moment, but Walker shook his head.

			“He has been notified and has declined the safe house and security. He’s not currently in the country.”  Walker huffed in frustration. He knew he didn’t have the room, but he was giving it his best effort anyway. “We have a special task force dedicated to finding and bringing in Johnny O’Rourke. You may be refusing the safe houses, but none of you are going to go looking for him on your own.” His eyes fell on Mac and Marissa intentionally.

			Marissa offered the smallest of shrugs, determined not to agree to anything. Mac shifted in his chair uneasily before speaking.

			“I understand the danger, but doesn’t it make sense to have the people who were brought in the first time on said task force?”

			 Walker glared at Mac before turning his eyes to the tabletop. “Were you there this morning? Did you see the newspaper clippings? The ones with your faces circled?” He dug around in the folders in front of him before he tossed a few enlarged photos of the clippings from earlier at the crime scene. “Here. In case you missed it. This is what we are dealing with. He is specifically calling out each and every one of you in this room. So no, I don’t think putting you on a task force that is focused on finding him is the smartest move we can make.” 

			Mac opened his mouth to argue, but Walker held up a hand. 

			“I’m not saying that your insights and knowledge aren’t welcome or needed, and as it stands now, the plan is to sit down with each of you individually to go over everything—.”

			Marissa sat up in her chair abruptly. “What about our CI?” A heavy weight suddenly landed on her shoulders. She couldn’t believe that she had even forgotten. If it hadn’t been for their informant and his testimony, they would have never found him. And the papers had said as much.

			 Walker shook his head. “We haven’t been able to locate Mr. Douglass. We’ve tried.” He spoke with a defensive tone that hadn’t been there a moment before. 

			Marissa narrowed her eyes at him, feeling like he probably hadn’t tried hard enough. Not like she would have. They likely had only been searching since the phone call they’d all received. Zeke Douglass would have gone underground as soon as he heard O’Rourke was on house arrest. The pit of her stomach burned hot. Zeke had been her informant, but no one had asked her where she thought he might be. That burning sensation had begun to rise up through her chest, inching its way into her throat. She might not have been responsible for the team—everyone at the table had been there to do a job, and they had done it well—but they all knew the risks. Zeke Douglass had been her responsibility; Marissa had been the one to convince him to testify. 

			Marissa shook her head, staring at the top of the conference table as Ellie nudged her knee. Her faith in the justice system was rapidly deteriorating. Swallowing the burning sensation down, she couldn’t listen to this anymore. She and Mac had just done this, gone over all the details they could cover from that fucking case. She got to her feet and waited for Walker to trail off. 

			“I’m done. I’ve got somewhere to be. I’m sorry we aren’t meeting under better circumstances.” She glanced at the familiar faces before her eyes landed on Walker. “I am officially declining the offer of a safe house. I will accept your security, but I doubt it’s going to do much. If you need me, you know where to find me.” She flashed Mac and Cooper an apologetic look before turning for the door, holding it open long enough for Ellie to follow her through, and slamming it shut behind her.

			She headed directly to the bathroom. After checking to make sure the two stalls were empty, she locked the door behind her and let out a long breath. Leaning against the sink, she turned on the cold water, waited a moment, and splashed her face. She could feel the tightness building in her chest. The icy water on her face sent a shock through her, but it quickly dissipated … without breaking up the panic that was growing; this was not the time or place for this.

			When Marissa stepped out of the bathroom, she needed to walk across the building and into the interrogation room where Daniel Fryer was waiting. She needed to shake off all the feelings from this morning and get herself in the right headspace. If there was a right headspace to be in.

			When she became a homicide detective, she never expected so much time to be spent playing mind games with a serial killer. A serial killer who had almost killed her. Serial killers were not nearly as common as television shows and movies made people believe. It had only been a handful of years, and she had already dealt with more than one.

			She turned off the water, looked up at the reflection staring back at her, and let out a heavy sigh. Straightening up, Marissa fixed her bun and tucked her red shirt back in. Her eyes drifted to the scar on her chest. A year ago, she couldn’t bring herself to wear anything that let it show. Usually, she would at least put cover-up over it, making it less prominent and pronounced. Today, she hadn’t. It had been a deliberate choice, although if asked why, she wouldn’t have been able to put it into words. Marissa let her fingertips brush across the top of it, wincing. Not because it hurt, but because she couldn’t feel it at all. There was only a little sensation, mostly a feeling of pins and needles.

			Stepping back from the sink, Marissa straightened out her shirt and tried to shake off the morning. She pushed down the aggravation and feelings about O’Rourke, Nick Walker, all of it, and braced herself for the interview to come.

			Glancing down at Ellie, who was sitting at attention directly at her side, looking up at Marissa, she sighed. “I just want to go back to bed,” she muttered to herself and the dog, shaking her head.

