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 Prologue 
 
    Sergeant Henry Yasiv took a drag of his cigarette, feeling the warm smoke fill first his throat and then his lungs. 
 
    He rubbed his temples as he smoked, his eyes darting up and down the street that was cordoned off by police cars. It was a normal May evening in New York City—cool and damp—but it was also one that he would never forget. 
 
    Henry took another drag and this time, he held the smoke in his lungs for a moment longer than he should have. A sudden wave of dizziness hit him, which, if nothing else, served to take his mind off of what he was about to see. 
 
    The call came in at about 8:30. The caller was anonymous, but his voice was that of a male between forty and sixty years of age, if he hadn’t made any attempts to disguise it, that is. 
 
    “The King has returned,” the man told dispatch. When dispatch asked him to clarify, his response had been, “The King has returned to 9th and West 21st.” 
 
    As was protocol, even obscure and likely prank calls made to 911 in New York City were always followed up by one officer or another. The more likely the call was to be a prank, the longer it took to make it to the scene, especially if there was no further corroboration. But in this case, an eager beat cop by the name of Alan Petrovich must have been bored, or maybe he just finished stuffing his face full of donuts, when he got the call.  
 
    He had made it on the scene in under a half hour. And after he arrived, it was only five minutes before he made a call that made it all the way to the top, to Henry Yasiv, Sergeant of 62nd precinct. 
 
    And now, with W 21st blocked by police cars between 8th and 10th Ave, Yasiv found himself standing outside a large brownstone smoking a cigarette, while his men combed the interior of the building. 
 
    It was no secret, to him or to his men, that he was only delaying the inevitable. But no matter how desperate Henry was to save face, he couldn’t bring himself to go inside.  
 
    Not yet, anyway.  
 
    During his short tenure in NYC, Henry had seen a lot of death, and it was never easy. They had lied to him, telling him that, in time, he would be able to depersonalize the victims, turn them from people to things, and in doing so, death would no longer affect him the way it would a normal person.  
 
    But for Henry, this hadn’t happened yet, and maybe it never would. 
 
    “Sergeant Yasiv?” 
 
    Henry exhaled a thick cloud of smoke and turned to face one of his detectives, a man who was eight or nine years his elder. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    The man’s lips twisted into a frown. 
 
    “I think you’re going to want to come look at this,” the man said flatly. 
 
    Clearly, the detective had learned how to deal with death better than he ever would. 
 
    After a final drag, Henry nodded and then flicked his cigarette onto the street. 
 
    “Lead the way,” he said. 
 
    The detective stepped into the brownstone and slipped on a set of shoe coverings in the entrance. Yasiv did the same and then took a deep breath. 
 
    “Show me what we’ve got.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Officer Petrovich came through here,” the detective, a man named Chris Wentworth said, indicating the front door of the brownstone with a thin finger. He traced a line in the air down the long hallway. “He knocked several times and then forced entry when he saw suspicious movement near the back.” 
 
    Sergeant Yasiv stared at the photographs on the walls as he moved through the hallway, trying to put a name to any of the faces of the children, the wife, the husband, that he passed. The place itself was in immaculate condition, and based on the amount of shine reflected off the occasional chrome frame, it was well looked after. 
 
    And expensive—very expensive. 
 
    “The back door was partly open,” Detective Wentworth continued, “but when Alan looked out, he didn’t see anybody, so he continued his search inside. That’s when he found this.” 
 
    Detective Wentworth pointed at the open basement door and moved toward it, but Yasiv stayed him by raising a hand. 
 
    “And where’s Officer Petrovich now?” 
 
    Detective Wentworth had been frowning since he entered the brownstone, but now the expression became even more exaggerated until it looked like his lips might slide right off his face and onto his neck. 
 
    When he pointed this time, the man’s thin finger was trembling slightly. 
 
    Officer Alan Petrovich was sitting on the couch in an adjacent room. Yasiv’s first instinct was to holler at him, to tell him to stand, to avoid contaminating potential evidence, but the way he was slumped, his face cradled in his hands, convinced Yasiv otherwise. Two uniformed officers, and a man from the CSU, were hovering over him, offering him a bottle of water and a comforting rub on the back. 
 
    It was a relief to see that he wasn’t the only one affected by death. 
 
    Yasiv swallowed hard and turned back to the basement door. With a hook of his chin, he told Wentworth to lead the way. And then he followed the detective into the basement. 
 
    Yasiv didn’t know what he would see down there, but had an expectation based on how shaken Officer Petrovich was upstairs. But what he hadn’t expected was something pristine, something unblemished, untarnished, just like the upstairs. 
 
    There was no blood splatter on the walls, no bloody footprints smeared across the hardwood floor. In fact, until Yasiv made it to the back of the room, to the pool table, nothing at all seemed out of place. 
 
    But there was something about the pool table… 
 
    Someone had laid a tarp over top of it, one of those blue camping tarps that was crinkled in every way possible, and it seemed very much out of place in this house of neatly ironed sheets.  
 
    The tarp itself was covering something irregular.  
 
    Yasiv did his best to control his breathing as he walked over to it. Several men in white plastic suits were standing around the pool table, and they all took a respectful step backward as he approached. 
 
    The expressions on the men’s faces weren’t all that different from Detective Wentworth’s. 
 
    “You have a set of gloves?” 
 
    Wentworth nodded and pulled two plastic gloves from his pocket and handed them to Yasiv. The sergeant slipped them on as he moved to the head of the pool table. 
 
    With one final deep breath, Yasiv grabbed the edge of the tarp and slowly lifted it. 
 
    At first, he saw nothing, but then one of the techs leaned in and shone a flashlight. 
 
    Yasiv’s breath stuck in his throat, which was probably for the best; had he been able to breathe, he most likely would have moaned.  
 
    Two hollow sockets stared back up at him, black pits embedded in the semi-bleached bone of a skull. On the crown of the head was a single finger bone, cemented in place. 
 
    And now, Yasiv was pretty sure he gasped. 
 
    His fingers released the tarp, and then he quickly tore off one of his gloves by using his teeth to grip the opening by his wrist. 
 
    Wentworth looked at him, eyes wide. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Have to make a call,” Yasiv said quickly. “I have to make a call.” 
 
    In the back of his mind, he was aware that people were staring at him as if he’d lost his mind, but Yasiv didn’t care. 
 
    He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, and with a trembling finger, Yasiv scrolled through his contacts. When he found the name he was looking for, he didn’t hesitate before calling. 
 
    The phone rang once, twice, and then someone picked up on the third ring. 
 
    “Hello?” A gruff voice demanded. 
 
    “Drake? Drake, it’s Sergeant Henry Yasiv.” 
 
    There was a short pause. 
 
    “Yeah? What is it?” 
 
    Yasiv rubbed his temples and shut his eyes for a moment. 
 
    “It’s happening again, Drake. He’s back.” 
 
    There was another pause, one that ran much longer than the first, but before Yasiv could ask if Drake was still there, the tarp suddenly slid off the pool table, revealing a complete, bleached skeleton.  
 
    Only, it wasn’t just a skeleton.  
 
    There was also a belt hanging from the hip bones. 
 
    A leather belt, with a distinct chrome buckle at the center. 
 
    As Yasiv’s eyes focused on that buckle, he realized that he recognized it. 
 
    The phone slipped from his hand and banged to the floor. 
 
    “It’s Simmons,” Sergeant Yasiv gasped. “That’s detective Frank Simmons.” 
 
   


  
 




PART I – A Squirrel and a Rabbit 
 
    Summer, 1998 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1  
 
    “It’s dead,” Ray Reynolds said simply. He used a stick to lift the squirrel’s limp corpse. Its middle was crushed, and the head and legs hung low off either side of the stick. 
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” Drake said, clutching his stomach. 
 
    Ray chuckled. 
 
    “It’s just a squirrel, get over it.” 
 
    Drake shook his head and averted his eyes as his stomach did a barrel roll. 
 
    “It’s gross as hell,” he managed from between pursed lips. 
 
    Ray lowered the squirrel to the ground. 
 
    “We should bury it,” he said absently.  
 
    Drake retched and then spat a wad of phlegm on the dirt. 
 
    “You’re a pussy, you know that?” Ray said with a laugh. “A real fucking—” 
 
    He stopped speaking so abruptly, that Drake raised his head and looked at his friend. Ray swiped the black hair from his face, and his dark eyes focused on a patch of brush just off the dirt path on which they stood. 
 
    “What?” Drake asked, finally managing to settle his stomach. Making a deliberate effort not to look at the dead squirrel, he stood and made his way to beside his friend. “What is it?” 
 
    Ray hushed him and Drake listened, but heard nothing. 
 
    “What do you—” 
 
    Ray hushed him again, this time more aggressively. 
 
    Drake rolled his eyes and went silent. 
 
    He’s just fucking with me. Trying to scare— 
 
    But then Drake did hear something—a soft mewing, a sound that a hungry kitten might make. 
 
    Ray nodded as if realizing that Drake had suddenly heard what he was listening to. And then the boy strode over to the brush, walking deliberately, with purpose. 
 
    Drake followed, but cautiously stepped in behind his friend. His heart was racing in his chest, even though he knew that this was silly. He was fourteen, not seven—no boogeyman was going to hop out from behind the bush.  
 
    And yet there was something there… 
 
    Ray bent and peeled back the shrubbery with one hand, and Drake’s breath caught in his throat. 
 
    There, lying on a piece of exposed grass, were several baby squirrels. It was difficult for Drake to determine exactly how many, given how much blood there was. 
 
    This time when his stomach rolled, it churned out his last meal—a tuna fish sandwich—and he vomited right there on the dirt. 
 
    He thought that Ray would laugh at him then, call him a pussy again, but the only thing he saw in his friend’s eyes was sadness. 
 
    “Sorry,” Drake grumbled, not really sure why or for what. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and then stared off into the distance, his gaze eventually settling on the farmhouse where Mrs. Reynolds was sitting inside watching TV. 
 
    “We should go get your mom,” he offered. 
 
    Ray didn’t reply; unlike Drake, he couldn’t seem to pull his eyes away from the squirrels.  
 
    Drake didn’t want to look, but felt compelled. He took a deep breath and then flicked his eyes downward. 
 
    He saw now that there were three squirrels, all babies, two of which were already dead. The final squirrel was clinging to life and probably to the hope that their mother, the dead one on the path that Ray had picked up with the stick, would come back and save him. But one look at the way its small, furry body had been torn to shreds, and Drake knew that this was not a possibility even if the mother had been alive. 
 
    “What happened to them?” he whispered. 
 
    Ray rose to his full height, letting the shrubbery again shield the dying squirrel. 
 
    “A fox, maybe, or it could be a bird.” 
 
    Drake nodded somberly. 
 
    “I’ll go get your mom.” 
 
    Ray didn’t answer, but he was never much for rambling—that was Drake’s job. Ray was the contemplative one of the duo, while Drake liked to talk.  
 
    A lot. 
 
    Ray Reynolds reached over and pulled the shrub back, and then moved until he was hovering right over the squirrels. 
 
    Before Drake could fully comprehend what his friend was doing, Ray raised the heel of his worn running shoe and slammed it down on the top of the squirrel’s head. The whimper was immediately silenced, and the ground, already saturated with blood, turned an even darker crimson. 
 
    “No! What are you doing?” Drake asked, or thought he asked, but couldn’t be sure that he had gotten the words out before he was overcome by the urge to vomit again. As his eyes started to water and he retched, he saw Ray lift his foot again and bring it down hard on the skull a second time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “Turn on the hose, Drake.” 
 
    Drake, who was still in a daze, reached down and turned the tap. Water started spraying from the end of the hose, washing away the blood and fur that clung to Ray’s sneaker. 
 
    “I can’t believe you did that,” Drake said, more to himself than to his friend. 
 
    Ray, as was his style, didn’t say anything. He merely shrugged. 
 
    In Drake’s mind, he saw the squirrel’s eyes, those tiny black beads, go wide as the foot came down and crushed its skull, stamping out what was left of its life. He knew that this hadn’t really happened, the squirrel had no idea of its impending doom, and yet this image lodged itself in Drake’s mind. 
 
    After he was done washing his shoe, Ray brought the hose to his mouth for a drink. Then he offered it to Drake, who shook his head at first, then, tasting sour tuna on his lips, took it and rinsed his face. 
 
    “They were suffering,” Ray said at last. “I put them out of their misery.” 
 
    And then it was Drake’s turn to be quiet. He knew that what his friend was saying was true, and yet he couldn’t believe that Ray had actually done it; that he had actually killed the animal. It wasn’t the biggest deal in the world, it wasn’t like he had killed a person, and yet, that image—the image of the heel coming down and the sound and the wetness of it all—would haunt Drake for many nights to come. 
 
    After he was done with the water, Drake turned his eyes to the bright sun above. 
 
    It was coming on four in the afternoon, and the sun didn’t give any indication of easing its way into evening. The heat wave that had attacked New York all summer hadn’t as of yet given up its quest to melt the Earth.  
 
    Sweat trickled down Drake’s forehead and he wiped it away with the back of his hand. 
 
    “What do you want to do now?” Ray asked. 
 
    What Drake wanted to do was to go somewhere cool, somewhere inside. He must’ve glanced at the farmhouse then, because Ray shook his head, even though Drake hadn’t said anything. 
 
    “You know what dad said—he doesn’t want us going in there when he’s not around. You know, ‘cuz of my mom,” Ray said, lowering his eyes to the dirt. 
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
    He remembered the way that Mr. Reynolds had sat them both down when Drake had first arrived at the farm. He’d spoken briefly about Mrs. Reynolds, her sickness, and then had moved on to a set of rules for the next two weeks. Nothing too restrictive, just more of the same: if you go swimming, never go alone, no leaving the property, and stay out of the house as much as possible during the day. Two weeks was the longest Drake had stayed at the farm; if it had been up to him, he’d have stayed all summer. His first trip had just been a long weekend. The following year, it was a week. This year, it was two.  
 
    And every time he came, Mrs. Reynolds was sick. In fact, ever since Ray and Drake had become friends, naturally gravitating towards each other because they really didn’t fit in with the rest of the school, Mrs. Reynolds had been ill. 
 
    But this time was different. There was a smell in the air, something that reminded Drake of the time he’d snooped through his grandmother’s drawers looking for loose change.  
 
    This time, Mrs. Reynolds was really sick. 
 
    Ray pulled out a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and lit one up. Then he offered the pack to Drake. 
 
    “You want one?” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “Those your mom’s?” He asked, recognizing the blue packaging. Normally they smoked Marlboro's as this was the only brand that the corner store carried. And this was the only store that would serve them, considering their age. 
 
    Ray nodded and took a puff. 
 
    “It’s not like she needs them. You sure you don’t want one?” 
 
    Drake enjoyed the occasional smoke, or at least wanted to enjoy it, but he didn’t feel like one now. His stomach still wasn’t right. 
 
    “Maybe later.” 
 
    Ray continued to smoke his cigarette and as he did, Drake looked around. The Reynolds farm was very different from Drake’s accommodations in the city, which was most of the attraction. The rustic, wood farmhouse that Mrs. Reynolds spent most of her days in now was as unspectacular as they came. But it was the land… the acres and acres of unkempt wilderness that kept Drake coming back. That, and the lack of horns. It took Drake a day or two of being up here to finally get the sound of car horns out of his head. 
 
    Ray finished the cigarette and ground the butt beneath the heel of his shoe, before burying it with a pile of dirt. 
 
    “What do you want to do now?” Ray repeated. 
 
    Truth be told, Drake didn’t really want to do anything. In fact, the whole incident with the squirrel had left him feeling uneasy.  
 
    Never once during all of the time he had spent at the farm had Drake wanted to go home—quite the opposite, actually. But now, with the image of those beady— 
 
    “Come on,” Ray said with a smirk, drawing Drake out of his head. “I’ve got something to show you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    “Is it real?” Drake whispered, trying to keep his anxiety in check. 
 
    “What you think?” Ray turned the gun over in his hands as he spoke and then flipped it around and held the butt out to Drake. 
 
    Drake shook his head and took a step back. 
 
    “Jesus, Drake. It’s just a fucking BB gun.” 
 
    Drake swallowed hard, but eventually reached out and took the gun from his friend’s hands. The stock was wooden and it felt solid enough, but the barrel felt a little bit flimsy. It was metal, but it didn’t seem heavy enough to him. He turned it over in his hands, inspecting it, trying to look more interested than he actually was, before handing it back. 
 
    “Why do you have it?” 
 
    Ray put it back on the shelf in the garage. 
 
    “It’s not mine. It’s my dad’s. He took me out a couple times to shoot some rabbits. He tries to hide it, but I think he knows I can find it. Wasn’t one of his ‘rules’, after all.” 
 
    “Who knew you were such a regular Boy Scout,” Drake said, trying to bring some levity to the heaviness of the day. 
 
    It didn’t work. Truth be told, Drake’s jokes never went over well with Ray. Sometimes, Drake thought that his friend was just allergic to laughter. 
 
    And yet, Drake thought he detected a hint of a smirk on Ray’s face on this occasion. In fact, ever since the incident with the squirrels that afternoon, Ray’s mood seemed to have lifted. 
 
    While Drake’s had plummeted. 
 
    Wanting to distract himself, Drake purveyed the tools laid out on the workbench. His own father wasn’t much of a handyman, and his brother was the one who’d gotten all of the practical skills. Drake himself thought that he might lop off a finger cutting a steak. Who knew what part of his body he might lose if he tried to chop a cord of wood or saw a piece of timber.  
 
    “What does your dad do with all this stuff?” He asked, waving his hand over the bench. He recognized the hammers, a saw, a mallet of some sort, but the rest… he had no idea what more than half of the tools did, let alone how they worked. 
 
    Ray shrugged. 
 
    “Repairs the farm, I guess. I don’t know. To be honest I’ve never seen him use half of these things.” 
 
    His friend’s smile suddenly grew. 
 
    “But there’s one thing I see him use a lot.” 
 
    Drake’s brow furrowed. The afternoon started out by ending the suffering of a baby squirrel and then had degenerated into playing with a gun in the barn. If there were ever was a PSA episode hidden in Drake’s life, this was it, here, in this very spot. 
 
    And now his friend had something else to show him, something that his dad often used? 
 
    Drake was positive that this was a bad idea, but they had a good three hours to kill, give or take an hour, before dinner. 
 
    “Come on,” his friend urged, reaching over and pulling Drake toward the bench. Then Ray bent down and rummaged through a few of the buckets that were stashed beneath, before finally finding what he was looking for. 
 
    He was smiling again, revealing teeth that were just a little too small for his mouth, teeth that Drake had rarely seen. 
 
    There had been a time when Ray was just a regular kid, one who laughed and played with others, even though he never quite fit in. But that was before… before what, Drake couldn’t be certain. If he were a guessing man, he would have put his money on the change happening when his mother had first gotten sick.  
 
    “Grandpa’s cough medicine,” Ray said. 
 
    Clutched in his friend’s hands was a massive bottle of Scotch, the word Ballantine’s written across the purple label. Ray unscrewed the cap and took a swig. He tried to act cool about it, but he wasn’t able to completely mask a grimace. Then he held the bottle to Drake, who took it. It smelled like turpentine, and it tasted like kerosene, but it was something. 
 
    “So, let me get this straight; your dad comes out here, maybe tells your mom he’s going to fix the drainpipe, and then smokes cigarettes and drinks scotch all afternoon. I got that right? Is that what it’s like to be an adult?” 
 
    Ray suddenly stopped smiling. 
 
    “My dad doesn’t smoke.” 
 
    Drake shrugged. 
 
    “Anyways, you get the idea.” 
 
    Ray took another swig of the scotch, a larger gulp this time, and then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Then he screwed the cap back on, not bothering to offer it to Drake. 
 
    After putting the bottle back in the bucket and pushing it under the bench, Ray paused, his back to Drake.  
 
    The boy’s hands were shaking, Drake realized.  
 
    As he watched, Ray clenched his hands. When he opened his palms, they were no longer trembling. 
 
    Maybe killing that squirrel is affecting him more than he’s letting on, Drake thought. I really hope it is. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    “You boys have a fun day exploring?” John Reynolds asked as he scooped vegetables onto his plate. His cheek was already full of steak and as he spoke, juice ran down his chin. 
 
    Drake normally loved John’s cooking—it was meat and potatoes all the way, way less refined than he was used to—but staring down at the piece of charred cow on his plate now… he couldn’t help but envision the dead squirrel in its place, its brown and red insides staining the ceramic. 
 
    Polite or not, there was no way that he was going to eat meat tonight. 
 
    Maybe never again. 
 
    Drake managed to drop a few stray peas into his mouth without curdling his stomach. 
 
    “Yeah… and tomorrow I think we’re going to go to the pond,” Drake said after swallowing.  
 
    John Reynolds looked to his son and pointed a fork with a hunk of meat skewered in the tines at him. 
 
    “Remember what I said, Ray. Buddy system at all times if you’re going in the water.” 
 
    Ray nodded and the three of them ate in silence for several minutes. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Mr. Reynolds to notice that Drake wasn’t touching his steak. 
 
    “You okay, Drake? Not hungry?” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “Stomach’s not feeling great,” he said. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m just not that hungry tonight.” 
 
    “More for me, then,” John said with a smile. He reached over and jabbed his fork into Drake’s steak. A second later, it had found a new home on the man’s plate. 
 
    A few minutes after that, it took up residence in Mr. Reynolds’s stomach. 
 
    Drake’s mother would have been appalled by this, but his mother wasn’t here. In fact, neither was Ray’s. 
 
    “How’s mom?” Ray asked, as if reading Drake’s thoughts.  
 
    John took his time answering, choosing first to wipe his mouth clean. 
 
    “Up and down,” he said. “Pretty much like every day. You boys didn’t come inside during the day and bother her, did you?” 
 
    Both Ray and Drake shook their heads. 
 
    “Good. The doctor says she just needs some rest. Lots of rest, and she’ll be up and at ‘em in no time.” 
 
    Drake and Ray exchanged looks, but neither of them said anything and for the next few minutes the trio ate in silence. John Reynolds was a working man, with calloused hands and dirty nails, and he ate like one, scarfing down Drake’s uneaten steak and shoveling peas into his mouth as if this was the last meal that they would have for some time. Hours, days, months, even. As if they were expecting a famine. 
 
    Ray ate like his father, but with less fervor. And Drake… Drake barely ate at all. 
 
    His mind was preoccupied with thoughts of Ray’s mother, of Angelina Reynolds, a slight, frail woman, who looked at least twice her 38 years. 
 
    If he could manage to block out the aggressive mastication of the two men across the table from him, Drake thought he could hear sounds from the machine that helped Angelina breathe wafting down to them from upstairs. It clicked and hissed like some sort of morbid soundtrack to their meal.  
 
    It hadn’t always been this way. When Drake had first come to visit the farm, Angelina had spent considerable time with them, and her effervescent personality had been a breath of fresh air. But then she had fallen sick. Drake still remembered the day when Ray had come up to him at school, tears in his eyes  
 
    “Mom’s sick,” Ray had said. “Some sort of lung disease. Doc says she might never get better.” 
 
    It was cancer, they found out later. At that time, Drake didn’t know what cancer was. He knew about sickness, of course, but his experience was limited to the flu that he often got in the winter and the chickenpox that he recalled getting five or six times even though his mother claimed you could only really get it once. 
 
    But as time bore on, and as he watched Angelina Reynolds’s body slowly start to waste away as if she was being eaten from the inside out, Drake began to think of cancer as something horrible, a disease that ate your soul and sucked the life from you like a parasite. 
 
    And despite John’s comments about his wife getting better, Drake was fairly certain that this was not the case. Maybe it was because he went long stretches of time between seeing Angelina, and when he did, her condition was always far much worse than it had been. It was like trying to tell if your hair was growing by looking in the mirror every single day. You become so accustomed to your own reflection that you don’t see the growth until one day you wake up, look in the mirror and say, holy Peanut Butter Solution, it’s down to my ankles. 
 
    And Drake was dreading the day when John and Ray came to the same conclusion. 
 
    When they looked into the mirror of Angelina Reynolds’s soul and realized that she was no longer there. 
 
    A sound drew Drake’s eyes. 
 
    John Reynolds was tapping his fork against the side of his ceramic plate, a grin on his face. 
 
    “What are you thinking about, boy? You look like you’re lost in your own world.” 
 
    Drake’s own fork, which he realized was full of diced carrots and peas, hovered in midair. He lowered it to the plate, and then gently pushed it away from him. 
 
    “Nothing,” he said so quietly that he didn’t know if the other two men at the table could hear. “I’m just not feeling all that well.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Drake awoke with a start. He sat bolt upright, kicking the damp sheets off his body. 
 
    He couldn’t remember his dream, only that it had to do with the squirrels. He felt like a pussy, just like Ray called him, but he couldn’t help it. 
 
    Drake looked over at his friend who had been sleeping in the bed beside him and was surprised to see that he wasn’t there. The bed was unmade, the sheet pulled back, but Ray wasn’t lying on it. 
 
    Catching his breath, Drake glanced around the room. The window was open slightly and the blinds were pulled up. Moonlight illuminated everything like bluish cigarette smoke. Blinking the sleep from his eyes and wiping the sweat from his forehead, Drake stood on wobbly legs and made his way over to the window. 
 
    He half expected to see his friend outside, to see Ray with his arms out in front of him like a zombie as he sleepwalked across the lawn. Ray had been known to sleepwalk in the past, but Drake or John usually found him curled up on the couch downstairs.  
 
    Ray hadn’t wandered outside, at least not yet.  
 
    And it appeared that he hadn’t this time, either; all Drake saw was empty fields. He listened to the coyote howls that filled the night air for a moment, before pulling away from the window and heading to the door next. Like the window, it too was slightly open. A quick glance at the clock on the bedside table showed that it was nearing four in the morning, which meant that John Reynolds would be up in about an hour, making his extra strong coffee in preparation for a day at the mill. Cognizant of this, Drake slowly and quietly left the room, curious, but not yet concerned, about Ray’s safety or whereabouts. If it had been the other way around, if Drake were the one who had gone missing in the middle the night, Ray might have activated one of those sirens they used during World War II to warn of imminent bombing.  
 
    And yet, as Drake made his way into the hallway and there was still no sign of his friend, and when he peered down the stairs and didn’t see Ray curled up on the couch, he started to feel a pitter-patter in his chest. 
 
    Drake’s and Ray’s room was located off the middle of the hallway, while John’s and Angelina’s was at one end, a guest room at the other. At least that was how it used to be. But after Angelina had gotten sick, John had relocated her to the guest room. Once, after one too many nightcaps, he claimed that he had done it for her, so that she could be more comfortable and wasn’t disturbed by his “rusty chainsaw snoring”. But Drake thought differently. He thought it was because it was she who was keeping him up, that her ventilator and oxygen tank and mask and all the other stuff that Drake had no idea how it worked or even what it did, would keep John awake. It probably wasn’t even just the noise, either. The constant reminder of her imminent death was likely too much for John to handle. 
 
    And it was that door, the door to Angelina Reynolds’s room, that was also ajar. 
 
    It wasn’t as if her room was completely off limits—John didn’t keep her locked up or anything like that—but there was an unwritten rule that they would only go in, would only see her, if John was present or if Mrs. Reynolds specifically asked for them. This was fine by Drake, because he didn’t much like being reminded of his own mortality either. And yet, tonight, at four in the morning, he felt compelled to enter. 
 
    He was drawn to it, partly because of the smell of cigarette smoke emanating from within, and partly because he thought Ray might be in there. 
 
    And mostly because he was just curious. 
 
    Drake tiptoed across the floor, cringing with every step when his clammy feet made an annoying sticking sound on the wood. As he neared the door, he slowed even further. What he had first thought was his imagination, that there couldn’t possibly be smoke coming from her room, was confirmed: he was smelling smoke. And when he leaned into the room, he realized he could see it too. 
 
    Drake stood in the doorway, his jaw slack. 
 
    Angelina was lying on her bed, her eyes closed, her skin the color of melted wax. It had been a good three days since Drake had seen the woman, and back then it had been during the light of day when the sun was shining brightly on her. But now, in the pale moonlight, she didn’t look so much like she was dying, but more like she was already dead. 
 
    Her mask was off and she lay with her palms up, the backs of her hands resting on top of the sheets. The machines that kept her alive were all dark and for a brief moment, Drake’s heart stopped in his chest. 
 
    She’s dead, he thought in horror. She tore her mask off in her sleep and died.  
 
    Which explained why the machines were off. And yet, even with his limited experience, Drake knew that when things went wrong, these machines didn’t go quiet. They beeped and blipped and chirped loudly. Shit, that was their job. 
 
    No, there had to be another reason why they had shut off, and Drake’s searching eyes quickly found the cause. 
 
    Someone had unplugged them. 
 
    And that someone was Ray Reynolds. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Ray Jacob Reynolds stood at the head of his mother’s bed, just out of the shaft of moonlight that spilled in through the window, which was why Drake hadn’t noticed him at first. The boy’s face was shrouded in shadows, and he stood perfectly still. In fact, the only thing in the room that moved was the twisting and twirling of the cigarette smoke coming from the white cylinder dangling between his fingers. 
 
    Is he sleepwalking? Drake wondered. Did Ray sleepwalk here? 
 
    Drake wasn’t sure if you could sleepwalk and light a cigarette at the same time, or if you can do anything while sleepwalking other than just walk, but he hoped that that was the case. He considered reaching over and tapping his friend on the shoulder, but recalled hearing somewhere that waking a sleepwalker prematurely could kill them. 
 
    Even knowing that this was silly and childish, Drake stayed his hand. The truth was, he wanted to see what happened next without his intervention.  
 
    A moment later, his friend started to move, slowly bringing the cigarette to his mouth. Like Drake, Ray was a casual smoker, a teenage smoker, if there was such a thing, but the aggressive drag that he took now, and the thick cloud of blue smoke that he expelled, was something different. 
 
    It made him look older.  
 
    It made him look like his mother. 
 
    And then Ray did the unthinkable: he brought his hand with the cigarette slowly to his mother’s lips. 
 
    It was no secret that Angelina’s cancer was a result of her smoking. Which was why John had vehemently forbidden cigarette smoke in the house, smoke of any kind, actually. The one time that he had caught his son smoking, a year or so back, Ray had shown up to school with a welt above his eye the size of a small turtle. 
 
    And yet, as Drake watched, Ray lowered the cigarette to his mother’s lips. He expected the woman’s eyes to open and for her to flail, to shout for John, to yell at her son to get away from her, but nothing happened. Nothing that overt, anyways. But when the filter grazed her lips, he saw them pucker ever so slightly and then grip it.  
 
    The entire time, Angelina’s eyes remained closed. Even as she took a small drag and exhaled through her nostrils with her next breath, she didn’t wake. Ray pulled the cigarette away from her mouth, took a drag of his own, and then extinguished it on the bedside table. 
 
    And then Ray tilted his head sideways and observed his mother from this new angle. 
 
    Put her mask back on, Drake pleaded silently. Come on, Ray. Come on, put the mask back on and plug in the machine. 
 
    His heart was racing now, and a chill coursed through him. 
 
    Please, Ray, just do it. Put the mask back on and plug in the machine. 
 
    Drake stood in the doorway for what felt like an eternity, watching his friend as he stared at his mother. 
 
    Ray became so still then, that once again Drake was convinced that the boy was sleeping. In fact, Drake had to pinch himself to confirm that he wasn’t the one that was sleeping. 
 
    Ray suddenly twitched and to Drake’s relief, he grabbed the mask that lay on Angelina’s pillow and placed it over her nose and mouth. Then he went over and plugged the machine back in. It started with a whir and a beep. 
 
    Satisfied and relieved, Drake slowly backed down the hallway towards his bedroom. As he climbed into bed, he heard the mechanical click followed by the wheeze of Angelina’s artificial respirator. 
 
    Drake closed his eyes and pretended to be asleep when he heard Ray’s feet shuffle into the room. The bed beside him creaked as Ray lowered himself onto it. Less than five minutes later, Drake heard another sound in addition to the machine that helped keep Angelina Reynolds alive. 
 
    He heard his friend snoring softly. 
 
    Despite his exhaustion, Drake stared at the ceiling for more than an hour before falling back asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “Drake? Drake, you awake?” 
 
    Drake rolled onto his side and opened his eyes. 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied groggily. “I’m up.” 
 
    “What time is it?” Ray asked, as his eyes drifted over to the clock. It read 8:22. “That’s weird, dad didn’t wake us up today.” 
 
    The sun was already shining brightly, and seeing as Drake had forgotten to close the drapes when he’d looked out the window last night, it shone directly in his face. The light caused a headache to start behind his eyes, and he squinted. 
 
    He must’ve drifted off at some point between five and eight, but he couldn’t remember falling asleep. Part of him wanted to believe that he had slept through the night, that what he’d seen in Angelina’s room had been a dream, but when he inhaled deeply through his nose, he could still smell the second-hand smoke. 
 
    Drake had heard John wake up, had heard the man grunt and groan as he made his way down the stairs. He even heard John making his coffee then pouring cereal. These noises, however annoying, had served as a welcome reprieve to listening to Angelina’s machinery, to making sure that the woman was still alive. 
 
    Drake had even heard John make his way back upstairs sometime later and then traipse down the hall to Angelina’s room. Thankfully, he had closed the woman’s door, finally offering Drake some silence.  
 
    “I didn’t hear him wake up,” Drake lied. 
 
    Ray rubbed his eyes and then swung his legs over the side of the bed. Drake watched him curiously as he did this, needing to see if Ray would give any hint, any clue that he knew what had happened the night before. 
 
    “You all right?” Ray asked. “Why you eyeballing me?” 
 
    Drake shook his head and looked away. 
 
    “Nothing, I mean, sorry—I didn’t sleep well last night.” 
 
    Ray frowned, but said nothing as he made his way to the door. As he left the room, he turned back and looked at Drake.  
 
    “I’m gonna have a quick shower. You wanna head to the pond, after?” 
 
    Drake also rose out of bed. 
 
    “Sounds good. I’ll go fix us something to eat.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As soon as he heard the shower start, Drake made his way down the hall. But instead of heading to the kitchen, he walked to Angelina’s room. The door was still closed, and for some reason, this made him uneasy. He felt like a voyeur, like the time that he had gotten a peek in the girls’ change room at school and had glimpsed the side of one of Becky Hanscom’s large, pale breasts. 
 
    Only this time he didn’t feel a tingling in his groin, but a flutter in his chest. 
 
    Don’t be dead, don’t be dead, don’t be dead… 
 
    Drake took a deep breath and slowly opened the door, ready to slam it closed again and run at breakneck speed toward the kitchen should Angelina shout or cry out. 
 
    And he wanted her to do just that; to scream at him, to cry, moan, burp, fart, any excuse for him to get the fuck out of there. 
 
    But she didn’t. As Drake opened the door, he heard the sound of the click and then the wheeze of the respirator filling her diseased lungs with air. 
 
    Drake leaned his head inside the room. He was surprised that it didn’t smell like smoke, but he didn’t give this much thought. As soon as his eyes fell on Angelina’s pale, sunken cheeks, he became preoccupied. 
 
    She looked worse; worse than he had ever seen her before. Her fingers, laid out nicely on top of the crisply folded bedsheet, had taken on a bulbous appearance, with each of her knuckles standing out like hubcaps glued to a baseball bat. Blue veins on her forehead extended down and seemed to encircle her eyes. The capillaries on each of her nostrils were bright red even through the plastic mask. 
 
    The woman’s eyes were closed, and in the brief moments between the click of the machine and the forcing of the air, she was completely and utterly still. 
 
    Click, whoosh. Click, whoosh. 
 
    Drake finally managed to peel his eyes away from the woman’s face, but just as he started to pull his head back into the hallway, he noticed a pile of ash on the bedside table. And then he noticed something else that he hadn’t seen the night prior. There was an orange pill container beside the ash, and although Drake couldn’t be certain, the top seemed cross-threaded.  
 
    John was in a hurry. That’s why he didn’t wake us. Didn’t even have time to put the cap on right after giving Angelina her medicine.  
 
    With a nod to himself, Drake started to back out of the room again. But his right heel pressed down on one of the worn floorboards and it groaned loudly. He froze, and for a moment he thought he would get away scot-free—after all, the shower was still running behind him, and Angelina Reynolds was in some sort of— 
 
    To his horror, Angelina started to turn her head in his direction. The woman’s eyes were partly open, revealing yellowed sclerae and cloudy irises. 
 
    Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck… 
 
    At first, Drake didn’t think that the woman was seeing him, that she was just shifting in her sleep or coma or whatever she was in, but when her pale lips parted behind that mask, Drake knew that she was trying to say something. He tried to make out the words, but with the sound of the shower behind him and the machine puffing her lungs in front of him, he couldn’t pick it up. Instead of trying to hear, he concentrated on her lips and tried to read them.  
 
    Just as he thought he understood, Angelina started to cough. Only this wasn’t a normal cough, a deep grumble with designs to expel mucus from one’s throat. No, Angelina Reynolds was far too frail for that. The woman’s entire body trembled, something that made her eyelids, which were thin as wax membranes, shudder, and her eyes to jog about in her head like loose ball bearings. 
 
    Drake was frozen in spot as he watched this terrible cross between a cough and a seizure. He was terrified, scared in a way that he had never been before. As he stared into her eyes from the doorway, which had since rolled back into her head, he knew that she was dying. And he knew that if he did nothing about it, she would soon be dead. 
 
