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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    “Stu Barnes? Who the fuck is Stu Barnes?” Damien Drake asked as Detective Dunbar guided him toward the entrance of 62nd precinct. 
 
    “Honestly? All I know is that he’s a man with deep pockets,” Dunbar replied. It was clear that he was trying his best to remain professional, but a small smile crept onto his lips, nevertheless. 
 
    Drake, while admittedly apprehensive, did less to hide his joy. 
 
    “Well, for fuck’s sake, give this Stu Barnes, whoever he is, a big thank you for me. A big fucking hug. I don’t know—” 
 
    They passed a man in uniform and while Drake turned sideways, the other party made no effort whatsoever to avoid contact. In fact, it seemed to Drake like the man deliberately bumped into him.  
 
    “Sorry,” Drake grumbled as he glanced back. 
 
    “This ain’t over, Drake,” a scowling Officer Kramer whispered as he continued deeper into the precinct. “DNR.” 
 
    “Wha—” 
 
    Before he could even finish the word, Dunbar grabbed his arm and pulled him forward.  
 
    “Let it go, Drake. You’re finally a free man—don’t do anything stupid to jeopardize that.” 
 
    Drake bit the inside of his cheek and took one final look at 62nd precinct, a place he used to call home.  
 
    He didn’t miss it—he didn’t miss it at all. The place had too many rules, too much politics. 
 
    Not enough actual work was being done. 
 
    Drake stepped out into the sun, put his sunglasses on, and then shook Dunbar’s hand. 
 
    “After all I’ve been through over the past six months, Dunbar, do you think I would do anything to risk my freedom?”  
 
    Now it was Dunbar’s turn to open his mouth to speak, only to be interrupted. 
 
    Drake slapped the man on the shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right; I’ve got a feeling I’ll be seeing you again soon, my friend. Real soon.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Here’s fine,” Drake instructed the cab driver. He slipped a twenty into the man’s awaiting palm. “Keep the change.”  
 
    Drake got out of the cab and slowly approached SLH Investigations. He suppressed a chuckle when he saw that somebody—probably Hanna—had drawn a large D in front of SLH in what looked like permanent marker.  
 
    “The hero’s welcome,” he mumbled with a grin. 
 
    He wondered briefly if Hanna had told the others that he was coming today. The makeshift sign—which he quickly realized wasn’t made with a marker but pieces of electrical tape—suggested that she might have, but he wasn’t so sure.  
 
    After what they’d both been through, including Marcus Slasinsky’s escape and subsequent reign of terror, he wasn’t even positive that she’d stuck around.  
 
    As Drake reached for the door handle, he peered through the frosted glass. It was completely dark within, making it impossible for him to see inside. 
 
    Maybe they all just packed up and left.  
 
    Drake sighed, his grin gone now. 
 
    I wouldn’t blame them. I wouldn’t blame them one bit.  
 
    He opened the door and the second he passed over the threshold, the lights flicked on and someone shouted. His first instinct was to go for the gun tucked in his shoulder holster, but Drake stopped himself before pulling it free. 
 
    Hanna was standing in front of her desk, a lopsided smirk on her face, and Leroy was at her side, chuckling to himself. Behind both of them was a more stoic-looking Screech. 
 
    All three were wearing cheap, brightly colored party hats.  
 
    “What the—” 
 
    Hanna put a party horn between her lips and proceeded to repeat the terrible noise that Drake had mistaken for a scream upon entering DSLH. 
 
    “All right, all right, I’m—” Drake began, holding up a hand. 
 
    Hanna blew the horn three times in rapid succession.  
 
    “—here. I’m here.” 
 
    “Welcome back, Drake,” Leroy said. The kid strode forward and wrapped him in a healthy embrace.  
 
    Damn, he’s strong. 
 
    “Thanks, Leroy,” Drake replied. “It’s good—” 
 
    Hanna sounded her horn again, but this time, Drake was expecting the interruption. His hand shot out and he deftly yanked it from her mouth.  
 
    “Aw, you’re no—” Hanna started, but Drake surprised them all, himself included, by bringing the horn to his lips and blowing it loudly. 
 
    “Fun?” 
 
    “Welcome back, big guy,” Hanna said, her smile growing. 
 
    “Thanks. I’d say it’s good to be home, but I can’t lie to you guys.” 
 
    “Good to see that your time playing hide the cheese in the slammer hasn’t affected your cheery attitude,” Hanna remarked.  
 
    Shaking his head, Drake turned his attention to Screech next, who had yet to step forward.  
 
    Of the three of them, Screech had been through the most. The man had come into Drake’s life surreptitiously after answering a simple Craig’s List ad and had undergone a multitude of significant changes since.  
 
    Whether or not these were for the better had yet to be determined.  
 
    “Screech.”  
 
    Instead of waiting for the man to respond, Drake took it upon himself to reach out and hug the man.  
 
    Contrary to Leroy, Screech seemed frailer than Drake recalled. 
 
    “It is good to be back,” he said as they disengaged. “Seriously.” 
 
    With the pleasantries over with, Drake finally took the opportunity to look around.  
 
    With the ultra-modern decor and fully functional lights, their new digs were nothing like the old Triple D. Behind Drake, flanking the entrance, were several chairs complete with chrome armrests for clients, as well as a chic water dispenser. In front of him, were three glass desks spread across the width of the room, with large monitors sitting atop. Against the side wall was an oil painting of a red circle surrounded by other smaller circles. 
 
    Tucked away near the back was something that appeared wholly out of place: a chunky wooden structure that was either an old-fashioned desk or a medieval torture device. A hard, plastic chair was tucked beneath it, suggesting the former, but Drake couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “Let me guess, that desk is for me.” 
 
    Screech followed his gaze. 
 
    “It’s the best we could do on such short notice.” 
 
    Drake shook his head, but he was still smiling. 
 
    “Alright, let’s just—” 
 
    “Not so fast, buzzkill. We got you something,” Hanna informed him. “A little present.” 
 
    Drake turned and looked at her, eyebrows raised. 
 
    This whole party atmosphere was one thing, but gifts? He didn’t need gifts. 
 
    “Hanna.” 
 
    She showed him her palms. 
 
    “I know, I know, we shouldn’t have—but we did. Come with me.” 
 
    Knowing that he would get nowhere arguing with the woman, Drake reluctantly followed her back onto the sidewalk. 
 
    Once outside, she held up a teardrop-shaped leather chain from which a single key dangled. 
 
    “I don’t get it—is that for the shop?” 
 
    Hanna rolled her eyes. 
 
    “You know, for a detective, your observational skills are pretty shit.” She used the key to indicate the parking lot, which had only housed about a dozen cars. “See something you recognize? Something you might like?” 
 
    Drake let his eyes bounce from car to car. The only one that looked familiar was Hanna’s VW, which must have been repaired since she’d broad-sided Marcus Slasinsky’s vehicle. But he had a sneaking suspicion that this wasn’t what she was referring to.  
 
    “I don’t—” Drake stopped cold. Tucked away in the farthest parking spot, facing the street, was a creme-colored Crown Victoria.  
 
    Screech started to say something, but Drake didn’t hear a single word; he was already hurrying toward the car. When he reached it, he first caressed the hood and then cupped his hands to look through the driver’s side window.  
 
    It was exactly the way he remembered it. Which, quite simply, was impossible. 
 
    “How?” He gasped. “How did—what did—what the hell? How did you get this?”  
 
    “A little birdie told a squirrel where to find a nut.”  
 
    Confused, Drake shook his head.  
 
    “Here, take it.” 
 
    In a daze, he grabbed the key from Hanna’s hand and unlocked the door. On the cracked leather front seat was a file folder. He reached inside and picked it up.  
 
    “Wh—what’s this?” he asked, hoping that it wasn’t another gift. The fact that his crew had somehow managed to find his car in one piece was something of a miracle. And much more than he deserved. “Tickets to the opera?” 
 