			As she unlocked and opened the door, she saw Mac standing there, typing something on his phone. He immediately looked up, obviously relieved. “You okay?”

			Marissa shrugged her shoulders, adjusting Ellie’s harness before she stepped out of the doorway and walked over to him. “I guess.”

			She inhaled deeply and walked into his arms, not even processing how strange it was for him to give her a hug in the middle of the precinct. Their relationship wasn’t a secret anymore.

			“Everything is going to be okay,” he said with so much confidence, she almost believed him.

			She rested her head on his chest and nodded unconvincingly. “I just hate all of this,” she said finally as he tightened his arms around her. Once upon a time, Marissa used to work cases that had nothing to do with her. She wasn’t a victim; she wasn’t a target; she was the hero. She was the one working to make people feel safe. It had been a lifetime ago. Of course, there were risks that came with the job, but this was not what she’d signed up for. It left her feeling exhausted, down to her bones. Not just tired but crushing exhaustion. 

			“I know,” he said, resting his chin on the top of her head. “But we’ll get through it. It will be okay.” He turned his wrist to glance down at his watch. “You’ve got some time before Fryer. Why don’t we go outside and get some air?”

			She nodded her head, still leaning against him. Ellie snorted and nosed her leg as though in agreeance.

			“Come on.” He pulled away slightly but took her by the arm and led her out of the precinct. He walked them over to the SUV parked right out front and leaned against the wall, letting her go. With a bit of effort, she hopped on the front hood of the SUV and let out a heavy sigh, looking at Mac across from her. She dropped Ellie’s leash, and the shepherd sat down right in front of the vehicle to watch Marissa’s every move. Mac gave her a small smile, and she felt her stomach flip, bringing a smile to her own lips.

			“What if we just left?” she said suddenly, as the thought ran across her mind. “What if we packed everything up—the dog, the cat, Kate—and we just left?”

			He raised an eyebrow at her. “Is that something you really want to do?”

			“Kind of, yeah.” She meant it. “Just disappear. Leave everything behind and go start over somewhere.”

			Now a smile grew from the corners of his lips. “Where would you want to go?”

			“Ireland,” she said after a moment. “Surrounded by water. Small populations. Accents. Guinness. We can change our names.”

			“Well, that’s easy enough.” He laughed. “And what would we do?”

			She shrugged. “Whatever we wanted to.” She laughed. “We could have a farm.”

			He raised his eyebrow again. “You on a farm?”

			“What?”

			He pushed off the wall and walked up to her, putting his arms around her. “You know that means you’d have to wake up at the crack of dawn every morning?”

			“Okay. Maybe not a farm.” She put her arms around his neck.

			He sighed, his smile replaced by a frown. He hesitated before he spoke again, his voice lower. “What about your mom?”

			Marissa winced, dropping her head between them. She hadn’t forgotten, but for just a moment, she had pushed this idea back. She went to say something, but only a sigh came out.

			“I’m sorry,” he said finally. “I just know you would never forgive yourself if you left now.” 

			And he was right. Her mom needed her. Her sisters needed her. Her mom’s stage-4 cancer diagnosis had taken everyone by surprise, except maybe her mom, who had found a lump but hadn’t wanted to be a burden. Now it was just too late to do anything about it.

			“No, you’re right,” she said softly. “I just … it’s nice to imagine sometimes, you know?”

			“I know.” He kissed her forehead. “Do you want to reschedule the interview? Today’s already been a lot.”

			Marissa considered it for a moment; it had already been a long day. But she shook her head and let out a sigh, leaning back. “No. We’re already here.” She kicked her feet in visible protest, but she knew it was the responsible thing to do.

			Mac nodded, backing up to give her the space to slide off the car. She looked over at the door to the building and let out a heavy breath. Mac, with one hand in his pocket and the other taking hers, pulled her into a hug. Marissa closed her eyes, grateful for the closeness as she held on.

			A moment went by before she took a breath and a step back, shaking her head. “It’s weird to be back here, in this head space. The O’Rourke case was so long ago. I can’t believe we have to do this again.”

			“But this time.” He gave her a half smile and squeezed her hand. “We know who we’re looking for. We don’t have to play catch-up. We just have to find him.”

			She dropped her head back into his chest. “Ugh. I just want to go back home.” She huffed and straightened herself up, although wiggling her shoulders in small protest.

			Mac looked her over and shook his head. “Let’s reschedule. We have to come back to the city, anyway.”

			Marissa went to argue, but the words wouldn’t come out. She knew she wasn’t up for this today. “Okay,” she said finally, and Mac leaned forward to give her a kiss on the forehead.

			“I’ll go deal with it. Why don’t you get into the car?”