    The machine started to beep, a high-pitched noise that carried with it an ominous reality. 
 
    The scene was so provocative, so captivating in its horror, that Drake didn’t hear the shower shut off, nor did he hear his friend running down the hallway toward him, shouting at him, yelling and cursing for him to tell him what he was doing in there. 
 
    Even when Ray pushed him aside and ran to his mother, Drake didn’t move. 
 
    It was the scene, yes, but it was more than that. 
 
    It was also what Angelina Reynolds was saying before she broke into the coughing fit. 
 
    Drake thought he recognized the words that those pale, cracked lips made behind the mask.  
 
    Two simple words, repeated over and over again. 
 
    Kill me, Angelina Reynolds had said. Kill me, kill me, kill me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Drake!” Ray shouted as he struggled to remove his mother’s mask. “Give me a hand here!” 
 
    Drake finally snapped out of his stupor and ran towards his friend. 
 
    “The clasp is stuck!” Ray yelled. He was fumbling with the clip that joined the two sections of rubber and held the mask to Angelina’s face. As she struggled to cough, the machine continued to force air into her, making it impossible for the woman to expectorate.  
 
    Drake watched as her body went febrile and then, without thinking, he simply grabbed the mask and pulled as hard as he could. Ray cried out when the strap snapped, and at long last Angelina was free. 
 
    Ray quickly rolled his mother onto her side, but she was so frail that he almost flipped her completely off her bed and onto the floor. At the last second, Drake’s hand shot out and he held her in place. 
 
    As Ray slapped her back in an attempt to loosen the mucus that kept rolling around in her throat, Drake felt a strange sensation on his hand. Never in his life had he felt anything so bony, so hard, or so visceral. With every one of Angelina’s tiny coughs, he could literally feel her heart beating through her rib cage, her digestive system contracting and rolling beneath his fingers. 
 
    With the next slap, Drake applied gentle pressure to her rib, in the opposite direction of the blow. There was an audible snap like dried kindling set alight as several of Angelina’s ribs cracked. The entire left side of the woman’s frail body contracted and this, coupled with Ray’s hand on her back, finally forced the mucus from her throat. The wad, which was about the size of a quarter, landed on the floor with a sickening thwap. Drake grimaced and looked away.  
 
    Angelina bucked one final time, and then a thin gruel oozed from her mouth and coated her pillow.  
 
    “Mom? Jesus, mom, are you okay?” 
 
    Angelina’s eyes rolled forward, but she said nothing. Her body was still quaking, and it became apparent that she was having a hard time taking a full breath. She started to gesture with her hand, a confused, limp wrist flopping that was impossible to interpret. Her lips started to move then, and Drake once again averted his eyes.  
 
    He didn’t think he could handle seeing her mouth those two words again.  
 
    Kill me, kill me, kill me, kill me. 
 
    Realizing that she was on the verge of passing out from lack of oxygen, Ray reached over and grabbed the mask. He pressed it against her face, and the accordion inside the glass tube to Drake’s right deflated. Angelina’s eyes widened like a person who unexpectedly drank too much, but then they slowly closed again. 
 
    Drake helped his friend gently turn Angelina onto her back again, where she once again became still. 
 
    For a long while, neither of the boys said anything; they just stared at the poor, sad woman lying in the bed. 
 
    Eventually, Ray turned to face Drake. 
 
    “Help me clean this up,” he said, tears in his eyes. “Please, we need to clean this up.” 
 
    Drake didn’t hesitate; he nodded and then hurried to the kitchen to get something to soak up the vomit. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That should do,” Ray said, leaning away from the bed. Together, they had cleaned her sheets, cleaned the floor, and cleaned the woman’s face, so that she looked nearly identical to how she had been before the coughing fit. 
 
    They had even managed to tape the rubber part of the mask back together and then slid that section behind her head. The only thing they hadn’t been able to fix was her ribs; Drake had heard them crack, and he was pretty sure that Ray had, too. But, at least on the surface, Angelina seemed none the worse for wear.  
 
    Drake hoped that if she was in pain later, John would just slip her another pill. 
 
    “I still don’t know why you want to call your dad,” he said. 
 
    Ray simply shook his head, as if to say, you wouldn’t understand. 
 
    Drake knew better than to push further. 
 
    They stayed in the doorway of Mrs. Reynolds’s room for a moment longer, staring at her still features. Drake marveled at how it seemed as if nothing at all had happened. It was disturbing to him that someone could come so close to the brink of death and yet be dragged back, shaking and trembling. 
 
    Kill me, kill me, kill me. 
 
    Ray turned to him, no longer with tears in his eyes. 
 
    “Go get showed up,” he said. “I’ll make us breakfast. Then we can head to the pond.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    The ‘pond’, as it was known, was almost a perfect circle, with a radius of about twenty feet. Terrified at the prospect of having his big toe removed by the snapping turtle they often saw sunning itself on the bank, Drake hadn’t the nerve to test its depth.  
 
    It wasn’t the prettiest digit in the world, but he was particularly attached to it. 
 
    Tucked away in a clearing surrounded by woods, if you didn’t know where to find the pond, you probably never would. The Reynolds’s farm was situated on approximately 50 hectares of land, most of this which they’d allowed to run wild over the years. Once, Drake had asked Ray why they had a farm, considering that neither of his parents were farmers and the fact that they had a house in the city. Ray had promptly informed him that it had been his grandfather’s, and when he’d passed, it had been bequeathed to John in his will.  
 
    Drake had a mind to ask why they didn’t just sell it, but the look on Ray’s face suggested that the subject was closed. Ray might be an only child, but the Reynolds clan, as small as it was, was tight-knit. 
 
    The two of them walked in silence, neither of them mentioning the episode in the bedroom with Angelina, which suited Drake just fine. He still wasn’t sure how to broach the subject of Ray being there in the middle of the night, feeding his mother cigarettes, or even if he should. 
 
    He decided to keep this to himself for the time being.  
 
    After making their way through the woods, they finally reached the clearing about twenty minutes later. After glancing around furtively to make sure that the snapping turtle wasn’t hanging around—it wasn’t—Drake felt some of the tension in his shoulders ease a little.  
 
    “Look how calm the water is,” he said.  
 
    Ray didn’t answer; he just walked to the edge of the grass and then pulled his t-shirt and shorts off. Then he stood in his underwear, the early morning sun making his skin appear pasty.  
 
    “A little early for a swim, isn’t it?” Drake asked, eyebrow raised. 
 
    Ray just shrugged. As Drake watched, the boy shuffled forward until his toes dangled on the edge of the bank, and then he dove headfirst. 
 
    Ray’s dive was almost graceful, his pale body piercing water that was as smooth as a sheet of glass. A small burst of bubbles followed his heels, and then Drake was alone. 
 
    He listened to the sound of leaves set in motion by a soft breeze and for the first time in a while, a calm fell over him. Then a squirrel hopped from one branch to another and the spell was broken. 
 
    “Ray?” he shouted, realizing that his friend had been underwater for some time now. “Ray?” 
 
    Drake moved toward the pond, pulling off his shoes as he went. He was in the process of removing his shirt when Ray’s dark head finally surfaced near the other side. 
 
    His friend sucked in a massive gulp of air and then disappeared again. Drake didn’t feel in the mood to swim, but it didn’t look like Ray was coming out anytime soon; he didn’t want to swim, but he didn’t want to get a sunburn, either. 
 
    Drake pulled off his shorts next and stood there in the hot sun sporting only his underwear. He turned his gaze upward and as he waited for black spots to occlude his vision he heard something rustling in the grass at his feet.  
 
    Thinking that it was the turtle, he leaped to his right, but then laughed when he saw that it was only a leaf that had fallen from above. 
 
    You’re such a pussy, Drake told himself, his internal monologue strangely taking on Ray’s voice. 
 
    And with that, Drake cannonballed into the pond. 
 
    The water was as refreshing as it was cloudy; Drake could barely see his own hand in front of his face. Unlike Ray, Drake surfaced quickly, slicking his blond hair back from his face as he did. After clearing the water from his eyes, he was surprised to see that Ray was but three feet from him. 
 
    “The water’s nice, isn’t it?” Ray asked quietly. 
 
    Drake kicked his skinny legs in an eggbeater motion and moved his arms in small circles to keep afloat. 
 
    “Not bad, not bad at all.” 
 
    Ray was only a foot from him now, and Drake was feeling his personal space being invaded. 
 
    “Let’s see who can touch the bottom first,” Ray said with a grin. 
 
    Drake moved backward a foot or two. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    Ray raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “You are a fucking pussy, aren’t you?” 
 
    Drake shrugged. He knew that Ray was only teasing him and that one of these days he would have to stand up for himself and save face.  
 
    But today wasn’t that day. 
 
    “Don’t feel like it,” he said. 
 
    Expecting Ray to insult him again, Drake tensed. But instead, Ray surprised him by saying, “Suit yourself.”  
 
    Before Drake could reply, Ray’s head dipped below the murky surface once more.  
 
    Drake continued to tread water, spinning around to try and predict where his friend would pop up next. He was glancing over his left shoulder when something brushed up against his leg and he immediately tucked his knees to his chest. 
 
    He was sure it was just Ray fucking around with him, but he was taking no chances. Drake kicked his feet until he was lying on his back, and then started a lazy backstroke toward the shore. 
 
    He was nearly there when something touched his leg again, only this time it wasn’t a gentle brush, but a pinch on his heel. Drake startled and then thrashed, thinking that the snapping turtle had grabbed a hold of him. His imagination took over, and he pictured himself being dragged below the surface, the turtle digging deep into its evolutionary roots to enact a reptilian death roll. 
 
    Kicking furiously now, wanting nothing more than to be out of the water, Drake frantically tried to make his way to shore. 
 
    He was almost there when the crown of his head bumped up against something. 
 
    Drake spun around, raising his fists as if he was going to box the turtle, and immediately lowered them again when he saw that it was only Ray. 
 
    “What you scared?” Ray asked. 
 
    Drake opened his mouth to say something, but before he could speak, Ray leaned in close and did the unthinkable. 
 
    He kissed him on the lips. 
 
    “Hey!” Drake shouted, shoving Ray away from him. “What the hell do you think—” 
 
    Ray reached out, and Drake, never a spectacular swimmer, didn’t move back fast enough. The boy’s hands grabbed a fistful of hair and before Drake realized what was happening, he found himself underwater again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Drake flailed, trying desperately to swat Ray’s hands off his head. At the same time, he kicked as hard as he could, but no matter what he did, his face remained submerged. He opened his eyes but couldn’t see anything other than suspended silt and muck. Being underwater for more than thirty seconds now, he started to get disoriented and focused on the hands that gripped his hair. And then he stopped. As deep as he was, Drake realized that Ray must now be underwater as well, and instead of attacking his arms, he swung wildly at where he thought his body was. His fists connected with something hard several times, but the water slowed his punches enough that they did little damage.  
 
    Death roll, he thought unexpectedly, the turtle would do a death roll.  
 
    Just when it felt as if his lungs might explode, Drake decided to do just that. With all of his remaining strength, he twisted his hips and launched into a barrel roll. At first, it felt as if Ray’s grip would hold and that he would drown in the shitty pond at the hands of his best friend. 
 
    But just as he completed one full rotation, Drake felt Ray’s fingers slip out of his hair. Kicking like a madman, Drake broke the surface with the enthusiasm of a baby being born. 
 
    He gasped and spluttered, filthy pond water streaming from his nose and mouth. 
 
    Surprised to discover that he was nearly pressed against the bank, Drake managed to crawl onto the shore, then flip onto his back, just in case Ray was preparing for a second attack. 
 
    Drake’s mind was still working hard, trying to piece together what had happened, trying to figure out why his friend had first kissed him and then tried to drown him. But no thoughts, at least not cognizant, cogent ones, formed. 
 
    His brain’s only function now was to re-oxygenate his tingling hands and feet. 
 
    Ray’s head suddenly emerged from the water not ten feet from shore. And he still had a shit-eating grin on his face. 
 
    “What the fuck!” Drake yelled. “What in—” but a coughing fit overtook him then. As he retched and spat, he was reminded of how Angelina looked that morning, the way her body struggled to expel the phlegm that choked and suffocated her. Drake spewed more water onto the grass beside him.  
 
    And with that, he started to feel close to normal again. 
 
    Normal, but incredibly confused. 
 
    He pushed himself back up the bank, pulling his legs completely out of the water as Ray slowly swam towards the edge. When the boy started to get out of the water himself, Drake shouted.  
 
    “Get away from me! Get—” 
 
    Ray stopped smiling. 
 
    “Relaaaaxxx,” he said. “I was just fucking around, you know that.” 
 
    Drake squinted at his friend. 
 
    Was he? Was he just horsing around? Was it just a joke? 
 
    Drake couldn’t be sure either way, but when his friend flopped down beside him, he was too exhausted to pull away. 
 
    They lay there, both of them in their underwear not three feet from each other, with the sun beating down. 
 
    As the minutes drew on and Drake’s breathing started to regulate, he found himself more preoccupied with what had happened before his head had been shoved underwater than almost drowning.  
 
    “I’m not gay,” Drake said at last. 
 
    He’s just confused, he thought as he waited for Ray to say something. He’s confused, angry, and scared. Shit, I was scared, seeing Angelina that way, and I barely know her. 
 
    He had heard somewhere that people could react in strange ways when confronted with stress. 
 
    That’s what that was, just an outlet for his stress. I would have preferred if it didn’t— 
 
    “I know,” Ray said at last. “I’m not either.” 
 
    Drake tilted his head to look at Ray, but his friend refused to meet his gaze. And yet, Drake believed him. 
 
    Or at the very least, he wanted to believe him. After all, even though they were both virgins, they had shared many a fantasy about Becky and some of their other female classmates. 
 
    The two boys dried in the sun for the better part of an hour in silence, until Drake literally felt his skin starting to burn. 
 
    Thinking that Ray had dozed off, he dressed without saying anything.  
 
    “Did you suffer?” 
 
    Drake, head still stuck inside his t-shirt, froze.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I asked if you suffered when you were underwater.” 
 
    Drake finished putting on his shirt and glared at his friend, whose eyes were locked on his. 
 
    “You okay?” Ray asked. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Drake gawked. 
 
    “What’s wrong with me? First, you kiss me, man, and then you try to drown me. What’s wrong with me? What the fuck is wrong with you?” 
 
    Ray looked away. 
 
    “I was just fucking around, Drake. I told you—I didn’t mean nothin’ by it.” 
 
    “If you say so, but you seriously freaked me out. Do me a favor, Ray, no more ‘fucking around’ this week, okay?” 
 
    Ray’s eyes drifted to the pond, which had grown still again. 
 
    “Of course, you did,” he said so quietly that Drake wasn’t sure he had heard correctly. “Of course, you suffered. We are all suffering.” 
 
    Drake felt anger start to build inside him then and he took two steps toward his friend. Before he reached him, however, Ray bounded to his feet and quickly started to dress. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said. 
 
    The anger sluiced off Drake’s back. There was something wrong with Ray, something different—more different. Things had grown so confusing over the past few hours—even the past day or two—that Drake was having trouble making sense of it all. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “Go where, Ray?” 
 
    Ray turned his back to Drake then and started toward the woods that led to the Reynolds’s farm. 
 
    “Didn’t you see the note my dad left? The squirrels are starting to smell and he wants us to clean them up.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “No fucking way, Ray. I’m not going near those things again. They’re just gross.” 
 
    Drake struggled to catch up with his friend, who was pushing his way through the trees with the ease of a seasoned bushman. 
 
    “I’ll do it then, if you’re too much of a pussy. Dad said he wants them gone before he gets home from work.” 
 
    Drake threw his arms in the air and looked skyward as if pleading for divine intervention. 
 
    Then he literally made the noise of a cartoon character. 
 
    “Arggh. What the fuck is going on with you, Ray?” 
 
    Ray stopped and for an instant, Drake thought that his friend would finally turn around and address him, let him in on whatever was making him act so strangely. 
 
    But then Ray started walking again and Drake had no choice but to follow. 
 
    The woods quickly thinned and Drake soon recognized the worn path in the overgrown grass that led to the driveway, which eventually took them to the Reynolds farm. In the distance, he could see the wooden structure, outlined with a halo from the sun. 
 
    Drake jogged to catch up with his friend. For some reason, Ray, who was typically prone to sauntering, had now decided to try out for the Olympics as a walker. 
 
    “Dad said to bury the squirrels,” he said, “but I’ve got a better idea.” 
 
    “Wow, I’m super stoked. What on Earth are we gonna do? Fry ‘em up and make sandwiches?” Drake shot back. 
 
    Ray, rather predictably, ignored him. 
 
    They made their way toward the barn, and once inside, Ray started inspecting the line shovels that leaned up against the inner wall like lost Pikemen weapons. 
 
    Drake, however, was interested in other things. 
 
    He made his way over to the workbench and reached beneath. He grabbed the white bucket that housed the bottle of Ballantine’s on his first try. Without even looking to Ray, let alone asking his permission, Drake took the cap off and took a giant swig. 
 
    Maybe he’s right, Drake thought. Maybe it is time to man up. After all, they’re only squirrels. And they were suffering. 
 
    Ray’s face when Drake emerged from the water, gasping for air, flashed in his mind. 
 
    Did you suffer? When you were underwater, did you suffer? 
 
    Drake shuddered and sucked back more of the Ballantine’s. It burned his throat something fierce, and it was all he could do not to cough. 
 
    As he was screwing the cap back on, he felt warm breath on his ear and spun around. 
 
    “Wanna offer me some?” Ray asked with a smirk. 
 
    Drake reached out and pushed his friend away. 
 
    “Get away from me, man. I don’t want you to kiss me again.” 
 
    Ray chuckled and snatched the bottle from him. As he drank, he raised the shovel he had chosen; a broad, aluminum one. 
 
    “This is the one.” 
 
    Drake raised an eyebrow. 
 
    He was a city boy, his only adventures in the wild with the two weeks that he came up to the Reynolds farm every summer, but this looked like a snow shovel, not wanted for digging. The end was flat. 
 
    “I thought you said your dad wants us to bury them?” 
 
    Ray chuckled again and took another swig of Ballantine’s. He drank so much this time that his cheeks puffed with the liquid. Drake got some semblance of satisfaction when his friend not only grimaced as he swallowed, but his lips trembled as if he were struggling to hold it down. 
 
    Ray put the cap back on the scotch and then shuddered. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what he said.” 
 
    Drake took the bottle from Ray, put in the bucket, and slid it under the bench. 
 
    “Well? How can you dig with that thing? It’s like for snow, or something.” 
 
    “We’re not,” Ray answered quickly. “I’ve got a better idea.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me, Ray. This is fucking stupid. Fakkking stupid. We swim there, for Christ’s sake.” 
 
    Ray either didn’t care or he was too busy trying to balance all three of the squirrel corpses on the shovel while keeping the maggot-infested corpses far away from him, to hear. 
 
    “Ray, stop. Stop! Dammit, Ray, I said stop!” 
 
    And this time, Ray did stop. 
 
    “What?” he demanded as if Drake’s request wasn’t only annoying, but offensive as well. 
 
    “You’re going to put the corpses in the pond that we just swam in? Do you hear yourself? You do that, and there’s no fucking way in hell that I am going to swim in there again. Ever.” 
 
    “Don’t be such a—” 
 
    “—pussy? Yeah fine, I’m a pussy. Call me a fucking pussy for not wanting to go swimming in water that you just fucking threw rotting, maggot-filled squirrel corpses in.” 
 
    Ray looked at the squirrels then, but Drake couldn’t stomach the sight. He resigned himself to waiting for his friend to answer. 
 
    When he did, it was wholly unsatisfying. 
 
    “They were suffering, Drake. I put them—” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it—hello—they were suffering. But why don’t we just bury them, like your dad said. Shit, the Earth is probably suffering, too, all that goddamn acid rain and pollution. Let’s just bury them.” 
 
    Ray looked perplexed and chewed the inside of his lip. 
 
    “The Earth can’t suffer, Drake. Only things that can feel can suffer.” 
 
    Drake threw his arms up then, his frustration coming to a head. 
 
    “Holy shit, when did you become fucking Aristotle?” 
 
    Ray shrugged. 
 
    “There are turtles that live in the pond, and they’re suffering, too. What do you think happens when days go by and they can’t find any food in that murky water? What do you think they’re doing? Having a fucking party? They’re suffering. And these squirrels can feed them.” 
 
    Drake made the cartoon sound again and ground his teeth so tightly that his jaw started to ache. 
 
    “Fine. Do whatever you want, Ray. We know that you were going to, anyways. But I’m telling you, you put the squirrels in the pond and I’m not going swimming in there ever again. That’s a promise.” 
 
    And with that, Drake turned and headed down the dirt driveway. 
 
    “Where you going? Drake, where you going?” Ray hollered after him. 
 
    Drake just waved a hand behind him and didn’t look. 
 
    “Don’t go inside! Don’t go inside! Don’t bother my mom!” 
 
    Drake put a hand behind his back and raised his middle finger as he continued toward the farm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Drake stomped off with his head hung low, but as he neared the barn, a glimmer of reflected light caught his eye.  
 
    “What the hell?” he muttered. 
 
    Mr. Reynolds’s truck was parked in the driveway. Drake had never known John to be home early for dinner, let alone before noon. The man even worked weekends and holidays.  
 
    Remembering what had happened that morning with Angelina, Drake suddenly felt uncomfortable. He glanced back the way he had come, hoping to see Ray bounding through the woods. If he saw Ray, he thought he would go to him then, irrespective of what his plan was with the squirrels—short of eating them, of course. John was a nice enough man, but like Ray, he had started to change with Angelina’s deteriorating condition. 
 
    Last night had been somewhat of an anomaly; Mr. Reynolds’s demeanor had degenerated to something close to sullen apathy, and the normally gregarious man had become an introvert, not unlike his son. 
 
    But Ray was nowhere to be found, and the last thing Drake wanted to do was to head into the woods and risk being either spooked or accosted by the boy again. 
 
    Drake tucked his hands into his shorts pockets and hurried up to the truck. He was further surprised to see that the door was slightly ajar and the dome light was still on. Drake looked around as he approached, trying to see if John was nearby, thinking that maybe the man had forgotten something for work and had just popped inside. 
 
    But Drake didn’t see him anywhere. 
 
    Noting that the keys weren’t in the ignition, he shut the truck door. As soon as it clicked closed, he heard a voice from somewhere behind him. 
 
    “Come here a second, Drake.” 
 
    Drake turned to see John standing in the doorway of the barn. The man’s eyes were red, and his nose was dripping.  
 
    He had clearly been crying. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Drake asked. 
 
    John tilted his head and asked Drake to come to him a second time. 
 
    Drake’s eyes drifted to Mr. Reynolds’s hand; the man’s calloused fingers were clutching the bottle of Ballantine’s.  
 
    “I didn’t—I mean… I didn’t have any,” he stammered. 
 
    A smirk found its way onto John’s face, and Drake was reminded of Ray’s expression back in the pond. 
 
    “I know you boys have a little now and then, it’s no big deal. I did much worse when I was a kid.” 
 
    Drake was about to deny this again, but he knew that his efforts would just be wasted. It was clear that John had made up his mind already, and at this point, it didn’t matter whether they had or hadn’t. 
 
    John unscrewed the cap and held the bottle out to Drake. 
 
    “You want some? Come on, you can have some.” 
 
    Drake hesitantly took a few steps forward, staring at the man as he did, trying to gauge his intentions. 
 
    As he approached, Drake could smell the stench of alcohol coming off of Mr. Reynolds in waves. He and Ray couldn’t have been gone for more than ten minutes, which meant that John had either been pounding that bottle of Ballantine’s or he had started earlier.  
 
    “Ray’s just getting rid of the squirrels, like you said.” 
 
    Drake slowed even further, trying to piece together exactly what was going on. And as he did, the jovial expression on John’s face suddenly changed. 
 
    And Drake didn’t like this change. He looked… mean. 
 
    “I’m not talking to Ray,” the man said, his voice dropping an octave. “I’m talking to you, boy.” 
 
    Drake stopped completely. 
 
    “That’s all right, Mr. Reynolds,” Drake said. “I don’t want any.” 
 
    “I think you should have some anyway,” John said with a sneer. 
 
    Drake didn’t much care for the man’s tone, didn’t care for any of this, in fact. 
 
    “I’m fine, Mr. Reynolds,” he said, trying to stop his lower lip from trembling. He hooked a thumb over his shoulder and started to turn in that direction. 
 
    “I’m gonna—” 
 
    “No, I think you’re going to stay with me,” John said. Before Drake could reply, the man leaned away from the barn door, and this was the first time that Drake saw that his other hand, his left hand, was wrapped around the barrel of the BB gun. “I think you’re going to come with me and do exactly what I say.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Drake’s mouth was suddenly very dry and he tensed, preparing to run. He wasn’t sure what John was planning to do and didn’t know how accurate he was with a BB gun, but there was no way in hell he was going into that barn. 
 
    “Don’t be scared,” John said, slowly raising the gun. “Ray said you were a pussy, but he was scared, too, at first—” 
 
    “Dad? What are you doing home?” 
 
    Drake whipped around to see Ray approaching, shovel in hand. When he turned back to face John, the man had lowered the gun to the ground. 
 
    “Took the day off today, thought maybe I could teach you guys to shoot.” He raised the bottle of Ballantine’s to Ray, who looked at it with a curious expression. “You want a drink?” 
 
    Ray put the shovel back in the garage. 
 
    “No, I’m okay,” he said. 
 
    John shrugged and took a sip of scotch. Then he set it on the ground and raised the gun. Drake instinctively flinched, but instead of aiming at him as he thought he might, John cracked the barrel. 
 
    “Not loaded. Ray, will you get the BBs from the shelf?” John asked, keeping his eyes locked on Drake as he spoke. 
 
    “Sure,” Ray replied, and moved to the workbench at the back of the barn. 
 
    John didn’t say anything during this time, and neither did Drake.  
 
    I imagined it. He’s just drunk and I imagined it. 
 
    “Got them,” Ray said, shaking the box of BBs. 
 
    “Good,” John replied, tucking the rifle under his arm. “Now boys, today I’m going to turn you both into men.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “In the Army, they tell you to wait between heartbeats to shoot. But here, the only thing you have to do is be quiet, be still, and be confident,” John said as he brought the gun to his chin. The three of them were lying on the grass just by the edge of the forest. John had the barrel trained on a small group of grazing rabbits. 
 
    There were four of them, three large ones, their hair the color of straw, and one smaller rabbit that was nearly white. 
 
    Drake didn’t want to be here. He didn’t want to be here any more than he wanted to go into the barn with John, or listen to Angelina’s breathing apparatus for another night. 
 
    What he wanted was to be home with his brother and dad.  
 
    Drake glanced over at John, who was squinting with one eye and looking down the barrel with the other. His mouth was open slightly and Drake could hear him breathing softly. 
 
    Please miss, Drake thought. 
 
    Just as John’s finger tensed on the trigger, he unexpectedly pulled the gun away from his face and pointed the butt at Drake. 
 
    “You take the shot, Drake.” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “No, I’m okay.” 
 
    John smirked. 
 
    “Come on, take the shot. I’ll make a man of you yet.” 
 
    Drake swallowed hard and shook his head again. 
 
    John’s smirk became a grimace and he aggressively swiveled the gun to Ray next. 
 
    “Fine. Ray, you do it.” 
 
    Ray didn’t hesitate. He took the gun, put the butt against his shoulder, and took aim. 
 
    Like his father, Ray closed one eye, but instead of his mouth hanging open, he pressed his lips together tightly. Even with the gun stock blocking most of his face, Drake was again taken by Ray’s strange expression. 
 
    An expression that he was becoming familiar with, and it was one that he had quickly grown to dislike. 
 
    Drake leaned close to his friend and whispered what he hoped was just loud enough for him to hear. 
 
    “Don’t do it, Ray. Please, come on, don’t do it.” 
 
    Ray ignored him. 
 
    “Ray, come on.” 
 
    Drake spoke a little louder this time and John glared at him. 
 
    A split second before Ray pulled the trigger, Drake leaned in close and said, “Ray, you don’t have to do this.” 
 
    The shot rang out and the rabbits scattered. 
 
    “Fuck,” John swore, still glaring at Drake. “You missed.” 
 
    Relief washed over him. But as he watched the rabbits scamper away, Drake realized that the fourth, the smaller one, was struggling to keep up with the others. 
 
    “Or… maybe not,” John offered. 
 
    Drake looked over at Ray and was surprised by his angry expression. 
 
    “You made me miss,” he said. 
 
    John got to his feet and ran towards the wounded animal. 
 
    “You didn’t miss, not completely,” he said, sounding almost giddy.  
 
    Ray cracked the gun barrel and hurried after his father, and Drake followed. 
 
    The BB had struck the small rabbit just above the rear leg. While initially it had scattered with the sound of the shot, it had slowed by the time John got to it. When Drake arrived, the rabbit was hopping in a small circle on one leg. A thin trickle of blood seeped from the wound, and there was a strange hissing sound coming from the hole. 
 
    “I would’ve got him in the head,” Ray said quietly.  
 
    Drake watched in horror as the rabbit’s movements stopped entirely and it collapsed onto one side. The hissing sound, he realized, was air coming from its punctured lung. 
 
    John took three steps to his right and grabbed a rock roughly the size of a softball from the grass. 
 
    Shit, I can’t watch, Drake thought. I can’t watch this. 
 
    He squeezed his eyes tight, but didn’t hear a grunt of exertion, the crack of a skull. 
 
    Drake opened one eye and realized that both Ray and John were staring at him. 
 
    “You do it,” John said, holding the rock out to him. 
 
    “W-w-what?” Drake stammered. 
 
    “You do it,” John reiterated. “You made this mess, you put the rabbit out of its misery. End its suffering.” 
 
    Drake felt sweat break out on his brow and he looked to his friend for support. Ray’s face was blank. 
 
    “No, no way—I’m not going to do that.”  
 
    Drake took a step backward as he spoke, but John followed his movements. He thought about running again, but just as the idea formulated in his mind, John reached out and grabbed his hand. He squeezed his fingers so tightly that they went white.  
 
    Then he slammed the rock against his palm. 
 
    “You made the mess, so you do it,” John ordered, his eyes red and raw. “You can use the rock or the gun. Your choice.” 
 
    “No, I won’t,” Drake said, trying to drop the stone. John squeezed his hand so tight that he was unable to. “Let go of me.” 
 
    “Do it, Drake. Put the animal out of his misery,” Ray pleaded. Now he looked scared, too. “Just do as he says.” 
 
    Drake shook his head and tried to pull away, but John’s grip was like a vice. 
 
    “No, I won’t do it. I won’t. This is crazy. Let me go.” 
 
    But John wouldn’t let him go. He yanked Drake’s arm so hard, that he almost fell on top of the dying rabbit. 
 
    Drake lost it. 
 
    “Stop!” He shouted. “Leave me alone! I want to go home!”  
 
    Tears started to stream down his cheeks.  
 
    “I’ll do it,” Ray said quietly, but John didn’t seem to hear. “Dad, let him go, I said I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Do it, boy, I’ll make a man out of you, yet,” John hissed so close to Drake that his sour, alcohol breath made him gag. 
 
    “Let me,” Ray repeated. He gently reached out and put a hand on his father’s shoulder. John suddenly released his grip on Drake, and he dropped the rock. 
 
     As Drake stepped back, Ray quickly reached down and picked up the rock. Drake’s vision was so blurry from sobbing, that he barely recognized his friend as he raised the rock high above his head.  
 
    This time when Drake closed his eyes, he heard a whoosh of air, followed by a sickening, wet thud. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    This time, Drake didn’t eat anything at all for dinner. 
 
    Even John Reynolds’s appetite, previously insatiable, seemed to have dampened, and he spent most of the time chasing peas around his plate and sipping beer. Only Ray seemed unaffected by the day’s events and ate with his typical enthusiasm. 
 
    Drake had phoned his father immediately after getting back to the farm, but to his dismay, the man was tied up with work and couldn’t come until the weekend. Which meant that Drake was stuck with the Reynolds for at least two more days. His intention had been to tell his dad everything, but when he put the phone to his ear, he was at a loss for words. 
 
    What exactly did happen? he wondered. The problem lay in the fact that when he tried to verbalize the day’s events, they didn’t really seem all that strange. Sure, Mr. Reynolds had offered him a drink and had taken him hunting for rabbit even though Drake wasn’t keen. And then, when they had winged the animal, it was only normal, empathetic, even, to put it out of its misery.  
 
    He could almost hear his dad’s voice in his head. 
 
    I thought that’s why you liked going up there to the farm? To get out of the city and do outdoorsy stuff. 
 
    And at face value, that was exactly what had happened. 
 
    Only it was more than that. 
 
    It was the pervasive feeling underlying the actual activities, the sense of dread that gripped Drake’s insides as if his ribs were suddenly too small to contain his organs. 
 
    He couldn’t exactly say that to his father, though. The man would probably laugh at him, tell him that he was being silly, all the while thinking that Drake should be more like his brother. 
 
    In the end, Drake had settled on telling his father that he wasn’t feeling well, which, based on the perpetual knot that gripped his stomach, wasn’t a lie, not really. 
 
    Drake heard an audible click, followed by a whoosh from upstairs. Only this time, he thought he heard something else, too, a sound between the cycles of forced air. 
 
    A moan. Soft, mewing, but also haunting.  
 
    Thinking that he had just imagined it, Drake blocked out the sound of Mr. Reynolds’s fork scraping across his plate and listened again. 
 
    There. There it is. 
 
    He glanced over at Ray and noticed that his friend had stopped mid-chew. 
 
    He heard it, too. 
 
    During the next cycle, the moan was louder and impossible to ignore this time. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” John said, his words slurred. “Doctor says that she’s jes trying to empty her lungs.” 
 
    It didn’t sound to Drake like she was trying to empty her lungs. It sounded to Drake like Angelina Reynolds was in intense pain. 
 
    “She’s suffering,” Ray whispered under his breath. 
 
    “What?” John snapped.  
 
    Ray lowered his gaze and shook his head. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Just leave her alone. I don’t want you boys messing around with her. She needs her sleep.” 
 
    John, visibly upset now, took his plate to the sink and tossed it in. Then he walked over to the family room and switched on the TV without saying another word. 
 
    Even with the baseball game on in the background, Drake could still clearly hear the sequence of sounds: click, whoosh, moan.  
 
    And every time he heard the whoosh, knowing what would follow, his entire body clenched.  
 
    Although he wasn’t hungry, Drake found himself dehydrated and his mouth was parched. He also needed to do something to occupy his time and his mind. Drake downed an entire glass of water in just three gulps. When he was done, he looked at Ray and opened his mouth to say something, only to quickly close it again.  
 
    For once, Drake had no idea what to say.  
 
    Instead, he stood and walked his plate over to the counter and said it down gently. 
 
    Making his way back to the table, he finally found his tongue. 
 
    “I think I’m just going to go to bed,” he told Ray in a soft voice. 
 
    He expected his friend to complain, to comment that it wasn’t even eight yet, maybe even call him a pussy again, but he didn’t. And this was somehow worse. Ray just nodded and went back to finishing his meal.  
 
    Drake sneaked behind the couch without even looking at John. As he made his way to the stairs, he thought he could pick out the man’s slow, rhythmic breathing, and considered that maybe he had passed out already.  
 
    Two days, Drake thought. Two days and I’ll be out of here. Away from this… whatever this is.  
 
    For a moment, Drake considered asking Ray if he wanted to come with him, if he needed to take a break from everything. And he also wondered what his dad would say.  
 
    Probably not, but I’ll ask. It can’t hurt to ask. 
 
    Drake put a foot on the landing and peered upwards.  
 
    Click, whoosh, moan. 
 
    He tensed and then started up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Drake awoke to the sound of shuffling feet. He hadn’t expected to fall asleep given how early he’d gone to bed, but evidently, he had. The good news was that the headache that had been bothering him all day was gone. The bad news was that so was Ray. And his throat… he was so parched it was unbelievable. 
 
    Ray’s sleepwalking again, Drake thought, trying hard to swallow. What the hell? Am I allergic to something?  
 
    If nothing else, his constricted throat served as a welcome distraction to other, more ominous thoughts that threatened to overwhelm him.  
 
    Weeds or… rabbit, maybe? It could be rabbit. Mom’s allergic to rodents and a rabbit is a rodent, isn’t it? 
 
    Drake rubbed eyes and found them surprisingly puffy. After stifling a dry cough, he stood and quietly made his way to the door. 
 
    Rabbits. Definitely allergic to rabbits. To killing rabbits, that’s for sure. Maybe their fur, though. 
 
    He could still hear Angelina’s respirator, but now the sound was punctuated by John’s loud snoring from the family room below. 
 
    Something’s not right, Drake thought unexpectedly as he stepped into the hallway. Shaking his head, he tried to push this nonsense aside and think of his potential allergy again, but the word ‘rabbit’ now conjured images of blood and brains and hissing wounds… 
 
    Still struggling to swallow, he rubbed his eyes and stared ahead. 
 
    The door to Angelina’s room was open again, and even from more than a dozen feet away, he recognized Ray’s shape hovering over. 
 
    No, come on. Not again. I just want to sleep for two days until dad— 
 
    Drake brought a hand to his mouth and stifled another cough. 
 