    Inside, he found several sheets of paper bound together by a paper clip. At the top of the first page was the SLH Investigations header, once again modified with a hand-written ‘D’. 
 
    “That is your first case,” Screech said, matter-of-factly. 
 
    Drake’s eyes narrowed as he read the first few lines under Case Description. He didn’t get any further.  
 
    “For real? We’re looking for lost cats now? Things have gotten so desperate that we’ve stooped this low?” 
 
    Screech shook his head. 
 
    “We are not looking for lost cats—you are.” The man laughed. “What did you think, Drake? Did you think that you’d just come out of retirement and grab up all the good cases? Hell no. You’re starting at the bottom.” Screech put a hand up over his head. “Maybe one day you’ll end up here.” 
 
    Drake’s initial reaction was to protest, but, instead, he joined in with Screech’s laughter. 
 
    “You know what?” he said quietly. “After what I’ve been through—after Marcus Slasinsky—I’m okay with looking for a missing cat. Hell, I’m okay with starting at the bottom.” 
 
    “That may be,” Hanna said, her serious tone putting an abrupt end to their chuckling. “But before you go pussy hunting, there’s something else we need to do first.” 
 
    Screech and Leroy’s faces suddenly adopted Hanna’s somber expression and Drake grew concerned. 
 
    “Yeah, and what’s that?” 
 
    “We have a funeral that we need to get out of the way.” 
 
   


  
 




PART I – The Cat 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “Use your fucking arms, would you? Jesus Christ, Toby, I’m carrying ninety-nine percent of this goddamn couch.” 
 
    “I told you not to call me that,” Tobin grunted as he adjusted his grip. His sneaker slipped on the ramp and he nearly dropped the couch. “Shit, hold up, I’m gonna fall!”  
 
    “I don’t give a fuck—if you wore some work shoes instead of those gay ass slippers, you wouldn’t have this problem.” 
 
    Tobin raised his eyes and glared at his colleague. The reason why the couch felt so heavy, he realized, was because the man’s massive gut was pressing down on it.  
 
    Maybe if you weren’t so fat, you could carry this thing by yourself. 
 
    His gaze continued to drift upward, tracing the man’s long, orange beard, to his buried sneer and eventually falling on his eyes.  
 
    “Sorry,” Tobin grumbled, immediately looking away. He adjusted his footing, took a moment to catch his breath, and then grasped the underside of the couch so tightly that his fingers immediately started to ache. 
 
    “It’s Tobin—not Toby,” he whispered. 
 
    Together, the two of them managed to make their way down the ramp and then across the sidewalk to the apartment building door that was held open by a brick. 
 
    “Ah, shit,” Kevin swore as they stepped into the lobby. 
 
    The man’s eyes were aimed over Tobin’s shoulder, but, worried that his fingers would slip again, he didn’t dare look in that direction. 
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
    Kevin flicked his bearded chin. 
 
    “Elevator’s busted. Looks like we’re taking the stairs.” 
 
    “The stairs?” Tobin whined. The pain that had started in his fingers had spread up his forearms and was starting to leak into his biceps. “But the apartment’s on the third floor!” 
 
    Kevin smirked. 
 
    “Yeah—suck it up, buttercup, because you’re gonna be on the bottom. But I guess you’re used to that, ain’t ya?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “There’s little Toby! How’re your arms? Burning like a bitch in heat?” 
 
    Tobin looked up at Kevin, who was sitting on the back of the truck with his feet dangling above the ground. He was gnashing a sandwich, and when he smiled, Tobin could see flecks of Wonder bread and tuna coating his upper teeth. 
 
    “You want a bite?” Kevin asked, holding the sandwich out to him. “Lemme guess, you forgot your lunch again?” 
 
    “No thanks. And I’m fasting,” Tobin replied, lowering his head. With every step away from the truck, he made a conscious effort to straighten his posture just a little, despite the pain in his shoulders and lower back. 
 
    His arms were probably also sore, as Kevin had pointed out, but he just couldn’t feel them.  
 
    “Faggot—hey, where the fuck you going?” 
 
    Tobin just kept on walking. 
 
    “Yo, whatever—you got half an hour, fuck boy. Don’t be late. Two more houses left to do this afternoon.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Tobin muttered when he was well out of earshot. 
 
    As he passed a large glass storefront, he caught sight of his reflection and shuddered. His outfit was atrocious, of course; they made him wear a uniform that consisted of oversized cargo pants and a dark green T-shirt with the company name—Maldrim Movers—written in an ugly yellow script across his chest.  
 
    Tobin had drawn the line at the shoes. He simply refused to wear the big clunky steel-toed things that Kevin and all the other crew members sported. Instead, the shoes that he wore day in and day out were white Chuck Taylors. To show them off, Tobin had rolled his cargo pants up to reveal three inches of ankle, but the look didn’t quite work; the pants were ill-fitting and far too baggy to pull it off.  
 
    With another sigh, Tobin increased his pace again. He had a long way to go before arriving at anything that had the style and substance he was looking for, and Kevin, as much as he hated the man, was right about the half-hour break. Having been late twice this month already, he knew that it wouldn’t just be the bloated ginger that he would have to deal with following another transgression, but the owner, Todd Maldrim. 
 
    And the stark reality was that Tobin needed this job, the money. 
 
    For now, anyway. 
 
    By the time the real estate transitioned from rundown apartments to expensive high rises, Tobin was nearly in a full jog. It wasn’t just the buildings that changed, either; it was the quality of the people, as well. 
 
    Frowning faces were replaced by determined expressions, ratty trench coats became bespoke suits, and high ponies transitioned into full blow-outs.  
 
    Tobin wiped the sweat off his brow and started to smile deliberately every few seconds. He knew that he probably looked like a crazy person, but he also knew that he had to get into the zone if he wanted the video to come out just right.  
 
    His gaze moved from the people he passed to the stores around him: John Varvatos, Ajax, and Serac.  
 
    He shook his head disapprovingly. All the advertisements in the store windows were for old designers, last year’s models.  
 
    Tobin was looking for something new—no, not something new, but the something new, which was a tall order in half an hour. 
 
    But he was as determined as ever.  
 
    Knowing that he had a tendency to lose track of time, Tobin glanced at his phone. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    He only had ten minutes before he had to be back at the truck. As desperation began to set in, Tobin’s eyes were whipping around so quickly that he could barely focus on any one thing. 
 
    “C’mon, c’mon.” 
 
    Just when he was about to give up hope, he spotted it: a blacked-out storefront with the name written in neon pink script above the door. 
 
    Moxy’s.  
 
    A throwback to the early nineties, Moxy’s was an up and coming label that Tobin remembered seeing some kids wearing at the local skate park. Born from urban roots, Moxy’s only produced one of a kind, handmade pieces, if he recalled correctly.  
 
    Tobin didn’t even have time to look inside; he had to be back at the apartment in eight minutes.  
 
    Two of those eight minutes were used to perfect his smile and clean the sweat and grime from his face.  
 
    Just as he was framing the shot with his cell phone, a man emerged from Moxy’s. He was tall and thin with a shock of perfectly coiffed white hair. Dressed in dark blue slacks, a crisp white button-down shirt, and burnt oxblood shoes, Tobin breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    This was the place—it had to be. 
 
    Moxy’s.  
 
    He waited for the man to pass, admiring his gold-framed spectacles and the monochrome plaid scarf that completed his look. In his manicured fingers, the man clutched a black bag with the pink Moxy’s logo scrawled on the side.  
 
    Tobin cleared his throat and lowered his voice several octaves.  
 
    “Nice outfit,” he remarked. 
 
    The man looked back, but when he saw Tobin, he didn’t smile or nod. Instead, he made a strange face and then hurried out of sight. 
 
    “Asshole.” 
 
    Tobin smiled once more and then loaded up his social media profile. After two deep breaths, he framed Moxy’s in the background and pressed record.  
 