			Marissa nodded and watched him go back inside the precinct. Despite how drained she felt, a smile formed on her lips as she shoved her hands in her pockets and headed toward the SUV.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 3 
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			Despite her attempt to stay awake and keep Mac company, Marissa passed out again before they made it on the ferry. When she opened her eyes again, they were parked in the driveway, Mac’s hand on her knee. “Hey, hon. We’re home.”

			Marissa straightened her back and wrapped her hand around his, giving Mac an apologetic look. “Sorry, I don’t know why I’m so … tired…” She let her words drift off, the excuse feeling weak as it came out of her mouth.

			“You have nothing to apologize for.” He shook his head, keeping his eyes locked on hers. “You’ve sort of had a lot going on lately. Being tired is not shocking.” He gave her hand a squeeze and motioned toward the outside.

			Marissa reluctantly let go of his hand and got out of the car, holding the door open for Ellie to follow. The shepherd jumped down, ran straight up the porch steps, and sat down at the door, waiting patiently to be let inside. Marissa paused as she walked up the last step, looking around the porch to see if there were any packages or letters waiting. 

			As they walked in, Marissa noted the empty living room. A glance at her phone told her it was only 2:30 and Kate would be in school for another hour. She opened her messages and sent a text to Ronnie.

			[We’re home. We’ll grab Kate from school. Thank you so much!] 

			It only took a moment for a response to come through.

			[Ronnie: Of course! I hope everything went well. Tell Kate we will continue Back to the Future  next time!]

			Marissa smiled at her phone before shoving it back into her back pocket. As if on cue, because Marissa was talking about Kate, Wicket appeared, rubbing her tail against the wall on the stairs before sitting down on the second step. She flicked her tail in disappointment.

			“She’ll be home soon,” she said to the cat, who, Marissa was sure, if she could emote anything more, would be wearing a disapproving frown. Wicket had been her best friend, Allison’s, cat. When Allison died, Marissa hadn’t hesitated to bring her home. Wicket liked Marissa well enough, but she loved Kate. It had been one of the many bonuses to Kate’s return a few months ago; the cat was no longer depressed.

			She leaned down, unbuckling Ellie’s service vest and taking it off. The shepherd shook herself off, letting her tail sway in a slow wag. “Good girl.” Marissa gave her head a pet before hanging up the vest and leash in the entryway. She let out a heavy sigh and turned to go into the kitchen where she knew Mac was already in the fridge. He would be looking for something to make for lunch.

			Marissa was about to say something when her phone rang. Pulling it from her back pocket, she saw Greg’s name flash across the screen. Sucking in a breath, she answered and put the phone to her ear. “Greg? Is everything okay?” She kept her tone as gentle as possible, knowing that Greg was still taking shit from her sisters.

			“Hey, Marissa. I know you were planning to come by today, but your mom is having a pretty rough day. Chemo isn’t really agreeing with her.”

			Marissa leaned her elbows on the counter, dropping her head. “She asked you to call?” 

			This was becoming pretty routine. Her mother didn’t want anyone to see her struggle; she had always been one of the strongest women Marissa knew. She had raised three girls on her own, had run her own business, and even though there were definitely hard times, her mom never let it show. Cancer was another beast; the past few weeks of chemo had been rough on her. If she could have, she probably would have sent Greg packing, too, keeping her vulnerability to herself. Marissa could relate, although she hadn’t done a very good job of it lately.

			Greg paused. “She did.” 

			Poor guy. He had been in their mom’s life for nine years, but he was still new to Marissa and her sisters. Marissa was grateful that she had met him before word about her mother’s illness came out. Melanie and Madilyn, on the other hand, had met him for the first time at the hospital, and it hadn’t gone over well.

			“Is she there? Can I talk to her?” Marissa asked softly.

			“Yeah, give me a minute.” He sounded relieved.

			“Thanks, Greg.” She looked up at Mac to find him watching her, leaning against the kitchen island. A moment later, she heard a faint cough in the background before she heard her mom’s voice, obviously arguing about getting the phone. 

			“Hey, honey.” Her mom’s tired voice came over the line, and Marissa felt her heart drop.

			“Hey, Mom.” She tried not to sound disappointed; that felt selfish. “I hear you’re not feeling well today?” It had been almost two weeks since she had seen her at this point.

			“Not really, sweetie. I’m sorry.”

			“Can I still come by? You don’t have to get up or do anything.” She tried not to make her words sound like a plea.

			“Maybe tomorrow, honey. I’m just really tired. I need to get some sleep. But I promise. Tomorrow.”

			Marissa swallowed her disappointment. “Okay,” she managed. Clearing her throat, she closed her eyes to avoid the look she knew Mac was giving her. “Can I talk to Greg again?”

			Her mother sighed on the other end of the line. “You know, Marissa, I don’t need a babysitter.”

			“I know, Mom. I just have a quick question.” She put her hand on her forehead and let out an unsteady breath.