    Two more steps and he realized that something was different about his friend. He was by the head of Angelina’s bed again, but it must have been earlier than yesterday, as the moonlight shone directly on his pale body. 
 
    And he was naked. Completely naked. 
 
    “What the fuck?” He whispered. 
 
    Drake slowly crept toward his friend, realizing that the only thing that made sense in this scenario was that Ray was sleepwalking again. 
 
    He had to be sleepwalking.  
 
    As Drake watched, Ray took a drag from a cigarette, then put it to his mother’s pale lips.  
 
    This is fucked up, he thought, gritting his teeth. I gotta wake him this time. I have to. I have to get him—and me—the fuck out of here. 
 
    Drake strode toward his friend, trying to take in the scene. 
 
    Angelina was on her back, the mask pulled down to her chest. Once again, the machines that helped her breath had been unplugged. On the bedside table was a tall glass of water, beads of condensation coating the glass. 
 
    Seeing that water, Drake struggled to swallow again and then ran his tongue across tacky lips. 
 
    Beside the glass was not one half-empty bottle of pills as there had been yesterday, but five or six containers that appeared mostly full.  
 
    No longer giving a shit about the myth of waking someone who was sleepwalking, Drake reached out and gently laid a hand on Ray’s shoulder. 
 
    The boy’s skin was so cold that he reflexively drew back and gasped. 
 
    Ray turned to him then, bringing the cigarette to his mouth as he did. 
 
    There was a hollowness to his eyes, but this wasn’t due to his transient state; in fact, it was apparent that Ray wasn’t sleepwalking. 
 
    He was just empty. 
 
    “Ray?” Drake whispered. “Ray, you okay? What are you doing?” 
 
    Ray took another large drag of the cigarette before answering. 
 
    “Go back to bed, Drake.” 
 
    Drake tried to reply, but another coughing fit took him then. His eyes flicked to the glass of water on the bedside table.  
 
    “Have some,” Ray offered. 
 
    Drake wanted to say, No, I’m alright, we just need to get you out of here, but his throat was so constricted that he couldn’t manage anything more than a croak. He reluctantly grabbed the glass and took a tentative sip. The water felt so good in his mouth that he nearly gasped. Unable to stop himself, he took a huge gulp and swallowed. 
 
    “Shit,” he said, putting the glass back on the table. Then he looked up at Ray. “Why are you naked? And why are you giving her a cigarette? You know what the doctor said and what John—” 
 
    Ray interrupted, his voice as calm as it had ever been. 
 
    “The woman is suffering, Drake, and all she wants is a cigarette.” 
 
    Drake’s face twisted. 
 
    “What are you saying, Ray? What do you mean ‘the woman’? That’s your mother, for Christ’s sake. You can’t give her a—” 
 
    “Go back to bed, Drake,” Ray repeated. It was only then that Drake noticed the BB gun at his friend’s side. 
 
    Drake took a step backward. 
 
    “Ray? What’s going on? What’s happening to you? What’s happened to us?” 
 
    Staring into his friend’s hollow eyes, Drake suddenly felt dizzy and had to brace himself against the wall. He wasn’t sure if this was a symptom of his newly diagnosed allergy or if his anxiety had just raised its ugly head again. Whatever it was, he felt a cold sweat break out all over his body. 
 
    “Go to bed,” Ray said again. His words were drawn out, and Drake shook his head, trying to focus. 
 
    It didn’t work. If anything, it only made things worse. The scene before him started to blur, and Drake stumbled into the hallway. 
 
    “Wwwwhaat’s happennnning,” he moaned. His blinks were slowing, and he found that he had to keep a hand on the wall as he moved back to his bedroom to prevent from falling. “Whhhhat’rre you doooinnng, Rrrrrray?” 
 
    His neck flopped and he literally stumbled and then collapsed into his bed. He didn’t want to sleep now; he wanted to get Ray out of his mother’s room, but the urge to sleep, to just shut his eyes and allow the warm blanket of unconsciousness to tuck him in, was too great to resist. 
 
    “Whaaaat’sssss—” 
 
    Drake passed out mid-sentence, and yet part of his mind remained active just long enough to pick up on his friend’s words as they echoed up and down the hallway.  
 
    “We’re all suffering… we’re all suffering… we’re all suffering…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    The sun beat down on Drake’s body and yet when he finally managed to open his eyes, he discovered that he was shivering. 
 
    With a groan, he managed to pull his aching body into a seated position. His throat was raw and his eyes were swollen to the point of barely being able to open. And his head… his head pounded. 
 
    “Unghh,” he moaned, rubbing his temples. This helped a little and as his headache eased, a patchwork of memories came flooding back. 
 
    He remembered needing water, being incredibly thirsty, and his friend helping his mother smoke again. He remembered orange medicine containers. John’s snoring. 
 
    But that was about it. 
 
    Drake continued to massage his temples, trying to cajole his headache into submission. Part of him felt as if he was going mad, as if he’d lost his mind.  
 
    Just over a week ago when he had arrived at the Reynolds farm, Drake had been looking forward to spending time with his friend and exploring the wilderness, doing the things that teenage boys did: smoke cigarettes, swim, have a few drinks, scan the pages of Hustler, get a sunburn.  
 
    He had never expected to see the squirrels, their tiny, ravaged bodies, which was when all of this craziness seemed to begin. 
 
    Wincing after another dry swallow, Drake rose to his feet. He staggered and braced himself on the bedside table for a moment until the dizzy spell passed.  
 
    “I don’t feel that good, Ray,” he said. But Ray wasn’t in his bed. “Ray? Where are you?” 
 
    Speaking made his head hurt even more, so Drake clammed up and listened.  
 
    He heard nothing.  
 
    That’s odd. 
 
    Drake listened even more closely, trying to hear over the sound of the blood rushing in his ears. 
 
    Nothing; he heard nothing at all. Normally, this would have been relaxing, a relief even, but there was always sound in the Reynolds farm. 
 
    Angelina! His mind suddenly cried.  
 
    Drake stepped into the hallway and then moved as quickly as his unstable limbs could carry him to Angelina’s room. 
 
    When he looked inside, his breath hitched and his heart seemed to skip several beats in a row, bringing on another dizzy spell. 
 
    The woman’s bed was empty.  
 
    The sheets had been heaped on the floor, and the machines were all dark. The accordion respirator had sung its final lullaby.  
 
    And then there were the pill containers; there were at least six of them, Drake saw, half of which were on the floor, while the others were lying on their sides on the table. 
 
    They were all empty.  
 
    Fear vanquished Drake’s headache and he hurried down the stairs, taking them two at a time. His foot slipped on the final rung, and he stumbled forward.   He braced himself against the back of the couch to avoid cracking his swollen head off the floor. 
 
    “Fuck,” he swore, pulling himself to his feet again. He was about to make his way to the kitchen when something caught his eye. 
 
    The couch; it too, like Angelina’s bed upstairs, was empty.  
 
    And yet, he distinctly remembered John Reynolds lying on it the night before, his eyes and chin pointed to the ceiling, his snoring loud and labored. 
 
    Drake’s fear was palpable now. 
 
    Where is everybody?  
 
    “Ray? Ray, where are you? John? Angelina? Anyone?” 
 
    Desperate now, his mind trying to make sense of what was going on, his eyes flicked about the farmhouse. 
 
    She was feeling better Angelina was feeling okay today so they decided to go outside to do a little gardening to get fresh air because it smells stale inside and John took the day off work again and I overslept and they didn’t want to wake me and I understand 
 
    Drake made his way toward the front door and then stepped outside. The sun was impossibly bright. Drake would have squinted, but his puffy eyes were barely open as it was. He scanned the driveway first and saw that John’s truck was still parked awkwardly as it had been yesterday. The barn door was also still open, but it appeared empty. 
 
    It’s been so long since Angelina has been outside that she wanted to go for a walk to pick some nice flowers that would look good on the kitchen table and then maybe 
 
    Drake staggered across the dirt path, nearly tripping over the empty bottle of Ballantine’s. Without thinking, he eventually found himself at the edge of the forest.  
 
    Angelina wanted to go for a swim and the water is nice and cool she was overheating because the blankets were too hot and the machines generated to much heat all that electricity was giving her a headache 
 
    Sticks and stray branches scratched Drake’s bare chest as he made his way through the forest. At one point, his toe snagged on a rock and he twisted his ankle something fierce, but he continued onward, driven by equal parts desperation and confusion. 
 
    After less than five minutes, the forest thinned, and just a few minutes after that it opened up to the pond. 
 
    “No,” he gasped, feeling his shoulders fold inward. 
 
    They weren’t there.  
 
    Ray wasn’t there.  
 
    John wasn’t there.  
 
    Angelina wasn’t there. 
 
    It was only Drake and—he spotted something white on the grass and walked over to it—a skull. 
 
    About the size of a walnut, it had been completely cleaned and bleached by the sun. It could have been from any animal—a rabbit, a small fox, a groundhog, a chipmunk—but it wasn’t. 
 
    It was the skull of one of the squirrels Ray had thrown in the water. 
 
    Drake started to sob, a reaction so sudden and visceral that he barely noticed as a head of dark hair surfaced on the other side of the pond.  
 
    Wiping the tears away, he watched as his friend used his elbows to pull himself onto the bank with considerable effort. Then Ray rolled onto his back and closed his eyes, his narrow chest heaving.  
 
    Drake struggled to swallow as he made his way over to his friend. As he neared, he realized that Ray’s eyes were still closed and considered the possibility that he was sleeping. 
 
    That maybe, just maybe, he was still sleepwalking. 
 
    “Ray? Are you okay?” Drake sobbed. “What happened? Where is everybody?” 
 
    Ray’s eyes slowly opened and he turned his head to look at Drake. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he replied in a monotone voice. 
 
    “But… but where’s your mom?” Drake asked, picturing the empty medicine containers strewn about her room. “Where’s John? Where’s Angelina, Ray? What happened to everyone…” 
 
    Ray’s eyes slowly closed and he moved his head back to the center, his skin slowly drying in the hot sun. 
 
    “They won’t suffer anymore,” Ray Reynolds said quietly. “Mom and Dad won’t suffer anymore.” 
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 Chapter 16 
 
    “You must have felt that one.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think—” Drake’s eyes suddenly bulged. “Yeah! Yeah, I felt that! For sure, it’s a boy!” 
 
    He removed his hand from Jasmine’s belly and then pressed his ear against it.  
 
    “That was—there it is again! I felt him kick!” 
 
    Jasmine leaned back against the couch and laughed. 
 
    Drake couldn’t help but chuckle himself. He turned his eyes up to her pretty face then, and the smile on his lips held. There was pure joy in Jasmine’s eyes, and after all that had happened, it made Drake feel pretty damn good. He had no idea how to be a father, hadn’t a clue how to be, well, whatever he was to Jasmine, and definitely was at a loss when it came to Suzan. In fact, the only thing that Drake knew for certain, was that for the first time in forever, he felt happy.  
 
    The news that Jasmine was pregnant with his child had been more than shocking, and was further complicated by his feelings for Chase Adams. But now that Chase was out of the picture, that she had since moved on to greener pastures, he had had time to focus. And after a few weeks of heavy thinking and heavier drinking, Drake did the honorable thing. He did what he always did, or at least what he continually tried to do: the right thing. 
 
    Which was why he found himself here, living with Jasmine and looking after her as she looked after their child. And now, six months along, the fruits of both their labors were playing dividends. 
 
    And it was also Jasmine herself. Drake liked Jasmine. Liked her a lot. 
 
    “There it is again!” he shouted, not bothering to temper his excitement. 
 
    He slid his face up higher on Jasmine stomach, chasing the sound, and she winced. 
 
    “I hope you shave that stuff off your face before the baby’s born,” Jasmine said as she reached down and scratched Drake’s beard. 
 
    Drake pulled his head away from Jasmine’s stomach, and looked up at her.  
 
    “What? You don’t like it? I think it’s growing on me.” 
 
    Jasmine shook her head. 
 
    “Oh, Damien Drake, to think that all this time I thought you were just a depressed alcoholic with PTSD. Who wouldathunk that there was a budding comedian buried deep inside?” 
 
    Drake could only shake his head. Over the past few months, he had grown accustomed to her dry—no, dry wasn’t the word—desiccated sense of humor, but it still caught him off guard every once in a while.  
 
    He sat and stretched his legs. After a marathon Netflix session, he felt the urge to move.  
 
    “You think Suzan’s gonna come by?” 
 
    Jasmine shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t think so. Exams and all that.” 
 
    Although his relationship with Suzan would never be perfect, nor did he have any desire to replace her late father, the young woman’s stance on Drake had clearly softened since the fire. 
 
    Saving someone’s life was a good way to get them to like you, Drake had learned.  
 
    “I can talk to Beckett, see if—” 
 
    Jasmine shook her head. 
 
    “No, you won’t. Just let her—” 
 
    Drake’s cell phone buzzed, cutting off Jasmine mid-sentence. 
 
    “Hold that thought,” he said as he picked up his phone. The number was unlisted, and he hesitated before answering.  
 
    It had been some time since he had last received a call from an unlisted number, and it would be a lie to say that it didn’t excite him a little. He’d taken some time off from Triple D, putting Screech in charge after returning from the Virgin Gorda, and while he enjoyed the down time, a little excitement never hurt anyone. 
 
    Much to Jasmine’s displeasure, he answered it. 
 
    “Hello? Drake here.” 
 
    All he heard was breathing. 
 
    “Hello? Who’s this?” 
 
    Drake was about to hang up when a voice that sounded familiar, but one that he couldn’t quite place, spoke up.  
 
    “He’s back, Drake.” 
 
    Drake, who was making his way toward the kitchen, stopped cold. 
 
    “Who is this? Who’s back?” 
 
    From the family room, Jasmine asked if everything was alright, but he ignored her.  
 
    “Drake… The Skeleton King, he’s back.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Sergeant Henry Yasiv somehow managed to collect himself after hanging up the phone. He hadn’t been part of 62nd precinct when the Skeleton King had first started terrorizing the city, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t well versed in what had happened. 
 
    Seven bodies in seven days… each with the finger bone of the next victim cemented to their skulls. The final victim sporting a complete crown of bones.  
 
    And the eighth… Clay Cuthbert was the eighth victim.  
 
    Yasiv swallowed hard. 
 
    But Peter Kellington… Peter Kellington was the Skeleton King, and he’s rotting in the ground. 
 
    Which meant that the body laid out on the pool table was the work of a copycat. 
 
    Yasiv took a heavy drag of his cigarette, and then pinched the bridge of his nose. 
 
    Body… it’s not just a body. It’s fucking Detective Simmons. Christ, Yasiv, it’s one of your men. 
 
    He shuddered and it was all he could do to fight back tears. Instead of crying, Yasiv pulled hard on his cigarette, so hard that he got head buzz.  
 
    He had first worked with Detective Simmons way back on the Butterfly Killer case, and while Yasiv fell short of calling the man his friend, he had helped him cut his teeth in the business. It had been Simmons, in fact, who had suggested that he apply for Sergeant after Chase Adams vacated the post.  
 
    Yasiv had chuckled at the prospect, but with continued ‘encouragement’ he had reluctantly applied. He didn’t have the experience, he didn’t have the influence, and he definitely lacked the high-profile clout of some of the other applicants.  
 
    Which was why, after a series of interviews, when he’d been offered the job, he thought it was all a joke, a fucked up reality TV series; LIVE PD, Punk’d version. 
 
    But Simmons’s skeleton in the house behind him was no joke.  
 
    In the distance, Yasiv saw a cream-colored Crown Vic try to weave through the police barricade. A uniformed officer stepped in front of the vehicle, and there was a heated exchange of sorts. Yasiv flicked the cigarette butt and hurried down the steps. 
 
    “Let him through,” he shouted. “Let him through! Come on!” 
 
    The officer glanced at him and Yasiv nodded. Satisfied, the policeman took one step back and the Crown Vic lurched forward, nearly clipping him on the way by. The car eventually screeched to a halt at the bottom of the stairs and Drake leaped out.  
 
    His eyes were blazing, and his mouth, partially hidden by a beard, was twisted into a sneer. 
 
    “This better not be some kind of sick joke, Henry. Because if it is, I swear to God—” 
 
    Sergeant Yasiv took a cautious step back up the stairs. 
 
    “I wish… fuck, I wish this was a joke, Drake.” 
 
    Drake’s face twisted then, and Yasiv knew that the man, short-tempered on his best day, was primed to blow at any moment. 
 
    Yasiv sighed, and Drake surprised him by reaching over and laying a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “We… we’re going to need you on this one, Drake.” 
 
    Drake’s hand slipped away and he hurried up the steps and into the house. 
 
    Sergeant Henry Yasiv followed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    “Simmons,” Drake muttered as he made his way toward the back of the house. “You’re sure it’s him? You’re sure it’s Simmons?” 
 
    “We can’t be a hundred percent sure,” Yasiv replied hesitantly. “He’s just bones, Drake. But it’s his belt, I’m positive of that. And no one can get a hold of him.” 
 
    Drake clenched his jaw. 
 
    He couldn’t believe it; he couldn’t believe that after all this time, the Skeleton King had returned. 
 
    Everything had been going so well, everything was falling into place. 
 
    For once in his life, Drake was actually happy. 
 
    And now this. 
 
    He felt the inside of his sport coat pocket, his fingers tracing the familiar outline of the mickey. He had sipped on it on the way over from Jasmine’s, but now, being at the scene and confirming that it wasn’t a gag, he wished he had sampled more. 
 
    Drake just couldn’t believe that the King was back, despite how adamant he’d been that Peter Kellington was not their guy.  
 
    Time seemed to slow as Drake approached the pool table, and the people that surrounded it, the men in the white suits that hovered over the skeleton, suddenly faded into the background. After a few moments, it was only him, Damien Drake, and the skeleton. 
 
    He was suddenly transported back in time, to when he’d discovered the King’s penultimate victim before Clay Cuthbert, the one who they had never been able to identify. That skeleton had six finger bones cemented to his skull, with space for just one more. 
 
    Space for Clay Cuthbert’s finger. After finding nothing, not a shred of evidence at the other crime scenes, they’d lucked out and found a hair stuck to the femur of the seventh victim. A hair that belonged to Peter Kellington. This had been enough to secure a wiretap, which had led to a search warrant.  
 
    And then it had all culminated on that rainy night, in Clay’s death, in Drake shooting and killing Peter Kellington on the stairs of his home. 
 
    But there was more to it… there was someone else there, Drake recalled. A dark shadow in the doorway, someone who had rolled the bone between his legs, distracting him just long enough for Peter to shoot Clay. 
 
    The same bone that had been lost in evidence, but had somehow made its way back into Drake’s possession. 
 
    But then I lost the damn thing while doing Ken Smith’s dirty work.  
 
    Drake leaned over the skull, marveling in morbid fascination at the smoothness of it, the fact that it was completely devoid of flesh or sinew, as if it had been lying on the table for a hundred years instead of just several hours. 
 
    Drake shook his head, and the people around the pool table reappeared.  
 
    “Whose place is this? It can’t be Simmons’s.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv cleared his throat before answering. It was clear that the new sergeant was having a rough go of this. Drake didn’t blame him; he knew what it was like to lose a partner, someone close to him, a fellow brother in blue. 
 
    “No, this isn’t his address. As far as I can tell, no one lives here; it’s been staged. I’ve already got a couple of guys trying to track down the owner, but it might take some time. It appears that it’s owned by a holdings company of some sort and not an individual. ANGUIS Holdings, I think.” 
 
    Drake nodded as he observed the expensive looking light fixtures, the gilded frames surrounding oil paintings. The hardwood floor, the solid oak pool table. 
 
    “What about Dunbar? Dunbar can figure out—” 
 
    “Dunbar’s right beside you,” Yasiv informed him. 
 
    Drake, eyebrow raised, turned to his right, and noticed a chubby man with smooth features speaking to a CSU tech, notepad in hand. 
 
    Drake strode over to him. 
 
    “Detective Dunbar, is it?” 
 
    Dunbar lifted his blue eyes at the mention of his name, and they widened when he saw who it was. 
 
    “Drake! Drake, it’s nice to see you,” he said.  
 
    “Congratulations on the promotion,” Drake offered. He didn’t think that Dunbar had what it took to be a detective—he was too soft—but he was nevertheless happy for the man. And hell, it wouldn’t be the first time that he was proven wrong. 
 
    “Thank you,” Dunbar said. It was clear that he wanted to say more, to ask about Chase maybe, or Screech, or just see how Drake was doing, but he bit his tongue. 
 
    After an awkward silence, the man finally said, “Do you think it’s him? Do you think the Skeleton King is back?” 
 
    Drake opened his mouth to answer, but someone else spoke up first. 
 
    “I think you mean Peter Kellington—and no, he isn’t back. He’s dead. Drake can attest to that first hand.” 
 
    Drake turned to face the owner of this new voice, and was met by a tall, lean man with dark eyes and a smooth complexion. He had a manicured beard and jet-black hair that was neatly parted on one side. 
 
    “And how would you know what I can attest to?” Drake barked.  
 
    Sergeant Yasiv stepped between the two men and offered an introduction. 
 
    “Drake, this is Deputy Inspector Lewis Palmer. Lewis, this is…” Yasiv let his sentence trail off. 
 
    Drake extended his hand. 
 
    “I’m Special Consultant Damien Drake,” he said calmly. “And yes, Peter Kellington is dead, but the Skeleton King appears to be very much alive.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    “The finger,” Drake said as he hovered over Simmons’s skeleton once more. “Find the person who’s missing the finger, and we’ll find the next victim.” 
 
    He stared down at the single phalange extending upward from the right side of the skull. 
 
    “CSU is already preparing to perform DNA analysis,” Deputy Inspector Palmer said. “Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky and find a hair like we did with Peter Kellington.” 
 
    Drake chewed the inside of his lip and fought back a biting retort.  
 
    We?  
 
    Drake had no idea who this Deputy Inspector Palmer was, but he most definitely hadn’t been around when the Skeleton King first started his reign of terror.  
 
    “Probably just the work of a sick copycat,” Palmer muttered under his breath. 
 
    That was it; Drake snapped. 
 
    “Copycat? Really?” 
 
    Palmer pressed his lips together and he folded his arms across his chest. 
 
    “Only one bone on his skull,” Drake snapped. “We never told the media about the first victim, about the one bone.” 
 
    Palmer’s eyes darted first to Simmons’s hands and Drake followed his gaze. The final bones in all eight of the skeleton’s fingers were missing. While the media knew about the crown of bones, hence them coming up with the Skeleton King moniker, the sequence had never been made public. Victims two through six all had their own finger bone cemented to their skulls, as well as a bone from all previous victims and the next victim. While there was a space for an eighth bone on the seventh victim, it had been absent. The media had implied that Clay’s finger was supposed to be there, but Drake thought that was bullshit. The first victim, however, only had the next victim’s bone cemented to their skull, and not their own.  
 
    “Only one bone,” Drake reiterated. “And I would bet that it’s not Simmons’s.” 
 
    Palmer just shrugged. 
 
    “It could be his. Anyway, it wouldn’t be the first time information leaked to the media.” 
 
    Drake growled and saw red, but Yasiv quickly stepped in front of him before he could lash out. 
 
    “Drake, were all the victims found at a secondary location?”  
 
    “Yes,” he replied through gritted teeth. “And we never found the primary murder location for any of the victims.” 
 
    “What about cause of death?” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “The bones were always intact, except for the missing fingers, with no sign of blunt force trauma. No evidence of poison in the bone marrow, either, but this was hardly conclusive. Only ruled out long-term poisoning.”  
 
    Even though Drake was answering Yasiv’s questions, his eyes remained locked on Palmer. 
 
    “What about your notes on the original Skeleton King case? You still have those?” 
 
    Drake pictured the box in the trunk of his Crown Vic, the box that he never went anywhere without. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “I think it’s best if maybe you come to the station and give us a reminder of what we’re up against,” Yasiv continued. 
 
    “I can be ready in as little as an hour,” Drake informed the sergeant.  
 
    Drake took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. He still didn’t know who the hell this Palmer guy was, but he realized that making an enemy of the DI wouldn’t help him find the bastard who had done this to Simmons. 
 
    And Clay.  
 
    “Any idea when the last time someone saw Simmons alive was?” he asked. 
 
    “He was at work two days ago. That’s all I have for now, but I’ll check the log and the footage outside the precinct to be more precise. I’ll also check with his—” Yasiv’s voice hitched, and while he tried to mask this with a cough, Drake picked up on it. “—his wife. I’ll check with her.” 
 
    As this information sunk in, Drake observed the room again. Off to his left was a rack of pool cues, neatly arranged in their holsters, and below that were two wooden racks where the balls were supposed to go.  
 
    Only they weren’t there. 
 
    “You said this place is staged?”  
 
    “Sure looks that way,” Yasiv replied.  
 
    Drake turned his eyes back to the pool table, but CSU had already covered the lower half. He strode over to the closest man in a white suit and asked him to lift the tarp. 
 
    Yasiv appeared at his side, the DI nipping at his heels. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Yasiv asked. 
 
    Drake didn’t reply right away; he just looked to the wall again where the billiard balls were supposed to be and then back at the table. His eyes drifted to the pockets and he was surprised to see a ball cradled in each one.  
 
    “That’s strange,” he said to himself. Again, he looked about the room, noticing that everything seemed to be meticulously placed. Everything except for the pool balls.  
 
    Ignoring Yasiv’s questions, Drake walked around the pool table and confirmed that each pocket only held a single ball. When he realized that there were two ‘6’ balls, his radar started to ping.  
 
    “Why is everything in this house staged so perfectly, except for the pool balls? And why the hell are there two ‘6’ balls?” 
 
    Yasiv snapped his fingers and a CSU tech hurried over. 
 
    “I want you to collect these balls and send them to the lab for testing. Anything—” 
 
    “No, I don’t think you find any evidence on them, but…” Drake began, circling the table once more. “This shouldn’t be like this.” 
 
    Drake took out his notepad and scribbled down the balls in clockwise order: 6, 6, 5, 8, 9, 1 
 
    “You think this is the killer’s doing? That he’s trying to tell us something?” Yasiv asked. 
 
    Drake shrugged. 
 
    “I have no idea. The Skeleton King has never sent us a message before, other than in the form of a body.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Drake sat in his Crown Vic outside 62nd precinct, staring blankly off into the night. His mind was as empty as his gaze, his thoughts on nothing and everything at the same time. 
 
    He absently reached into his pocket and pulled out the mickey of Johnny Walker Black. Without thinking, he unscrewed the cap and took a large gulp. Even before the liquid hit his stomach, he tilted the bottle and swallowed again. 
 
    He didn’t taste it. He didn’t feel the burn. Even the wetness went unnoticed. 
 
    He simply did it, because it was what he did. 
 
    Drake might have stayed there all night, if it hadn’t been for a knock on his window. 
 
    He startled and after taking one more sip of whiskey, he rolled down the window.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Yasiv looked at him with caring eyes. 
 
    “You going to be okay, Drake?  I mean, I didn’t even ask you if you wanted to get involved with this. I just thought—” 
 
    Drake started to open the door and Yasiv stepped back. 
 
    “I have to do this,” he said simply. “I have to do this for Clay. Clay and Simmons.” 
 
    Yasiv knew enough not to keep talking. He followed Drake to his trunk, where he pulled out a box of files and together they made their way toward the precinct.  
 
    Drake liked Yasiv, always had, but their relationship had been superficial at best. He couldn’t help but think that they would be better off if it was Chase at his side and not Henry Yasiv.  
 
    His thoughts turned to their last conversation, the one initiated by Chase that had ended rather strangely. When they had first met, Chase had been full of piss and vinegar, but on that last call… she seemed different. Subdued, maybe. Or lonely. 
 
    Confused. 
 
    Drake shook his head. It was difficult enough working with Palmer hovering. Inviting the FBI onboard would be like tossing skittles into a daycare.  
 
    No, they would only call in the FBI if they absolutely had to, he decided.  
 
    Yasiv held the doors to the precinct open for him, and Drake stepped inside, squinting in the harsh incandescent lighting. 
 
    And then he made his way to the all too familiar conference room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Seven days, seven victims,” Drake began, resisting the urge to refer to Clay as the eighth victim. “Each one discovered almost exactly twenty-four hours after the previous. We positively identified all the victims except for the seventh. Forensic analysis told us that all deaths were recent, although they couldn’t give us specifics. All of the bodies were found at different secondary locations in NYC. We were never able to find a concrete link between the victims or the locations, except for the fact that nobody reported the victims missing before we found their skeletons.” 
 
    As Drake paused to catch his breath, one of the younger officers in the room spoke up. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt, Drake, but wasn’t there a hair found on the seventh skeleton?” 
 
    Drake took a sip of his coffee before answering. 
 
    “Yes; we found a hair stuck to the femur that belonged to Peter Kellington, a janitor at a local high school who had previous allegations, and one conviction, for being a peeping Tom.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s dead, isn’t he?” 
 
    Drake frowned and thought back to that rainy night, to sitting in the car with Clay, complaining about how useless this lead was, how it was just a red herring to take them off the track of the real killer. 
 
    He swallowed hard. 
 
    “Peter Kellington is dead. I shot him.” 
 
    “So, this has got to be the work of a copycat, right?” 
 
    Drake glanced over at DI Palmer and wasn’t surprised to see that the man was smiling. 
 
    “Right now, we are considering it as such,” Palmer said, stepping forward. “DNA has confirmed that the finger bone cemented to Simmons’s skull does not belong to him. We have to assume that it belongs to the next victim.” 
 
    Drake scowled. 
 
    “The bodies showed up a day apart, but we don’t know when they were abducted,” Drake added. “Let’s proceed on the assumption that our killer already has the next victim, but not the subsequent ones.” 
 
    “Proceed on the assumption?” The young officer asked. “So, are you, like, leading this investigation, Drake?” 
 
    Drake squinted at the officer, and realized that he looked oddly familiar.  
 
    “Drake was brought on this case as a Special Consultant,” Yasiv answered for him. “His experience with the Skeleton King should prove invaluable. I also wanted to mention—” 
 
    “Don’t you think that’s conflict of interest?” The young man said, rising to his feet. 
 
    “Conflict of interest?” Yasiv asked 
 
    The young man stepped away from his chair and into the open. 
 
    “Yeah, a conflict of interest. You know, because he knocked up Clay’s wife.” 
 
    Drake’s entire body tensed, his face turned a deep crimson, and then he lunged at the officer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    The young officer was strong, but Drake had fury on his side. He drove his shoulder into the man’s sternum, sending them both flying backward. When they landed, the air was knocked out of Drake’s lungs and he was momentarily paralyzed. The officer beneath took this opportunity to sweep him, and he ended up on top. Then he corked Drake on the side of his head.  
 
    Drake saw stars, but the impact shocked his diaphragm into contracting and when the officer reared back to punch again, he bucked. The man’s hips lifted, and Drake drove his elbow into his groin. His eyes rolled back and he instinctively grabbed at his genitals. Drake used this opportunity to shove the man completely off him. He was aware that people were grabbing at him now, holding his arms, but Drake didn’t care, and it didn’t slow him down, either. He started to punch the officer and even though his movements were restricted, he still managed to split the man’s lip and send a geyser of blood squirting from one nostril before someone yanked him completely free. 
 
    Drake stopped resisting and allowed himself to be pulled backward, his breath coming in short bursts from between clenched teeth. And then, when he felt the grip of the person holding him relax, he lunged again and managed to slip his left hand out just far enough to crack the officer in the ribs with another solid blow. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” Yasiv yelled. It was only then that Drake realized the Yasiv was the man holding him. “Drake, get control of yourself.” 
 
    Drake gritted his teeth and tried to shrug Yasiv off, but this time there was no relaxing. He was being held in a half-nelson so tight that it was difficult to breathe. 
 
    “I’m calm,” he croaked. 
 
    DI Palmer stepped between them and held his arms out at either side like some sort of referee. 
 
    “Just what in the hell is going on?” Palmer’s inquiry went ignored. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” Drake snapped, his eyes locked on the young officer with the bloody lip and nose. 
 
    “Paul Kramer,” he said, and then spat blood onto the floor. 
 
    Something clicked in Drake’s head. 
 
    He had never met Paul Kramer before, but the boy looked familiar because he was clearly related to Kevin Kramer. And Kevin Kramer had been Clay’s partner, before he had retired and Drake took his spot. 
 
    Kramer’s eyebrows rose. 
 
    “Oh, now you know who I am, don’t you? Why don’t you—” 
 
    Yasiv let go of Drake. 
 
    “Keep your mouth shut, Kramer,” Yasiv ordered. “You keep your mouth shut or I’m going to have you suspended.” 
 
    Paul looked as if he was going to say something, but in the end, he bit his tongue. The men who were holding him and cooler heads finally prevailed.  
 
    Only DI Palmer seemed poised for action now, his hands still out like an idiot. 
 
    “Take a walk, Kramer,” Yasiv instructed. 
 
    Paul finally pulled his gaze away from Drake and glared at the Sergeant. 
 
    “Me? What about him? He’s not even one of us. He’s not even a cop.” 
 
    Sergeant Yasiv pointed at the door. 
 
    “Take a walk, Kramer. I won’t ask you again.” 
 
    Paul looked as if he was about to say more, but only growled before bowing his head and leaving the room. He slammed the conference room door so hard that a laptop on the table jumped. 
 
    “Anybody else have a problem with Damien Drake?” Sergeant Yasiv demanded. “If anybody else has a problem, say something now, because I don’t want anything to fuck up this investigation. We have one fucking day—one fucking day—until another skeleton shows up.” 
 
    No one spoke up. 
 
    “Good, then let’s get this fucking meeting going. Fuck.” 
 
    Yasiv shook his head and indicated for the officers and detectives to take their seats. Drake reluctantly made his way to the front of the room again, as did Yasiv and Palmer. 
 
    “For now,” he began, his face finally returning to its normal shade, “it’s best if we consider this a new case. We can, and should, use Drake’s knowledge about the previous victims, and still look for connections, but let’s focus on Simmons. I doubt I have to say this out loud, but let’s get this bastard. He killed one of our own, and for that, he’s going to pay.” 
 
    Two of our own, Drake thought.  
 
    “DI Palmer’s presence is the Captain’s way of telling us that we have all of the NYPD behind us. And he has promised us that we will have any and all resources that we need.” 
 
    Yasiv turned to Palmer then, but the man was suddenly preoccupied with his cell phone. 
 
    Drake frowned. 
 
    Who the fuck is this guy? 
 
    “So, let’s work backwards, then. When is the last time any of you saw Detective Simmons?” 
 
    A young detective raised his head and Drake saw that his cheeks were wet with tears. After all this talk of skeletons, somehow Simmons had become just that: bones, and not a person. 
 
    Maybe that was the point. Dehumanize him as much as possible.  
 
    “I had lunch with him on Tuesday,” the young man said quickly. 
 
    Yasiv pinched the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “All right, so that was two days ago. Anybody know if he supposed to work on Wednesday?” 
 
    The same officer answered. 
 
    “No; he said he had the day off. Mentioned something about going for a swim.” 
 
    “A swim?” 
 
    The man shrugged. 
 
    “He likes to swim,” his voiced hitched. “Liked.” 
 
    “All right, that’s something,” Yasiv said, tapping his foot. “I’ll speak to Simmons’s wife. I assume that she saw him recently, because so far, no one has called looking for him.” 
 
    Drake checked his watch. It was coming up to eleven. 
 
    Twenty-two hours until the next body shows up.   
 
    “I want every one of you guys out there on the streets. No one sleeps until we catch this guy. Push every one of your contacts, use every CI that you can find—old ones, new ones, those in prison, don’t care. Now go, let’s catch this guy before he kills again.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Drake took a sip of his mickey and stared at the photographs that he had pasted about the room. Despite what Yasiv had said, Drake had decided that the more information that they could glean from the previous victims, the better. 
 
    Photos of all seven of the first victims were posted, and after some contemplation, and a considerable gap, he also put up Clay’s picture. After another large space, he added Simmons’s.  
 
    Beneath each, he listed the location the skeleton had been found, the victim’s name, if known, and any pertinent demographic information. On his third pass, just as he was finishing the mickey, he wrote facts about each of the victims, things that they had learned from either their parents or their friends. Only when Drake came to Clay’s photo, he paused. Ever since his murder, Clay had been haunting him, making him second-guess the way he’d acted that night.  
 
    If I hadn’t been so damn stubborn, he’d likely be alive today. 
 
    And just when Drake thought he had finally broken free, with Jasmine of all people, the stale fingers of despair had grabbed him and pulled him back. 
 
    There was no escaping his demons, Drake knew; not now, not ever. 
 
    He left the column about Clay’s personal life blank, telling himself that everyone in the precinct already knew about him. 
 
    After he was done, he took out the photographs from the most current crime scene, the brownstone in which Simmons had been found, and looked through them. 
 
    He stopped when he saw a close-up shot of a pool ball. Slipping his notepad out of his pocket, he went over his notes. 
 
    Two sixes, a five, the eight ball, a nine, a one.  
 
    Drake tapped the page with his finger.  
 
    This has to be a message, he thought. Everything else was so neatly arranged, and yet— 
 
    The door to the conference room swung open and Drake turned. 
 
    An exhausted looking Sergeant Yasiv burst in and was about to say something before he noticed Drake’s handiwork.  
 
    “You been here all night?” he asked. 
 
