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The Shadow of Somnus (Somnus Rising, #1)


Roberta Cruz pushed open the door and entered the office of Dr. Sylvia Embry. Behind a sleek desk sat a woman who looked like she belonged in a fitness magazine, not a reception area. Late twenties, athletic build visible even beneath her tailored blouse. Her nameplate read 'Gabriella'. She offered a practiced smile. "Welcome to Dr. Embry's practice. You must be Detective Cruz?"

"Roberta, please." Roberta returned the smile, easy and professional. "Appreciate you fitting me in on short notice."

"Dr. Embry values assisting law enforcement," Gabriella said, her tone smooth, almost rehearsed. Pride warmed her voice. "She’s dedicated to understanding the human mind, especially its vulnerabilities. She’ll be fascinated by your case." She gestured towards plush chairs. "She’ll be just a moment. Can I get you water? Coffee?"

"Water’s fine, thanks." Roberta settled into a chair, scanning the room. Abstract art in muted tones. Framed certificates boasting advanced degrees in psychology and hypnotherapy. Everything spoke of controlled calm, expensive taste. Gabriella moved with efficient grace, placing a chilled glass bottle beside her. 

"Dr. Embry’s work with trauma victims... it’s transformative," she offered, unprompted. "People come in shattered. They leave with hope. Real hope."

"Sounds impressive," Roberta murmured, keeping her tone neutral. Admiration practically radiated from the receptionist. Loyalty, unquestioning. "Must be rewarding to be part of that."

"It truly is!" Gabriella’s smile widened, genuine and enthusiastic. "Dr. Embry is an exceptional therapist. She helped me quit smoking, and I was so impressed that I decided to make it my career helping Dr. Embry work her magic."

She glanced towards the inner office door. "She’s ready for you now, Detective. Right this way."

Roberta stood, smoothing her jacket. The facade felt thin suddenly. Just a cop seeking expert advice on cults and hypnosis. On how groups manipulate, extract money, exploit faith. She followed Gabriella down a short, hushed corridor. The door at the end opened silently.

Dr. Embry rose from behind a broad, minimalist desk. She was younger than Roberta expected – mid-forties, perhaps – with sharp, intelligent eyes that missed nothing. Her handshake was firm, cool. "Detective Cruz. Gabriella mentioned you needed the input of a psychologist. Please, sit." Her voice was low, modulated, the kind that could soothe or command. "Always happy to assist the department. How can I help?"

Roberta settled into the offered chair, leather sighing softly. "Thank you for seeing me on short notice, Doctor. I appreciate it." She leaned forward slightly, projecting earnest professionalism. "Your expertise is exactly what I need. Specifically, hypnosis. In your professional opinion, how viable is it as a tool for coercion? For making someone act against their will?"

Dr. Embry didn't flinch. She steepled her fingers, considering. "Hypnosis," she began, her tone measured, almost academic, "isn't mind control, Detective. It's a heightened state of suggestibility. The subject must be willing, open to the process. Think of it as a catalyst. It can unlock deeply ingrained patterns, facilitate profound behavioral change – overcoming phobias, managing pain, confronting trauma. But the core desire for change? That has to originate with the individual. Coercion implies force. Hypnosis works with receptivity, not resistance." She tilted her head, a faint, curious smile touching her lips. "This sounds serious. What kind of case are you investigating?"

Roberta met her gaze, keeping her own expression carefully neutral. "It's... adjacent to some extremist activity we're tracking," she said, deliberately vague. "Groups exploiting vulnerable people. Financial manipulation, isolation tactics, psychological control. Brainwashing, essentially. We're trying to understand the mechanisms, the psychological underpinnings. What makes someone susceptible? How do these groups lock them in?" She paused, letting the implication hang. "Your work touches on altered states of consciousness. I thought you might have unique insights."

"Will isn’t broken," she murmured, leaning in slightly. "It’s... redirected. Like water finding a new path." Her eyes remained coolly, authoritatively, locked with Roberta’s. "Theoretically, all it takes are the right suggestions. Planted deep."
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