    “Lucas here,” Tobin began in a baritone voice. “Just checking in, wanting to give you the low down. This place behind me is the hottest place—no, the only place, to get all your fall styles. And you heard it here, first. I’ve got your back. Stay good, people. And remember to let Moxy’s know who sent you: The double L, Lucas Lionell.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Shit, shit, shit!  
 
    Tobin broke into a jog, but the ground was slick with damp leaves and he was quickly forced to slow. 
 
    Please be there! 
 
    His thirty-minute lunch break had stretched to forty-five and if he didn’t find the truck soon, it would be nearly an hour before he got back to work.  
 
    Shit! 
 
    Tobin turned the corner and finally spotted the truck with the colorful Maldrim Movers logo painted on the side. His relief was short-lived when he saw that the roll-up rear door was closed. Not only that, but thick, black exhaust burped out of the rusted tailpipe.  
 
    “Kevin!” Tobin hollered between deep breaths. “I’m here! I’m here!” 
 
    But either Kevin didn’t hear him, or simply didn’t care. The truck sputtered and then Tobin heard it switch into drive. 
 
    “No! No! I’m here! Kevin, I’m here!” he shouted, waving his hands high above his head.  
 
    The truck began to pull away from the curb and Tobin’s eyes bulged.  
 
    “What the fuck, Kevin! I’m here! I’m here!” he was flailing his arms like a madman now, which was difficult to do without breaking stride.  
 
    At long last, Kevin’s bearded face appeared in the large side-view mirror.  
 
    “Fuck, finally!”  
 
    Tobin stopped waving and slowed, but Kevin did not. On the contrary, the man grinned and floored it.  
 
    “No!” 
 
    Tobin had no choice but to start sprinting again.  
 
    My god! Please… just stop! Stop! 
 
    Everything hurt, from his shoulders to his calves, but somehow, Tobin managed to keep up with the truck that was puttering along at a smooth five miles an hour. Just as he thought he was going to be able to reach up and grab the metal handle on the back, his left foot splashed in a puddle. The shock of cold water on Tobin’s bare ankle was so jarring that he leaned heavily on his right side.  
 
    This normally wouldn’t have posed a problem. But, as luck would have it, his right heel came down hard on a pile of soggy leaves. 
 
    Tobin’s arms shot out and he careened forward. Like a cartoon character, his legs pinwheeled as he tried to regain his balance, but he was already beyond the point of no return. His palms took the brunt of the impact and Tobin screamed. Instead of skidding forward on the pavement, his arms slid even farther from his body and his right shoulder popped audibly. He was in the middle of another scream when his chin whacked off the ground hard enough for him to see stars and taste blood.  
 
    Tobin moaned and tried to peel himself off the pavement but was unable to; there was something wrong with his right arm.  
 
    It refused to do anything but lie flat on the pavement like a paralyzed snake.  
 
    Tobin heard a high-pitched squeal but wasn’t sure if he had made the noise or if it was the truck’s tires as the vehicle braked suddenly. 
 
    Somehow, despite his pain, he managed to roll onto his back. Eyes closed, Tobin used his good arm to drape the now useless one on top of his soaked Maldrim Mover’s shirt.  
 
    “I told you not to be late, boy,” Kevin said. He reached down, grabbed Tobin beneath the armpits, and hoisted him to his feet. Searing pain shot up his right side and Tobin shrieked at the top of his lungs. “Fuck—shut the fuck up and get your ass in the truck. We still have two more houses to do today.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Tobin stared at his reflection in the mirror.  
 
    He looked absolutely terrible.  
 
    His chin was scratched and even though he had applied a thick layer of cover-up, he knew that the cameras would still pick it up. 
 
    And his right arm… there was something seriously wrong with his right arm. He’d kept it in a makeshift sling for the rest of the afternoon, but that wouldn’t play here. It took him almost half an hour to remove his work t-shirt and put on a fresh one. Slipping a jacket on top proved impossible, so he had to resort to simply draping an overcoat across his shoulders. He might have looked like some sort of modern-day Napoleon, but that was the best he could do. With one final deep breath, he opened the door to the “studio”—a simple warehouse that had been temporarily retrofitted—and stepped inside. 
 
    A woman with small glasses and even smaller teeth led him to a well-lit room and told him that he could get prepared in there. Tobin smiled, nodded, and then closed the door. Once alone, he sucked air through his teeth and tried to relax his shoulder. He could rotate it about an inch away from his chest before the pain became unbearable. 
 
    “Damn it,” he moaned. Still reeling, Tobin pulled three bottles out of his jacket pocket with his good hand. The first two were prescription and he tore the tops off without even looking at the labels. Then he swallowed one Percocet and two Xanax—or maybe it was the other way around—and chased these with a pill from the third bottle: over the counter extra-strength Tylenol. 
 
    With a sigh, he closed his eyes and tried to visualize his audition. He got as far as introducing himself before the pain in his shoulder usurped his thoughts. 
 
    Shit—I should have taken the pills before I got here.  
 
    Knowing that it would be at least another ten minutes before the medication kicked in—he hadn’t eaten anything all day—Tobin searched another pocket and came up with a small baggie filled with white powder. He first tried to tap the cocaine onto the webbing between thumb and forefinger of his right hand, but immediately changed his mind; there was no way he would be able to raise it high enough to snort. Instead, he opted for his left hand. 
 
    Just as he leaned forward, Tobin caught another glimpse of himself in the mirror. His medium-length brown hair was parted on one side, with half pushed back and the other sagging forward just a little. Several thicker pieces hung over his brow to complete the look. 
 
    But Tobin wasn’t satisfied. 
 
    “No, not good enough,” he whispered, turning his head to the left. His hair was one of his better features, but it also served a functional purpose: to cover his forehead.  
 
    While Tobin’s forehead wasn’t overly large—it was the perfect ratio to the rest of his face, something that he’d confirmed more than a dozen times by measuring—the top jutted out unnaturally, as if two horns were starting to grow from just below his hairline.  
 
    Grimacing now from something other than pain, Tobin quickly snorted the coke and coughed. 
 
    With his eyes watering slightly, he flipped several more strands of hair onto his forehead. It wasn’t a perfect cover-up, but he thought that, combined with the extra matte makeup he’d applied, might make the protrusions less noticeable.  
 
    Still… 
 
    “C’mon,” he pleaded, adjusting his hair again. The urge to rub the bumps, to try and force them down with friction alone was difficult to resist. But Tobin knew from experience that this would only make the area red and draw more attention to it. “Why don’t you—” 
 
    Tobin instantly fell silent in response to a knock on the dressing room door.  
 
    “Lucas? Lucas Lionell?” 
 
    He made one final adjustment to his hair and then tilted his head at every conceivable angle in an attempt to determine the best one for the audition.  
 
    “Lucas, everyone is—” 
 
    “I’m coming.” Tobin cringed and softened his tone. “I’m sorry—I—I—I’ll be right there.” 
 
    After wiping white powder from beneath his nose, Tobin started his deep breathing ritual. Normally, he would raise his hands high above his head in a power pose as he drew air into his lungs, but that clearly wasn’t going to be possible today.  
 
    “Lucas, please, there are several other—” 
 
    Tobin opened the door so quickly that the diminutive woman with a clipboard nearly stumbled into the room. 
 
    Then Lucas Lionell put on his best smile, looked her directly in the eyes, and lowered his voice.  
 
    “I’m ready, I’m ready. The real question is, are you guys ready for me?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Can you move… can you move just a little to your left so that we can make sure the lighting is directly on your face?” 
 
    Smiling, Tobin nodded and raised his chin ever so slightly to further hide his forehead.  
 
    There were three people, three faceless individuals, sitting behind a large gray table, staring at him, two men and one woman. Tobin himself was seated in a metal chair with his ankles crossed and his incapacitated arm resting limply on his lap.  
 
    “Thank you,” the woman continued. Despite being flanked by two men who dwarfed her in size, it was clear that she was the one who Tobin needed to impress. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    The lights aimed at Tobin’s face were bright, but his eyes soon started to adjust, and he could see a folder splayed out on the table in front of the woman.  
 