    Drake figured the question was rhetorical and didn’t bother answering. 
 
    Yasiv nodded, likely to himself. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry about what happened with—” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Drake said. “It’s my fault, anyways.” 
 
    Yasiv nodded again and walked around the room, spending a few moments in front of each image. When he was done, he came over to Drake and observed the photo of the pool ball.  
 
    “Drake, what were the balls, again?” 
 
    As Drake read the sequence, Yasiv made his way to the chalkboard and copied the numbers. 
 
    The two of them stared at the sequence without saying anything for several moments.   
 
    Then Yasiv scribbled something beneath the numbers: telephone. 
 
    He hesitated, then added, GPS coordinates, beneath that. 
 
    Drake stood, took the piece of chalk from Yasiv. He added address, and beneath that, bank account, to the list. 
 
    After another moment, he listed ‘code’ at the bottom.  
 
    Yasiv reached over and tapped the two ‘6’s. 
 
    “If it were just six balls in the pockets, I would think that maybe the stagers were fucking around or something. Took the other balls with them. But this… two ‘6’ balls? You’d have to go out of your way to get another 6,” Yasiv said, verbalizing Drake’s internal monologue for him.  
 
    Drake agreed. 
 
    “Yeah, someone’s trying to tell us something. But what.” 
 
    Silence fell over the two of them. 
 
    Yasiv eventually cleared his throat. 
 
    “Why don’t you go home and get some rest, Drake,” he offered. “It can be a long night and—” 
 
    Drake tossed the empty mickey across the room. It landed in the garbage with a plastic chink. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said, checking his watch. “We’ve only got eighteen hours.”  
 
    “Okay, but so long as you’re still working, I think you’re missing a picture up there.” 
 
    Drake narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “Peter Kellington. I know how you feel about him, about how you’re convinced he’s not the killer, but he’s involved somehow. Either his hair was planted or he was there. You should put his photo up.” 
 
    Drake chewed the inside of his lip. The fact was, if he put his own feelings aside, what Yasiv was saying made sense. With a heavy sigh, he nodded. 
 
    “I’ve got some files on the prick back at Triple D. I’ll bring them in.” 
 
    Yasiv looked at him then, sadness clinging to his young features. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid to get some sleep when you’re there.” 
 
    Drake turned and started to the door.  
 
    “And thanks for helping us with this, Drake. I know you take this personally, but it’s personal to all of us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    It was nearly four am by the time Drake made it back to Triple D Investigations. The light was off and the door locked.  
 
    And yet, when Drake entered, he realized that it wasn’t completely dark inside. The monitor on Screech’s desk was still on. He walked over to it, and then stopped when he saw the outline of a figure slumped in the chair. 
 
    “Screech?” He said quietly. 
 
    The man sat bolt upright so quickly that his chair rebounded and he was flung forward and nearly smashed into the computer. 
 
    “Jesus fucking Christ, Drake!” Screech hollered. “You’re going to give a guy a fucking coronary!” 
 
    Drake chuckled to himself despite everything. 
 
    “What the hell are you still doing at the office?” 
 
    His eyes darted to the computer monitor. 
 
    “Can’t you get porn at home?” 
 
    Screech quickly shut off the monitor, sending them both into darkness. 
 
    “So, it’s gonna be like that, huh,” Drake said. 
 
    Screech flicked on his desk lamp while Drake walked over and turned the incandescent lighting on. It flickered, blinked, but thankfully stayed lit. 
 
    “Good to see that you’re at least paying the power bill.”  
 
    Screech didn’t laugh, didn’t even come back with a witty retort, which was unusual for him. Drake stared at his partner for a moment, noticing the dark circles beneath his eyes, circles that not even the tan that he had somehow managed to maintain since coming back from the Virgin Gorda months ago, managed to conceal. 
 
    Screech eventually averted his eyes. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
    Reality came crashing back, manifesting itself as a body-racking sigh.  
 
    “There’s been another murder, Screech. The Skeleton King is back.” 
 
    Screech leaped to his feet. 
 
    “What? What do you mean? What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Drake bowed his head and told him about Detective Simmons, about the bone cemented to his skull. 
 
    When Drake was done, Screech said, “But how is that possible, Drake, you shot—” 
 
    Drake turned his back to Screech. 
 
    “I guess we got the wrong guy,” he said as he entered his office. He hadn’t been there for so long that it smelled a little bit of mold and mildew. 
 
    “Drake, listen man, if there’s anything I can do…” Screech offered, coming up behind him. 
 
    Drake scratched his beard and turned.  
 
    “You know what? There might be something you can do. Simmons wasn’t found in his house, but in an unoccupied building owned by a holdings company or corporation or something. Maybe you can figure out who actually owns it? Dunbar is working on it, too, but with all the regulations…” 
 
    Screech nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I can probably find out who owns it. What’s the address and what’s the company?” 
 
    “Uh, 9th and W 21st. Don’t remember the number exactly, but it’s on W 21st. I can get the info from Yasiv if you need it.” 
 
    “That should be good enough. What about the company?” 
 
    “ANGUIS,” Drake said hesitantly, trying to remember exactly what Yasiv had told him. 
 
    “You’re going to spell that, I hope.” 
 
    Drake shrugged.  
 
    “A–N–G–U–I–S, I guess. Something like that, anyway.” 
 
    Screech nodded. 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Drake was about to turn back to his office, to collect his files on Peter Kellington, when he noticed that Screech was still standing in the doorway, staring at him. 
 
    “You all right?” 
 
    Screech looked down. 
 
    “There’s something I have to tell you, Drake. Something about the boat… about B-yacht’ch. When I was on the—” 
 
    Drake held up his hand. 
 
    “I don’t have time for this, Screech. I’ve got a half a day to catch this guy before he kills again,” he took a deep breath. “Besides, we told Bob Bumacher we’d be discrete.” 
 
    Screech still didn’t budge from the doorway.  
 
    Drake sighed. 
 
    “Look, it doesn’t matter what was on the boat, Screech. We were hired to find the boat, that’s it. Nothing else. You—we didn’t look for anything, we didn’t see anything, we didn’t take anything. We found the boat and brought it back for the man. That’s it.” 
 
    Screech bowed his head and pressed his lips together tightly. Then he nodded. 
 
    “Good, now can you please stop watching porn and figure out who the hell owns ANGUIS Holdings.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    By the time Drake was finally done in the conference room, the first of the detectives had arrived for the morning debriefing. 
 
    Several of them grumbled hello to him as they entered, followed by curious glances at his appearance. 
 
    Drake didn’t even acknowledge them. 
 
    Yasiv came in not fifteen minutes after the first detectives and handed Drake a cup of coffee. Drake took it with a nod of thanks. When he finally got around to taking a sip, he was surprised by the taste profile. 
 
    It had bourbon in it. 
 
    Okay, Drake thought.  
 
    At seven-thirty, all of the parties had arrived except for DI Palmer. 
 
    Drake leaned over and whispered to Yasiv, “Where’s Palmer?” 
 
    Yasiv just shook his head before addressing the group. 
 
    “Okay, we’re going to get started. But first, before I begin, I just want to stress that nothing that is said here today, or any other day, leaves this room. And this isn’t one of those things where you talk to your girlfriend or boyfriend or husband or whatever in passing, third person, any of that bullshit. Nothing leaves the room. Got it?” 
 
    Everyone nodded, including Drake.  
 
    When Yasiv continued, his voice had lowered an octave. 
 
    “I spoke to Mrs. Simmons last night, and as you can imagine, she’s pretty floored by the news of her husband’s death. Devastated. But,” Yasiv hesitated, “I didn’t see any of his shoes in the entrance, nor his coat. Also, when I asked her about the last time she had seen him, she said that he had ‘popped in’ before work on Tuesday. She didn’t even know he was fucking missing. Truthfully, I get the impression that he hadn’t stayed there in a while. Like he was in the doghouse, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    A murmur broke out among the men, but Yasiv quickly stifled it. 
 
    “Dunbar? What about footage from the precinct?” 
 
    Detective Dunbar stood. 
 
    “He left after work on Tuesday, like we already know, but he also came back early Wednesday morning.” 
 
    Drake raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “He arrived around seven, then went to the evidence room. Left again less than a half hour later.” 
 
    “Evidence room? What the hell was he doing in there?” Drake asked. 
 
    Dunbar started to fiddle with his hands. 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing; I don’t know what he was doing in there. His name was on the logs, but the cameras in there were down until noon on Wednesday.” 
 
    Drake looked to Yasiv, who hesitated before making his way to the board.  
 
    Why would Simmons be in the evidence on his day off? And the cameras… something’s not right here.  
 
    Yasiv scribbled, last seen Wednesday 7 o’clock, leaving 62nd precinct, beneath Simmons’s photograph. 
 
    “What about ANGUIS Holdings? Any idea who actually owns the building?” 
 
    Dunbar shook his head. 
 
    “It appears to be a shell company, I’m still trying to get to the source but it’s rerouted overseas. South America, probably. I’ll keep digging.” 
 
    Yasiv found a blank spot on the board and wrote, in large letters, ANGUIS HOLDINGS. Beneath that, he wrote, South America. 
 
    “Any update from the lab, any idea who the finger belongs to?” 
 
    “They’re still running tests,” Dunbar said. 
 
    “What about the bones themselves?” 
 
    Dunbar again shook his head. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    Now it was Drake’s turn to speak up. 
 
    “I’ll talk to the ME as soon as we’re done here. Get them to put a rush on it.” 
 
    “Good,” Yasiv said. “Now Drake has been here all night setting up all the information he has on the other victims, and despite what I said yesterday, I’m hoping that we can find something… anything… that links them together.” 
 
    Several of the men nodded, but only one rose to his feet. 
 
    Officer Paul Kramer. 
 
    His lip was fat and he had a wad of tissue jammed in one nostril, but other than that, like Drake, he was no worse for wear. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    Yasiv instinctively stepped forward, coming between Drake and Kramer. 
 
    “Let me remind you, Officer Kramer, to keep it civil. I don’t give a shit about personal vendettas or feuds. All I care about is finding this guy.” 
 
    Kramer scowled. 
 
    “The only connection I see, is Clay—”  
 
    Drake balled his fists and prepared himself.  
 
    “—and Simmons.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Drake seethed. 
 
    Kramer didn’t back down. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know if you know this, seeing as you’re not part of the police force, but both Clay and Frank were police officers. Detectives, in fact.” 
 
    Drake felt his anger rising, and did his best to stem it. 
 
    “Okay, Kramer. We get it,” Yasiv interjected, a frown on his face. 
 
    But Kramer apparently wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “And Simmons was also one of the first people to arrive at the scene, after… after Clay was murdered. He was the one who went back inside and found Peter Kellington’s body. So that links Clay to Simmons and Simmons to Kellington.” 
 
    Drake followed the man’s logic, but didn’t see any value in it. 
 
    “Thank you for that penetrating glimpse into the obvious,” Drake muttered, and Yasiv shot him a look. 
 
    “All right, okay, it’s something,” Yasiv said as he made his way back to the board. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s something. It’s a steaming pile of shit,” Drake said under his breath. He took a large swig of his spiked coffee, and wished that Yasiv had switched the ratio of booze to bean. 
 
    He was about to sit down, when another officer took up residence beside Kramer. 
 
    “Alice Monroe, victim number two, didn’t she get arrested before?” 
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
    “Yeah. If I remember correctly, she was arrested for a misdemeanor drug possession. Cocaine, I think.” 
 
    “Good, good,” Yasiv said. Drake turned around and watched as the man drew large lines connecting Alice Monroe to Clay and Frank and then to Peter Kellington. 
 
    “Dunbar, you want to dig into Alice’s arrest a bit? And check to see if any of the others had a criminal record.” 
 
    Dunbar nodded. 
 
    “Anyone else?” Yasiv asked the group.  
 
    One of the old guard raised his hand. 
 
    “Don’t know if it’s related, but one of my CI’s worked with her for years, says that there’s more dope on the streets than ever before. Flooded with it, driving prices down. Says she can’t remember heroin being so cheap. Started about a month ago.” 
 
    Yasiv took this in stride. 
 
    “Okay, okay. Any information is good information. Come to me right away if you hear anything that might be related. Even if you’re not sure.” 
 
    “What about Simmons’s cell phone? Can we track it?” a detective asked. 
 
    Dunbar shook his head. 
 
    “The SIM card was removed Wednesday mid-morning—probably shortly after he left the precinct. Can’t get anything useful from it,” he said. “Oh, before I forget, we’ve got nothing on the 911 call, either. Scrambled voice, untraceable number.”  
 
    There was a short pause and when it was evident that no other information was forthcoming, Yasiv clapped his hands together. 
 
    “Alright, let’s keep hunting. Give me something, guys. Give me something. Please.” 
 
    As the men cleared out of the room, Drake checked his watch and cringed.  
 
    Fifteen hours left. Fifteen hours until the next skeleton. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    “You sleeping or drunk?” Drake asked. 
 
    “I’m wide awake and stone cold sober,” Dr. Beckett Campbell answered. “But you never heard me say that before. What can I do for you, Drake?” 
 
    Drake switched the phone from one year to the other. 
 
    “Well, for starters, you can open the door.” 
 
    Drake watched Dr. Campbell spin around in his chair. Like Screech, Beckett looked tired, but at least he didn’t look as pale as he used to. The man stood, ran a hand through his short blond hair and quickly made his way to the door. 
 
    “Drake, how nice of you to visit,” Beckett said reaching forward and embracing Drake in a big hug. Drake awkwardly hugged the man back and then pushed him away. 
 
    “All right, enough of that. I see you’re back here, back at the old grind.” 
 
    Beckett shrugged. 
 
    “I’m back where I belong. This pasty skin doesn’t get along well with beach. What’s up?” 
 
    Drake followed Beckett into the man’s office. 
 
    “He’s back, Beckett. The King is back.” 
 
    Beckett raised an eyebrow as he took a seat at his computer and offered Drake the one beside him. 
 
    “I’m guessing we’re not talking about Elvis here, are we?” 
 
    “The Skeleton King has returned.” 
 
    Beckett shook his head. 
 
    “Fucking hell.” 
 
    “And he killed a police officer.” 
 
    “What?” Beckett said, his eyes bulging. 
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
    “It’s been a long fucking night, Beckett. But the worst part is that he has someone’s finger bone cemented to his skull, just like last time. Nobody told you about this? When the body came in?” 
 
    Beckett scowled. 
 
    “I’ve been relegated to bitch work until I can prove that I’m at my best behavior.” 
 
    He leaned over and started to type away at the computer, navigating through several password protected sites. Eventually, the image of Simmons’s skeleton appeared on the screen. 
 
    “That’s fucked up,” Beckett said under his breath.  
 
    “No kidding. I need to know how all the skin and flesh was removed, and anything you can tell me about where this might have taken place.” 
 
    Beckett turned to face Drake. 
 
    “Don’t even need to see the body to tell you that. Generally, there are three ways to get rid of tissue on bone,” he held up a finger. “One, cold water maceration, in which the body is left in water for a week or so until the skin can be easily peeled off. Remember the victim in Central Park? Washer woman hands? Well, stay submerged for even longer, throw in some enzymatic laundry detergent, and you’ll end up with some easy peasy peeling. Two, hot-water maceration. The same as before, only this time, you’re essentially cooking the flesh. Imagine putting a rack of ribs in boiling water for twelve hours. Sure, the terrorists win, but you got yourself a fall-off-the-bone product. The third way is with a bug box. Basically, you get these nasty beetles called Dermestes and they gobble up all the skin and muscle and all that shit. Takes a while though, sometimes as long as a week. Best way to do it though if you asked me, less potential damage to the—” 
 
    Drake cut his friend off. 
 
    “Simmons has only been gone a day or two.” 
 
    Beckett nodded. 
 
    “Then I’d put my money on hot water maceration. Hold on, give me a sec.” 
 
    Beckett turned back to the computer and pulled up the image of the skull, and then made some rudimentary measurements with the software.  
 
    “Yeah, looks like the skull might have shrunk a little bit, which is a telltale sign that the body was boiled. There’s something else, though. See the way the bones white like that, Drake? Real bones aren’t like that. I mean they are, but you boil a body and they come out all yellow, dirty looking. After cooking it, your psycho killer must have used hydrogen peroxide solution to bleach the skull and the other bones.” 
 
    Drake wrote all this down in his notepad. 
 
    “How much would you need for that, given that all the bones are still attached?” 
 
    “Yeah, the tendons and ligaments are still mostly present, so he must have been very, very careful when he boiled it, and even more careful when he dunked it in hydrogen peroxide. He must have a big vat of it, something large enough to put the whole body in at one time. There doesn’t appear to be any degradation of the bones, so it looks like he just used the store-bought stuff, three to five percent, or something in that range.” 
 
    Again, Drake nodded and made note of his friend’s remarks. 
 
    “Anything else you can tell me?” 
 
    Beckett once again zoomed around the imaged, this time focusing on the finger bone. 
 
    “Yeah, your guy’s giving you the finger.” 
 
    Drake raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “What? What do you mean?” 
 
    Beckett shrugged. 
 
    “This is the metatarsal of the middle finger. Like I said, your guy’s giving you the finger.” 
 
    “Is he ever,” Drake said quietly. He was about to stand when on a whim, he turned to a particular page in his notepad and showed it to Beckett. 
 
    “You play pool?” 
 
    “I’ve been known to hustle a few, why?” 
 
    “Does this mean anything to you?” Drake asked, showing Beckett the photograph of the six pool balls.  
 
    Beckett looked it over. 
 
    “Other than stripes are fucked? No, can’t say I’ve ever played with two six balls.” 
 
    Drake closed the book. 
 
    “Thanks, Beckett. Really appreciate it. One more thing; any way you can put some pressure on the boys in the lab, see if they can speed up the DNA analysis on the finger?” 
 
    “I may be on double-secret probation, but that doesn’t mean I can’t boss around some of these entitled doctors. It’d be my pleasure.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    The man preferred silence as he worked. He had tried listening to music, even tried whistling every once in a while, but the only thing this served to do was ruin his concentration. 
 
    He laid the plastic sheet down on the workbench, smoothing the edges as he did. Then he took out his toolkit and unrolled it. The scalpels within were impeccably clean, clean to the point of gleaming even in the poor lighting. 
 
    Satisfied, he walked over to the immersion tank, listening to the natural hum of the heater, and confirmed that the temperature was locked in at 90°. It was an opaque container, a tub with a lid that he had constructed out of wood and an old rain tarp. He checked the dial on the second immersion circulator, and confirmed that this also read 90°. Then he looked at the timer on the workbench. The body had been in the water for six hours now and it was time to check on it. 
 
    Knowing that he had to be quick to avoid too much evaporation, he lifted the corner of the lid and peered inside. The detergent and dissolved flesh had made the water frothy and he was unable to get a good look.  
 
    Donning thick rubber gloves that ran to his elbows, the man reached inside, gently feeling around the water for the body. When he felt resistance, he gently raised an object about the size of a bowling ball up and out of the water, dragging the rest of the skeleton with it. 
 
    The skull wasn’t completely clean. The eyes had dissolved away, as had the cheeks and lips. A vestigial nose remained, mostly comprised of cartilage that he would have to clean out later. The scalp had peeled back when he had picked up the skull, and he knew that with just a little effort, he could strip it all the way to the neck. 
 
    The man leaned down close, cognizant not to lift the entire body of the water, knowing that the enzymes had made the tendons weak and that the bones were apt to separate. He stared into the empty sockets that were once filled with eyes, but now only harbored a thick, white crust. He didn’t say anything as he looked, he only stared. 
 
    After a minute, the man nodded, and then lowered the body back into the water. He replaced the lid and then checked the heaters to make sure that they were still set to 90°. 
 
    “Another hour,” he said to himself. “Another hour, maybe two, and then you’ll be ready.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    Screech couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept. He tried, he tried every single night, but every time he closed his eyes, he pictured the dead girls, and then recalled what he and Beckett had done to Donnie on the yacht. 
 
    What they had let happen. 
 
    He remembered the look in Beckett’s eyes as Donnie slipped below the surface of the water, his hand outstretched, pale, wrinkled, desperate for anyone to help him. Screech had reached over the railing, intending to grab the man’s hand, but Beckett had stopped him. 
 
    And then there was that look in his eyes… the cold look, the one that sent a shiver up Screech’s spine, even now, months later. 
 
    After Drake left, he flicked the computer monitor back on and scrolled to the images. His eyes locked on the picture of the crate of plastic packages filled with white powder, each one of them emblazoned with the snake eating the eyeball insignia. There must’ve been over five million dollars worth the dope in that boat, which was evidently why Bob Bumacher so desperately wanted it back. And why he had paid them so handsomely to get it. 
 
    Discretion… I was recommended to you guys because of your discretion, Bob had said the day they’d met. 
 
    He had tried to tell Drake what he’d found, what had happened, but Drake was having none of it. 
 
    He switched to the next image.  
 
    Behind one of the crates of heroin was a ball of duct tape. And on that duct tape were rust-colored stains that Screech knew could only be one thing: blood. 
 
    Screech couldn’t help but think about the two girls, the two dead models that had been found in Beckett’s room. 
 
    Was there another one? Another girl, one that Donnie had taken against her will? 
 
    Screech shook his head and flicked to the next image, but before it loaded, his cell phone on the desk started to buzz. 
 
    Screech’s eyes darted over to it and when he saw the number on the screen his heart sank. 
 
    Swallowing hard, his eyes locked on the photograph of Donnie’s submerged face, his lifeless eyes staring up, he answered it. 
 
    “Hello?” he said dryly.  
 
    The voice that answered had a thick Spanish accent, one that always grated Screech’s nerves. 
 
    “He wants to see you. He wants to see you now.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    Drake rubbed his eyes and jammed his hands deep into his coat pockets. Without thinking, he found himself searching for the bone that Ivan had given him at Patty’s Diner what felt like a decade ago.  
 
    It wasn’t there, of course. 
 
    He’d lost it. He’d lost it while setting up cameras to snoop for Ken Smith, to capture something to use to blackmail Dr. Gary Kildare. 
 
    To help Ken Smith become the Mayor of New York City. Which the man had accomplished, with little contest. Drake had gone back to the now abandoned warehouse that had served as the campaign headquarters for Dr. Kildare in search of that bone, but he’d never found it. At the time, he hadn’t thought much about where the bone had actually come from, which seemed strange to him now, but back then he’d been hurting so much from the death of his partner that he just needed something—anything—to remind him of what he’d done. 
 
    And the bone had served its purpose. Now, however, it might be a clue.  
 
    Exactly to what, he had no idea.  
 
    Drake walked slowly with his head held low. The city streets were bustling, as New York City streets tended to be at all times, but he didn’t really notice anyone. He just shuffled along, his mind locked on mental images of Detective Simmons’s skeleton, wondering what Clay might have looked like underneath his skin. 
 
    The phone in his pocket rattled against his fingers and he took it out to look at it. 
 
    It was Jasmine. Drake took a deep breath and waited for the call to go to voicemail. Then he dialed his voicemail number and listened. 
 
    “Drake? Drake, where were you last night? You didn’t come home. Look, I know things are a little overwhelming and that neither of us attended any of this, not really. And if it makes you feel any better, I’m nervous, too. But we should talk about this. Please, just come home. Or call me; at the very least, call me.” 
 
    Drake swallowed hard and deleted the message. 
 
    How could he call her? How could he call Jasmine and tell her that he’s working for the NYPD again trying to find the man who really killed her husband. Her real husband, Suzan’s father? 
 
    Maybe Kramer was right. Maybe this was a conflict of interest, maybe Drake’s whole fucking life was a conflict of interest. 
 
    He shook his head and put the phone back in his pocket and for the second time in less than ten minutes he found himself searching for that finger bone again. 
 
    Where could it have gone? 
 
    Even though the most likely answer to that question was that the janitor had come by and swept it up thinking that it was just a piece of garbage. And now it was resting in a landfill somewhere. And yet, something told Drake that this wasn’t the case. That finger bone… 
 
    Again, the image of Simmons’s skeleton lying on top of the pool table came to mind.  
 
    What the hell was Simmons doing in the evidence room? 
 
    Drake had known Simmons for several years and didn’t think the guy was dirty. But how much stock could he put in that assessment, given that he was half in the bag most of the time? 
 
    It was terribly suspicious that the man had gone into the evidence on his day off, the one day that the cameras were down.  
 
    Without realizing it, Drake had made a loop and was now back at his car. 
 
    Full circle… I need to retrace Simmons’s steps from Wednesday morning.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Drake parked out front of 62nd precinct and made his way inside, walking at a good clip. 
 
    Simmons was here for less than half an hour, he thought, which meant that he had to move quickly and he had to know what he was looking for.  
 
    It took Drake several minutes to navigate his way toward the evidence room and there he his greeted by an officer behind a chain-link fence. 
 
    The man said hello as Drake approached, and he responded with a curt nod. He didn’t recognize the man, but it was clear by the way he looked at Drake that the officer knew who he was. Most likely the man was new, as working the evidence room was just a tiny step above handing out parking tickets. 
 
    “Hey, question for ya: were you here when Detective Simmons came by Wednesday morning?” 
 
    The man sighed.  
 
    “Yeah, I let him in. He wasn’t in there for more than five minutes, and then he came out. He didn’t bring anything in or out.” 
 
    “Any idea why he went in? What about his state of mind? Was he agitated? Anxious?” 
 
    “He was… in a hurry, I guess. He didn’t seem upset or anything like that. He just said he had to check an evidence number. I didn’t ask too many questions, you know. He was a detective after all. Nice guy, too. Fuck.” 
 
    Drake nodded. What the officer was describing wasn’t terribly uncommon; unless you wanted to forever stay as the evidence bitch, you didn’t spend time pissing people off. Especially those who outranked you.  
 
    Drake leaned into the cage slightly and peered up at the camera. There were two, he noticed, one aimed directly at him, and the other toward the evidence room. 
 
    “Both of these cameras were out? Or just the one in the actual vault?” 
 
    The man looked up at the cameras. 
 
    “Both. In fact, the only reason why I remember that he was here was because he signed the sheet. Otherwise, I might have forgotten—I mean, he was in and out. As for the cameras, shit, I don’t even know where the switch for them is.” 
 
    The man was getting nervous, but Drake couldn’t tell if it was because he thought he was nervous about losing his job, or if he knew more than he was letting on.  
 
    “Mind if I come in and take a look around?” 
 
    The man cringed. 
 
    “I—I don’t know, Drake. I mean, I know you’re a consultant and what not, and I wanna help, I really do, but you’re not, I mean, you’re not technically—” 
 
    Drake reached over and grabbed the sign in sheet and scribbled his name on one of the blank lines. He checked his watch and then marked down 8:46. 
 
    “Look, I can call Sergeant Yasiv, but he’s kinda busy right now trying to catch a killer.” 
 
    The man cringed again. 
 
    “Yeah, I know but…” 
 
    I’m losing time with this shit. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what, I’m just trying to re-create what happened to Simmons the day that he came in here. You can come with me if you want. Five minutes. Just like him. That’s it.” 
 
    The man was still clearly uncomfortable with this idea, but Drake was already reaching inside and trying to unlock the door himself. 
 
    “Okay, fine,” the man relented at last.  
 
    The door had barely been unlocked before Drake burst through, pushing by the officer. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll be quick.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    The evidence room was just the way Drake remembered it: rows upon rows of cardboard boxes and plastic bags. The metal shelves upon which the evidence was stored looked to be from the dark ages. Simple, metal frames that stretched to infinity. 
 
    It had been a long time since he’d been in here, and seeing it again confirmed that Simmons didn’t have time to go on a wild goose chase. He had to have known what he was looking for.  
 
    Drake chewed his lip and thought about this for a moment.  
 
    How can I figure out what he was looking for? A bag or box with less dust on it, maybe? 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “No, that won’t help.” 
 
    Drake walked down one of the aisles, chosen at random. As he did, his mind flipped back to something that the dickhead officer Kramer had said, something about how Simmons had been the first one inside Peter Kellington’s house after he’d been killed. 
 
    Maybe… 
 
    “Hey, let me ask you something; the evidence from Peter Kellington’s case… the stuff taken from his house… is it still here?” 
 
    The man squinted. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s still here. Normally after the DA concludes that there won’t be any charges in a case, the stuff is taken away by Iron Mountain.  It just has to be signed off by the Sergeant. But with all the changes, I don’t think anyone did.” 
 
    “Show me where.” 
 
    This time, Drake let the man lead the way. The officer walked down to the end of the aisle, took a right, passed to other aisles, then went left. Ten more paces and he stopped directly in front of a large brown cardboard with the words Peter Kellington scrawled on the white tag. 
 
    Drake watched the officer very closely. 
 
    By the man’s own admission, he was new here, and yet he knew exactly where to find the evidence from Peter Kellington’s house. 
 
    “It’s here,” the officer said. 
 
    Drake nodded and moved toward the box. 
 
    “Just the one box?” 
 
    The man chuckled. 
 
    “No, it’s all of this,” he said gesturing to the entire shelf which housed at least fifteen boxes. “All of these are from Kellington’s house.” 
 
    Drake swore and then took a step backward, observing the boxes from a distance. 
 
    No time to search them all.  
 
    He tried to pick out one that was different from the rest, an indication that it had been recently moved or opened. At first, he saw nothing, but then he noticed that the lid of the seventh or eighth box was slightly ajar, and the plastic corner of an evidence bag was sticking out. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Drake said as he moved by the officer and towards the box. He reached up and pulled it off the shelf, noting that there were finger marks in the dust on the top.  
 
    Drake started to remove the lid, when the officer spoke up again. 
 
    “I don’t think—you can’t—” 
 
    Drake ignored the man and turned his back to him in case he had any ideas of trying to force it closed again. He tossed the cardboard top aside and then grabbed the plastic bag that was hanging out, and held it up to the light. 
 
    And then his heart seemed to stop beating entirely. 
 
    There was only one item in the bag, roughly the size of a die, and of a similar shade. 
 
    It was the final bone of a finger. 
 
    Without thinking, Drake started to peel off the red evidence tape that sealed the bag and ensured chain of custody. 
 
    “Hey, you can’t open that! You can’t—” this time the officer tried to grab the bag from him, but Drake blocked him with his elbow. 
 
    “To hell I can’t,” he said, gripping the tape between his teeth and pulling hard. 
 
    The tape finally let go and he reached into the bag and squeezed the finger bone in his palm, rolled around his own fingers like a magician pulling a coin trick. 
 
    It’s the same one, Drake thought. It’s the same goddamn finger bone that I had, the one that Ivan gave me. 
 
    Drake didn’t handle finger bones on the regular, but he knew this one. He knew this one, because he had squeezed it every few hours for a month or more. He squeezed and rolled every time he’d thought of Clay. 
 
    And Simmons put it here. Raul or Ken had somehow taken it out of evidence and got it into my hands, and then Simmons put it back in. But why?  
 
    With a hard swallow, he put the bone back in the evidence bag and then thrust it against the officer’s chest. 
 
    “You’ve got some paperwork to do,” Drake said absently. 
 
    The officer looked at him with a mixture of scorn and disgust, but made no move to stop Drake as he walked back toward the front of the evidence room. 
 
    Just as he was about to leave, Drake realized that he hadn’t caught the man’s name. 
 
    “What’s your name?” He asked, turning back. 
 
    The officer, still clutching the bag to his chest, leaned out from behind a row of shelves. 
 
    “Mark Upton,” he said. “My name’s Mark Upton.” 
 
    Drake nodded and then left the evidence room. 
 
    I need to find Yasiv, and I have to find out why the hell Simmons had that bone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    “Drake? I was just looking for you,” Sergeant Yasiv said as Drake strode into his office. 
 
    Drake looked around, noting that Detective Dunbar was also in the room. Just being back in here brought about memories of Sergeant Rhodes’s face getting red as he chastised him. 
 
    Glad that bastard is gone.  
 
    His eyes fell on Yasiv, and wondered how the department had gone from Rhodes to Adams to Yasiv. It seemed that they were getting greener each and every time. Rhodes had been a shill for Ken Smith, of that Drake had no doubt, but since him… 
 
    Palmer, the word flashed in his mind. Ken is simply pushing his influence up the chain. No point in owning the Sergeant when you can run things as the DI. Just how high does it go? 
 
    He shook his head and tried to focus. 
 
    “And I you,” Drake said. “I don’t understand it, but I’m pretty sure that Simmons went into the evidence room to—” Drake caught himself before saying, put something, —“go through Peter Kellington’s evidence.” 
 
    Yasiv offered him a blank stare. When neither he nor Dunbar replied, Drake said, “Did you hear me?” 
 
    Yasiv nodded and blinked several times in a row. 
 
    “Why the hell would he do that?” 
 
    Drake chewed his lip and wished he had another few shots of bourbon in him. 
 
    The truth was, he had no idea why. It was becoming more and more apparent that Simmons was in bed with Smith, but the reasons behind this… behind the bone… they still eluded him. 
 
    Drake shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said simply. 
 
    Again, silence fell over the office. 
 
    And, like before, Yasiv was the one to break it. 
 
    “Okay, let’s keep that to ourselves for now. Sleep on it, try to figure out what it means before going forward with anything. Dunbar, why don’t you tell Drake what you just told me.” 
 
    Detective Dunbar, who had been sitting when Drake came into the room, rose to his feet.  
 
    “So, I did some more digging, and I found some curious connections between all of our victims.” 
 
    Drake raised an eyebrow. He found this hard to believe; he had scoured the evidence with Clay for hours. 
 
    “First, Jenkins wasn’t just a peeping Tom, but he had been arrested, and subsequently acquitted, of having child porn in his possession. Not only that, but all of the other five victims had rap sheets, as well. One for arson, one for money laundering, and three for domestic abuse—obviously, I couldn’t check on the unidentified victim.” 
 
    This wasn’t new to Drake. Clay himself had seen the connection during the early stages of the investigation. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. But none of them served time together. None of them were even in prison at the same time, none shared a PO, group housing, nothing tied them together. Besides, how does Clay fall into that group? Simmons? Because they were cops?”  
 
    As Drake spoke, Dunbar appeared to become more fidgety, nervous even. 
 
    “What?” Drake barked. “What is it?” 
 
    Dunbar looked at Yasiv, who nodded at him. 
 
    “Go on, tell him what else.” 
 
    Dunbar cleared his throat. 
 
    “Also, I don’t know if this means anything, but remember how earlier we said that Alice Monroe was arrested for drug possession?” 
 
    Drake nodded, remembering what that asshole Kramer had said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, the arresting officer? It was Clay,” Dunbar continued. 
 
    Drake’s eyes narrowed. He wasn’t sure he liked where this was going. 
 
    “Yeah? So?” 
 
    Dunbar’s fidgeting increased. 
 
    “Look, I know—I just—” 
 
    “Just spit it out, Dunbar,” Drake hissed. 
 
    “Well, it was just that Alice was holding a pound the heroin when Clay pulled her over.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Dunbar scratched his head. 
 
    “Well, Clay just booked her for a simple misdemeanor possession. I don’t know—I mean…” Dumber let his sentence trail off. 
 
    “Who told you this?”  
 
    It wasn’t uncommon for officers to let people off, to downgrade their charges if the perp helped give up someone even more valuable to them. 
 
    But a pound of heroin? 
 
    “I’m not sure—” 
 
    “Who told you, Dunbar?” Drake felt his temperature rising. “It was Kramer, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Yasiv spoke up. 
 
    “It’s been vetted, Drake.” 
 
    Drake barely heard the man. He stepped forward and grabbed Dunbar by the collar and pulled him close. 
 
    “What is it exactly that you saying, Dunbar? You saying that Clay was dirty? Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    Yasiv stood and made his way around the side of his desk. 
 
    “Easy, Drake. Let him go. He’s on our side… he’s only telling you the facts.” 
 
    Dunbar didn’t resist and Drake shook him once to see if he would react. Dunbar only stared at him, fear in his eyes. 
 
    What the hell am I doing? 
 
    Drake let go of the detective, and he stumbled backwards before falling into his chair. 
 
    “Sorry,” Drake grumbled, wiping the sweat from his brow. “I haven’t had much sleep lately.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Dunbar said, fixing his collar. “None of us have.” 
 
    Yasiv made his way back behind his desk again. 
 
    “There’s one more thing,” Yasiv said. 
 
    Drake’s eyes darted from Yasiv to Dunbar and back again. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Did Clay go to church? 
 
    The question was so unexpected that Drake wasn’t certain he had heard correctly.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Did Clay go to church?” 
 
    Drake thought about this for a moment. 
 
    “I’m not… I’m not sure,” he answered. “Why?” 
 
    It was Dunbar who answered. 
 
    “Peter Kellington and Alice Monroe both went to the same church: Church of Liberation.” 
 
    “Never heard of it.”  
 
    “Me neither, and I can’t find out much about it online. Only that they seemed to target ex-cons.” 
 
    Drake raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Target?” 
 
    Dunbar shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “Ugh, to get parishioners? Anyway, one of the other victims, George Horowitz, also attended this church.” 
 
    “What about the others?” Drake asked. 
 
    “Don’t know yet, but I’ve got some guys working on that,” Yasiv answered.  
 
    Drake tried to process all of this, but he was exhausted and it was all coming too fast.  
 
    He rubbed at his temples and took a deep breath. 
 
    “I don’t understand what this means,” he said quietly. 
 