			“Love you, hon,” her mom said finally.

			“I love you too.” A moment later, Greg came back on the line. “Is she really okay?”

			“Yeah. I think so,” he answered before she heard his muffle, as he said something to Marilyn. When he returned on the other end, his voice was a little louder. Marissa assumed he had gone to a different room. “She’s just really tired. The treatment is wiping her out.”

			“Okay.” Marissa rubbed her eyes, which were still closed. “Okay. Just call me if she needs anything. If anything changes. Just … call me.”

			“I will, Marissa, I promise.”

			She opened her eyes and clicked the End Call button on her phone, straightened herself up, and shaking her shoulders, as though she could shake off the heaviness she was suddenly left with.

			“Everything okay?” Mac asked, though Marissa was sure he was just trying to fill the uncomfortable silence. He knew the answer already.

			“Not really,” she managed. He made his way around the counter and wrapped her in his arms, pulling her into a hug. Marissa didn’t make a move for a minute, trying to keep the tears at bay, but as they started streaming down her cheeks, she found herself holding him like her life depended on it.

			When he let her go, Mac brought his hand under her chin and lifted it so she would look at him. He gave her a sad but reassuring smile. “We’ll get through this. Together.”

			Marissa could only nod her head. It didn’t feel like it would be okay, but she was glad he was there. “I need to go lie down,” she said finally, a sudden rush of exhaustion washing over her as she wobbled in place. Mac held her arms, trying to steady her. The pain had been there the whole time, but the throbbing had grown more unbearable since hanging up the phone. 

			“Upstairs, or you want to lay down on the couch?”

			“Couch.” She nodded her head. The idea of trying to traverse the stairs gave her a headache. Ellie, as though on cue, was right at her side, with her nose gently nudging the side of her thigh.

			Everything was flaring up. She would have to deal with the waves of sudden exhaustion that knocked her off her feet, the dizzy spells, the headaches. The only thing the doctor had been able to suggest was to lower the amount of stress she was dealing with. Marissa had laughed in his face—something the older man had not appreciated. Large patches of her skin would often feel like they were on fire, sometimes completely invisible to the eye. Other times, she would wake up, and her skin would be splotchy with red hives. Her doctor had recently reaffirmed the conclusion they had both come to nearly a month ago: It was the stress. There wasn’t much they could give her to help fix it. She wasn’t treatable either. The stress had held her in a constant state of flaring up. 

			As Mac helped her get settled on the couch, Ellie jumped up and made herself comfortable on Marissa’s legs, prepared to keep her resting in place. Marissa reached out and scratched her ear and looked up to see Mac gazing down at her with a small smile.

			“What?” she asked after a moment, unable to stop herself from smiling back.

			He shook his head, his smirk growing just a little wider. “Nothing. Nap. There will be food when you wake up.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “I love you.” His lips lingered for a moment before he straightened back up.

			“I love you too,” Marissa responded with ease, watching him for a moment before her eyes closed again.

			The next thing Marissa knew, Kate was shaking her gently and leaning over the couch. “Marissa, I’m really sorry to wake you,” the teenager spoke quietly, her big, blue eyes worried.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked groggily, blinking and trying to focus. She had slept hard. The kind without dreams, where she was almost confused about where she was.

			“Ms. Parker is here, and she wants to talk to you and Mac.” Kate paused, sitting on the coffee table in front of the couch. “But I think she wants to send me to another foster home.”

			That was all it took to shake the sleep off Marissa. Sitting up, she noticed that the room had grown dark, and the blinds were already closed. The only light was from a corner lamp. Rubbing her face, she dropped her feet to the floor. “What time is it?”

			“It’s after seven.”

			“Why did you guys let me sleep so long?” The question came out before she even thought about it. She hadn’t meant to sleep so long; in fairness, she hadn’t meant to sleep at all.

			“Mac said you needed sleep.” Kate shrugged her shoulders. “We weren’t going to wake you up except to make you go upstairs.”

			Marissa raised an eyebrow. Mac really must have thought she needed the sleep if he wasn’t planning on waking her up for dinner. “Okay, where are they?”

			“The kitchen.”

			“Okay.” Marissa pushed off the couch and got to her feet, which were still unsteady. It was the first time she noticed that Ellie was no longer in the living room. Chances were the shepherd was getting all the head scratches she could.

			Marissa walked toward the kitchen, a sick feeling growing in her stomach. She had known this conversation was coming. Kate had been with them for almost five months now. She had spent the summer there and had started school with them. They had all fallen into a comfortable routine, despite the dangers that were always lurking.

			Ms. Meredith Parker was sitting at the table, with a glass of what looked like tea sitting in front of her. Mac was still on his feet, leaning against the kitchen island with his arms crossed in front of his chest. They both turned as she and Kate entered the room.

			“Hello
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