    “So, your name is Lucas… Lucas Lion-ell? Am I saying that right?” 
 
    “Leo-nell,” Tobin corrected. 
 
    “Alrighty then, Lucas. Why don’t you tell us a little bit about yourself and why you think you’d be a good fit for Savage Money.” 
 
    Tobin cleared his throat and flexed his neck a little to make sure his voice came out the way he wanted it to. 
 
    “Well, I mean, I have the looks, I have the personality, and I have the charisma. I’m young, I’m fit, and I can get downright dirty if I need to.” He allowed a small smile to creep onto his face as he said this last part. 
 
    The words sounded even better out loud than they had in his head.  
 
    “And you’re how old? Twenty-six?” 
 
    Tobin’s smile faltered, but he quickly regained his composure. 
 
    “Twenty-four. And a young twenty-four, I might add.” 
 
    “I see. And Lucas, have you done any sort of acting before? I mean, this is a reality TV show, but as you probably know, oftentimes we need to re-create situations if they aren’t caught perfectly on camera the first time. And we want these scenes to be as close to the original as possible. Natural.” 
 
    Tobin nodded. He was well aware of how these ‘reality’ TV shows worked.  
 
    “Yes,” he replied, puffing his chest. “I’ve done two commercials and have had three modeling gigs, as well.”  
 
    “I can see that here,” one of the men chimed in. “A ketchup commercial and as an extra in a beer spot?”  
 
    Again, Tobin’s smile wavered. 
 
    “Yes—but I was the main in the ketchup commercial. As for the beer one, they needed beautiful people to fill out a crowd and, why, I was the perfect fit.”  
 
    “Ah.” There was a short pause that Tobin was unsure of how to interpret. “And you’re currently employed as a…” 
 
    The lights were warm and now that the cocktail of drugs had started to kick in, Tobin felt sweat begin to bead on his brow. 
 
    My make-up better hold up. It fucking better. 
 
    But, of course, the more one thought about sweat, the more one produced. 
 
    “Lucas?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, no, I, uhh, I’m in between modeling gigs right now. Which, ha, which means that my sched is very flexible. I could easily do a two to three-month shoot, if needed.”  
 
    “Good, good,” the woman said. Once again, the man to her left leaned over and whispered something in her ear. “Lucas, the lights are a little warm—do you want something for your forehead?” 
 
    No amount of effort could keep the smile on Tobin’s face now. In fact, it was all he could do to keep from scowling. The woman, this producer cunt, might have pretended to care about the fact that he was sweating, but Tobin knew better. 
 
    She was making fun of him; she was making fun of him and his protruding forehead.  
 
    Tobin’s heart was racing now, and he could feel sweat forming not just on his face, but on his neck, arms, even his balls.  
 
    “Lucas?” 
 
    And that comment about his age? About being twenty-six? That was a fucking insult, too. After all, they knew his age. It was right there in the folder along with his headshots and the information about his past employment.  
 
    “I’m fine,” he said flatly.  
 
    Twenty-six… I’m not twenty-six. I’m fucking twenty-four. And I look twenty. Trust me, I get carded everywhere. 
 
    Aware that he was starting to fume, Tobin took several deep breaths in an attempt to calm down. 
 
    “Okay, sure,” the woman producer said, her tone stilted. “Now, as you know, Lucas, this is a beach-themed reality show. And while we don’t discriminate against any body type, we need to make sure that we have a good mix—a realistic mix—of people for our cast.”  
 
    Tobin’s spirits suddenly lifted. This was the eighth audition for a reality show that he’d attended over the last two years, and he’d never gotten this far.  
 
    Maybe… maybe she didn’t notice my forehead. Maybe she really was concerned about the sweat.  
 
    “Of course, of course.” 
 
    Tobin slowly uncrossed his ankles and rose to his feet. Then he gripped both sides of his T-shirt and started to lift only to freeze after just a short second.  
 
    Oh my god. 
 
    He’d completely forgotten about his injured arm. The drugs may have numbed the pain while sitting still, but not even the glorious pharmaceutical cocktail that he’d ingested could keep it at bay while trying to remove his shirt.  
 
    “Lucas? Is everything okay?” 
 
    It was the damn female producer again, nagging him, insulting him, picking on him.  
 
    No, I’m not okay. I’ve got these two ugly-ass bumps on my forehead and a broken goddamn arm. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine—I just hurt my shoulder, is all.”  
 
    As he spoke, Lucas used his left hand to tease up the right side of his T-shirt, hoping that he could pull it off this way, as they did in commercials. 
 
    He simply couldn’t manage. Just moving his right shoulder at all caused incapacitating pain to envelop that half of his body. 
 
    “Just a second,” he said between clenched teeth. “Just one second.” 
 
    “Lucas, please don’t hurt yourself—we’ve got a pretty good idea of your physique. And I think—” 
 
    “Just a second,” he snapped sharper than intended. “I can do this; shit, it’s just taking off my shirt. My shoulder is just sore from—” 
 
    But when the woman producer rose to her feet, Tobin knew that all was lost.  
 
    “Lucas, that’s quite alright.” 
 
    “I can do—” 
 
    “Thank you, Lucas.” 
 
    Tobin finally gave up and his expression soured. 
 
    Fucking making fun of me… I can do this. I can do it. 
 
    “Here, take my card,” the woman said, confirming his worst fear.  
 
    Take my card was industry code for better luck next time.  
 
    Eyes down, chin tucked to his chest, Tobin snatched the business card from her small hand. Without even looking at it, he jammed it into his jean pocket.  
 
    “Thanks again for your time, Lucas. We’ll be in touch.” 
 
    Tobin exercised all his willpower not to glare at the woman because he feared that a glare might lead to something far, far worse.  
 
    After all, the pompous bitch had made fun of him, and nobody made fun of Lucas Lionell and got away with it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    It took Tobin three attempts to slip the key into the lock of his apartment door. Part of it was that he’d overdone it with the cocaine, but he was also so furious that his vision was blurred.  
 
    Why did that ugly bitch have to make fun of my forehead? What fucking right does she have? 
 
    Tobin finally unlocked the door and pushed it open. 
 
    I am good enough for Savage Money; I’m good-looking enough, I’m charismatic enough, and most of all, I fucking deserve it.  
 
    Tobin was so preoccupied with his thoughts that he didn’t even notice his roommate walking toward him. 
 
    “Tobin,” the man yapped in his thick Asian accent, “I need your rent money this week.” 
 
    Tobin blinked rapidly.  
 
    Kenneth Leung was twirling a chopstick into a bowl of Ramen as he stared. The asshole was like a walking cliché: always eating noodles, always slinking around in slippers no matter what the weather. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry—payday tomorrow. I’ll hit you up as soon as I got the cash.” 
 
    Kenneth just continued to stare. 
 
    “I promise, okay?” Tobin replied, craning his neck forward. “Jesus.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    With that, Kenneth moved from the kitchen to his bedroom. Tobin waited for his roommate to close the door before walking to the second room, his room, and stepped inside. He tossed his backpack to the ground, locked the door, and then closed his eyes.  
 
    Tobin was tired, his shoulder ached, and his chin was starting to throb. 
 
    But none of these things, no matter how painful, hurt him nearly as much as the failed audition. 
 
    “What right?” he asked the empty room. “What right does she have?” 
 
    Tobin sighed and opened his eyes. Naturally, his gaze went to the computer on his desk and he made his way over to it. After logging into all his social media accounts, Tobin assessed the results of his latest post: the Moxy’s video.  
 
    Almost immediately, some of the anger that had been coursing through his veins began to dissipate.  
 
    In just under six hours, Lucas Lionell’s Moxy’s video had garnered seven hundred and eighty-seven likes and had been shared thirty-one times.  
 
    His breath finally normalizing, Tobin started to scroll through some of the more popular comments.  
 
    Mannythebean77: Looks cool, gotta check it out. 
 