    “We don’t either,” Dunbar replied. “But this is another potential link between the victims. So… did Clay go to church?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    Drake yawned and stretched his arms high above his head. He was closing in on twenty-eight hours without sleep, and it was starting to take its toll. His eyes were burning, they were incredibly dry, and no matter how much he sipped—coffee or booze—his throat refused to be anything but parched. 
 
    And his phone… his phone kept buzzing in his pocket. It was like having a hive of bees on him at all times.  
 
    He knew it was Jasmine, had to be Jasmine, but he couldn’t bring himself to answer. He couldn’t put her through this again.  
 
    And yet, he knew that he would have to face her eventually, even if it was just to clarify some nagging questions. 
 
    Church… did Clay go to church? 
 
    Drake didn’t think so; the man had never struck him as the religious type. But then again, neither did Simmons and his wife had since confirmed that he was an avid attendee.  
 
    With a sigh, Drake walked over to the carafe and filled his coffee cup for what felt like the fiftieth time. 
 
    After the confusing meeting with Yasiv and Dunbar, he found himself back at the conference room, sitting and looking over the same damn scraps of paper over and over again. Sergeant Yasiv was there with him, but the man was busy fending calls, trying to use what little influence he had to keep the media at bay. 
 
    So far, the only connection they had between the victims was the loose link about all having some altercation with the law and the fact that some of them were involved with this bizarre Church of Liberation. 
 
    And we know that Simmons was messing around with Kellington’s evidence, he reminded himself. So, there’s that. And Clay— 
 
    Drake stopped his runaway thoughts. 
 
    He refused to believe it.  
 
    Dunbar knocked once on the conference room door then poked his head in. 
 
    “Hey guys?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Found something online about the Church of Liberation. Apparently, there’s a meeting today on 41st street at noon. Bottom of some community center, or something.” 
 
    Drake looked at Yasiv and then checked his watch. 
 
    “Noon? You sure?” 
 
    Dunbar shrugged. 
 
    “Not positive; this is real cloak and dagger stuff. The church barely has an online footprint.” 
 
    This struck a chord with Drake.  
 
    Do churches really go on Facebook? Post to Instagram? Tweet? 
 
    Drake looked about the room. He wasn’t sure that the connection meant anything, but he felt as if he was wasting his time just reading the same pages repeatedly. 
 
    He rose. 
 
    “Alright, I think I’m going to go check it out,” he said. 
 
    A tired looking Yasiv pulled the phone from his ear and covered the mouthpiece.  
 
    “I’ll come with you,” he offered. “Could do with some fresh air.” 
 
    Drake thought about it for a moment, and realized that he might actually enjoy the company.  
 
    “All right. We’ve only got less than an hour to get to 41st, and the traffic is going to be a nightmare,” Drake said.  
 
    Dunbar started to duck back out of the room, when Drake called him back. 
 
    “Any luck on these numbers?” he asked, indicating the image of the pool balls on the board. 
 
    Dunbar shook his head. 
 
    “Nothing. They’re not GPS coordinates or a phone number. I still have the computer crunching away, but so far…” he shrugged. 
 
    “Thanks,” Drake said, then turned to Yasiv. “You ready?” 
 
    Yasiv nodded, told the person on the phone he’d call him back, and then hung up. He hadn’t even made it to the door when his phone rang again. 
 
    “Shit, leave me alone,” he grumbled, looking at the screen. His eyes suddenly narrowed. “Fuck, I have to take this—Yasiv, here.” 
 
    Drake inspected Sergeant Yasiv as he spoke, trying to read the man. His features, young but tired, seemed to fold inward on themselves as the conversation progressed. 
 
    “Yeah, no, we’re working… No, nothing—we’re—” 
 
    Yasiv sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose.  
 
    “I think we should keep the media out of this. I think—uh-huh—Okay, Inspector Palmer. Yep, I’ll be here. Thanks.” 
 
    Yasiv hung up the phone, swore again, and then slipped it into his pocket. 
 
    “Let me guess, I’m going to the church by myself,” Drake said. 
 
    Yasiv nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got to stick around for a bit. The DI wants me to help him prepare the news briefing.” 
 
    Drake frowned. 
 
    He wasn’t in favor of getting the media involved, especially with the timeline being as short as it was, but he saw no point in arguing.  
 
    Besides, he had a sermon to attend.  
 
    Drake, without thinking, reached out and squeezed Yasiv’s shoulder. The man’s muscles were so tight that he nearly sprang away from him. 
 
    “We’ll find this guy, Hank. I promise, we will find this guy.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    Dunbar had been right: The Church of Liberation meeting was located in the basement of a local community center. But Drake had a hell of a time finding it. There were no signs, no crosses, no overt religious symbols at all anywhere near the place. He doubted he would have found the place at all if it wasn’t for the man smoking outside. 
 
    On a whim, Drake walked up to the man and asked if he knew where the Church meeting was being held. 
 
    The man looked him up and down, then hooked a thumb around the side of the building.  
 
    “In the basement. The sermon’s going on now, so you might want to wait ‘til the end. It’s almost over, anyways.” 
 
    Drake was grateful that he looked the way he did: disheveled, his clothes wrinkled, reeking of sweat and booze and sleepy as hell. Church or not, most people would be wary of a detective interrupting their day and asking questions. 
 
    This was New York City, after all. 
 
    Drake thanked the man, and then, as if to further entrench the role, reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a Mickey that he had gotten from his car. It was already half-empty, and he took a big swig before walking around the side of the building. 
 
    Drake carefully made his way down the concrete stairs that flanked the community center, only to end up in an alley. At the very end of the thirty feet stretch of asphalt was a large red door. 
 
    Drake strode forward with purpose, wondering as he walked if he should knock or if he should wait for the sermon to end as the smoking man had suggested. 
 
    But when he found the door unlocked, he made up his mind and stepped inside. 
 
    The scene that unfolded before him was unlike any church Drake had ever attended. It looked more like an AA meeting, which he was only vaguely familiar with, than a church. 
 
    For one, there were no pews; there were only plastic chairs set up in rows. There were maybe a dozen people seated in them, several of which turned to look at Drake as he entered the room. Drake gave them a subtle nod and quickly averted his eyes. He located an empty seat sandwiched between a man with a face covered in boils and another who looked as if he survived on Cheetos alone. 
 
    With a few excuse mes uttered under his breath, Drake made his way to the seat and sat. 
 
    Then he turned his attention to the front of the room. 
 
    There was no altar, at least not in the traditional sense. There was only a small stage, which reminded Drake of the type of thing that you might see in an elementary school. Thick, red curtains were pulled partly closed, revealing an area of about twelve feet wide. 
 
    There were three men standing on the stage, but it was the one in the center with the stark black hair and eyes of an equal shade that drew Drake’s attention.  
 
    Even though there was nothing proclaiming him as the pastor, if this Church of Liberation had such a thing, and his attire—a plain white t-shirt and jeans—did not distinguish him from the other two men on stage, it was clear that he was the focus of attention. And not only because he was speaking. 
 
    It was something else… there was just something about him. 
 
    “Suffering…” the man began, looking down at his feet as he spoke. “Suffering is the bane of human existence.”  
 
    The man raised his eyes as he said this last part, and for a brief moment, his dark irises seemed to fall directly on Drake. And then, for a split second after that, Drake thought he saw something in those eyes. Recognition, perhaps. 
 
    Drake looked down and took a surreptitious sip from his mickey.  
 
    He couldn’t tell if he was feeling down, or if he was just overtired, or if this whole situation was just fucking weird. But something was seriously off here. 
 
    “Suffering is an inherently human endeavor. We are the only creatures on this Earth that are aware of our own mortality. And with this knowledge comes a crippling fear of death. This is not something that is abstract, something that can’t be measured, but a tangible quantity that must be eliminated. The universe as a whole…” 
 
    Drake listened with one ear, while he expended most of his attention observing the rag-tag group of parishioners. 
 
    He tried to imagine Simmons coming here, and, god forbid, Clay, but he couldn’t. This looked like… well, it looked like a haven for criminals. 
 
    And the mumbo-jumbo being spewed by Sir Dark Eyes up on stage sounded like new age Scientology; newer age Scientology. 
 
    Eventually, his eyes drifted back to the front, only this time, he didn’t look at the preacher, but at the overage altar boys. 
 
    The one on the left was tall, lean, with a scar above his left eye. The man on the right was shorter, with a little paunch around his middle. He had a shaved head, which was obviously a result of male pattern baldness, and the beginnings of a beard. 
 
    Drake’s eyes drifted down this latter man’s body, but when he got to the man’s hands, he stopped cold. 
 
    What in the holy fuck? 
 
    Drake blinked several times, just to be sure, just to be absolutely positive that he wasn’t imagining this. 
 
    He wasn’t. It was still there; or, more appropriately, it was still missing. 
 
    The man’s middle finger was shorter than his other digits and was wrapped in a thick wad of gauze. Even from twenty feet away, Drake could see that the end was tinged red. 
 
    Your killer is giving you the finger, Beckett’s words echoed in his head. 
 
    Without thinking, Drake jumped to his feet and started toward the aisle.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    Drake had meant his exit into the aisle to be graceful, but he tripped over Cheetos man’s foot. And when he did, everyone in the room, including the dark-eyed preacher and his altar boys, turned to look at him. 
 
    “Shit,” he grumbled under his breath. Dusting himself off, he stood up tall. It dawned on him that now would be the appropriate time to pull out his badge and inform them that he was with the NYPD and that everyone should stay put. But he didn’t have a badge. 
 
    Shit, he didn’t even bring his gun. 
 
    Drake took a different approach. 
 
    He started quickly towards the stage, his eyes locked on the short man with the missing finger. 
 
    “I’m—” 
 
    And that’s all Drake managed. Two simple letters, one syllable. 
 
    I’m. 
 
    The man with the missing finger turned and bolted. Drake sprinted after him, ignoring the shouts that chased him. 
 
    He planted two hands on the stage and hoisted himself up, pushing by the preacher and his other altar boy as he did. 
 
    It was dark behind the stage on account of the curtains being closed halfway, and he didn’t immediately spot the man.  
 
    “Where are you?” He shouted. His subconscious registered that there were people behind him now, angry people, people who wanted to stop him, to hurt him. 
 
    Nothing like a righteous mob to put a damper on your Thursday afternoon, he thought incoherently.  
 
    And yet, despite his desperation, he still couldn’t tell which way the man had gone. Until, that is, he heard a click from off to his right. Drake’s eyes darted in that direction, and he saw the silver outline of a door that must have just closed. Wasting no time, Drake sprinted toward the door, slamming his hands against the push bar. It flung open, and he was hit with a blast of warm afternoon air. 
 
    It was some sort of emergency exit and Drake was momentarily disoriented. Still not seeing anyone, he whipped his eyes back and forth. There was a bifurcation not twenty feet from where he stood, with stairs leading up to the right and to the left. It looked like the left led around the side of the community center, while the right led to the street.  
 
    “Stop!” He shouted to no one in particular. 
 
    Which way? Which fucking way? 
 
    He heard a car honk and made up his mind. 
 
    Drake sprinted to his right, nearly tripping on the concrete stairs several times. Gasping for air, he made it to the top and again scanned the area for the man in the white T-shirt. 
 
    And he found him, but the man wasn’t running as Drake had expected. He was simply standing on the curb, his arms stretched out to the sides. 
 
    “NYPD! Don’t move!” Drake hollered as he made his way toward him. 
 
    His first instinct was to charge the man, to take him down and sit on him until backup arrived. But there was something about the man’s posture and the air of smugness in his expression that gave Drake pause.  
 
    And he was tired. Shit, running didn’t mix well with bourbon and lack of sleep. He took several deep breaths, trying to flush the lactic acid and fatigue from his body. It seemed to help. 
 
    A little. 
 
    “Suffering is our burden!” the man shouted back. 
 
    “Okay, psycho. You fucking killed a cop. You know what they do to cop killers?” 
 
    The man’s smile only grew. 
 
    “There is only one way to eliminate suffering.” 
 
    Drake grimaced and took a step forward. 
 
    “Your finger… you chopped off your own finger?” 
 
    The man threw his head back and laughed. 
 
    “I am your King, Drake. I am your Skeleton King.” 
 
    The use of his name caught Drake so much by surprise that he hesitated.  
 
    And this momentary lapse cost him. 
 
    The man with the missing middle finger leaned backwards, making no effort to move his arms from his sides. 
 
    Drake leaped for the man, but he was a fraction of a second too late. 
 
    A truck horn erupted and was chased by the screech of air brakes.  
 
    There was nothing the driver could do. Altar boy fell backward just as the truck arrived. 
 
    “No!” Drake shrieked as the eighteen-wheeler collided with the man’s body.  
 
    A spray of red mist burst from the man’s chest. Even after contact, the truck couldn’t stop; it continued forward and the massive front right tire rolled right over top of him. 
 
    When the truck finally came to a rest Drake looked up at the driver, whose face was ashen, his eyes wide. He started to open the door, but Drake held up a finger. 
 
    “Stay in your truck!” he ordered. 
 
    Satisfied that the man would remain in his vehicle, he dropped onto all fours and peered beneath the truck. 
 
    “Fuck,” he grumbled.  
 
    The man’s body was a mess. The truck had run over part of his left leg and hip, crushing his pelvis, while the grill had torn open his chest, sending his intestines spilling across the pavement. 
 
    The right side of the man’s head was caved in, and the top half of his face was covered in blood and brains. 
 
    And yet, the man was smiling.  
 
    Even in death, he was still smiling. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART III – The Church of Liberation 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    Screech slowly shuffled toward the condo building. 
 
    He felt dirty, he felt cheap, but most of all he just felt plain bad. 
 
    As usual, the door was locked, but the security guard noticed him and made his way over. After a curt nod, the man opened it. 
 
    No sooner had Screech entered the building, did Raul appear, seemingly out of nowhere. 
 
    “Come with me,” he said in his thick accent. He reached for Screech’s arm and gripped it tightly. At first, Screech tried to pull away, but it was no use. The man was just too strong. 
 
    They walked in silence to the private elevator that was waiting for them. Once inside, Raul pressed the letter P at the very top and then scanned the passcard attached to his hip. 
 
    The silence ensued all the way to the penthouse. When the doors opened wide, Screech was led to a room that smelled of cigar smoke. There, his eyes were drawn to the man in the suit with the large Cuban cigar pressed between his lips. 
 
    The Mayor of New York. 
 
    “Steven, so nice to see you again,” Ken said, taking a puff of his cigar. 
 
    Screech swallowed hard. 
 
    “Mr. Mayor.” 
 
    “Just Ken, please. Just Ken.” 
 
    Screech reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. As he made his way over to Ken, he was acutely aware that Raul was following very closely behind. 
 
    Screech didn’t like Ken, but he loathed Raul. 
 
    “I took the pictures, just as you asked.” 
 
    Ken nodded, but made no move other than to bring the cigar to his lips once more. 
 
    “Leave it on the table,” Raul instructed. 
 
    Speech frowned. 
 
    “My phone? I can’t just leave my phone.” 
 
    Raul stepped forward, and Screech raised his hands.  
 
    “Okay, fine. Fuck. I’ll leave the phone.” 
 
    With that, Screech tossed the phone. It landed on the table beside Ken, skidding across the polished oak until it came to a rest against the arm of the chair.  
 
    Raul growled and took an aggressive step toward him, but Ken stayed him with a finger. 
 
    “Thank you, Steven. I appreciate your help.” 
 
    Screech bit back a scathing remark. 
 
    “Is that it, then? Am I done?” 
 
    Kent took his time in answering, looking first at the end of his cigar, then following a trail of smoke that drifted up to the ceiling. 
 
    “Consider your debt cleared.” 
 
    “Gee, thank you so much, your highness.” 
 
    The words came out by accident, but as soon as they did, Screech regretted them. 
 
    And he regretted them even more when Raul’s fist smashed into his hip. It was only a short rabbit punch, but it landed directly on the bone and he staggered to one side. 
 
    “Have some respect for the Mayor,” Raul said. 
 
    Through gritted teeth, Screech, still doubled over, held up a finger. 
 
    “Sorry,” he gasped. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Ken appeared disinterested in this whole act and went back to staring at his cigar.  
 
    “Raul, please, see our guest out.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    Drake sat on the curb, cradling his forehead in his palm. In the distance, he could hear a mixture of sirens, both police and ambulance, but paid them no heed. He breathed deeply, the smell of oil and blood filling his nostrils. 
 
    What the fuck just happened? 
 
    After he had confirmed that the man was dead, Drake had gone back into the church, only to find it completely deserted.  
 
    I am your King, Drake. I am your Skeleton King. 
 
    Those had been the man’s final words. 
 
    How and why he had known his name, Drake had no idea. 
 
    Could he have recognized me from the paper? From the Butterfly Killer case?  
 
    For some reason, Drake didn’t think so. The man had uttered his name with conviction as if he knew him. 
 
    A car pulled up next to the truck and a man leaped out. 
 
    “Drake? What happened, Drake?” 
 
    Drake finally opened his eyes and raised them. The man approaching was Sergeant Yasiv. 
 
    He looked terrified, Drake saw. When Yasiv noticed the spectators snapping pictures of the body, of the truck, Yasiv pulled out his badge and held it high in the air. 
 
    “Back up,” he shouted. “Back up! Everyone back up!” 
 
    Some people took several steps backward, but on the whole, the crowd remained obstinate. 
 
    The EMT arrived next and Yasiv ordered them to cover the mess on the pavement. Then the sergeant strode over to him and pulled him to his feet.  
 
    “Drake, come with me. We have to get you—” 
 
    It was only then that Drake noticed that Yasiv hadn’t been alone in his car. Deputy Inspector Lewis Palmer stepped out of the vehicle, his face twisted into a sneer. 
 
    Drake checked his watch as Palmer approached. 
 
    It was almost one in the afternoon. 
 
    “Early,” he muttered under his breath. “The second body was early.” 
 
    “What the fuck happened here?” Palmer demanded. 
 
    Drake looked around before answering. Several other police officers had joined the fray and they were physically forcing people away from the scene. 
 
    With a sigh, he rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, are you drunk?” Palmer asked. He leaned in close and took a whiff of Drake’s breath. 
 
    The accusation angered Drake. He wasn’t drunk, but he very much wished that he was. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you? What happened here?” Palmer demanded. 
 
    Drake finally looked the man in the eyes. 
 
    “You wanted the media to know… and now they do.” 
 
    For a split second, Drake thought that the Inspector was going to strike him. 
 
    He restrained himself. 
 
    “You’re finished, Drake.” 
 
    Drake laughed. 
 
    “I was done years ago. And I don’t fucking work for you, anyway.” 
 
    Yasiv tried to ease the tension, but Palmer wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “You may not be part of the NYPD, but you know that little side business you have? Triple D Investigations? Well, I’m going to shut that down.” 
 
    The threat struck a nerve with Drake. His business had nothing to do with the NYPD, and he had spent a lot of time and work building it up to a mediocre success. But it was more than that; the money made from Triple D supported Screech—it was half his, after all—and it also supported Jasmine and their unborn baby. And Suzan. Suzan also depended on him; the shitty pension and payout that Jasmine got from Clay’s murder wasn’t nearly enough to support them. 
 
    “You can’t—” 
 
    Inspector Palmer surprised him by not only not backing down, but actually moving forward aggressively. 
 
    “I can do whatever the fuck I want, because I’m not in an elected position, you dumb shit. Take one guess who appointed me.” 
 
    Yasiv finally managed to weasel his way between the two of them before it came to blows. 
 
    “People are taking pictures, let’s keep it together.” 
 
    Palmer scowled and took a step back. Then he shrugged and somehow managed to compose himself.  
 
    Drake, on the other hand, was still seething.  
 
    “Drake, you want to tell us what happened here?” Palmer asked in a remarkably calm tone. 
 
    When Drake didn’t answer, Yasiv chimed in. 
 
    “Drake? What happened?” 
 
    Drake wanted nothing more than to punch Palmer square in the nose. But Yasiv’s pleading expression convinced him otherwise. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, he recounted what had happened, only leaving out the mention of his name.  
 
    “He said that? He said that he was the Skeleton King before he killed himself?” Palmer asked. 
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
    “That’s what I said, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Drake…” Yasiv pleaded. 
 
    “And when you ran back inside, everyone was gone?” 
 
    Drake nodded.  
 
    A smirk suddenly appeared on Palmer’s face. 
 
    “Why are you smiling?” Drake demanded. 
 
    “Because we caught the guy.” 
 
    Drake looked quickly from Palmer to Yasiv, the latter of whom lowered his gaze. 
 
    Even if the man was the Skeleton King as he’d claimed, Drake knew that this wasn’t the end. 
 
    His thoughts turned to the preacher with the dark hair and the dark eyes. 
 
    “It’s not over,” he hissed. “Is not even close to over.” 
 
    Instead of answering him, DI Palmer turned sideways and addressed Yasiv directly. 
 
    “Sergeant Yasiv, we’re going to have to make some changes to that press conference speech. We should also move the timeline up a few hours. We need to tell the—” 
 
    Drake reached out and grabbed Palmer by the collar. 
 
    “This isn’t fucking over. This is only the—” 
 
    Inspector Palmer brought the blade of his hand down hard on Drake’s forearm, knocking it loose. Drake instinctively reached up with his other hand, but Yasiv blocked him. 
 
    Palmer’s eyes blazed into Drake. 
 
    “Damien Drake, I advise you to get out of here right now, before I arrest you.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t—” Yasiv began, but was cut off when Palmer reached behind his back and retrieved a set of handcuffs.  
 
    “I would, and I will. Get the fuck out of here, Drake. In fact, if you so much as look at 62nd precinct or come anywhere near this case, I’ll throw you in jail for obstruction.” 
 
    Drake was almost overwhelmed with the desire to punch the man again.  But Yasiv… and Jasmine… 
 
    Someone shouted something behind them and Palmer turned. 
 
    “Go back to the station, Drake. Collect your things,” Yasiv said just loud enough so that only Drake could hear. “I’ll stall him for an hour or so.” 
 
    Drake, seething, turned his back on them. 
 
    Before he’d even made it back to his Crown Vic, he finished the bourbon in his pocket and tossed the empty bottle at Yasiv’s car. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    This time when Drake parked outside the precinct, not only did he not take a spot, but he drove halfway up onto the sidewalk. 
 
    Drake was furious, and he walked like he was furious. He barreled into the station, purposefully not looking at anybody. He went directly to the conference room, and when he found it empty, the first thing he did was tear the picture of Clay off the wall. Then he ripped them all down.  
 
    “This is not fucking over,” he grumbled as he started to throw all the photographs and associated notes into his folder. “It’s not fucking over—Clay wasn’t killed by a fucking pervert janitor, and Simmons wasn’t killed by an altar boy with one finger.” 
 
    Drake was so caught up in his own world, that he didn’t even hear the door to the conference room open. 
 
    “You need to learn to park, man.” 
 
    Drake whipped around, knowing that if he saw inspector Palmer’s face, or if it was that little prick Kramer, he wouldn’t have the resources or mental fortitude to stop from wrapping his hands around their necks and squeezing. 
 
    But it was neither. 
 
    “Screech?” He said in a strangled tone. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    Screech cautiously entered the room and closed the door behind him. 
 
    It was only then, under the harsh lights, that Drake fully realized how terrible his partner appeared. He had looked bad when he’d seen him at Triple D, but now he looked veritably brutal. His goatee was scraggly and there were patches of hair on his neck and cheeks. There were deep crevices at the corners of his eyes, a hallmark of someone twice his age. And his hair… he had trimmed it down from the afro cue ball he used to have, to something much shorter months ago. But now, it was all messed up, growing at strange angles because of his double crown. 
 
    “What the fuck happened to you?” Drake asked. 
 
    “I could ask you the same damn thing. You look like a fucking hobo. You look even worse than the guy who threw himself in front of a bus on 41st street.” 
 
    As he spoke, Screech opened the folder in his hand and slammed it down beside the one that Drake was just in the process of filling. 
 
    “I tried calling maybe five hundred times, but as usual, your fat tyrannosaurus fingers can’t open your damn phone. And now I’ve gone and lost mine.” 
 
    Drake raised an eyebrow. He was aware that his phone had been ringing nearly nonstop, but he had assumed that it had been Jasmine this whole time. 
 
    “What’s in the folder, Screech?” 
 
    “Take a look for yourself,” he replied. And with that, Screech started to move about the room, observing what little notes and images remained.  
 
    Drake wasn’t in the mood for games. And yet, he found himself unable to resist opening the folder before him. 
 
    The heading on the first page read: ANGUIS HOLDINGS. To follow was a list of all of their assets, most of which was real estate. Drake quickly scanned through these, noting that the house that Simmons had been found in was on it, as well as others that looked vaguely familiar. 
 
    Drake flipped over to the next page and was surprised to find a list of all individuals who owned a part of, or invested in, ANGUIS. 
 
    “How’d you find this? It isn’t a public company, is it?” 
 
    Screech, his back still to him, only grunted. 
 
    Drake scanned the names but didn’t see any he recognized. He turned to the third page, which was also a list of names, only this time, halfway down, he stopped.  
 
    “No shit,” he whispered. He tapped the name Frank Simmons with a dirty fingernail. 
 
    Drake continued scanning until he saw another name that he recognized. 
 
    And then he whistled. 
 
    “Raul Mendes,” he read out loud. He pictured the impish man with the strange tattoo on his forearm. “Why the hell would Raul be involved in this?” 
 
    Drake quickly flipped back to the real estate holdings. 
 
    “Bingo,” he said quietly, his finger landing on the condo that Ken Smith lived in. “What does this all mean, Screech?” 
 
    “How should I know? You’re the detec—the ex-detective.” 
 
    Drake turned to the very last page of the document, and his heart leaped into his throat. 
 
    There, in the center of the page, was the symbol of a snake eating an eyeball. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    “You sure about this?” Drake said, tapping the image of the snake and the eyeball. “You sure this is related to ANGUIS Holdings?” 
 
    For the first time in a long time, maybe even forever, Screech grew serious and seemed at a loss for words. 
 
    “I think—I think you need to be very careful, Drake. I think—” 
 
    The door to the conference room opened for the second time, and a blustered-looking Dunbar entered. 
 
    He looked first at Drake, then turned to Screech. 
 
    “What’s up Screech,” he said, and the two quickly shook hands. When Dunbar turned back to Drake, his expression wasn’t nearly as cordial.  
 
    “Look, I do want to be that guy, and I consider you a friend, but Yasiv just called. Palmer’s coming back and…” Dunbar shrugged. 
 
    Drake felt bad for the detective then, felt bad for everybody who had put up with his shit over the years. Maybe it was a mistake coming here. All it accomplished was putting everyone on edge, made it harder for them to do their jobs. 
 
    And maybe Palmer, and Rhodes before him, were right. What if Peter Kellington was the Skeleton King and that asshole altar boy was just a copycat. 
 
    Drake rubbed his temples. 
 
    I need to sleep, he thought. For a week. 
 
    “You okay?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Screech turned to look at them. 
 
    “Hey, what’s with these pool balls?” 
 
    Dunbar answered him. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine. A code, of some sort.” 
 
    “Shoot me a pen?” Screech asked. Dunbar, eyebrow raised, handed him a piece of chalk. 
 
    “Think it’s some sort of computer code? Password, maybe?” 
 
    Screech chuckled. 
 
    “You guys are funny. No, the numbers just represent letters.” 
 
    Dunbar shook his head. 
 
    “We tried that, had a computer program try all sorts of complex—” 
 
    Screech ignored him and started to write. 
 
    “Six equals F, five equals E—” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Dunbar continued. “And eight is H, nine is I, and the one ball is A. That gives us HIAFFE. Not a word in any language.” 
 
    “Maybe not. What if the eight ball is not an eight, but an eighteen. What if only the last digit counts—after all there is no eighteen ball in pool. That would make it not an I, but an R. The nine ball would then be an S, and the twenty-one either U or K. So, I’m thinking…” 
 
    As he spoke, Screech started to arrange letters on the board and a word finally started to appear. 
 
    “I’m guessing the twenty-one is supposed to be a U, after all.” 
 
    Drake blinked three times. 
 
    “Suffer?” Dunbar read out loud. He shrugged and then screwed up his face. “Yeah, I don’t—” 
 
    Drake suddenly bolted to his feet. 
 
    “Suffer,” he repeated. “Suffer.” 
 
    Screech and Dunbar both turned and looked at him.  
 
    “Yeah, I just said—” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “That strange preacher guy, the one standing up on stage talking beside roadkill man? He kept saying that… suffering is the plague of humankind, or some shit.” 
 
    Screech, who was unaware of what happened back at the Church of the Liberation, looked to Dunbar. 
 
    “He’s completely lost it, Dunbar. We all knew this was—” 
 
    “There was this crazy guy—” Dunbar began, but Drake cut him off.  
 
    “I was only partly listening. Something about how only humans suffer and that there is only one way to end it…” 
 
    “What do you think it means?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    Drake shrugged, his enthusiasm waning. It may be a clue, but it didn’t give them much to go on. 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe. It’s just hard to think that this is a coincidence, given that Alice Monroe and Greg Horo-whatever attended the church.” 
 
    “It’s not just them,” Dunbar said softly. “I haven’t searched it all yet, but I found that three of the other victims also either went to the church or donated money to it in some way or another.” 
 
    “What you talking about?” 
 
    Dunbar quickly pulled up a chair and opened the laptop that was sitting on his desk. Then he started to type furiously.  
 
    “I managed to pull up some of these tax receipts, you know, for donations to charitable causes and whatnot? If you make an anonymous donation, the information is always blocked, but if you ask for a receipt…  look here.” 
 
    On screen was a list of names not unlike the one in the back of the ANGUIS Holdings file that Screech had given him. 
 
    “There, see that?” 
 
    Drake leaned in close. He saw the name Alice Monroe on the list of donors. There was no indication of how much money she gave, only that she made a contribution. 
 
    “What the hell was a girl pushing heroin donating to a church?” Screech asked, verbalizing Drake’s own thoughts. 
 
    “No idea,” Dunbar replied. He highlighted another name. 
 
    “Frank Simmons,” Drake read out loud. His throat suddenly felt parched again and he elbowed his way close to the keyboard. 
 
    “You mind if I do something real quick?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    Drake leaned into the keyboard and then raised his head. 
 
    “Is there a way to search?” 
 
    “Control-F,” Dunbar and Screech answered in unison. 
 
    With trembling hands, Drake pressed control-F. As he started to type, starting with C, the cursor jumped around, highlighting names. 
 
    C-L-A- 
 
    The first hit was a man named Clams.  
 
    Clams? Who in the hell would name their kid Clams? 
 
    But when Drake added a ‘Y’, only one name popped up. 
 
    “No fucking way,” he muttered under his breath as he stared at the name Clay Cuthbert. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    “What are you still doing here?” Sergeant Yasiv said, poking his head into the conference room. “Palmer’s here and he’s going to—” 
 
    Drake held up the folder that Screech had given him. 
 
    “You have to see this, it’s not—” 
 
    Yasiv glanced up and down the hallway. 
 
    “You can’t be here, Drake. Listen, Palmer may not look like much, but he’s tough as nails. If he finds you here—” 
 
    Drake, ignoring the man, rose to his feet. 
 
    “We found something here, something that connects all of the victims. Something real, Yasiv. And Screech, Screech saw the—” 
 
    Yasiv raised a hand, and when he spoke next, he did so in a tone that finally got Drake’s attention. 
 
    “No, Drake. You don’t understand. You need to leave. Now. I’m not asking you. I’m telling you.” 
 
    Drake scowled. 
 
    “This is because Palmer was appointed, isn’t it? Because he was appointed by the Mayor.” 
 
    Yasiv stepped into the room and Drake moved toward him. 
 
    “If you don’t leave now, Drake, I’ll arrest you myself.” 
 
    Drake looked at his colleague for a moment, sizing him up. He had never known Yasiv to be violent, or even aggressive.  
 
    Could Ken have gotten to him, too? For fuck’s sake, how many people does he have in his back pocket? 
 
    Drake allowed his shoulders to sag. 
 
    “I’m gonna go home and get some rest,” he said at last. “And then tomorrow, I’m going to be at Triple D trying to figure out how to catch this bastard. All of you are more than welcome to join me.” 
 
    And with that, Drake scooped up the rest of his files, ignoring the last few notes and photos still strung about the room, and left.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Even though Drake spent almost every night at Jasmine’s house, he still leased his one-bedroom apartment.  
 
    Which was where he headed now. 
 
    There was so much information rattling around in his brain, that Drake wasn’t even sure that alcohol would help at this point. 
 
    Clay… Clay is somehow involved in the Church and ANGUIS Holdings with Raul and Simmons and the other victims? What the hell is that all about? 
 
    Drake parked his aging Crown Vic outside of his apartment complex and then sat in it for a moment. He had considered going back to see Jasmine, but now that he had been gone for almost a day, he was afraid that more questions would be asked than he could handle in his tired state.  
 
    After this is all over, after this is all said and done, I’ll go to Jasmine and tell her that I found out who killed Clay. When I can do that, I’ll go to her and hold her tight. 
 
    With tired legs, Drake made his way up the stairs to his apartment. Somehow, he managed to drop his keys, and when he went to pick them up, he realized that the door to his apartment was slightly ajar. 
 
    Drake’s eyes narrowed and he felt adrenaline flood his system. 
 
    He instinctively checked under his armpit for his gun, but it wasn’t there; it was inside the apartment. Moving quietly, Drake eased the door even further and peered inside. 
 
    Nothing seemed out of place, at least not at first blush. But when Drake fully stepped into the apartment, he noticed a particular smell. 
 
    The smell of cigars. 
 
    “Hello?” He said into the darkness. “If there’s anybody—” 
 
    A man stepped out of the shadows, a short man with a bristly mustache. 
 
    “Hello, Drake. It’s been a long time.” 
 
    “Raul? What the fuck do you want?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    Beckett stared at the skeleton of a man he had once known: Detective Frank Simmons. 
 
    It was strange seeing the body laid out like this, a person reduced to a bleached skeleton. And yet, Beckett was impressed by the killer’s handiwork.  
 
    Without thinking, Beckett reached out and stroked the side of the skeleton’s head. The bone was so smooth that it almost felt wet to the touch, and— 
 
    “Dr. Campbell?” 
 
    Beckett retracted his hand and spun around to face a young lab technician. 
 
    “Tony, I hope you have the results for me,” he said sternly. 
 
    “It’s actually Trevor, and, unfortunately, there was no match in any database,” the man looked down at a piece of paper as he spoke. “I don’t know who the finger bone belongs to.” 
 
    Beckett swore and snatched the paper from him before dismissing the man with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “Go scrub a beaker,” he hissed. 
 
    After confirming what Trevor had told him, Beckett balled up the piece of paper and tossed it into the trash bin. He was about to turn back to Simmons’s skeleton when the door opened and the same man, Trevor or Tony or whatever his name was, leaned in. 
 
    “I thought I would tell you—” 
 
    “More good news? What?” 
 
    The man swallowed hard and hooked a thumb over his shoulder. 
 
    Beckett watched as CSU pushed a gurney down the hallway. On the gurney was a thick black bag, which could only mean one thing. 
 
    Beckett immediately started toward the door, pushing his way past Tony as he did. 
 
    “Hey, wait up,” he hollered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The inside of the body bag was filled with an organic soup. 
 
    There was so much blood and intestines and other bodily fluids inside the thick plastic that it was difficult for Beckett to reach inside without risking sending the mess cascading to the floor. 
 
    But he was looking for something specific.  
 
    The man’s left arm was broken, a nasty spiral fracture that sent a splinter of bone jutting from his forearm, but this was of no interest to Beckett. While several of the residents now gathered around, including Trevor, each and every one of them swallowing hard to prevent from vomiting, Beckett felt all the way down to the man’s hand. As he did, the contents of the bag sloshed and came perilously close to spilling out the other side. 
 
    And then Beckett started to smile. 
 
    He held up the hand for the other people to see, flopping the wrist to form a macabre hand wave. 
 
    “Say hello,” Beckett said in a high-pitched voice. “Say hello to my little friend… who just happens to be missing a finger.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
    “No way,” Drake said wagging a finger at the man across from him. “I’m not doing this. I did what you said, I found dirt on Dr. Kildare, and Ken was elected mayor. But that’s it, I’m done with this.” 
 
    Raul smiled his creepy little smile and folded his hands in front of him. 
 
    “I’ve done some redecorating of your coffee table,” he said quietly. “Why don’t you go and take a look.” 
 
    Drake glanced around the man and looked at his coffee table. It was difficult to see with the lights off, but there were clearly photographs strewn all over the top of it.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m not interested in your last Grinder date, buddy. I would advise you to get the fuck out of my house before I make you get out.” 
 
    Raul didn’t react to the threat; he simply indicated the table once more, this time with his chin. 
 
    “I think you should take a look.”  
 
    Drake took several steps forward, making it look like he was going to the table. But at the last moment, he lunged to his left and reached for Raul. 
 
    He had forgotten how fast the little guy was. 
 
    Raul easily sidestepped the attack. And then, as Drake stumbled, he sprang into action, driving his interlaced hands into Drake’s side. 
 
    Drake grunted and protectively bent in the direction of the strike, which was precisely what Raul wanted him to do. The man separated his hands, then grabbed Drake’s opposing shoulder and spun him around, while at the same time driving his knee into the side of Drake’s leg. 
 
    Again, Drake cried out and tried to get to his feet, but he could barely move. Raul had some sort of strange hold on him, gripping his collar and his opposite elbow. He had no choice but to shuffle forward on one knee when Raul applied pressure. 
 
    “You motherfucker,” Drake hissed. His side was roaring with pain, and it felt as if his hip bone had been reduced to gelatin. 
 
    “Drake, look at the pictures.” 
 
    At first, Drake refused. But Raul pressed his wrist against the back of Drake’s head and, fearing that his face would be smashed against the glass tabletop, he finally relented.  
 
    The first photograph was an image of him breaking into Dr. Kildare’s campaign office. More of these followed, including ones of him setting up the cameras, which he had done at Ken Smith’s behest. The last image was of the finger bone lying in the center of the office with Drake in the foreground. 
 
    “You fucking took it. You took that bone and you gave it to Simmons. But why—” 
 
    Raul drove his wrist into the back of Drake’s head again, quieting him. 
 
    “Look again.” 
 
    With gritted teeth, Drake turned his attention to the next series of photographs. These were taken on a yacht, one that looked oddly familiar to him. And when he saw the name of the boat, he knew why: B-yacht’ch. He had known that there was something up with Bob Bumacher, but he hadn’t thought that he was also in bed with the Mayor. The next picture was of a crate full of plastic white bags filled with yellowish powder. On the top of each was the symbol for ANGUIS Holdings, which was also the same as the tattoo on Raul’s forearm.  
 
    “What the—” another shove and Drake’s attention was directed at the final photograph. 
 
    This one was of a man, a man that Drake had never seen before, submerged in water. He was stretching toward the surface, but it was clear by the way his eyes were blank and his mouth slack, that he was already dead. 
 
    And there was a man hovering over the dead, someone Drake knew quite well. 
 
    Dr. Beckett Campbell.  
 
    “What is this? What is this shit?” he growled. 
 
    Raul released his grip and stepped back. With a groan, Drake rose to his full height and turned. 
 
    He was still trying to wrap his mind around the pictures, but there was something else that was bothering him. Something that had been nagging him ever since Ken Smith had first approached him more than a year ago.  
 
    What the hell did a man like Ken Smith, on his way up, destined to become mayor, want with a washed-up NYPD detective?  
 
    Sure, he had helped get Ken elected, but based on the polling results even before Drake’s intervention, it was clear that the man was well on his way without his help.  
 
    “What the hell do you want from me?” he asked at last. 
 
    “These are pictures of you and your friends,” Raul said with a smirk. “And we have more.” 
 
    Drake threw his arms in the air. 
 
    “What the fuck do you want from me?” 
 
    Raul shook his head. 
 
    “No, Drake. It’s not what we want from you. It’s what you want from your brother.” 
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    “My brother? Dane? What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Raul, his hands once again clasped in front of him like a pauper, nodded. 
 
    “Mr. Smith has a keen interest in your brother. But he is a difficult man to get a hold of. We need you to reach out to him and set up a meeting.” 
 
    Now Drake was certain he was dreaming.  
 
    Dane? What the fuck did they want with Dane? 
 
    “Hey bud, I don’t know where you’re getting your intel, but I haven’t spoken to Dane in… what? A decade? Maybe more?” 
 
    As he spoke, Drake’s mind drifted back to the last time he had seen his brother, how scared they had all been. 
 
    “I’m sure you can find a way to reconnect,” Raul said. “After all, blood is thicker than oil.” 
 
    “It’s—” Drake stopped himself from correcting the man and closed his eyes. His side was aching, as was his head.  
 
    Why can’t you just leave me alone?  
 
    All he wanted at that moment was for his pain and anger and frustration to just go away.  
 
    “One more thing, Drake. I need you to stop your investigation into the Skeleton King. Aaron Walsh is your man. No need to dig any deeper. Palmer will help you out with the details.” 
 
    Drake scowled. 
 
    “Palmer, that weaselly fuck. I knew—” 
 
    “You have one week, Drake. One week, before we release these pictures.” 
 
    Drake didn’t reply, didn’t even open his eyes. He knew what Raul meant by releasing the pictures; he hadn’t forgotten what had happened to Ivan back at the warehouse.  
 
    And if they ran in the Times? That would crush Jasmine. It would ruin Screech and destroy Beckett.  
 
    The latter would probably end up in prison. 
 
    Dane… They want Dane? What in God’s name is going on here? 
 
    “Last I heard, Dane was somewhere in South America,” Drake said as he opened his eyes. “He was—” 
 
    Drake stopped speaking when he realized that Raul was no longer in the room. He stood and glanced around, but the man had vanished. 
 
    Finally alone, Drake walked over to the bar and grabbed himself a bottle of Johnny black. He filled a tumbler nearly to the top and then collapsed onto the couch. After a satisfying gulp, he rested the glass on his stomach and closed his eyes, trying to will away the headache and the confusion that washed over him. 
 
    The drink slipped from his hands and crashed to the floor as Drake fell asleep for the first time in what felt like forever. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Drake. You need to have my back on this one. Peter Kellington’s our guy. Shit, his hair was found on the skeleton and we tapped his phone.” 
 
    Drake stared at his friend from the passenger seat of his car. 
 
    Clay was looking out the window as he spoke, his back to Drake. As Drake stared, he realized that there was something wrong with his hair—it just seemed a little off to him. 
 
    “I don’t think he’s our guy at all. Someone who kills these people, strips some of their skin, and leaves a nearly perfect skeleton? This suggests intelligence, planning. Our janitor Peter Kellington doesn’t fit the bill.” 
 
    “Just have my back, Drake. You’re my partner, you’re not supposed to second guess me. You’re not supposed to sleep with my wife. And you’re definitely not supposed to get her knocked up.” 
 
    Drake recoiled. 
 
    “What? What are you talking about?” 
 
    Clay slowly turned to face him only it wasn’t a smooth, natural movement. It was ratchety, all clicks and joints. 
 
    And it soon became apparent why.  
 
    Clay Cuthbert had no face at all. He was a gleaming skull with a terrible wig placed haphazardly on his head. 
 
    The skull started to laugh, the lower mandible vibrating up and down, the perfect teeth clanking together. Drake threw himself against the door, trying to put as much space between him and the skeleton as possible. If the window had been open, he would’ve climbed out of it. But it wasn’t, and the door was locked. 
 
    All he could do was listen to Clay’s maniacal laughter. 
 
    The wig slowly slid off the skull and Drake moaned. 
 
    “No,” he moaned, his stomach lurching. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Drake? Have you never seen a finger before?” 
 
    Clay laughed again as Drake stared at the crown of bones that wrapped all the way around his head. 
 
    With more of the awkward movement, Clay moved his hands into view and wiggled his fingers.  
 
    All eight of them were missing the last joint. 
 
    Drake screamed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
    Drake awoke with a start. He sat bolt upright and then was greeted by a wetness on the hem of his shirt and the front of his pants. At first, he thought he’d pissed himself, but after smelling his shirt, he realized that it wasn’t urine, but scotch. 
 
    He felt dizzy and had to expend considerable effort to avoid slinking back down to the couch. A quick glance at the window revealed that it was now dark out. He reached for his phone, which was swimming in the sea of blackmail photographs, and checked the time. 
 
    It was just past midnight. 
 
    Jesus, I slept for ten hours… which means we’ve got fourteen until the next body shows up, he couldn’t help but think. 
 
    As his vision cleared, he realized that he was staring at the photographs. With a grunt, he scooped them into a big pile and then made his way over to the sink. After popping several Aspirin and choking down a glass of warm water, he found a book of matches in the cutlery drawer. Then he set the photographs on fire and threw them in the sink. 
 
    “Fuck you, Raul. And fuck you, Ken Smith.” 
 
    Despite his anger, Drake knew that he was in a bind. If he didn’t do as Raul asked, not only would his life be ruined, but so would the ones he loved. But if he did comply, if he somehow managed to get a hold of his brother and risked bringing him into this whole mess, when would it end? What would be the guarantee that Ken would stop using him, that the blackmail would ever stop? 
 
    Drake shook his head and watched as the colorful flames drifted up to meet him. When the images turned black, he turned on the tap and extinguished the fire. 
 
    You have one week, Drake… end the investigation into the Skeleton King and set Mayor Smith up with your brother… 
 
    He rubbed his eyes. 
 
    One thing was for certain. There was no way that he was going to stop looking for the real Skeleton King. 
 
    I’ll deal with Raul later, he thought. Right now, I have to figure out how the hell ANGUIS Holdings is wrapped up in all this. 
 
    Something told him that if he managed to unravel this mystery, then it would be Ken Smith coming to him, and not the other way around.  
 
    Drake slowly made his way to the bathroom, peeling off his soaked shirt and pants as he went. Then he hopped into the shower.  
 
    The warm water was blissful against his skin, and he turned it progressively hotter until it was just shy of scalding.  
 
    As the water cascaded over him, he was reminded of the day when he and Clay had gone to Peter Kellington’s house in the rain. 
 
    His partner had been adamant that Peter was their killer; he was absolutely certain of it. But the thing was, Clay was usually the more analytical of the two, and yet, in this case, it was Drake who was finding holes all over the story, huge gaps in the narrative spun in Sergeant Rhodes’s tale. Holes big enough to make a block of Swiss cheese jealous. And yet Clay was having none of it. 
 
    Drake shut his eyes, and when he did, he saw a flicker of the skull from his dream and they snapped open. 
 
    “Why the hell were you donating to a weird church that is owned by the same company that owns Ken Smith’s building, Clay? Why the hell did you get involved in all of this?” 
 
    There was no answer to his queries. 
 
    Drake scrubbed his hair and then washed the rest of his body as the questions flowed over him like the burning water. 
 
    After getting out of the shower and drying off, he went back to his phone and picked it up. 
 
    What he wanted to do was to dial Jasmine’s number, to apologize to her, to say how sorry he was for not calling her, not letting her know that he was okay. That he was still alive. And to ask her if Clay ever went to church. 
 
    And, maybe even more importantly, if Jasmine had ever gone with him. 
 
    But Drake couldn’t bring himself to do it. Instead, he scrolled through his contacts and stopped at Beckett’s name. 
 
    The man answered it on the first ring. 
 
    “Drake, my man. What are you doing up at this hour?” 
 
    “I need your help, Beckett.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re looking for a sweet, sweet release, then look elsewhere. That was only the one time. In college. And I was very drunk.” 
 
    Drake was in no mood for jokes. 
 
    “Things have escalated, Beckett. This killer… and the guy that got smeared by the truck—” 
 
    “Wait—that roadkill guy, Captain Spaghetti intestines, that was your guy?” 
 
    “Yeah… I’m surprised no one told you. He claimed to be the Skeleton King before he jumped in front of the semi.” 
 
    “Huh. Well, that would explain why his missing finger matched the one glued to Simmons’s head.” 
 
    Drake nodded. This was what he had expected all along. 
 
    “But he wasn’t the Skeleton King, and neither was Peter Kellington. They were just pawns in a much bigger game.” 
 
    “I’m here for you, Drake. Just tell me what you need.” 
 
    “Can you meet me at Triple D in the morning? In a couple hours?” 
 
    “Just need time to shit, shower, and shave and I’ll be right over.” 
 
    Drake was about to hang up when a thought occurred to him.  
 
    “Great, but there’s something I need you to do first.” 
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    Drake grabbed a coffee at home, sans bourbon or scotch this time, and arrived at triple D before the clock turned five. 
 
    He didn’t even have time to sit before both Dunbar and Screech burst into the room.  
 
    “Turn on the TV,” Screech ordered. 
 
    “Good morning to you, too,” Drake grumbled under his breath. 
 
    Drake walked over to the TV mounted by the door and switched it on. 
 
    “Go to the news,” Screech said. 
 
    Drake’s thumb hovered over the buttons. 
 
    “Which news station?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Any one.” 
 
    When Drake was still at a loss, Screech reached for the remote. Seeing his hand outstretched like that reminded him of the photo of the man underwater, Beckett hovering over him.   
 
    He had previously thought that it had just been some stroke of luck that Screech had found the yacht in the same place that Beckett had been vacationing, but now he wasn’t so sure. 
 
    Was this all planned out? Could Beckett’s inquiry and Bob Bumacher all be related?  
 
    It seemed improbable, but Drake wouldn’t put it by Ken Smith.  
 
    But this also brought about the question of who had actually taken the picture. Who could have been that close to Beckett at the time…  
 
    The TV switched to a news conference, with Sergeant Yasiv at the helm. 
 
    “Jesus, he’s up early,” Drake muttered. 
 
    And standing directly beside Sergeant Yasiv was Deputy Inspector Lewis Palmer. 
 
    “It is with mixed feelings that I stand here and address you today,” Sergeant Yasiv began in a somber tone. “Two days ago, we lost one of our own. Two days ago, Detective Frank Simmons, a veteran of 62nd precinct, and a detective for more than a decade, was brutally murdered. He was an excellent police officer, but more importantly, he was a great man, a caring father of two children, and a wonderful husband. If there is any silver lining to this horrible act, it is that due to the hard work and dedication of all the officers of the 62nd precinct, and with the aid and support of Deputy Inspector Lewis Palmer, and other NYPD officers across the city, the man responsible for this heinous crime ultimately met his demise. The perpetrator, Aaron Walsh, 42, in the process of resisting arrest, was struck by a truck and killed.” 
 
    Dunbar and Screech continued to listen to Yasiv’s speech, but Drake droned him out. His mind was focused on Aaron Walsh, the name that Raul had given the bastard even before Yasiv had called him out, as he fell backward. 
 
    I’m the King, Drake. I am your Skeleton King. 
 
    Drake shuddered as he remembered the sound the man’s head made when the truck struck him. 
 
    “Good to see they didn’t waste any time,” Drake said before turning to Dunbar. “Aren’t you going to be in shit for not being there? I see all the other detectives there. Even that douchebag Kramer.” 
 
    Dunbar shrugged. 
 
    “I’m not… something doesn’t fit, Drake. Aaron Walsh… Aaron Walsh was hit by a truck and he was a bus driver. Terrible irony? Maybe, but I don’t know.” 
 
    “Yeah, and Peter Kellington was a goddamn janitor,” Drake added. “Come on, let’s go to my office and see if we can come up with some sort of plan in case the King is still out there. It doesn’t look like the NYPD is going to be of any help.” 
 
    With that, Drake led the way into his office, and the two other men followed. As he walked, Drake kept looking over his shoulder to see if the final member of their party had arrived. 
 
    He should be here any moment, he thought. 
 
    Inside his office, Dunbar laid out a folder with all of the new information about Aaron Walsh and also added some additional information about the Church of Liberation. Drake put his own folder with everything on Peter Kellington and the victims beside Dunbar’s. Screech added his folder with information about ANGUIS Holdings. 
 
    “Okay,” Drake began, rubbing his temples. “Here’s what we know. Every one of the victims seem to have at least a minor connection with the law—they were either arrested or were part of the police force. We also know that most of them, maybe even all, made a donation or attended this Church of Liberation. Finally, everything seems to tie back to this holdings company called ANGUIS Holdings. Three levels here, with ANGUIS being at the top. Any ideas as to what’s going on here?” 
 
    Drake had done such a thorough job summing up their knowledge that neither Screech nor Dunbar had anything to add. 
 
    “And then there’s that guy… the strange preacher guy with the black hair and the beady eyes,” Drake continued. “Let’s start there, with the Church. What do we know about the Church of Liberation.”  
 
    Dunbar flipped open his folder and pulled out a sheet of paper.  
 
    “The Church of the Liberation was founded in 2004, by a single founding member.” 
 
    Drake raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Who is?” 
 
    Dunbar shrugged. 
 
    “I have no idea. I tried to find that out, even bent the rules if you know what I mean, but I came up blank. In fact, the only thing I could find out about the church was raw numbers related to their expenses and their revenue.” 
 
    Screech leaned over and looked at the sheet of paper. 
 
    “I’ll see if I can dig up something outside the NYPD. Fuck the rules.” 
 
    Drake took a sip of his coffee. 
 
    “And what about the revenue? Anything out of the ordinary?” 
 
    Dunbar studied a piece of paper in his hands. 
 
    “The revenues are a bit high compared to other small churches of this kind, I guess, and a lot of it is small, private donations, but other than that…” 
 
    “There’s no headquarters listed or anything like that?” 
 
    “Not that I could find.” 
 
    “And we have no idea where the next meeting is?” Screech asked. 
 
    Drake thought about the cigarette smoking man who had told him that the sermon had already begun. 
 
    “I might have something on that front.” He was about to add more when the door to his office opened and a tired-looking Beckett stepped through.  
 
    He seemed shocked to see Dunbar there, but when he noticed Screech, he looked frightened.  
 
    “What’s going on,” Beckett said, collecting himself quickly. “It looks like I just entered a scene from Deer Hunter.” 
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    “I think our main goal, at this point, is to find that priest, the one that I saw at the ‘church’. I’ve already given a description to Dunbar, who is going to pass it on to a sketch artist. Not sure how helpful it will be, but it’s a start.” 
 
    Dunbar nodded. 
 
    “We also need you, Dunbar, to keep us appraised of what’s going on back at the station. Aaron Walsh killed himself roughly seventeen hours ago, which gives us at least seven before another body shows up—if it does at all. Screech, you work on finding more about the Church—who started it, who the stakeholders are. I figure we meet back here in a few hours to see if anything new has popped up.” 
 
    “What about me? Don’t tell me you got me up before six AM just for me to sit at the desk,” Beckett said. “I was having a killer dream about these three—” 
 
    “You’re coming with me, Beckett. Gonna see if we can find the guy smoking cigarettes outside of the church, see if we can find where and when the next Church of Liberation meeting is.” 
 
    Beckett frowned. 
 
    “Boring,” he said.  
 
    Drake ignored the comment. 
 
    Screech started toward the door, and Dunbar followed.  
 
    “One more thing, guys,” Drake began in a serious tone. “I’m doing this for Clay. I know you guys all have your reasons for being here, but if anything goes down, if something really bad happens, it happens to me and only me. Got it?” 
 
    Screech raised an eyebrow and looked as if he was about to comment, as he was prone to do, but he decided better of it. Instead, he just nodded. 
 
    “Ok, Drake,” Dunbar added, and then the two of them left the office.  
 
    Drake waited until Screech was nearly out the main doors before hurrying after Dunbar, leaving Becket behind. 
 
    “I’ll catch you later, Screech,” Drake said.  
 
    Screech gave him a curious look, but left. When he was gone, Drake leaned in close to Dunbar.  
 
    “Dunbar, I need another favor. It’s gonna put you in a bad spot, but it’s important.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Drake leaned in even closer and whispered in Dunbar’s ear. 
 
    “It’s about that list of donors to the church…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Beckett was unusually quiet on the drive to the local community center where Aaron Walsh had killed himself. 
 
    And Beckett usually wasn’t short on words, or crude jokes, or lewd comments, or… 
 
    Drake’s mind was in a dozen places at once, one of which was on the photograph of Beckett looking down at the drowned man.  
 
    Man up, he told himself. Man up and ask him. 
 
    The problem was, after what had happened to Craig Sloan, and now this, he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.  
 
    Drake cleared his throat and was about to speak, when Beckett turned to him. 
 
    “I spoke to Suzan, like you asked.”  
 
    When Beckett bit his lip and paused before continuing, Drake’s heart sunk. 
 
    “He went to the church, didn’t he?” Drake said under his breath. 
 
    Beckett ran a hand through his short blond hair and nodded. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it gets worse; he wasn’t the only one.” 
 
    Drake’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “What? What do you mean?” 
 
    He was barely able to keep his eyes on the road as he focused on Beckett. 
 
    The man lowered his eyes before answering. 
 
    “Jasmine went too,” he said softly. 
 
    A cold sweat broke out on Drake’s forehead. 
 
    “Are you fucking with me?” 
 
    Beckett looked at him again and shook his head. There was no humor in his eyes. 
 
    “I wish I was, Drake. What does it mean?” 
 
    Drake swallowed hard. 
 
    He didn’t know what it meant, not really. He only knew that Clay’s involvement in the church went deeper than he had ever hoped. Which also meant that he was likely involved in ANGUIS Holdings and, at the very least, by proxy to Ken Smith. 
 
    You have one week to find your brother, Drake, Raul’s creepy voice echoed in his head. One week before we make these pictures public. 
 
    “I dunno,” Drake replied at last. “But it can’t be good.” 
 
    With that, both of them turned their eyes back to the road. 
 
    “Why would Aaron Walsh cut off his finger, his own finger, claim to be the Skeleton King, and then throw himself into traffic?” Beckett asked after a minute of silence. “Are we just looking for a fucking weird ass lunatic?” 
 
    Drake didn’t know the answer to that, either, but this time he elected to remain quiet. 
 
    His thoughts suddenly went elsewhere, to the night when he had run back into the burning building to save Suzan Cuthbert’s life. He had tackled Craig Sloan outside of the burning building and had entrusted Beckett to look after him. The next time he saw Beckett, the man’s hands were covered in blood, his shirt drenched with it, and Craig Sloan’s head had been caved in. 
 
    And now this photo of the man on the boat… 
 
    Drake looked over at his friend. 
 
    “You know how you said that no one was looking for the victims before their skeletons were found? Well, what if this church is some fucked up suicide cult, you know? Worshiping the skeleton or some shit? Like, all these ex-cons got together and decided that they needed to pay for their sins, that they…” 
 
    It was clear that Beckett was only thinking out loud, and Drake let him ramble as he observed him.  
 
    He had known Beckett for a long time, for more than a decade. And over that time, they had gotten close despite their differences in lifestyles. Beckett loved his women fast and loose, and liked to be seen out on the town. Drake, on the other hand, liked to be alone with a bottle of scotch. 
 
    But how much do I really know about him, Drake asked himself. How much do you really know about anybody? 
 
    “Hey! Look out!” Beckett suddenly shouted. 
 
    Drake’s eyes whipped back to the road and he swerved to the left just missing the legs of a man who had started to cross a street. His Crown Vic came to a screeching halt. The man yelped and fell on his ass. 
 
    Drake opened his mouth to say that he was sorry, when his eyes locked on the man’s. 
 
    His face was doughy and pale, and a cigarette was dangling from his lips. 
 
    It was him, the man from the church, Drake realized.  
 
    The man evidently recognized Drake as well, because he pulled himself to his feet and started to run in the opposite direction.  
 
    “It’s him! It’s the guy from the church!” Drake shouted as he pulled the door open. “Beckett, get him!” 
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    Beckett caught the man first. They had just turned around back of the community center when Beckett reached out with his foot and clipped the back of the man’s heel. Beckett fell on his ass in the process, but the other man, who had a good sixty pounds on Beckett, flew face first and skidded to a stop in a heap. The yellow plastic bag he was carrying marked with the words KOSHER MART spilled to the pavement, a carton of cigarettes sliding at least ten feet from him. 
 
    Drake rushed past Beckett and landed on top of the man before he could even consider getting up. 
 
    Sitting on his back, Drake grabbed a handful of hair and pulled his face from the tarmac. Blood spilled from both nostrils and there was a road burn on his cheek, but he was conscious. 
 
    “Why’d you run?” Drake demanded, leaning in close to the man’s ear. “Why did you run?” 
 
    The man spat blood on the pavement. 
 
    “Because you’re a fucking psycho.” 
 
    Drake let go of the guy’s head, and his nose smacked against the pavement again.  
 
    “I’m the psycho? I’m the psycho, but you’re the one listening to sermons by a man who chopped off his own finger and then jumped in front of a truck.” 
 
    The man groaned and Drake gripped his hair again and pulled back. 
 
    “You’re going to tell me where the next Church of Liberation meeting is.” 
 
    The man shook his head as best he could with Drake’s hand tangled in his hair. 
 
    “I ain’t telling you shit.” 
 
    With his free hand, Drake reached into the holster under his arm and grabbed the butt of his gun that he’d made sure to leave his house with this time.  
 
    “You’re going to tell me or—” 
 
    “I got this, Drake,” Beckett said, suddenly at Drake’s side. He put a hand on Drake’s arm. “We don’t want you doing something that can’t be undone.” 
 
    It was a strange comment, but it resonated with Drake. His hand fell away from his gun. Then he let go of the man’s hair and slowly rose to his feet. 
 
    “Go for a little walk,” Beckett instructed him, taking up residence on his back where Drake had been moments ago. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere, this piece of shit—” 
 
    Beckett’s eyes narrowed and when he spoke again, there was something in his voice that made Drake uneasy. 
 
    “Go for a walk, Drake. Come back in five.” 
 
    Drake scowled. 
 
    “I’m going to go move my car off the road, then I’ll come back here,” Drake conceded. 
 
    Beckett nodded and Drake started to walk away. When he cleared the corner of the community center, instead of going to his car, Drake looked back the way he’d come. 
 
    He watched as the two exchanged words, words that were too quiet for Drake to hear before Beckett got close—really close. 
 
    A moment later, Beckett rose to his feet and then helped the man up as well. 
 
    Even though cigarette man’s face was a mess, with dual streams of blood from his nose that not only coated his upper lip, but soaked his chin as well, his eyes were wide and his skin was unexpectedly pale. 
 
    The man was absolutely terrified. 
 
    Beckett brushed some debris from the man’s chest in a rudimentary gesture and then shooed him away. 
 
    Just as Beckett turned back to him, Drake ducked behind the building and hurried toward his car. 
 
    After giving several people the finger as he lowered himself into his car, Beckett joined him. 
 
    Drake waited, but when Beckett didn’t say anything and the parade of horns continued on, he turned to his friend and said, “Well? What the hell happened?” 
 
    Beckett shuddered. 
 
    “They’re meeting again tonight,” he said. “They’re meeting tonight, and I’m going to be there.” 
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    “No way,” Drake said. “No fucking way. I’m going. You can stand point if you want, but there’s no way you’re going alone.” 
 
    Beckett said nothing, which was somehow worse than him complaining or arguing. 
 
    As Drake pulled into the Triple D parking lot, he slammed on the brakes and looked at his friend. 
 
    “Beckett, you have to tell me where they’re meeting. You got a job; you’re the senior ME for Christ’s sake, and you’re a professor at the University. You can’t be getting involved in this shit. I don’t know what happened in the Virgin Gorda, but—” 
 
    Beckett unexpectedly reached out and grabbed Drake by the collar and pulled him close. 
 
    Drake, so caught off guard, was yanked forward. 
 
    “What do you know about the Virgin Gorda?” Beckett hissed, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    Drake reached up and grabbed the underside of Beckett’s wrist and twisted it. Beckett instantly let go. 
 
    “What the fuck happened to you, Beckett? Ever since… ever since Colin Elliot, you’ve changed.” 
 
    Beckett collapsed in his seat and stared straight ahead. 
 
    “Yeah, shit has changed. There are a lot of fucked up people out there, fucked up people who want to do fucked up things to good people.” 
 
    Drake blinked. 
 
    “What? What are you talking about?” 
 
    Beckett turned back to face him. 
 
    “You tell me that I have a job? That I shouldn’t get involved in this shit? What about you? You’ve got a fucking kid on the way. You’re so fucking selfish, that all you think about is chasing your own demons and trying to catch a phantom killer. You feel guilty about what happened to Clay, and you can’t get over it. And because of that, you keep making mistakes. Everyone you try to help, everyone you ever try to help, ends up getting fucked in the end. And I’m not talking about the good kind of fucked, Drake. I’m talking about being flipped over and getting it in the ass with no lube. That kind of fucked up.” 
 
    Drake couldn’t say anything. 
 
    “I’m going to that meeting tonight, Drake. And I’m going alone. And in the morning, I’ll tell you what I’ve found. If you want to stop me, go ahead, but you’re going to have to use your gun.” 
 
    Drake, so shocked by what had happened, simply sat there as Beckett got out of the Crown Vic and walked to his own car. 
 
    He’s changed, Drake thought. But so have I. 
 
    And then, unexpectedly, tears started to stream down Drake’s cheeks. The silent sobs soon became audible gasps, and eventually, he found himself sobbing into his hands. 
 
    It took five minutes for Drake to collect himself, and nearly as long to look halfway presentable before entering Triple D. 
 
    Inside, he found Screech hammering away at his keyboard. The man looked up as he approached. 
 
    “Jesus, Drake? You okay?” 
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
    “Just tired,” he lied. “You find anything on the Church of Liberation?” 
 
    “Yeah, come take a look.” 
 
    Drake walked over and sat beside Screech. 
 
    “For a church, they don’t have much of a presence online. But I did manage to dip into the archives of a bulletin board, and managed to get this.” 
 
    Screech clicked on an image and it filled the screen. 
 
    “Suffer,” Drake read. “That’s what the pool balls spelled.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. So, I dug a little deeper into this whole thing, using some of the stuff you told me—you know, all the business about human suffering and the understanding our own mortality… light reading kinda stuff.” 
 
    Screech closed the image and brought up another file. A block of text appeared on the monitor. 
 
    “I know you have cataracts or whatnot, so I’m going to read this for you,” he said, and then cleared his throat. “On balance, every person brought into this world increases the overall suffering. You may be tempted to think that because there are moments of joy in a person’s life, albeit fleeting, that this tips the scales of overall happiness. But from an objective perspective, this simply isn’t true; from the instant a child is born, the suffering in the world increases. This is the general principle of anti-natalism. But I believe that the glitch in human evolution that is self-consciousness, runs deeper than this. Anti-natalism proposes that we should not procreate, but that once a child is born, it should continue to live. This is a cop-out. I believe that the longer a child lives, the more suffering he or she inflicts on the universe. Which is why I’m very much in favor of a pro-mortalist morality. This is especially applicable for those who deliberately cause suffering to others, but no human who lives, has ever lived, or will ever live, is exempt from this morality. The world is simply better off without them, as it is better off without us.” 
 
    Drake squinted at his friend. 
 
    “Pretty heavy stuff, isn’t it?” Screech said. 
 
    “What the fuck is this shit?” 
 
    Screech took a deep breath before answering. 
 
    “I’m no philosophy expert, and I don’t really know anything about anti-natalism or pro-mortalism, but to me, this all sounds like a manifesto, a justification for killing.” 
 
    Drake mulled this over for a moment. 
 
    “And that stuff about people causing suffering…” he let his sentence trail off. 
 
    “You think that this might be related to the fact that all of our victims were ex-cons? That they were targeted because of this, like our Skeleton King is the Robin Hood of suffering?” 
 
    Drake’s mind flicked to Clay, his head cradled in his arms as he died. 
 
    “It just sounds like the preachings of a madman to me,” Drake offered. 
 
    “Mad or crazy or philosophical… I can’t get my head around it. You wouldn’t happen to know of a deep-thinking philosopher, would you?” Screech asked with a smile, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I do,” Drake said, the words even surprising himself. 
 
    Screech raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Really? Maybe you should pay him a visit then.” 
 
    Drake rocked back and forth in the chair. 
 
    “That’s going to be a bit of a problem.” 
 
    “And why’s that?” 
 
    “Well, because he killed three people and kidnapped my ex-partner, Chase Adams. That’s why.” 
 
    Screech laughed his high-pitched titter, but when Drake’s face didn’t change, the man grew serious again. 
 
    “Really? You hang around some fucked up people, you know that?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 47 
 
    Beckett drove straight home, not even bothering to stop at his office at NY Medical or the university. 
 
    He was furious with Drake, furious at the man for always trying to take control of everything when this was his domain. 
 
    Back at his apartment, Beckett took a hot shower to calm his nerves. 
 
    When he was done, he took a moment to observe himself in the mirror.  
 
    No matter how mad he was at Drake, he couldn’t deny the fact that he had spoken the truth. Beckett had changed. A lot had changed since Craig Sloan. 
 
    And even more had changed after what happened in the Virgin Gorda. 
 
    He stared at his reflection in the mirror, first looking at his wet hair, the way it was plastered to his scalp, and then his eyes. He was only in his mid-30s, but over the past few weeks, the crow’s feet had deepened. 
 
    He looked older, but didn’t feel any wiser. 
 
    His eyes traveled down his body to his tattoo-covered chest. On his left pec was a picture of a bull and on his right, there was a large Celtic symbol that meant warrior. Swirls and designs filled the empty spaces between the tattoos, eventually thinning on his abdomen tattoos before picking up again on his arms. Each one of the tattoos held a particular meaning for Beckett and was usually related to one of his travels or an important crossroad in his life. But while he had these tattoos for many years now, there were two new ones.  
 
    Beckett lifted his right arm and stared at his ribcage. Unlike the other intricate designs that covered his chest and arms, these two tattoos were simple. They were simple and drawn with an unskilled hand. 
 
    Beckett had done them himself. 
 
    Two horizontal lines, roughly two inches in length and separated by an inch of white space, started just below his dark armpit hair. 
 
    Beckett brought a finger to the top one and ran it across the length. 
 
    “Craig Sloan,” he said under his breath. 
 
    Then he brought his finger to the second line. 
 
    “Donnie DeMarco,” he said. 
 
    Drake was right; things had changed. And Beckett knew that if he went to the church meeting tonight, things would change again. 
 
    If everything went as planned, he would add another tattoo. And when he ran his finger across this line, he would say the name ‘Skeleton King’. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 48 
 
    Drake pulled into the parking lot of the psychiatric facility and then removed his gun from the holster beneath his left arm. He reached across the passenger seat and opened the glovebox. 
 
    Inside was a half-full bottle of Johnny Walker. 
 
    Common sense told him that he shouldn’t imbibe now. 
 
    But common sense had no place in Drake’s world, not after everything that had happened. 
 
    Drake put his pistol in the glovebox and pulled out the bottle. He unscrewed the cap and put it to his lips. 
 
    The golden liquid coated his tongue and he swallowed hard. He allowed his cheeks to fill with the next gulp, and then he swallowed that too. 
 
    Then he put the cap back on and put the bottle on top of his gun and shut the glovebox. 
 
    His eyes drifted up to the large, brick building, and he wondered how in the world he was going to get inside. If things hadn’t gone sour with Beckett, he most definitely would have asked him to see if he could pull some strings. But now, like the majority of his life, and especially since Clay died, Drake was alone. 
 
    Better not put too much thought into it; just wing it. 
 
    Drake exited his car and made his way to the front door. He tried to open it, but frowned when he found it locked. 
 
    “Please raise your eyes to the camera,” a static-filled voice asked. 
 
    Drake glanced around, trying to determine where the voice had come from, and his eyes eventually landed on a small metal box about eight feet up the wall. Above that, he saw a camera. 
 
    He stared at the camera and was surprised when no longer than a second later, the door buzzed open. 
 
    Drake stepped inside and stood in the entryway for a moment while his eyes adjusted to the dimly lit interior.  
 
    When his vision finally cleared, he realized that he was in a holding cell of sorts. Off to the right was a thick glass enclosure, like something you might see at the airport, only there was no slot or speech hole to exchange money or information through. 
 
    Unsure of what to do next, Drake leaned over and knocked on the glass. 
 
    A woman suddenly appeared and her voice rained down on him from a speaker above. 
 
    “Please don’t touch the glass,” she barked. 
 
    Drake retracted his hand. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    The woman had hair dyed the color of midnight, medium-length on top, but the sides were shaved. She also had a silver nose ring in one nostril. She seemed so disinterested in Drake, that it wasn’t clear that she had even seen him. Her eyes were locked on something on the desk, something that was out of Drake’s line of sight. 
 
    “This is a government facility,” she said in a bored tone. “Are you a deliveryman?” 
 
    Drake chewed the inside of his lip and wished that he had taken four swigs of the Johnny and not three. 
 
    “My name’s Damien Drake, and I’m an NYPD—” 
 
    The woman’s eyes flicked up and her mouth made an O shape. 
 
    “Holy shit, you’re him. You’re really him.” 
 
    Drake looked over one shoulder and then the other, wondering if perhaps a celebrity had sneaked in behind him when he wasn’t paying attention. 
 
    “I’m Damien Drake,” he repeated hesitantly. 
 
    “Yeah, shit, I know who you are. You don’t know me?” 
 
    Drake scratched his forehead and stared at the woman for a long time. 
 
    “Maybe if we’re face-to-face you’ll recognize me,” she said. Before Drake could react, she moved away from the desk. 
 
    Drake, still racking his brain trying to figure out who this woman was, waited. There was a click, followed by a hiss, and then the glass door that led into the facility swung open. 
 
    He started to take a step inside, but the woman appeared and stopped him with a hand to his chest. 
 
    “You really don’t remember me, do you?” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but—” 
 
    “You’re not here looking for him, are you?” the woman asked, looking around furtively and lowering her voice. 
 
    Drake felt a headache start to come on and now wished that he finished the entire bottle of Johnny. 
 
    “I really don’t have any fucking clue what’s going on,” he said at last. “I’m here to see—” 
 
    “I saw you at the station. You’re the one who let Colin Elliott go,” the woman whispered. She leaned in close enough that Drake could smell her vanilla perfume. “But you’re never gonna find him now. I wouldn’t even bother trying.” 
 
    The mention of Colin Elliott caused a memory to trigger in Drake’s mind. 
 
    Back when he’d been working the Download Killer Case, he remembered that a woman had claimed that the killer had raped her. And that that man was Colin Elliott. 
 
    Drake took a step back and observed the woman before him closely. And then it clicked. It was her. 
 
    And now… what? She and Colin are together? 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “No, I’m not looking for him. I’m here to see a patient.” 
 