    Dirk_D6: Why does New York get all the hip shops? @CarlosGotzStylz 
 
    With every positive comment he read, the corners of Tobin’s lips curved upward a little more. 
 
    Alright, maybe today wasn’t that bad. Maybe if I just focus on— 
 
    A single remark sent a schism through Tobin’s thoughts. It wasn’t just the negative nature of the comment—there were always plenty of keyboard warriors slinging homophobic slurs—but the content of the message that stung. 
 
    Anon42819: This loser thinks that Moxy’s is a fashion store! It’s a goddamn gay video and toy shop!  
 
    Tobin’s jaw went slack. 
 
    “No,” he moaned. Thinking—hoping—that Anon42819 was just a run of the mill troll, Tobin scrolled down. 
 
    To his horror, Anon’s comment had garnered more than half a dozen copycat comments, each one more condescending than the last. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on here?” 
 
    Tobin opened another browser and quickly typed in Moxy’s and Manhattan into the search bar. 
 
    “Shit,” he whispered. “Shit!” 
 
    Moxy’s had been an up and coming label in the nineties, but so far as he could tell, they had gone out of business in 1997. The Moxy’s that he’d taken a picture in front of had nothing to do with clothes: it was registered as an erotic boutique. One that, as Anon42819 had so succinctly pointed out, catered primarily to gay men. 
 
    “Shit!” Tobin started to rub his forehead vigorously. “Why the fuck would there be a gay boutique in one of the nicest areas in Manhattan?” He rubbed even harder. “And why the fuck didn’t you look before you posted about it, Tobin? Why the fuck wouldn’t you at least go inside?” 
 
    Breathing only through his mouth now, he went back to his Instagram feed and quickly deleted his video. Next, he reviewed the profiles of every single person who had shared his post. Thankfully, they were a bunch of nobodies, losers who had less than one percent of the following that Lucas Lionell had. 
 
    “Seven hours—it was up for less than seven hours. Nobody saw it… nobody saw it.”  
 
    Tobin knew that this wasn’t true, of course, but he also knew that he couldn’t do anything about it now. 
 
    Except for putting up another video, that is. A new video, a better video, one that would make everyone forget about Moxy’s. 
 
    Tobin checked the time. It was nearly nine now and he was dead tired. As usual, his shift had started at six in the morning and he hadn’t even stopped long enough for a bite to eat.  
 
    But he couldn’t rest, not yet, anyway. Tobin had to create a second video, one that would shut Anon42819 and all the other haters up.  
 
    Besides, the rich and famous didn’t rest, so how in the hell could he?


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Tobin’s two-bedroom apartment that he shared with his roommate would never serve as an appropriate backdrop for his new video—not by a long shot. Nor did Tobin possess the means to design a specific space, small as it might be, to film his videos that would give the impression of style and luxury that he required. Instead, he’d come up with a more creative solution: black drapes.  
 
    Hanging from a hardware store screw that he’d worked into the ceiling, the thick fabric hung down over his bed. Pulled tight on either side and combined with dark satin sheets over his mattress, it made for a rather convincing ‘black hole’ appearance. Unique, mysterious, and anonymous, it was the perfect place for Tobin to make his videos… and it was the best he could do with what he had. 
 
    Only, the second Tobin pulled back the drapes and stepped into what he affectionately called his “Hollow Shelter”, he ceased being Tobin. 
 
    He was transformed into Lucas Lionell.  
 
    That’s who he really was, deep down: Lucas Lionell. Even though his mother, who had done her best to raise him alone while fighting every addiction you could think of, had named him Tobin Tomlin, that wasn’t him. 
 
    Tobin Tomlin was a poor kid from a broken family who grew up in a part of New York City nobody ever saw or heard about. Tobin shared an apartment with a guy who he thought was more than likely in the country illegally. Tobin worked a shitty manual labor job for minimum wage. Tobin was used and abused daily by a fat redhead whose only source of pleasure seemed to be watching him suffer.  
 
    No, that wasn’t him. 
 
    He was Lucas Lionell, a budding Instagram star and soon-to-be influencer who was on the verge of getting his big break in reality TV.  
 
    All I have to do is keep striving forward. All I have to do is work harder than everyone else.  
 
    Tobin adjusted his cell phone, fitting his face squarely in the frame.  
 
    I have to do the things that others aren’t willing to. 
 
    Tobin cleared his throat, lowered his voice, and then pressed record. 
 
    “Hello, all my luscious followers, this is the Double L, Lucas Lionell…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time Tobin finished making the video, it was nearly ten o’clock. He peeled himself out of his Hollow Shelter and then removed the outfit he’d worn to the Savage Money audition. Taking off his shirt required a level of dexterity he didn’t think he possessed, but Tobin somehow managed—maybe he was too tired to notice the pain. He was in the process of removing his jeans when he felt something in one of the pockets.  
 
    It was the business card that the producer cunt had given him. 
 
    “Jan Dewalter,” he read out loud. “Producer and Chief of Talent Acquisition @Fan Mail Pictures.” 
 
    Even her name sounds cunty, Tobin thought as he tossed the business card onto his desk. It wedged itself beneath the corner of his keyboard.  
 
    He knew that he should get some rest—and probably some food—and that it was too soon to expect a response regarding his audition. Still… 
 
    Tobin whipped his chair around and woke up his computer. After typing in his password, he immediately went to the email that he’d used for the audition: lucaslionell111@gmail.com. 
 
    As it loaded, he scooped up a half-empty bottle of water and drank the warm liquid hungrily. 
 
    The worst thing about Xannies, Tobin had come to realize years ago, wasn’t the comedown but the dehydration. 
 
    No matter how much he drank, he always felt so damn thirsty after getting high.  
 
    The three most recent emails were all bullshit spam, and he deleted them. The fourth was what he was looking for. 
 
    Even though the title was ambiguous—Regarding your Savage Money Audition—the timing of the email was all-telling.  
 
    Jan Dewalter had sent it less than an hour after he’d left the warehouse. What surprised Tobin most was that he hadn’t seen it earlier. 
 
    After a deep breath, he prepared himself for the worst. And yet, despite these prophylactic measures, his rage was untethered. 
 
    Dear Lucas, 
 
    We would like to thank you for your SAVAGE MONEY audition today. Unfortunately, we have decided that… 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    Tobin slammed his hands down on his desk and then immediately shrieked in agony. The pain in his right arm was back.  
 
    Gritting his teeth, he stared at the woman’s name at the bottom of the email. 
 
    Jan Dewalter… I’m better looking, more charismatic, and smarter than all the other applicants. How could you not pick me? 
 
    Still fuming, he pressed reply and started to formulate an email. After typing roughly a dozen insults, Tobin pressed CTRL + A followed by Delete.  
 
    The second email he wrote was nearly as offensive as the first, so he deleted that one, too. 
 
    Tobin wanted nothing more than to take a strip off this Jan Dewalter bitch, to tell her that she had no right to judge him, that she’d made a fucking terrible mistake, but he knew that the Reality TV crowd was a tight knit one. 
 
    Such a response might sewer any chance he had at another audition, let alone actually getting a gig. 
 
    Frustrated, Tobin growled and leaned away from his computer. The light from his desk lamp reflected off his forehead, which he immediately noticed in the monitor.  
 
    That’s why she didn’t take me. Jan Dewalter didn’t pick me because of my forehead. It’s these goddamn bumps… 
 
    Tobin swore again and then deleted every email in his account. 
 
    It was too late for Lucas Lionell; they’d seen his forehead, his bumps. They would never take him—not Savage Money or Major Temptation or All for one… self. 
 
    None of them would take him like this. 
 
    If I could just get rid of these— 
 
    A loud knock on his bedroom door startled Tobin, which reignited the pain in his shoulder. 
 
    “What?” he snapped. 
 
    “You yelling, I try to sleep. Quiet please,” Kenneth said. 
 
    Fuck you, Kenneth—I don’t have time to sleep.  
 
    “Yeah, okay, sorry,” Tobin replied. 
 
    “Quiet, please,” Kenneth repeated as he walked away. 
 