    And now it was the woman’s turn to scrutinize him. 
 
    “Are you sure? Because if you’re fucking with me, I won’t ever let you in this place.” 
 
    Drake racked his brain for her name and finally came up with it. 
 
    “Hanna, I swear I’m not here for Colin Elliott. I don’t give a fuck where he went, so long as he doesn’t show his face in New York City and doesn’t appear on crime shows, I couldn’t care less. I’m here to see someone else.” 
 
    This apparently satisfied the woman, because she shrugged and stepped back, allowing him to enter into the main facility. 
 
    “All right. Who are you here to see, then?” 
 
    Drake sighed. 
 
    “I’m here to see Dr. Mark Kruk.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 49 
 
    Hanna walked Drake down a short hallway, nodding at several workers who gave Drake curious looks as they passed. 
 
    Drake would have thought that an institution such as this, one that held the likes of the murderer Dr. Mark Kruk, would be more secure. But it appeared as if the woman who led the way, Hanna, had some clout here, despite also manning the front desk. 
 
    As they walked, passing thick metal doors with only a small window near the top, Drake’s mind drifted back to that fateful night in the snow. The night that he had let Colin Elliott get away, even after Drake had seen him slit his wife’s throat. He still wasn’t sure exactly why he had done that. At first, he had chalked it up to the fact that he was concussed at the time, but now he wasn’t sure.  
 
    Maybe Beckett was right; maybe that asshole preacher was right. 
 
    Maybe the bad guys deserved to be killed every once in a while. And Ryanne Elliot most definitely fit that bill. 
 
    Not long before that, it had been he hovering over Dr. Mark Kruk’s body, a gun aimed at the man’s forehead. The man had kidnapped his partner and had threatened to make Chase his final victim. 
 
    If it hadn’t been for Chase calming him down, he was not sure what would have happened. 
 
    It only took a split second to pull the trigger, but the consequences of a single bullet lasted forever. 
 
    “You wait in here,” Hanna said, indicating a metal door. 
 
    Drake eyed her again, briefly wondering if this was all a big conspiracy, if Beckett and Dunbar and Screech had planned this all along to have him committed.  
 
    “Just do it,” Hanna said. “Just get in there and wait, I’ll bring him to you.” 
 
    Drake shrugged and entered the room. It was larger inside than he had expected, with one table in the middle and two chairs situated across from each other. The lights above were harsh, reminiscent of old factories, and the air seemed stale as if no one had been in this room for some time. 
 
    “You sure—” he started to say, before the door behind him was closed. A second later, he heard a lock click. 
 
    Drake made his way to the small window embedded in the door and peered out. The glass was so thick that even with his eye nearly pressed against it, he could only barely make out Hanna’s figure as she walked down the hallway. 
 
    Drake banged on the door with two fists. 
 
    “Hey! Hey, open up!” 
 
    The woman didn’t slow let alone turn. 
 
    Drake kicked the door once, winced when it didn’t even flex, and then backed away from it. Looking around, he found himself wondering what it would be like to actually be imprisoned here. 
 
    How impossibly horrible it would be to be stuck with your own thoughts, haunted as they were, until the day you died. 
 
    Drake walked over to the table and took a seat. It was far from the most comfortable chair he had ever used, but it wasn’t all that bad. It beat the front seat of his Crown Vic, that was for sure. 
 
    Sometime later, Drake heard the sound of a lock disengaging, and his eyes popped open. 
 
    He must’ve fallen asleep at the table as when he lifted his head, there was drool on his cheek.  
 
    He wiped it away with the back of his hand.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    The door opened and Hanna stepped in, a smile on her face. She was pretty, he realized, in a very untraditional way given her wacky hair and nose ring. 
 
    Holding the door open, she stepped off one side. 
 
    “You fall asleep on me, Drake? Tsk, tsk.” 
 
    Drake didn’t say anything, which apparently was answer enough, because the woman smiled. 
 
    “Well, here he is. You got about ten minutes before I have to kick you out,” Hanna informed him. 
 
    A man suddenly walked into the room, a man who had his hands shackled together as well as connected to ankles. 
 
    When his eyes, hidden behind round spectacles, met Drake’s, the man smiled. 
 
    “What a pleasant surprise, detective. Now, what can I help you with?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 50 
 
    “You know, I really thought you were going to kill me that day,” Dr. Mark Kruk began. “In fact, I was almost certain of it.” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “I just wanted to make sure that you didn’t hurt anyone else.” 
 
    “My goal was only ever to hurt those who hurt me—those who deserved it,” Kruk turned his eyes upward. “In a place like this, there’s not much to do other than think. And right now? Right now, I’m thinking that this isn’t a social visit.” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid it isn’t. There’s this case, something that—” 
 
    Kruk raised a finger as high as he could, given his shackles. 
 
    “Before I help you, you have to do something for me.” 
 
    Drake’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    He should have expected as much. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I don’t work for the NYPD anymore. You called me detective when you came in here, but that’s not me. I don’t have any power, any sway. In fact, if it wasn’t for the fangirl at the front entrance, I would never have gotten inside. So, I don’t know what you think, if you want some conjugal visits, more privileges, a reduced—” 
 
    Dr. Kruk smiled wanly.  
 
    “What I want, is something that you can most definitely provide.” 
 
    Drake checked his watch. It was coming up on three in the afternoon, and while Beckett hadn’t specifically stated what time the Church of Liberation was meeting, Drake got the feeling that it was sooner rather than later. 
 
    “I don’t have time for this. Tell me what you want, and if I can give it to you, I will.” 
 
    Kruk’s smile never faltered. 
 
    “Tell me about her.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    The man interlaced his fingers. 
 
    “About her, about the one I took that day. The detective. Tell me about Chase.” 
 
    Drake was speechless. He had no idea what Dr. Kruk had wanted, but something like this, information about his ex-partner, that had never crossed his mind. 
 
    “Chase… what an interesting name. You see, I never knew her name until you got the better of me at the butterfly gardens. Chase… usually a man’s name, isn’t it?” 
 
    Drake saw red and did his best to calm himself. 
 
    “Leave her out of this.” 
 
    Dr. Kruk made a face. 
 
    “All I have is time, Drake. You, on the other hand, do not.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Drake retorted, knowing even as the words came out of his mouth that he sounded like a petulant child. “I have all the time in the world, too.” 
 
    Dr. Kruk shook his head.  
 
    “I don’t think so. When I arrived you were sleeping, suggesting that you hadn’t got much the night before. You’ve looked at your watch twice, and you also glanced at the door. I don’t even think you know that you looked at the door, but you did. All of these signs point to the fact that you’re in a hurry.” Dr. Kruk tilted his head and looked beneath the table. “And if that wasn’t enough, look at the way your feet are pointed.” 
 
    Drake resisted the urge to look, suddenly feeling self-conscious of being analyzed in such a way. 
 
    “They’re pointed at the door,” Mark informed him. “So, while it looks like I have all the time in the world, you obviously don’t. Oh, yeah, there’s also the fact that pretty Miss Hanna said you only have ten minutes. So, there’s that. If you want my help, Drake, tell me about her.” 
 
    Drake sighed and mulled over his options. He had come here, in part, to see if Dr. Kruk had any idea what kind of man they were looking for, if perhaps the preacher fit the bill. Takes a killer to know a killer, that sort of thing. In his brief encounters with Dr. Kruk, and his alias, he had come to believe that this man, for all of his psychotic and schizophrenic flaws, knew something about the human condition. 
 
    What did he call it? An imago? A mentalized image of oneself, something often influenced by parents? 
 
    At the time, this commentary had made little sense to Drake, but the more evil he saw in people, the more murderers he put away and even those he let go, the more it seemed to make sense to Drake. 
 
    There was evil in this world, of that he had no doubt, as to its origins, however, he was far from certain.  
 
    What harm can it do to tell him a little bit about Chase Adams? She’s off God knows where—the last I spoke to her, she was in Boston of all places—and Dr. Kruk isn’t getting out of here anytime soon. 
 
    “She was sergeant of 62nd precinct for a short time,” Drake began, unwilling to meet Dr. Kruk’s eyes or to look at that infuriating smile. “But that didn’t last long. She left and joined the FBI, and while I haven’t—” 
 
    Kruk shook his head, drawing Drake’s gaze. 
 
    “No, not that. That’s boring. Tell me something about her.” 
 
    Drake wasn’t sure what the man across from him was asking, and said as much. 
 
    Dr. Kruk started to look bored and didn’t even bother answering. 
 
    “I mean, we were only partners for a little while. I don’t know—” 
 
    “I think you know more than you are letting on,” Dr. Kruk said. 
 
    Drake chewed his lip and thought back to his time with Chase. 
 
    “She has a husband and a son,” he said softly. “Only she never told me about them right away. In fact, I didn’t find out until after I was working with her for a few months. Her son is five or six now and her husband works in finance.” 
 
    Sneaking a surreptitious glance to make sure that Kruk was following, Drake was encouraged to continue. 
 
    “But Chase… Chase has demons, as we all do. Demons that haunt her, that drove her to do things while undercover in Seattle that she wasn’t proud of. Demons that led her to put the job ahead of everything; ahead of her husband, ahead of her son, ahead of her own health. She has a dark past, a secret past.” 
 
    Dr. Kruk was veritably beaming now and Drake thought he could detect a flush to his cheeks. 
 
    “Tell me more,” the man said eagerly. “Tell me more.” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “No, that’s it. Now you tell me what I need to know. Tell me what kind of killer I’m looking for.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 51 
 
    Beckett sat in his car and watched the handful of people make their way toward the building. Thankfully, the man with the cigarette dangling from his lips, the one that Drake had nearly brained, hadn’t shown his face yet. 
 
    As he stared, Beckett fiddled with the switchblade tucked deep into his pocket. 
 
    After a deep breath, he got out of his car and joined a group of two other men. 
 
    This was like no church he had ever been part of, not that he had ever been very religious. In fact, the only time he remembered going to church was as a very young child after his grandfather died. 
 
    The people he walked with didn’t look like church parishioners, either. They had scraggly beards, their clothes were torn and dirty, derelict chic, if you will, and they walked with their heads low as if they had something to hide. 
 
    Beckett followed their lead, which wasn’t too hard, given that he too had a secret. 
 
    The building, unlike the parishioners, was well taken care of. Located on the upper east side, the brownstone was well-kept and looked expensive. Maybe even seven figures expensive. 
 
    Beckett followed the two men through a back door into a large, nearly empty room. The interior reminded him more of a warehouse than a residence.  
 
    There were three rows of eight chairs, Beckett counted, only half of which were filled. There was no stage at the front of the room as Drake had described in the basement of the community center, but there was a small pulpit. 
 
    Beckett slid into the fourth seat of the front row, giving him unobstructed access to the pulpit. 
 
    Thankfully, no one said anything as they waited, which was a relief to Beckett.  
 
    He wouldn’t know the first thing to say to these people. 
 
    Five minutes or more passed and just as Beckett was starting to grow anxious, all eyes were drawn to a man that came down a small staircase near the front of the room. He had dark black hair that was closely cropped to his skull and dark eyes to match. He was wearing a plain white T-shirt and jeans and moved much the way that everyone else had. 
 
    Head low, posture unassuming. 
 
    And yet, there was something different about this man, and Beckett would’ve known that this was their guy even if he didn’t fit the exact description that Drake had provided. 
 
    Beckett himself couldn’t place what this mysterious quality was, but he could feel it. 
 
    The preacher stopped just behind the pulpit. 
 
    “Welcome,” he said in a smooth and even voice. “Welcome to the Church of Liberation. For those who are new, let me be very clear before I begin. This is not a Church that worships Jesus Christ, or any other fictional profit or man of God. Our Liberation is our release. And our release is the only way that we can break the cycle of suffering that is humankind.” 
 
    Beckett resisted the urge to look at those around him, to see what their reactions were to this man’s preachings. 
 
    “I would like everyone to put their hands together now and applaud Aaron Walsh. He was to become the next Skeleton King, but things had to be expedited.” 
 
    When those around Beckett started to clap, not a voracious uproar of applause, but just simple, demure hand slapping, he did the same. 
 
    “Every minute that we remain alive, is one more minute that the suffering of the world increases. Aaron knew this. Aaron set fire to a house in which three babies slept, because of his suffering. And when it came time for him to join the ranks of his fellow Kings, he didn’t hesitate. When Aaron died, there was slightly less suffering on Earth,” the man paused and took a deep breath. “But there is much work still to be done. There is one among us who is suffering more than others.” 
 
    Beckett fidgeted and wondered if now was the time to run up to the man and pull a switchblade out of his pocket. Watching the preacher speak, seeing the way he reacted to those around him, it was abundantly clear that he was the true Skeleton King. 
 
    He might not have directly killed Alice Monroe, Greg Horowitz, Aaron Walsh, Clay Cuthbert, Frank Simmons, or any of the other skeletons that had passed through Beckett’s morgue, but he was undoubtedly the one responsible. Without thinking, Beckett slipped his hand into his pocket and fondled the outline of the knife. 
 
    “This person is the perfect candidate to be our next King. As while no one can argue that he is suffering, the lives of those he snuffed out were responsible for worse. Much, much worse.” 
 
    Beckett swallowed hard. 
 
    “We should welcome this man to his first Church of Liberation meeting.  May I recommend a round of applause for Dr. Beckett Campbell?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 52 
 
    Dr. Mark Kruk listened in earnest as Drake told him about the information Screech had provided, about suffering, about the Church of Liberation. 
 
    When he was done, the doctor adjusted his glasses. 
 
    “Well? What do you think?” 
 
    Dr. Kruk cleared his throat before speaking. 
 
    “What you’re speaking of is a philosophy known as pro-mortalism. Essentially, these are people that believe that if humans didn’t exist, on balance, there would be less suffering in the world.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that. But what kind of man am I looking for here?” 
 
    His thoughts turned to Beckett and the preacher, and he hoped that the former was okay. 
 
    “And how can I find him?” 
 
    “Pro-mortalism is a very difficult concept to wrap a person’s mind around. After all, millions of years of evolution have reinforced one goal: survival. Whether it is to survive as an individual, or to spread our genetics across this vast earth, this is our solitary goal in life. And yet, pro-mortalists propose that self-consciousness as a consequence of evolution was a mistake. The fact that we are aware of our mortality is a flaw in our engineering. We suffer; we suffer every day that we live, and the only way to stop this is total annihilation of the human race.” 
 
    Drake pictured the man with the dark hair and the beady eyes and wondered what he would do if he had a stockpile of nuclear weapons at his disposal. 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s all good and dandy. Now can you tell me how to find this guy?” 
 
    “I am, Drake. I’m telling exactly what kind of person you’re looking for. This person has undeniably come to terms with their own suffering, likely as a result of a tormented childhood. Perhaps they watched their loved ones die, watched them suffer, and maybe they even facilitated their deaths to eliminate their suffering. This man will hold no relationships outside of those whom he preaches his pro-mortalist philosophy to. And even these will be entirely superficial. He will be a loner, off the books, so to speak. He may live under an assumed name, or might have escaped from a facility not much unlike this one, due to things that he did in the past.” 
 
    Drake drank all this information, trying to formulate a profile that Dunbar could try and match. 
 
    We’re looking for a loner, a person who may have committed a crime against someone he loved when he was younger. Someone whose parents or brothers or sisters suffered. 
 
    “This man is incredibly dangerous because he truly believes that what he is doing is right. Think about jihadist terrorists. Are they crazy? Are they insane?” 
 
    Drake shrugged. 
 
    “Well, they ain’t normal, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “But they are, Drake. They are completely normal. They aren’t crazy, they aren’t schizophrenic, and they definitely aren’t insane. In fact, what they are doing is completely and utterly justified in their minds. They so believe in the faith that they follow, that this has become their reality. It isn’t a sham, it isn’t even a lie. They are doing what they well and truly believe is right, what they have been indoctrinated to believe since very early on. Which is why this man, the man you seek, must have grown up in an environment rife with suffering. And he too, likely by accident, became indoctrinated by this. And now it is his goal to eliminate suffering.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying, is that I’m looking for someone who was abused? Maybe sexually? Beaten regularly?” Drake asked. 
 
    Dr. Kruk shook his head. 
 
    “No, I don’t believe so. In my practice, I came across many children who are now adults, who had been abused when they were younger. And almost exclusively, two common themes arise. One, the individuals are incredibly angry, furious at the person who had done them harm; or, two, they feel guilty, as if they had done something to deserve the suffering that they incurred. But this person you describe, this person is different. I don’t believe that their suffering was directly inflicted upon them. They suffered by proxy. This person will have extreme empathy, almost crippling empathy, that has driven them to do the unthinkable.” 
 
    Drake threw his arms up in frustration. 
 
    “I’ve given you valuable information, Drake. I have faith in you. You can find this guy. In fact, I’m pretty sure you’ve already met him.” 
 
    Drake squinted at Dr. Kruk, but before he could challenge the man, the door opened and Hanna peaked in.   
 
    “Drake, time to go. You gotta scat.” 
 
    Drake looked at her then and saw a completely different person than he had when she’d arrived at the police station that day, claiming to have been raped. That person had been an imago, as Dr. Kruk stated. Only, in this case, it was her own fabrication. 
 
    She was just acting. 
 
    This was the real her. 
 
    “You gotta scat,” she said quickly. “Make it quick.” 
 
    Drake turned to Dr. Mark Kruk, and for a moment, he almost thanked the man. But then, realizing where he was, he turned back to the door. As he did, Hanna slipped something into his coat pocket. 
 
    “If you need any more help, Drake, you know where I’ll be. And you know what my terms are. Next time, however, you can’t just tell me about her. You need to bring me something of hers.” 
 
    Drake followed Hanna out of the room. 
 
    “There won’t be a next time,” he said over his shoulder. 
 
    As he walked his way down the hall, he heard Dr. Mark Kruk start to laugh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 53 
 
    Beckett didn’t even get a chance to pull out his knife. The man beside him, a husky fellow with a long black beard, grabbed his arm, while someone behind him slipped a forearm around his neck. He gasped and tried to spin away, but before he could do anything, several more hands clutched him and pinned him into place. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” He shouted. 
 
    The preacher came right up to him, placing his arms behind his back as he did. 
 
    Beckett thrashed, but this just made more hands grab him, until it seemed as if everyone in the entire room was holding him down. 
 
    “Get off me! Get the fuck off me!” 
 
    The preacher just smiled. 
 
    “Beckett, so nice of you to join us. Will your friend Drake be arriving soon, by chance?” 
 
    Beckett glared at the preacher. 
 
    “How do you know who I am? How do you know about Drake?” 
 
    Another man started to descend the stairs, and it only took one look at his face to know who it was. 
 
    It was cigarette man, the one whose nose Drake had bloodied.  
 
    “I fucking told you what I’d do if you said anything,” Beckett hissed. 
 
    The preacher nodded his head, and the arm around Beckett’s throat became so tight that he could barely breathe let alone speak. 
 
    “Oh, I know about you and Drake,” the preacher said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a photograph. He unfolded it, then showed it to Beckett. “I know about all of you.” 
 
    If it hadn’t been for the fact that he was being strangled, Beckett’s heart would have jumped into his throat. 
 
    In the picture, he saw himself leaning against the railing of the boat, looking over the side. When he squinted, Beckett could see a man in the water, his hand reaching toward the surface.  
 
    Donnie DiMarco. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” He tried to say, but nothing intelligible came out. 
 
    “You’ve been busy,” the preacher said. “And we are thankful. But now it’s our turn.” 
 
    With another nod, cigarette man approached. When he came near, Beckett realized that he was clutching something in his right hand. 
 
    Pliers… he’s got a pair of rusty pliers, Beckett realized in horror. 
 
    “No,” he blurted in a wet burst. He managed to free one of his arms and lashed out, and while it stuck something soft and he heard an organic thump, someone grabbed his wrist and pulled it painfully behind him before he could do more damage. 
 
    “Aaron Walsh was supposed to be our next skeleton, but I’m afraid that that won’t be possible,” the preacher said. “And now we are missing one. One that needs to be replaced.” 
 
    A final nod, and the man with the bloody nose and the road rash on his cheek, grabbed Beckett’s hand in his. 
 
    It took three of them to extend Beckett’s index finger, but it only took the cigarette men to squeeze the digit between the pliers. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART IV – An End to Suffering 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 54 
 
    Imbued with this new knowledge from Dr. Kruk, Drake sped across town toward Triple D. He called Beckett several times as he drove, his anxiety cranking up a notch every time the machine answered. 
 
    Drake hoped that his friend was still pissed at him, and that was the reason why he wasn’t answering. 
 
    The alternative was unthinkable. The preacher was far more dangerous than he had ever thought.  
 
    The man wasn’t just a serial killer; he possessed a set of morals that convinced him that his heinous acts were actually doing good. 
 
    That he was helping people. 
 
    He was in the process of dialing Beckett’s number one more time when the phone started to ring in his hand. He almost—almost—answered it, but at the last second, he saw that it was Jasmine. 
 
    She was calling him for what must have been the hundredth time. 
 
    “Fuck,” Drake cursed, throwing the phone onto the passenger seat.  
 
    Instead of continuing the fruitless effort of trying to reach Beckett, he started to formulate a plan.  
 
    And when he pulled into the Triple D parking lot, pleased to see that Screech’s car was still there, Drake had come up with something. 
 
    “Good, you’re here,” Drake said as he entered. 
 
    Screech looked up from his computer and shrugged. 
 
    “Where else would I be?” 
 
    Drake ignored the comment. 
 
    “You still have the list of all the real estate owned by ANGUIS Holdings?” 
 
    Screech indicated his computer. 
 
    “Have a digital copy right here.” 
 
    “Good,” Drake said with a nod. “Pull up all of their real estate holdings in New York City. I want to know if the community center was on that list.” 
 
    As Screech turned his attention back to the screen, Drake took a seat beside him.  
 
    “The community center was on 41st, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
    “Yeah. Is it there? Is it on there?” 
 
    Screech turned the screen toward him and highlighted an address. 
 
    “It’s here.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m thinking that the next Church of Liberation meeting is at a property owned by ANGUIS. Show me all of their addresses.” 
 
    Screech’s face twisted. 
 
    “I don’t know who the fuck these ANGUIS guys are, but they own more than a hundred buildings.” 
 
    Drake swore. He thought back to the location that Simmons’s body had been found in. It was a recently renovated brownstone, but it hadn’t been rented as of yet. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought that the community center might have been recently renovated—there had been nothing on the walls; no posters, plaques, trophies. Nothing. 
 
    “Can you cross-reference these locations with places that recently applied for a renovation permit—let’s say, going back six months or a year?” 
 
    Screech started to type furiously on his keyboard. A few seconds later, he had highlighted a whole section of addresses. 
 
    “That narrows it down to twenty-one; subtract the brownstone and the community center, and we’re left with nineteen.” 
 
    Drake glanced at his watch. Dunbar hadn’t called with any information about another skeleton, so if they were going on the original timeline when Simmons’s body was found, they only had about two hours or so to go. 
 
    Not to mention the fact that Beckett had been gone since mid-afternoon, and it was now coming up on seven PM.  
 
    “That’s too many,” Drake said shaking his head. “What about… what about places that are not rented; no, scratch that, places that aren’t even up for rent yet. Is that possible? Can you search for those?” 
 
    Screech brought a pen to his mouth and started chewing the cap. 
 
    “Of course, it’s possible. Every landlord has to register—” 
 
    “Just do it,” Drake ordered. 
 
    Screech’s fingers started to fly over the keys again.  
 
    “It’s going to take a little longer; hacking the New York State Homes and Community Renewal website is like going to IKEA and not buying anything, or going to Costco and not eating a hot dog afterward.” 
 
    Drake shook his head, having no idea what the hell Screech was talking about. 
 
    As he watched and waited his mind turned to Raul and the impish man’s demands. 
 
    He had told Drake to give up on the Skeleton King case, which he had promptly ignored, but the other thing…  
 
    Set up a meeting with your brother.  
 
    Maybe Screech could help him at least meet that demand.  
 
    “Alright, I’ve got it. We’ve got four—no, five locations,” Screech informed him. 
 
    Drake stared at the screen. 
 
    “There,” Drake said pointing at one address. “There, that’s it. That’s the place.” 
 
    Screech gave him a strange look. 
 
    “Two-twelve Main St? How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “The guy… the cigarette guy outside the community center had a bag, a plastic bag from Kosher Mart. And I know that place, it’s on the corner of Main and Melbourne.” 
 
    Drake stood and clapped Screech on the back. 
 
    “Thanks, Screech.” 
 
    Screech also started to rise, but Drake pushed down on his shoulders so that he remained seated. 
 
    “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “No way. I need a police officer on this. I’ll get Dunbar to meet me there.” 
 
    Screech’s eyebrows knitted. 
 
    “Why? What are you planning to do?” 
 
    Drake chewed the inside of his lip. 
 
    “Never mind that, I need you do something for me.” 
 
    “Never mind that? What the hell? We’re partners, Drake, not—” 
 
    “Please, Screech. I need to find a phone number… I need you to find my brother’s phone number. And I’ll take one of those tiny cameras, if you’ve still got one.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 55 
 
    Drake and Detective Dunbar arrived at 212 Main St. at nearly the exact same time. Drake met the man on the front walkway with his gun drawn. Dunbar was obviously surprised by this, but when he tried to question him, Drake put a finger in front of his lips and hushed. 
 
    As they approached the building, Drake pointed at Dunbar, then pointed at the front of the house. He repeated this action, only pointing at himself first, then the side of the house. 
 
    Over the phone, Drake had been deliberately obtuse, not wanting Dunbar to ask too many questions. Not wanting someone to overhear. But now, seeing the confusion on the detective’s face, he wished he’d provided at least a little more detail. 
 
    “This is the place,” he said between clenched teeth. “The Skeleton King is inside.” 
 
    Dunbar’s eyes flicked open wide and Drake nodded. 
 
    Then he pointed again. 
 
    As Dunbar turned and started toward the front of the house, Drake made his way around the side. Dusk was slowly drifting into night, and as Drake walked around the side of the building, he pressed his back against the brick wall to anchor himself. 
 
    There was no behind the house and the light above the door was off. A quick glance through one of the windows revealed that the interior was dark as well.  
 
    Is this the wrong place? Did you make a mistake? What if the Kosher Mart bag was just a coincidence? What if ANGUIS— 
 
    Drake stemmed his runaway thoughts when he realized that the door was ajar. He put his palm against it and gently pushed it open.  
 
    And then Drake entered the residence, immediately cursing himself for not bringing a flashlight. He pulled his cell phone out and sprayed the week light about the room.  
 
    It was mostly empty and smelled of unwashed bodies, but there was nothing out of the ordinary here. 
 
    There were maybe a dozen chairs pushed against the far wall, and as he made his way over to them, he heard footsteps on a staircase to his right.  
 
    The lights suddenly flicked on and Drake leveled the gun at the stairs.  
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that it was only Dunbar.  
 
    “There’s nobody here,” Dunbar said, holstering his gun. “There’s nobody here, Drake. You sure you got the—” 
 
    Dunbar’s face went completely white and he froze. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Drake demanded, his hand and palm suddenly sweaty on the butt of the gun. 
 
    With a trembling hand, Dunbar pointed across the room. 
 
    Drake followed his finger and gasped. 
 
    Laying just behind a wooden pulpit was a bleached skeleton. Its arms and legs were spread out as if it were making a haunted snow angel. 
 
    Drake rushed to the skeleton, shouting at Dunbar to call for backup to get someone here as he ran. 
 
    He slid on his knees, tears spilling from his eyes. 
 
    “No,” he moaned, realizing that there were two finger bones cemented to the skull. “It’s Beckett! They fucking got Beckett.” 
 
    Dunbar was at his side, barking orders into his radio. 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Drake sobbed. “They fucking… they fucking got Beckett… those motherfuckers…”  
 
    Tears began to spill down his cheeks and he reached out and touched the skeleton’s arm. 
 
    Dunbar said something, but Drake didn’t pick it up.  
 
    “Beckett, I’m… I’m—” 
 
    “It’s not Beckett,” Dunbar repeated. “It can’t be Beckett.” 
 
    A hand came down his shoulder and Drake whipped around. 
 
    “Look,” Dunbar said, pointing at something on the carpet beside the skull. 
 
    Drake wiped the tears from his eyes and leaned close. 
 
    It was the tip of a finger, but unlike the two that were neatly cemented to the skull, this one was recently removed. The nail was short, neatly trimmed, while the other end was still wet with blood. 
 
    Relief washed over Drake. 
 
    Dunbar was right. It couldn’t be Beckett—the man himself said that it would take at least six to eight hours to remove all the flesh. 
 
    This was… this was someone else.  
 
    Drake’s chest shuddered and then he broke into tears again, but this time they were tears of joy. 
 
    Dunbar laid a comforting hand on his shoulder and Drake slowly managed to collect himself. 
 
    “It’s not him, it can’t be him,” Drake said, as if reassuring himself. But as he spoke, his eyes fell on the freshly removed finger. 
 
    The skeleton couldn’t be Beckett’s, but the finger most definitely could be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 56 
 
    “You should get out of here, Drake,” Dunbar said. “If DI Palmer finds you here—he’s going to throw you in jail.” 
 
    Drake continued to stare at the finger. There was no way to tell if it was Beckett’s, but if the preacher found out that he was an outsider, that he was working with the police…  
 
    Drake pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and dialed Beckett’s number. 
 
    After one ring it went to voicemail. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    His eyes whipped about the room, hoping for a clue, an indication of where the Church of Liberation might go next. 
 
    Where they might take Beckett.  
 
    “Drake? Did you hear me? I said, you should get out of here.” 
 
    Drake ignored the man and continued to search about the room. 
 
    Unlike the apartment on 41st street, there was no furniture in this building, aside from the chairs against the wall. At least not on this level. 
 
    His leveled his eyes on the stairs and then started toward them. 
 
    “Drake, I’m serious; get out of here. I’ll call you if CSU finds anything.” 
 
    As Drake made his way toward the stairs, he realized that Dunbar was coming after him. 
 
    Drake whipped around and pointed his finger directly at Dunbar’s chest. 
 
    “They have Beckett! Did you hear me? They have Beckett!” 
 
    Dunbar recoiled. 
 
    “I know, I know they do. But if they take you in… if Palmer arrests you, then who's gonna save his ass? Palmer’s going to try to cover this thing up, pretend that it never happened. They were on national TV this morning saying that they caught the killer—a cop killer. And now this? A new body and the kidnapping of a Senior Medical Examiner? He’s going to lose his mind. I bet he even tries to pin this on you, Drake.” 
 
    Drake was stunned. For as long as he had known Dunbar, the man had been calm, cool, and collected. But now he was… different. 
 
    Drake’s shoulders slumped. 
 
    Dunbar was right. 
 
    “Go on,” he encouraged, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out a folded piece of paper. “And take this.” 
 
    “What is it?” Drake said, picking up on sirens in the distance.  
 
    “It’s the sketch you asked me to have done. Normally, it’s the best they could do second hand. Take it. Hopefully, it helps.” 
 
    Drake took the paper and shoved it into his pocket. 
 
    “There’s one more thing. I need a list of names… a list of people that were in the system when they were younger.” 
 
    Dunbar nodded and Drake did his best paraphrasing what Dr. Kruk had told him about his profile. 
 
    Dunbar’s lips continued to move for several seconds after Drake was done. And then, he said, “Got it. Now go! Go!” 
 
    Drake hurried back the way he’d come, but before exiting through the door, he slipped a hand into his pocket and gripped the small camera that Screech had given him.  
 
    Without thinking, he reached up and stuck it on the doorframe, aiming it back into the room.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 57 
 
    Drake was fairly confident that he was losing his mind. 
 
    He had gotten Beckett mixed up in this shit, and now Beckett was missing a finger.  
 
    And it was only a matter of time before his friend was reduced to a skeleton.  
 
    It was likely that Dunbar was going to lose his job when he’s unable to explain why he was at 212 Main St in the first place. 
 
    Jasmine was worried sick about him. She probably thought he had drunk himself to death in an alley.  
 
    He had gotten Clay killed.  
 
    Screech… Screech was involved in this somehow, too. 
 
    And then there was Raul. That prick Raul wanted him to get bring his brother on board, a man he hadn’t spoken to in years. 
 
    Everything Drake touched, every person he came in contact with, turned to shit. He tried to do good, to do the right thing, but everything always seemed to turn so wrong. 
 
    Drake pulled into the parking lot, swiping the tears from his eyes. Before today, he could count the number of times he’d cried on one hand. He’d eclipsed that number over the past few hours alone.  
 
    Screech was still in the office, still huddled behind his computer. It was like déjà vu, but when the man looked up, he didn’t say anything. He saw it on Drake’s face. 
 
    “Shit. Beckett? Is it Beckett?” 
 
    “I don’t know where he is. I think they’ve gone him. Chopped off his fucking finger and took him.” 
 
    Screech looked like he was about to faint. 
 
    Drake reached into his pocket and pulled out the drawing that Dunbar had given him. He opened it up and stared at it, not sure what to expect. 
 
    He was shocked: it looked uncannily like the man he had seen, like the preacher. 
 
    Drake handed it Screech who looked it over quickly. 
 
    “Drake,” he said with a sigh. “I can do a lot of things, I can hack a lot of shit. But I don’t know what you want me to do with this. There’s no… there’s no facial recognition programs for something like this. That’s just science fiction.” 
 
    Drake felt his lower lip tremble. 
 
    The truth was, he wasn’t sure what he was gonna do with the sketch once he got it. His only hope had been that Screech would know what to do. 
 
    But it appeared that even Screech’s computer skills had their limits. 
 
    Screech offered the sketch to him, but Drake shook his head. 
 
    “Keep it.” 
 
    Screech put it on his desk.  
 
    “What can I do? How do we find him?” 
 
    Drake thought about the list of places that ANGUIS Holdings owned, all one hundred locations. 
 
    The only thing he could think of doing was to go to each and every one of them in the hopes of getting lucky. Of finding Beckett while he was still alive. 
 
    Drake closed his eyes and pictured a skeleton in his mind, one with tattoos on the bones the matched the ones on Beckett’s skin. 
 
    Eyes still closed, he said, “Nothing, Screech. There’s nothing we can do.” 
 
    Drake’s phone suddenly buzzed his pocket and his eyes snapped open. Hoping that it was Beckett, he pulled it out and his heart sunk. It wasn’t even a call, it was a message.  
 
    With a trembling finger, Drake opened the message. 
 
    And then his whole world collapsed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 58 
 
    The cargo van struck a pothole, causing pain to flare up Beckett’s arm. His captors had wrapped his finger in paper towels to stem the bleeding, but they hadn’t given anything for the pain. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” He screamed into the burlap sack that had been thrown over his head. “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    Beckett struggled, even knowing that it was no use; there were men on either side of them, women too, holding him to the floor of the van. At some point, they’d also bound his hands in front of him. 
 
    Eventually, he became exhausted from struggling and decided that he would be better served to preserve his strength. And as soon as he stopped moving, the pain in his finger subsided to the point where he could almost block it out. 
 
    He wished to hell that he hadn’t brushed Drake off, that the man had gone to the meeting together. This would never have happened if Drake was there.  
 
    But he also knew that if Drake saw the man who had killed Clay again, if he locked eyes with the preacher, he would have lost it. His friend would’ve killed the man and that was something that Beckett just couldn’t allow. 
 
    No matter how justified, killing someone changed you in ways that were permanent, intractable. 
 
    Beckett listened to the preacher as he lay still. 
 
    “The time has come, sufferers. The time has come to end all of our suffering.” 
 
    The response from those who were holding Beckett was muted, but he didn’t know if this was because they were getting nervous, or this was just their nature. If their behavior back at the brownstone was any indication, then these people didn’t seem easily excited.  
 
    “Things have sped up considerably… no longer can we afford to generate Skeleton Kings,” the preacher continued. 
 
    Beckett thought he heard someone grumble something under their breath, and he went with this. 
 
    “You’ve murdered people! Killed them in cold blood. You can’t justify that!” Beckett shouted. “Nothing can justify that!” 
 
    And yet, his words rang hollow even to himself. Beckett couldn’t help but see the similarities between himself and these people. 
 
    But he wasn’t ready to die. Not yet, not in the back of a sour smelling van with a half dozen people he’d never met before. 
 
    The preacher surprised him by answering. 
 
    “Everything that we’ve done, we’ve done to eliminate human suffering. We are righteous in what we do.” 
 
    The van hit another bump, and Beckett cried out in pain. 
 
    “This is our final stand,” the preacher intoned. “The time for Skeleton Kings is over.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 59 
 
    Drake stared at the image of Jasmine on his phone, the one that Raul had sent him. 
 
    The man had rightly concluded that even the images of Beckett and himself weren’t enough to get Drake to do his bidding.  
 
    So, he had upped the ante. 
 
    In the image, a younger version of Jasmine was smiling at the camera. Clutched in her hands was a clear plastic bag with the snake eating the eyeball insignia on it. 
 
    A brick of heroin. 
 
    Drake’s heart was pounding so strongly that his body rocked back and forth. 
 
    He couldn’t believe it. He couldn’t believe that Clay had gotten Jasmine involved in this, that he had brought her into whatever game he was playing with Ken Smith and ANGUIS Holdings. 
 
    It was clear to Drake what had happened, even though the conclusion made him sick to his stomach. 
 