    When he heard the man close the door to his room, Tobin turned back to his computer. But this time, instead of looking at his email or his many social media profiles, he loaded up a website. 
 
    It was a site that he’d visited so many times that all he had to do was type the first three letters and it auto-filled the rest for him.  
 
    Dr. Alex Cratom, Veterinarian.  
 
    Below Alex’s headshot—how many times have I told him to change it? The lighting casts shadows on his face and makes his nose look bigger than it actually is—was a stock photo of a handful of pets. Instead of being linked to Lucas Lionell’s email, his old account popped open.  
 
    Unlike the emails he’d drafted to Jan, this one was simple and lacked insults. 
 
    Alex, I need to see you.  
 
    It’s urgent. 
 
    Tobin. 
 
    Exhausted, he popped another Xanax and crawled into his Hollow Shelter. Staring up at the black void, a single thought ran through his mine. 
 
    Soon, Jan. Soon you will have no choice but to choose me. Absolutely no choice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The pain returned in full force even before all the drugs wore off, and Tobin tossed and turned for the latter part of the night.  
 
    Groaning, he reached with his left hand and grabbed his cell phone off the night side table. After logging in to his socials, Tobin started to feel a little better. 
 
    If there was a silver lining to his awful sleep, it was that the video he’d posted the night before had gained some traction. Despite his discomfort—the entire right side of his body ached, now—Tobin couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    Scrolling through the comment section, it appeared as if his heartfelt discourse was really touching people. 
 
    The grin on Tobin’s face faltered when he came across a familiar user. 
 
    Ha, look at this loser! First, he claims that a dildo store is a fashion outlet and now he tries to post something ‘deep’? The only thing deep about this guy is how far he plunged the dildo into his ass last night! 
 
    Even worse than the offensive message itself was the fact that Anon42819 had posted a link to his Moxy’s video that somehow still seemed to be circulating.  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Tobin cursed as he immediately deleted the comment and reported Anon… again. To try and mitigate the damage, he also flagged the Moxy video that some troll had reposted.  
 
    Tobin tried his best to calm himself, to prevent some asshole behind a keyboard from ruining his day before it had even begun.  
 
    A hot shower… that’ll help my arm and my head.  
 
    After shutting off his phone and tossing it onto his bed, he stormed out of his room.  
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    The bathroom door was closed, and he could hear the shower running inside.  
 
    Tobin wasn’t sure what Kenneth did in there. The only thing that made sense was that he was using the shower to boil more of his fucking noodles. 
 
    That was the only explanation as to why the man felt the need to shower three to four times a day. 
 
    Either that, or he had some sort of rare fungal disease. 
 
    This thought made him shudder, which enraged his injured shoulder.  
 
    Scowling now, Tobin headed back to his room and took up residence behind his computer. 
 
    He was surprised to find a response from Dr. Alex Cratom already in his inbox. 
 
    He clicked on it, fearing that this would only bring more bad news and further sour his already acerbic mood.  
 
    However, it appeared as if the tides had turned. 
 
    I have an opening at six this evening—but only if you bring cash this time. I mean it. 
 
    Alex. 
 
    Tobin gnashed the inside of his cheek. 
 
    Cash… 
 
    He was supposed to be getting a check from Kevin today, but that was only if he went into work, which simply wasn’t possible given his injury.  
 
    Cash… 
 
    The door to the bathroom opened and Tobin leaned back in his chair to look at Kenneth as he walked out. The man’s upper body was thin bordering on sickly and the only reason the towel stayed around his waist was because it hung onto jutting hip bones.  
 
    How does he eat so many noodles and stay so goddamn thin? 
 
    Tobin hadn’t eaten a scrap of food in almost an entire day, and he still felt bloated and fat. 
 
    “About time,” he hissed as he rose and strode to the bathroom. 
 
    Kenneth didn’t even look in his direction, he just went to his room and shut the door behind him. 
 
    “Prick.” 
 
    Alone in the bathroom, Tobin struggled to strip down. When he finally managed to finagle his way out of his purple Henley, he almost wished that he had skipped the shower. 
 
    There were deep blue lines that spread out in every direction from his shoulder joint like cyanotic fingers. Tobin tried to roll his arm forward, but it locked up and he stifled a scream. 
 
    I separated my shoulder. For fuck’s sake, I separated my shoulder chasing after that asshole Kevin. 
 
    Whimpering from the pain, Tobin turned the shower on, set the water to hot, and then, after steam started to billow around him, stepped into the tub.  
 
    Typically, he liked to spend fifteen to twenty minutes under the scalding water before turning the dial all the way to the right and lasting for as long as he could under the ice water.  
 
    Years of trial and error had revealed this strategy to be the best at keeping his acne-prone skin at bay and providing Tobin with a natural glow. 
 
    But not today. 
 
    Today, his ungrateful roommate had used so much hot water that after a mere five minutes, it started to run cold on its own. To top it off, when Tobin finally set the dial to freezing, he shuddered, which caused his shoulder to ignite again.  
 
    Cursing, Tobin shut off the water and got out of the tub. Preferring to air dry, he went back to staring at himself in the mirror again. His skin was red—a temporary consequence of his shower routine—but this did nothing to hide the bruising around his shoulder. 
 
    If anything, it made the marks stand out more, like streaks of purple in an otherwise orange sunset.  
 
    Shaking his head, Tobin realized that if he kept his shoulder locked, he could bend his elbow with limited pain. And by leaning over slightly, he was able to reach his face.  
 
    That’s something, at least. 
 
    Tobin took the first two fingers of both hands and pushed them against his skin just below his cheekbones. Then, applying significant pressure, he pushed upward and held this pose. When his cheeks started to burn, he eased the pressure. 
 
    Tobin repeated this process ten times then completely relaxed his face. Everything from below his eyes to the corners of his lips was redder now than when he had come out of the shower. But this, he knew, was only temporary.  
 
    Inside the top drawer of the vanity, his drawer, Tobin found his cosmetic kit. The case contained several different size scissors, two nail clippers, and three combs. He used the medium scissors to meticulously trim his eyebrows, then the smallest set for his nose hairs. His fingernails were somehow fine considering his fall yesterday, for which he was grateful—just the idea of clipping his nails with a bummed shoulder was enough to generate a sharp inhalation.  
 
    Tobin finished the rest of his routine over the course of the next twenty minutes: everything from shaving to moisturizing, brushing and whitening his teeth, to trying to fix his hair. The latter was the most time-consuming of the process; his forehead bumps were just so damn obvious. 
 
    But not for long… not for much longer… 
 
    Getting dressed also proved problematic. Fitting a shirt over his head at this point was next to impossible, so he had to settle for something he normally would have never considered: a zip-up sweatshirt without a T-shirt beneath. To his surprise, however, Tobin found that if he zipped it all the way up, you couldn’t tell that he was bare-chested beneath.  
 
    And it didn’t look half bad. With the tags removed, it could almost pass as a label-free Hugo Boss sweatshirt and not one from Old Navy. Not quite… but almost. 
 
    After slipping into a pair of dark jeans, Tobin finally left his bedroom and headed to the kitchen. He sneered at Kenneth’s door as he passed, which remained firmly closed.  
 
    The asshole uses up all the hot water, pounds his noodles, then… what? Goes back to sleep? Fucking dick. 
 
    As he prepared a pot of coffee, Tobin’s eyes gradually drifted to the clock above the stove. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    It was nearly six.  
 
    Tobin whipped his cell phone out and dialed Kevin’s number. 
 
    “What you want, fuck boy?” the man demanded. “You ready to work?” 
 
    “Kevin,” Tobin cleared his throat. “My arm… my arm hurts too bad to come in today. I’m sorry, but can you please tell Mr. Mel—” 
 
    “Fuck that, if you’re being a pussy and skipping work, you can tell the man yourself. Who you think I am, fuckboy? Your goddamn gimp?” 
 
    Tobin shut his eyes. 
 
    “I—I—I know, I know, but you’re…” Tobin stopped talking when he realized that Kevin had already hung up. “Fuck.” 
 
    Crestfallen, he poured himself a cup of coffee and leaned up against the stove as he sipped it. 
 
    It tasted like shit, they were all out of Stevia and almond milk and he hated black coffee, but he needed the hit. 
 
    Sleep hadn’t come easily and when it did, it didn’t stick around for long. 
 
    Tobin grimaced and scrolled through his emails, eventually returning to the one from Dr. Alex Cratom.  
 
    Bring cash… 
 
    If Kevin wasn’t even going to let Mr. know that Tobin wouldn’t be coming into work, then the prospect of the fat ginger bringing him his paycheck was next to zero. Besides, even with check in hand, it wouldn’t nearly be enough to cover Dr. Cratom’s fee.  
 
    And it wasn’t cash. 
 
    With every cent from his paltry paychecks going to clothing, his bank account had been summarily drained. And any friends or family that still spoke to him were either broke or Tobin already owed them cash. 
 
    No, there was only one place for him to get money on such short notice. 
 
    He sighed and placed his half-empty coffee mug on the laminate countertop. 
 
    Swallowing his pride, Tobin stepped out of the kitchen. 
 
    “Ken? Ken, you still here?” 
 
    When there was no answer, he walked right up to Kenneth’s bedroom and listened closely. When he still heard nothing, he gently knocked and repeated the man’s name.  
 
    “You in there?” 
 
    He tried the doorknob and when it turned freely in his hand, he slowly opened the door. The room was empty, and Tobin darted inside. 
 
    Cash… I need to get cash…  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    The bus ride to Dr. Alex’s Pet Shoppe was humiliating. 
 
    Tobin had taken the bus before, of course—he didn’t own a car—but dressed the way he was, today he looked like someone who took the bus. Not someone worried about the environment, a socially conscious individual, perhaps, or an Instagram superstar trying to make a point, no matter how obscure, but, quite simply, someone who had no other options. 
 
    And this curdled his empty stomach.  
 
    But despite the crippling anxiety he felt at the prospect of being seen this way, Tobin’s mood was slightly elevated. In just a few hours, he’d go under the knife. In just a few hours, he’d finally deal with the one thing that had kept him from making it big for all these years. 
 
    What he had planned was no minor surgery—Dr. Cratom had, on many an occasion, indicated just how dangerous this type of operation could be—but any fear he might have felt was easily dispelled by rereading Jan Dewalter’s email. 
 
    Fucking bitch.  
 
    And after he came out of surgery? Jan would be the one begging him to join her stupid show. Tobin planned on making her sweat, just a little, before accepting the offer. After all, Savage Money was just a stepping-stone into something greater.  
 
    Not just stardom… but superstardom.  
 
    With great effort, Tobin put his phone away for several minutes and stared out the window, daydreaming about how things would be different without the two bumps on his forehead.  
 
    How good life would become.  
 
    As the bus traveled deeper into Manhattan, the quality of pedestrians that they passed began to change. Soon, Burberry scarfs, camel Mac coats, and double-monk shoes became commonplace. A small smile started to form on Tobin’s lips, but this was quickly dashed when he saw the neon lettering above a store with blacked-out windows. 
 
    Moxy’s.  
 
    Tobin grunted and the woman seated to his right offered him a strange look. He glowered at her until she averted her eyes. 
 
    Why is a place like that here, in the middle of— 
 
    As his eyes naturally drifted down the alleyway adjacent Moxy’s, he spotted something that took his breath away. 
 
    Tobin rocketed to his feet and started toward the door. He bumped into a man with a long white beard but barely noticed. When he reached the door, however, it wouldn’t open.  
 
    The bus was, after all, still moving. 
 
    “Let me out,” Tobin gasped. “Let me out.” 
 
    The man with the white beard grumbled something unintelligible.  
 
    “Hey! Hey, driver! Let me out!” he was shouting now. 
 
    Tobin looked toward the front of the bus. The driver’s eyes met his in the convex mirror, but the man behind the wheel quickly looked away without acknowledging him. 
 
    “Hey! Stop the bus!” 
 
    When the vehicle continued to roll on, Tobin tried to wedge his fingers between the two doors and pry them open. 
 
    “You gotta wait for a stop, buddy,” White Beard informed him. 
 
    Tobin ignored him and continued to try and open the door. Just as he managed to slip a finger beneath the rubber safety flap a hand came down on his right shoulder, sending a dart of pain up to the base of his neck. 
 
    He pulled his hand free and whipped around. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking touch me,” he warned White Beard. “Don’t you ever fucking touch me!” 
 
    The man was shocked by this outburst but while his hand fell away from Tobin’s shoulder, he didn’t back up. 
 
    White Beard might have been in his eighties, and so thin that his ratty Disney World T-shirt hung loosely on his shoulders, but this was New York. 
 
    “Wait for a stop.” 
 
    Tobin’s face contorted. 
 
    “What? Don’t you tell me—” 
 
    A bell pinged and the bus jolted to a halt. Then Tobin heard the audible hiss of the door opening behind him. 
 
    “—what to do,” he finished as he backed off the bus. 
 
    The man hurled a curse at him, but the doors closed, and the bus started to move again before Tobin could volley an insult back. Still fuming—How dare that degenerate touch me?— it took him several seconds to orient himself, which he eventually managed by focusing on the neon Moxy’s sign.  
 
    As he walked toward the alley, Tobin pulled his cell phone from his pocket.  
 
    This is gonna make for the perfect photo, he thought. 
 
    Parked in the alleyway was a bright red Lamborghini.  
 
    Tobin glanced around quickly, guessing that whoever had parked it here likely hadn’t ventured too far. After confirming that he was alone, he sidled up next to the car. The gold and black bull emblem on the hood was smooth and polished. 
 
    I wonder what kind of Lamborghini this is… Tobin chuckled. Lamborghini Expensiavo, that’s what kind. One day, I’ll have any make, model, or brand of car I want. 
 
    Still laughing to himself, Tobin crouched near the hood, making sure that the emblem was visible next to his face. Then he switched his camera phone to Portrait Mode and lined up the shot. 
 
    The first one was a test, and it didn’t come out half-bad. For the next series of photographs, Tobin made a concerted effort to pout his upper lip, which was a little thinner than he would have liked. 
 
    So lost was he in capturing the perfect photo, that Tobin didn’t even hear the man with the dog approach. 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    Tobin jumped. 
 
    “Yeah, uh, uh, sorry,” he grumbled as he backed away from the car. 
 
    The dog barked, but the man only stared. 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    Tobin, already having acquired what he needed, hurried back toward the bus stop. Once there, he propped himself up against the glass partition and started to go through his new photos. He selected his favorite and applied several filters. 
 
    Next came the caption. 
 
    For some reason, his thoughts turned to the troll who had fucked up his last two posts. 
 
    He grunted as the caption came to him. 
 
    Even though my new whip is red, let’s be honest… y’all are green with envy. 
 
    Tobin posted the photo and then smiled. 
 
    How much do you wanna bet that Anon doesn’t have this kind of ride?  
 
    Tobin was still grinning when the bus pulled up to the curb and he got back on to continue his trip to the veterinary clinic.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The anchor of a faded, gray strip mall, Dr. Alex’s Pet Shoppe spanned six large, frosted windows. Above said windows was a blue sign with the veterinary clinic’s name and the image of a man with a wide smile pressing a cat to his cheek: Dr. Alex Cratom.  
 
    There was no indication that in addition to performing his standard veterinary duties, Dr. Cratom also specialized in plastic surgery on a very specific cohort of bipedal mammals. In addition, rumor had it that if you were seeking medical attention that required the utmost of discretion, the good doctor was also a viable option. 
 
    If you paid cash, there was no surgery that Dr. Cratom wouldn’t at least attempt to perform. 
 
    Except for one… until now, that is. 
 
    And, seeing how this was Tobin’s fourth visit to the clinic, he knew the routine. 
 