    Clay had booked Alice Monroe on a misdemeanor possession and had taken the heroin for himself. Somehow, Ken Smith or Raul or someone else at ANGUIS had figured this out and had made Clay pay the Church of Liberation. 
 
    Why, and to what end, Drake was still trying to work out. Nor did he understand why the ANGUIS insignia was the same one inscribed on a brick of heroin. Or why it was also a tattoo on Raul’s forearm.  
 
    “Drake? You okay? Is it Beckett?” 
 
    Drake shook his head and lowered the phone. 
 
    “No,” he croaked. “Something else. Did you get the phone number I asked for?” 
 
    Screech handed him a piece of paper. 
 
    “It wasn’t easy. Your brother doesn’t seem like a man who wants to be found. I didn’t even know you had a brother—were you guys close?” 
 
    Drake shook his head. At one time, maybe, but that was a long time ago.  
 
    That was before. 
 
    He looked at the number and was surprised that it was local. Last he heard, granted this was a number of years ago, was that Dane was living in somewhere in South America. 
 
    You win, Raul, he thought. You fucking win.  
 
    He was halfway through dialing the number when he paused and looked up at Screech. 
 
    “You should go,” he said. 
 
    Screech shook his head violently. 
 
    “No way. I’m not leaving you this time, Drake. This time I’m staying with you. I’m with you until the end.” 
 
    Drake’s eyes softened as he stared at his partner and friend. Despite bringing the photos of Beckett to Ken—he was the only one who could have—Drake knew that Screech was a good man. And he genuinely wanted to help. 
 
    But Drake couldn’t have that. Everyone who tried to help Drake—Chase, Beckett, Dunbar, Yasiv, Clay, Jasmine, Suzan, everyone—only ended up getting hurt. 
 
    “No, I want you to leave.” 
 
    Again, Screech shook his head. 
 
    “I’m staying, Drake. I’m—” 
 
    Drake reached out and grabbed the man by the collar. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of here!” He shouted. “Can’t you take a hint? I don’t want you here!” 
 
    Screech was taken aback by his outburst, but continued to shake his head. 
 
    “You can swear and yell me all you want, Drake. But I’m not—” 
 
    Drake shoved the man backward and he landed awkwardly half on and half off his desk. 
 
    “You’re a fucking liar, Screech. You’re a fucking liar and you’re a fucking snake. I saw what you did. You took those pictures of Beckett to blackmail him. I know you did it. And I know you’re working for him, for Ken Smith. I fucking know. I knew it when we first went for brunch and you looked at the newspaper and recognized Rhodes in the photo with Ken. And ever since that day, you’ve been the mayor, feeding him lies about me, about those I love.” 
 
    Screech lowered his gaze and Drake saw that his cheeks were wet with tears. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Drake. But you don’t understand, I tried to tell you, I tried—” 
 
    Drake took an aggressive step forward and Screech raised his elbow to protect himself.  
 
    “I don’t care!” Drake screamed at the top of his lungs. “I don’t fucking care! Get out! Get out!” 
 
    His final shell, one so loud that Drake feared he might have ruptured his vocal cords, sent Screech scurrying towards the door. 
 
    Finally alone, Drake finished dialing his brother’s number. It rang a single time and then beeped. 
 
    Drake left a message and then grabbed the bottle of Johnny from the bar and started to chug it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 60 
 
    It was difficult for Beckett to tell how much time had passed inside the van—half an hour? An hour and a half?—but he knew that he had drifted out in consciousness several times. 
 
    The only reason he awoke this time, was because the van had finally stopped. 
 
    After a short pause, he heard the rear door open, and then he was hoisted to his feet. 
 
    Again, he tried to break free, but his bindings had been tightened behind his back to the point of being painful. Besides, he could barely make out shadows through the burlap that covered his head. The sack itself was starting to get hot and sweaty, and instead of struggling, he started to ask them to take it off. 
 
    When no one answered, Beckett protested by refusing to walk. 
 
    It didn’t matter. 
 
    Strong arms gripped him around the waist and dragged him across what felt like a dirt road. They traveled this way for a good two or three minutes before stopping. 
 
    “This is the place… this is the place where our suffering ends,” the preacher exclaimed. 
 
    The hood was suddenly yanked off and after blinking several times to clear his vision, Beckett found himself standing in front of a derelict barn. 
 
    The preacher stood in front of the barn, and behind him, inside the barn, Beckett noted several large tanks that reminded him of old ceramic tubs. He whipped his head around quickly, noting that there were eight or ten people standing next to him in case he tried to make a break for it. 
 
    There was also a strange smell in the air, one that took him a while to identify. 
 
    It was a hydrogen peroxide. 
 
    This is where he cleans the bodies and bleaches the skeletons, Beckett thought. 
 
    Trying to plan an escape, he continued to look around as the preacher droned on. Beside the barn was a two-story farmhouse covered in rotting wood slats. Other than that, there was only grass and trees. 
 
    “Where the fuck are we?” Beckett muttered under his breath. 
 
    The preacher smiled. 
 
    “We are at the end of the world, my friend. We’re at the end of suffering.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 61 
 
    A buzzing sound pierced Drake’s brain, waking him from another horrible nightmare involving the skeletal version of Clay. 
 
    He was groggy, and when he opened his eyes, everything was a blur. 
 
    Eventually, he managed to focus on the nearly-empty bottle of Johnny on the desk. It had been close to full no more than an hour ago. 
 
    Drake gagged and his stomach roiled. He spat a wad of phlegm on the floor and then turned to his cell phone. 
 
    A text message from Dunbar was what had awakened him.  
 
    Palmer is trying to shove this one under the rug, just as we thought. I told him about Beckett, but he’s insisting on running DNA on the finger first. Also, check your email, I sent you a list of potential names, like you asked. 
 
    The mention of Beckett made Drake gag again. He reached out and took a small sip of the whiskey, grimacing as he did. 
 
    And then his mind seemed to clear. 
 
    Screech’s computer was still open in front of him, and he quickly logged into his email. He was hoping that a name on Dunbar’s list would trigger something, give him some insight into who the preacher might be, and where they might’ve taken Beckett. 
 
    Drake was sorely mistaken. 
 
    “Fuck,” he grumbled reaching for the bottle of Johnny again. As he stared at the hundreds of names that filled the list, he choked down some more of the alcohol. It tasted sour and threatened to make him vomit, but he swallowed anyway. 
 
    There were too many names on the list; so many children had gone through the sort of suffering that Dr. Kruk had described, that would be impossible to find anything useful in the short amount of time he had.  
 
    “Shit.”  
 
    Drake took a final sip of whiskey and then reared back and chucked it across the room. It smashed against the wall, raining down tiny pieces of wet glass. 
 
    Just as he was about to pick up Screech’s computer and launch it as well, something occurred to him. Something about ANGUIS Holdings. 
 
    Drake pulled up Dunbar’s list of names on one side of the screen, then pulled up the list of ANGUIS real estate on the other. 
 
    It took Drake nearly a minute to remember how to use the search function. 
 
    And then he set about the task of comparing the last known addresses of the names with the real estate addresses.  
 
    After searching just a dozen address, he got lucky. 
 
    He got a match. 
 
    “No fucking way.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 62 
 
    “The time has come to end our suffering,” the preacher exclaimed as he led his parishioners into the farmhouse. 
 
    The inside was in a sorry state of disrepair and smelled nearly as bad as it looked.  
 
    Beckett didn’t want to go into that house, didn’t want to go anywhere near it, but he had no choice. He was being dragged like a rag doll. If he resisted, if he ground his heels, then the asshole to his left would flick the bandage on his severed finger.  
 
    The preacher led them to a kitchen table adjacent to what had once been a family room, although Beckett was at a loss to think of what sort of family might live in a place like this. 
 
    And on this table, Beckett saw a dozen or more of plastic red cups. 
 
    It suddenly became clear what the preacher had in mind for him and the other parishioners.  
 
    “No, you can’t do this,” Beckett moaned. 
 
    The preacher ignored him. 
 
    “Aaron Walsh ended his suffering, and he was a King. He was a King of suffering. The man had been sexually assaulted since he was seven years old. Things only got worse from there. Hooked on heroin since he was thirteen, he robbed, mugged, did whatever it took to get high. And then one day he robbed a house and decided to set it on fire. Aaron Walsh suffered terribly. In the end, however, he chose to take the noble route, to end his suffering and to reduce the overall suffering in this world. Now it is your turn to do the same.” 
 
    At first, no one seemed to move, and Beckett felt a smile form on his lips. 
 
    They won't do it. They’ll see right through his disguise and refuse to do it. 
 
    But his heart sunk as a woman with stringy hair and loose skin around her eyes stepped forward and reached for the first cup. 
 
    “Don’t do it!” he cried. “It’s poison! Goddammit, it’s poison!” 
 
    The woman stared directly at him as she brought the cup to her lips. 
 
    Beckett struggled madly and nearly broke free before someone didn’t only flick his finger, but squeeze it, hard. 
 
    Beckett dropped to his knees in agony just as the woman finished whatever was in the cup and crushed it. 
 
    With his head low, he said, “You’re a monster. You think you’re fucking Jim Jones? Is that who you think you are?” 
 
    The preacher laughed and handed a cup to the man who had been sitting beside Beckett back on Main St. 
 
    “Jim Jones blamed the system, society, the devil. He blamed everybody. But I don’t blame anybody at all. Now, my people, drink.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 63 
 
    Drake’s eyes darted to the sketch that Dunbar had provided him, and then back to the name on the screen that matched an ANGUIS address. 
 
    Ray Reynolds. 
 
    Drake blinked, but the name remained highlighted—it wasn’t an alcohol-fueled mirage. 
 
    It was real. 
 
    “How in the hell?” 
 
    And then the reason why the preacher’s face had seemed so familiar to him in the basement of the community center suddenly made sense. 
 
    It was Ray Reynolds, his brother’s childhood friend. 
 
    Drake thought back to the day when he and his father had rushed to the farmhouse to pick up Dane. He had been twelve at the time and really hadn’t understood what was going on. But he did understand what he saw on his brother’s face.  
 
    Fear. Pure, unadulterated fear. 
 
    After that day, after picking him up from Ray’s farm, Dane had changed. Gone were the days of teasing, roughhousing, of his big brother stealing his allowance. 
 
    Nothing was ever the same between them. 
 
    And shortly after that, Dane had left home.  
 
    Drake swallowed hard as he stared at the address adjacent Ray Reynolds’s name. 
 
    It was the farm. 
 
    Making sure that his gun was still in the holster, Drake grabbed his phone and sprinted for the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 64 
 
    Beckett watched in horror as every single one of the members of the Church of Liberation drank the mysterious liquid in the red cups. 
 
    “You are a depraved human being,” Beckett hissed. “You take advantage of these poor, depressed people. The weak ones, criminals, convicts. Sick people. And I’m going to enjoy killing you.” 
 
    Even with tears streaming down his cheeks, Beckett could see that the preacher was smiling. 
 
    “You still don’t understand, do you? Death is a release, Beckett. Death is an end to all suffering.” 
 
    Beckett struggled against his bindings, but the two men holding him gripped his arms tightly. They had taken turns drinking from their cups so that there was always at least two of them holding Beckett at all times. 
 
    “Hold him tight,” the preacher ordered as he strode over with a cup in hand. 
 
    Beckett’s eyes darted about the room. Even though they had all finished their drinks, massive glugs of clear fluid, they didn’t seem to be affected by it. 
 
    Jim Jones had infamously used cyanide to kill, but Beckett wasn’t sure where the preacher would’ve acquired the substance in this day and age. 
 
    Besides, if it had been cyanide, they would have been dropping like flies already. 
 
    “I won’t drink it,” Beckett shouted. As the preacher approached, he spat at the man. 
 
    The glob of phlegm landed square on the man’s white T-shirt, but he seemed to care. The smile didn’t even slide off his face. 
 
    “Hold him tight,” the man repeated. Beckett was completely immobilized before something struck in the left thigh and he dropped to his knees. 
 
    He shook his head back and forth violently as the preacher brought the cup close to his face, but then someone grabbed the back of his head and held it firm. 
 
    Then the preacher lowered the cup to his lips. He poured the liquid slowly into Beckett’s mouth, but when the sour tasting fluid touched his tongue, Beckett just spat it out again. 
 
    “You’re just adding to the suffering, Beckett. Make this easy on us all.” 
 
    Beckett looked up at the man, his eyes blazing. 
 
    “Fuck you,” he said. 
 
    The preacher continued to smile as he went back to the counter for another cup. 
 
    I could do this all day. I’ll keep spitting it out to he runs out of whatever shit this is. 
 
    The woman, the first to drink, staggered at Beckett’s left, and finally fell to a knee. 
 
    She appeared sleepy as if the liquid had been tainted with a sleeping pill. Which would make sense, given that the deranged preacher wouldn’t want his disciples to suffer in the end. 
 
    The man returned and this time, when he nodded, something, probably a knee, was driven into his back and held there, forcing him ramrod straight. 
 
    This time when the preacher brought the cup to his lips, his head was pulled all the way back so that his Adam’s apple was aimed at the ceiling. Then someone else clapped dirty fingers on his nose, and before Beckett knew what was happening, the caustic, alcohol-tasting liquid was poured into his mouth again. Before he could spit, more fingers pinched his lips closed painfully. 
 
    Beckett tried to struggle and thrash, but there were too many people holding him.  
 
    He held out for as long as possible, but eventually, his medulla overruled his free will. 
 
    Desperate for air, Beckett had no choice but to swallow the liquid. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 65 
 
    Screech was halfway home when he yanked the steering wheel to the right and pulled a U-turn. 
 
    No fucking way, he thought. This what Drake wants. And I won’t let him. 
 
    No matter what he says, I won’t let them do this alone. 
 
    It took Screech half an hour to make it back to Triple D, but his heart sunk when he didn’t see Drake’s Crown Vic in the parking lot. 
 
    He reached into his pocket for his phone, intent on calling the man, but realized that he didn’t have it anymore. The bastard Ken Smith had taken it. 
 
    Screech swore as he parked, and continued to swear as he ran inside Triple D. 
 
    The smell of alcohol struck him immediately and when he flicked on the lights, he saw the smashed bottle on the floor by the far wall. 
 
    A sudden bout of anxiety hit Screech then, an almost crippling feeling that Drake had gone ahead and done something stupid. Something really stupid. 
 
    He knew that the man was depressed and suffer from PTSD after what had happened to Clay, but he never thought that Drake would go this far. 
 
    Screech hurried around the side of his desk and dialed Drake’s number using the landline.  
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    His eyes flicked to the computer screen where he saw one highlighted name and address. 
 
    “That’s where you’ll be,” Screech said, trying to convince himself. “That’s—” 
 
    “That’s where who will be?” a voice asked from the doorway. “Drake? Is that where Drake will be?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 66 
 
    The hands finally released Beckett and he fell to the floor, gagging. He tried to induce vomiting, but with his hands tied behind his back, he could only manage to spit out what was left in his mouth, on his tongue.  
 
    Several other the parishioners had started to swoon, and one fell to his knees just like the first woman who now sat with her back pressed against the wall, her eyes at half mast. 
 
    “Don’t fight it, Beckett. Just give in. End the suffering,” the preacher said in his calm voice. 
 
    “Fuck off,” Beckett shouted back. 
 
    He started toward the kitchen and was surprised that this time, no one tried to stop him. After a moment, he realized why. He felt lightheaded and before he could even make it to the counter, he stumbled and fell. In the process, his shoulder bumped against the table and sent a set of cutlery flying. 
 
    Beckett’s first thought was to try for the knife, but they were only table knives and even if his hands weren’t bound behind him, he doubted they would get through the thick rope.  
 
    Instead, he settled on the spoon. 
 
    “Let go, Beckett. Let go and end the suffering.” 
 
    Beckett shimmied over to it like a worm, feeling the drowsiness increase with every move, every muscle contraction. 
 
    Just as he thought he might not be able to move any further, he tilted his chin so that he could reach the spoon with his mouth. 
 
    It was difficult work, but eventually, he managed to take the end in his mouth. 
 
    And then he sucked on it. Hard. He gagged and the spoon shot a few inches out of his mouth. 
 
    Moving his chin across the wood floor again, he grabbed the spoon between his teeth and this time he didn’t hesitate; he sucked it as hard as he could. 
 
    The spoon struck his gag reflex at the back of his throat and then Beckett felt fluid fill his mouth. 
 
    A thin stream of vomit spilled from his lips, but it wasn’t enough. 
 
    It was only half of what he’d ingested. Beckett tried to swallow the spoon again, but now it was too slick and kept sliding off his tongue. 
 
    It’s not enough, he thought. It’s not enough. 
 
    With the preacher laughing in the background, Beckett felt his eyes droop and then darkness overcame him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 67 
 
    “Drake?”  
 
    Even as Screech said the word, he knew that it wasn’t Drake. The man in the entrance of Triple D looked like Drake, only was older, with white hair at his temples and deep grooves beneath his eyes. 
 
    “Nobody's called me that for some time. I go by Dane.” 
 
    The man stepped forward and Screech knew at once that it was Drake’s brother. 
 
    “Where’s Damien?” he demanded. His voice was hoarse and scratchy. 
 
    Screech’s eyes flicked to the computer screen, then to the sketch of the preacher, of the man he now knew as Ray Reynolds. 
 
    There was no time to explain. 
 
    “I’ve got to go,” he said hastily. But as he started toward the door, Dane stepped in his way and held up a hand. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are, but you better start talking. I haven’t spoken to my brother in years, then he calls me up? Wants me to set up a meeting with Ken Smith? You better start telling me what the hell is going on here.” 
 
    Screech’s eyes narrowed. Back when Drake had first asked for his brother’s number, he had no idea why. But now, when Dane spoke of Ken Smith, things slowly fell into place. 
 
    This is why Ken Smith wanted the incriminating images of Beckett. Not to blackmail Beckett, but to blackmail Drake.  
 
    “I’m—I’m Drake’s partner. But now I have to go, time is—” 
 
    Again, Screech made a move toward the door, but Dane blocked him. 
 
    “What are you looking at over there? What’s on the computer?” 
 
    Screech tried to come up with a plan to get around the man, but he was Drake’s height and weight—roughly 6 feet 2 and around 195 pounds. Screech was only a fraction of that. 
 
    “There is no time to explain; you can come with me if you want but—”  
 
    Dane ignored him and stepped forward, peering first at the computer screen then at Dunbar’s sketch as he did.  
 
    “You’re awfully jumpy, aren’t—” the man’s face suddenly went slack. “What the fuck?” 
 
    Then, in a movement that was so quick that Screech didn’t even react, the man’s hand snapped out and he grasped Screech by the throat.  
 
    “What the fuck?” He repeated. Dane picked up the piece of paper with Ray Reynolds’s sketch. He held it within inches of Screech’s face. “Is this some sort of sick joke? Are you the one who called me?” 
 
    Screech, wheezing now, shook his head. 
 
    “No, I swear, Drake asked me for your number, man. I don’t know what he wanted for,” he somehow managed. 
 
    Dane shook the piece of paper. 
 
    “Then why do you have Ray Reynolds’s picture?” 
 
    Screech blinked. 
 
    “You know him? You know this guy?” 
 
    Dane shoved Screech backward, and he immediately started to massage his raw throat. 
 
    “Yeah, I know him. I was best friends with this guy a long time ago.” 
 
    Screech bit his lip, trying to think of what to say or do next. 
 
    “You should come with me,” he settled on at last. “But we have to hurry.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 68 
 
    Drake pulled up behind the white van, the tires of his Crown Vic skidding on the loose dirt. They kissed bumpers and he was jolted in his seat. Without even bothering to turn off the car, he leaped from the vehicle and sprinted to the barn first. 
 
    Inside, he saw several large tubs, some adorned with what looked like heating elements, while others were filled with a frothing liquid. There was more in there, too, but it was too dark to make out. 
 
    “Beckett!” He shouted into the night. When there was no answer, he pulled his gun from the holster and held it out in front of him. Then he reached over and turned the light in the barn on. 
 
    In addition to the tubs, there was a large table at the back covered with a blue tarp. It was lumpy and Drake’s heart skipped a beat as he hurried over to it. 
 
    With one, deep, shuddering breath, he grabbed the corner of the tarp and tore it off. 
 
    It wasn’t a skeleton. It was only a set of tools and some blocks of wood. 
 
    Drake moved to the house next, amazed at how, in the poor light, it looked exactly as it had when he and his father had come to pick up Dane that day. 
 
    His heart was racing now and he could feel the alcohol and adrenaline mixing in his blood. 
 
    He expected the door to be locked, but was surprised when the knob turned freely in his hand. When he tried to push it open, however, it stopped after only a few inches. 
 
    Drake reached inside and felt something soft and fleshy, something heavy against the door. 
 
    He leaned back and then ran at the door, driving his shoulder into the flimsy wood. The object slid out of the way, just far enough to allow Drake to slip through.  
 
    It was dark inside the farmhouse, and as he desperately searched for a light switch, his foot struck something soft. Despite the lack of light, Drake could make out the unmistakable outline of a body. 
 
    “Beckett,” he moaned. 
 
    Drake continued to grope the wall, his sweat-soaked hand sliding across worn wallpaper. 
 
    “Beckett,” he said for what felt like the hundredth time. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’re too late,” a voice replied. 
 
    And then the lights flicked on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 69 
 
    Beckett drifted in and out of consciousness. 
 
    At one point, his eyes flicked open and yet his field of vision was strange, as if he had developed mild cataracts over the course of a few minutes. 
 
    He could feel the effects of the sleeping pills that had been added to the lethal concoction, and he tried his best to fight off the effects. He was no rookie when it came to Xanax or Prozac, but this was some powerful shit. It was like moving underwater. Even his breathing was labored. 
 
    Methanol.  
 
    The thought shot through his brain like an ice pick.  
 
    I was poisoned with methanol. 
 
    And then, somewhere in the distance, Beckett heard his name being called. Only he didn’t know if it was from this side, or the other. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 70 
 
    Drake inhaled sharply. 
 
    There were bodies everywhere. He counted at least ten of them, but there were probably more, strewn across the floor. 
 
    “Jesus,” he gasped. He stared at the bodies, watching for their backs to move, for the people to breathe, but they were just so damn still. 
 
    “What have you done?” Drake asked, bringing the gun out in front of him and aiming it the preacher. “Where’s Beckett?” 
 
    Ray Reynolds shrugged. He was slumped against the wall on the other side of the room. His eyes were only partly open, and when he spoke, he slurred his words.  
 
    “You’re too late, Drake. Beckett has stopped his suffering.” 
 
    It was only then that Drake noticed the red cup clutched in the man’s pale hands and the empty ones scattered about the room. 
 
    Drake clenched his teeth and strode forward, turning the gun at an angle as he did. 
 
    “You poisoned them?” he spat. “You poisoned them all?” 
 
    Ray only smiled languidly. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything. They did it to themselves.” 
 
    Drake’s finger tensed on the trigger. 
 
    “Where’s Beckett?” 
 
    As he waited for a reply, he scanned the bodies on the floor for Beckett’s bleached hair, his tattooed arms.  
 
    Nobody who matched that description. 
 
    Drake walked right up to Ray and then squatted so they were on the same level. 
 
    “Where is he?” He demanded. 
 
    When Ray didn’t reply, Drake placed the barrel of the gun against his temple. 
 
    “Tell me where he is, or I’ll blow your fucking brains out right now.” 
 
    Ray chuckled. 
 
    “I’ve already drank my Kool-Aid, Drake. My suffering is about end. There’s a little left for you, though. Should be enough,” he said, tilting the red cup toward him. 
 
    Drake peered inside and saw that there were about three ounces of clear liquid in the bottom of the cup. Without thinking, he grabbed it from the man and held it in his free hand. 
 
    “You’re sick and you poisoned them.” 
 
    The man’s eyes closed and Drake stepped back. But Ray wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “You’re right, I am sick, but we all are. We’re all suffering. The reality of pain is that it’s never unbearable, because you’ve already felt that pain… it’s already happened. The real problem is that we fear the next pain. That is why we cry when we are born, Drake. We fear the pain and suffering that is to come.” 
 
    Drake looked around again, hoping that Beckett had escaped somehow, no matter how unlikely. 
 
    “Shut up,” he ordered. 
 
    “You’ve suffered more than most, Drake. And you’ve brought others along with you. Clay, Jasmine, Beckett, Screech, Suzan. They’ve all suffered because of you, Drake.” 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    Drake was trying to think, trying to figure out what to do next, but the man’s words grated on him like nails on a chalkboard. 
 
    “Think about how much better off people would be if they never met you. Clay would still be alive and Jasmine would still have a husband. Suzan would have a father.” 
 
    Drake’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “How do you know so much about me?” 
 
    Ray, his eyes still closed, tilted his head to one side. 
 
    “After what happened with my parents, I had nowhere to go. I was in and out of institutions, and even though they could never prove it, people knew that I killed my parents. Your brother, he knew. But he didn’t say anything because he too is suffering. You see, I knew back then that the world was just a cesspool of suffering and misery. That the world would be better off without humans on it. And then one man found me.” 
 
    Ray’s head lolled and his mouth went slack. 
 
    For an instant, Drake thought the man had died. 
 
    “Ken Smith,” Drake whispered. He had no idea why he knew this, or how, but something told him that Ken Smith was behind all of this. 
 
    Ray smiled and opened his eyes. 
 
    “You’re a fraud,” Drake accused. “You claim only to want to end suffering, but why kill the people you did? What made you choose them? What made you tell Peter Kellington to shoot Clay?” 
 
    Ray’s answer was immediate. 
 
    “Ken told me who to kill… to me, it didn’t matter who died. It was easier with the ex-cons, the ones who gave themselves up willingly. But in the end, for suffering to cease, so too must the human race.” 
 
    Drake growled, but Ray wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “You have a baby on the way, Drake. You are about to increase the suffering in this world. You can’t even look after yourself, let alone your friends or family. Especially not a baby.” 
 
    Drake’s thoughts shifted to Jasmine, of how he had hurt her, first with Clay’s death and now this. 
 
    Something about what Ray was saying, even though his rational mind was protesting, struck a chord with him.  
 
    And then Drake spotted Beckett.  
 
    “No,” he gasped.  
 
    The man was laying on his side, partly beneath the kitchen table. His hands were bound behind his back and his body was completely still. 
 
    “You bastard!” Drake shouted, aiming the gun at Ray’s forehead. “You fucking bastard!” 
 
    He pushed the barrel against the man’s head, but even when the back of his skull rebounded against the wall, Ray continued to smile. 
 
    Drake’s eyes darted back to Beckett’s body, and he lowered the gun again. He felt as if he was having a heart attack. 
 
    “Do it,” the man whispered. 
 
    Drake raised the gun and pressed it to Ray’s forehead once more, gritting his teeth as his finger tensed on the trigger. 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    Drake lowered the gun and clutched his chest, screaming as loud as he could. 
 
    When he was done, he collapsed beside Ray Reynolds, dropping the gun in the process. 
 
    His body rocked so violently with sobs that the liquid in the cup still gripped in his hand threatened to spill. 
 
    “Stop the suffering, Drake,” Ray whispered beside him. “Do the world a favor and stop the suffering.” 
 
    Drake stared at the liquid in the glass for a long time. Even after Ray had gone silent and his breathing became slow and irregular, he just stared.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said at long last, then he brought the cup to his lips. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 71 
 
    Screech leaped from his vehicle, yelling for Dane to follow him. But the man was already by his side, a midnight black pistol in his hand.  
 
    Dane was also shaking something fierce. Even though he’d only known the man for about an hour, Dane didn’t strike him as the type of person why scared easily.  
 
    And yet, the nearer they got the farmhouse, the more the man’s behavior started to change. Dane started to tremble, and he could barely get a word out without swallowing several times first. 
 
    Screech started towards the barn, but Dane shook his head and directed him toward the farmhouse. 
 
    The man had been here before, it seemed. 
 
    Even though the front door was only partway open, Screech could see the bodies on the floor inside. 
 
    Adrenaline shocked his system, and Screech sprinted into the house, shouting Drake’s name as he did. 
 
    Screech’s toe clipped a wayward leg and he fell on his face. When he raised his eyes, he caught sight of his friend. 
 
    Drake was sitting up against the wall, his eyes closed, shoulder to shoulder with the man known as Ray Reynolds. 
 
    “No,” he croaked. 
 
    Dane was suddenly by side, helping him to his feet. Together they ran to Drake. 
 
    Screen somehow managed to get to the man first and immediately put his ear to Drake’s mouth. 
 
    He was breathing. Shallow breaths, but he was still breathing. 
 
    He lowered Drake onto his back and, not knowing what to do, he started CPR and mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. 
 
    Screech performed several cycles before Dane pulled his arm away. 
 
    It was then that Screech noticed the red cups on the floor.  
 
    “Induce vomiting,” Dane instructed. 
 
    Screech nodded, turned Drake’s head to the side, and jammed his fingers down the man’s throat. 
 
    Drake immediately gagged and warm fluid splashed onto Screech’s hand. It spilled out of his mouth, and he thought he heard the man moan. 
 
    “Come on, Drake. Wake up. Please wake up!” 
 
    A sound from the kitchen drew screech and Screech’s eyes. 
 
    “He needs alcohol,” a slurred voice informed them. 
 
    Dane jumped to his feet and aimed his pistol at the man with the blond hair. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” he shouted. 
 
    “Beckett!” Screech exclaimed. “Oh my God, Beckett! You’re… you’re alive!” 
 
    But then Beckett stumbled, and barely managed to hold himself up by leaning on the counter. 
 
    “Stay with him,” Screech instructed Dane, as he hurried over to Beckett. 
 
    But before he could get to him, Beckett collapsed on the ground in a heap. 
 
    “He needs… alcohol… give him a drink,” Beckett slurred, his eyelids fluttering. 
 
    Screech stared at the man, confused, wondering if Beckett was so intoxicated that he was just spewing gibberish. 
 
    He tried to help Beckett to his feet, but the man was too heavy for him. 
 
    “Methanol,” Beckett whispered in his ear. 
 
    Screech’s eyes narrowed and he leaned closer. 
 
    “Methanol poisoning… he needs alcohol.” 
 
    Something clicked inside Screech’s brain and he hopped to his feet. Then he ran to the cupboards and threw them all open, sweeping plates and glasses on the floor, searching for alcohol. 
 
    But there was none. He reached beneath the sink and tossed out garbage bags, cleaning supplies, barbecue tools and then, there, at the very back, he found a bottle of Scotch. Screech never thought he would be this happy to find a three-quarters full bottle of Ballantine’s in his entire life. 
 
    He turned back to Beckett and squatted on all fours. Tossing the cap aside, he started to pour the liquid into Beckett’s open mouth. The first few glugs made Beckett sputter and cough, spilling some of the precious liquid on the floor. 
 
    “Drink,” Screech begged. “Drink, goddamnit.” 
 
    Beckett’s lips gripped the bottle and he swallowed hungrily. 
 
    “We're losing him,” Dane shouted from across the room. “Hurry!” 
 
    Screech gave Beckett a final gulp before standing and hurrying across to Drake. 
 
    He repeated the process with Drake, pouring small amounts into his mouth and encouraging him to swallow by massaging his throat. In the end, Drake had no problem wolfing down a third of the bottle. 
 
    Screech couldn’t be sure, but he thought that Drake’s breathing was starting to regulate, his pulse becoming stronger. 
 
    “Sit him up,” Dane ordered, and together they managed to prop Drake up the way he had been when they had entered this room of death.  
 
    Screech looked at Dane, seeking further instruction, but the man’s attention was elsewhere.   
 
    Dane was staring at Ray Reynolds. 
 
    And he was weeping. 
 
    Before Screech could fully grasp what was happening, Dane crawled over to Ray and wrapped his arms around him, cradling his head in his lap. 
 
    Ray’s eyelids fluttered and his mouth started to move, but Screech heard no words. 
 
    There was still at least a quarter of Ballantine’s left in the bottle, Screech saw, and he offered it to Dane. 
 
    “I’ll take that,” Beckett said from behind him. At the same time, he snatched the Ballantine’s from his hand. 
 
    Beckett’s eyes weren’t fully open, but he seemed to be steadier on his feet now. As Screech watched, he brought the bottle to his lips and took a large swig. But when he was done, he made no move toward either Ray or Dane.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Screech demanded, looking up at him. “You can still save him!” 
 
    Before Screech realized what Beckett was about to do, the man’s arm was already cocked.  
 
    “No!” he screamed, but it was too late.  
 
    Beckett launched the bottle of Ballantine’s across the room. A second later, it smashed against the wall in a shower of purple glass and yellow scotch. 
 
    Silence fell over them then; even Dane’s crying seemed more subdued. It was just quiet enough for Screech to pick up on Ray’s dying words. 
 
    “I feel nothing,” he whispered. “Finally, the suffering is over.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Screech opened the door to Triple D and like the last time he had been there, the smell of alcohol struck his nose first. And yet, time had muted the smell, making it mostly bearable. 
 
    With a sigh, he walked over to the corner of the room and grabbed the broom. Then he swept up the glass from the bottle that Drake had thrown and dumped it in the waste bin. 
 
    He went his desk next and started to tidy up, starting first with the sketch of Ray Reynolds. Then he closed down his computer. 
 
    Screech was about to leave again when he saw that the door to Drake’s office was open. 
 
    He sauntered over to it and then looked inside. It was empty, as he expected it to be. For some reason, Screech entered the office and then sat in Drake’s chair and put his feet up.  
 
    For the next few minutes, he just sat there and ruminated over the events of the past few months, starting with the Virgin Gorda and ending with the mass murder/suicide at the Reynolds farm. 
 
    Screech’s phone buzzed and he took it out of his pocket, surprised to see that it wasn’t a message or a call.  
 
    It was a notification from the video app indicating that one of the cameras had detected movement.  
 
    That’s odd, he thought.  
 
    They had removed all the cameras from Mrs. Armatridge’s home and the homes of her octogenarian posse, and as far as he knew, there was only one that was still active. 
 
    The one that he had given Drake. 
 
    Screech clicked on the icon and was immediately shown a view of the interior of 212 Main St. Aside from a stack of chairs against one wall, the place seemed empty.  
 
    Thinking that it might be defective, he was about to close the app when someone stepped into the frame. 
 
    Screech squinted hard and it took a few moments before he recognized the tall figure on the screen. 
 
    It was Deputy Inspector Lewis Palmer. The man stood in the corner of the room for a moment but then leaned forward as someone else approached. This new man’s back was to the camera, but that didn’t matter. 
 
    Screech knew who he was. He could tell by the sloped shoulders, the short but stocky posture. 
 
    The tanned arms jutting from shirtsleeves. 
 
    It was Raul. 
 
    Screech took his feet off Drake’s desk and then pressed the record button as Lewis Palmer first shook hands with Raul, and then they started to chat. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ken Smith finished lighting his cigar and took several puffs in a row. 
 
    It was unwise to meet in his condo, he knew, but after the cluster fuck with Ray Reynolds and the media shitstorm that had descended on them afterward, things needed to be sped up. 
 
    He sat at the head of the table, while a well-dressed man with a dark beard sat at his right. A woman with long blond hair and high cheekbones occupied the seat to his immediate left. Beside her sat a man with deeply tanned skin and a shaved head. 
 
    “When will he be here?” the man with the shaved head asked. 
 
    “Soon,” was Mayor Smith’s response. He took another puff of his cigar, and true to his word, the door to the conference room open shortly after. 
 
    A man wearing a T-shirt and jeans stepped through the glass door. His shoulders were rolled forward and his chin was tucked. 
 
    “Welcome, Dane Drake,” Mayor Smith offered. 
 
    Dane raised his head and stared at the members at the table, his eyes lingering on each one of them for a few seconds. 
 
    But he said nothing. 
 
    “I thought you said—” the man with the beard started, but Ken hushed him by raising a finger. 
 
    “I think you know why you’re here, Dane. But first, on behalf of all of us at this table, I would like to express my sincere condolences for what happened to your brother.” 
 
    Dane grunted, but still didn’t say anything. 
 
    Ken Smith was about to continue when the door to the conference room opened a second time. Dane took a step to his right, and his posture tensed, but only for a moment. 
 
    “Raul,” Dane said, but Kent couldn’t be sure if this was a salutation or an accusation. 
 
    Either way, it made no difference to Raul; he took up residence in the corner of the room, his hands crossed in front of his body. 
 
    Kent took another drag of his cigar, then cleared his throat. 
 
    “Your business in South America has peaked our interests, Dane. And we think it’s about time you started to think about expanding.” 
 
   
  
 

 END 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Author’s note 
 
      
 
    Hey guys, I hope you’ve enjoyed this dark journey into Damien Drake’s soul. Pissed that it’s over? Don’t be. There is plenty more to learn about Ken Smith and ANGUIS Holdings. Plenty more bad guys to catch, plenty more Johnny Black (and maybe a little Blue thrown in there) to chug.  
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review.  
 
      
 
    You keep reading and I’ll keep writing, 
 
      
 
    Patrick 
 
    Montreal, 2018 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents in this book are either entirely imaginary or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or of places, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.  
 
      
 
    Copyright © Patrick Logan 2018 
 
    Interior design: © Patrick Logan 2018 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. 
 
      
 
    This book, or parts thereof, cannot be reproduced, scanned, or disseminated in any print or electronic form. 
 
      
 
    First Edition: February 2018 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover1.jpeg
PATRICK LOGAN