    Tucking his chin to his chest, he walked past the front entrance and made his way down the alley behind the clinic. As expected, the rusted red door was unlocked, and Tobin pulled it open without knocking. His nostrils were immediately flooded with the characteristic smell of wood shavings and animal piss. Crinkling his nose, Tobin navigated slowly down the narrow hallway while he waited for his eyes to adjust. He’d just made it to the first of two operating rooms when someone grabbed his arm and he shrieked. 
 
    “You’re early,” a man hissed in his ear. 
 
    Tobin inhaled sharply and tried to break free of Dr. Cratom’s grasp, but his entire right arm had gone numb. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with your arm?” the doctor asked, thankfully releasing his hold. 
 
    It took Tobin a few seconds to catch his breath before he could answer. 
 
    “Hurt it… think it’s… broken or separated… something…” 
 
    Dr. Cratom was a big man with a dark beard that wasn’t quite as full as depicted on the banner outside. 
 
    “Can you lift it?” 
 
    Tobin didn’t even try.  
 
    “No chance.” 
 
    “How did you hurt it?” 
 
    Tobin sighed, picturing Kevin’s grinning face in the side mirror of the moving truck as he pulled away from the curb. 
 
    “I fell.” 
 
    “Sideways? Forward? What?” 
 
    Tobin finally met the man’s dark eyes. 
 
    “Forward—on my palms.” 
 
    “Likely separated, then. I can put it back in, no problem.” 
 
    Tobin nodded, but he made no move toward the steel gurney off to the right that Dr. Cratom indicated with his thick chin. 
 
    The man, whose expression had been neutral to this point, started to frown. 
 
    “Lemme guess… you hurt your arm, but that’s not why you’re here, is it, Tobin?” 
 
    Tobin held the man’s stare. 
 
    “No, it’s not.” 
 
    An uncomfortable silence fell over the modest operating room.  
 
    Eventually, Dr. Cratom broke and sighed. 
 
    “Tobin, I told you last time and the time before that: your forehead… there’s nothing wrong with it. It’s all in here, Tobin, not here.” As he spoke, Dr. Cratom first tapped his temple, then his brow. 
 
    Tobin frowned. 
 
    Yeah, and if that were true, then Jan Fucking Dewalter wouldn’t have passed me up for Savage Money. Isn’t that right, doc? 
 
    With his good arm, Tobin reached into his pocket and took out the wad of bills he’d acquired from Kenneth’s room.  
 
    “I brought cash this time.” 
 
    To his credit, the doctor managed to avoid looking at the money for a good three seconds. On the fourth, the allure proved too great and his eyes dropped. 
 
    “How much is it?” 
 
    Tobin thought he saw the man’s tongue dart out of his mouth and quickly lick his lower lip.  
 
    “It’s—it’s—I’ll bring more. This is, like, a down payment.” 
 
    Dr. Cratom grunted. 
 
    “Tobin, I told you… your skull… it’s too thin. Frontal eminence shaving isn’t like a simple eyelift.” 
 
    Tobin raised the cash in his hand and Dr. Cratom looked genuinely torn. 
 
    “Down payment,” he repeated. 
 
    Eventually, the big man sighed. 
 
    “I can’t. I can’t do it. It’s too dangerous, too risky.” 
 
    Tobin had hoped that it wouldn’t come to this, but he thought that it might. And he’d come prepared. Because this time, he wasn’t going to take no for an answer. This time, he was going to get the surgery he wanted.  
 
    This was Lucas Lionell’s time to shine and no overweight veterinarian was going to hold him back from the fame that he deserved. 
 
    Tobin tossed the money at Dr. Cratom and then pulled out his cell phone. The vet dropped the cash and by the time he bent over and picked it up, Tobin was already playing a video. 
 
    “Five grand for the rhinoplasty. I’ll even throw in a little eye lift for free. Cash only.” 
 
    “When can you do it?” 
 
    “As soon as you pay up, Tobin—cash.” 
 
    Tobin slipped the cell phone back into his pocket. Another silence fell over the room, this one lasting longer than the previous one. It was clear that Dr. Cratom was waiting to see if Tobin would break, back down, give up. 
 
    Tobin dug his heels in; he wasn’t gonna leave this foul-smelling place without his new profile. 
 
    After nearly a minute, Dr. Cratom’s shoulders sagged. 
 
    “The risks… Tobin, it’s a very risky surgery,” he said at last. “Normally, a surgery like this would require a surgical team of at least three people, not including nursing staff.” 
 
    Despite the man’s words, Tobin grinned. 
 
    He’d won, and they both knew it. 
 
    “I get it… I know the risks… I know the risks, and I’m willing to accept them. All of them.” 
 
    Because the risk of not being famous, of not getting what I deserve, is far greater than anything that can result from your scalpel, doc.  
 
    “Alright, fine,” Dr. Cratom finally relented. “But I’m warning you… ah, fuck it. Let’s just get this over with.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    “Is it… is it done?” Tobin asked groggily. He tried to sit up, but Dr. Cratom placed a hand on his chest, forcing him back down. “Is it done?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s done. I even fixed up your shoulder, free of charge. But I gotta tell you, Tobin, there was a lot of—” 
 
    “Mirror! Give me a mirror!” Tobin begged.  
 
    Dr. Cratom leaned forward. 
 
    “Tobin, your skull is—” 
 
    “The fucking mirror!”  
 
    Dr. Cratom produced a handheld mirror of the like that a barber might use to show you the back of your head and Tobin reached for it. Still woozy, it took him three swipes to grab it. Despite the sedatives still coursing through his system from the IV drip embedded in the back of his hand, his heart was racing. 
 
    Please… please, please, please. 
 
    He blinked twice and when his reflection finally came into focus, his jaw went slack.  
 
    Dr. Cratom said something, but Tobin didn’t hear a single word. 
 
    Part of him had expected a butcher job reminiscent of Jack Nicholson in Batman, but this was… next level. 
 
    “Tobin, I warned you…” 
 
    Tobin reached up with his right hand, which was surprisingly devoid of pain now, and very gently probed the skin above his eyebrows. It was soft and slightly mushy, like boiled pork belly, but it rebounded nicely following each touch. He didn’t dare get close to the incision just below his hairline that ran from temple to temple. Closed tightly, almost seamlessly, with thick black sutures, he was surprised that there was minimal discoloration on either side of the wound. On their many previous conversations about this surgery, Dr. Cratom had warned him that there might be extensive bruising that would keep him inside for a week, maybe even longer.  
 
    “Tobin? What—” 
 
    Tobin hushed the man and slowly turned his head to one side, then the other.  
 
    “Once the swelling goes down, it will—” 
 
    “It’s amazing,” Tobin gasped. “It’s fucking amazing.” 
 
    Someone breathed a sigh of relief, and for the life of him, Tobin didn’t know if he’d made the sound or if it had been Dr. Cratom.  
 
    Already, he could see a noticeable difference: the bumps, his horns, appeared dramatically less pronounced.  
 
    Let’s see Jan pass me up for Savage Money, now. Shit, I wouldn’t be surprised if she sees my next post and calls me back. Tells me that she made a mistake… begs me to join her stupid fucking show.  
 
    “Did you hear me? Tobin, did you hear anything I just said?” 
 
    Tobin shook his head, his eyes still locked on his reflection. 
 
    “Hey!” he shouted when Dr. Cratom snatched the mirror from his hand. He tried to grab it back, but Dr. Cratom held it just out of his reach. 
 
    “You need to listen to me, Tobin. You need to pay close attention. This is serious.” 
 
    Tobin’s gaze drifted to his left where he spotted a second gurney that hadn’t been there before he’d gone under. There was what appeared to be a pair of cut-up pants covered in blood draped over the side. 
 
    “There was someone else here?”  
 
    “Focus, Tobin!” 
 
    The man’s tone was so sharp that Tobin’s eyes were immediately drawn front and center. 
 
    “I warned you that your skull was thin… I did my best, managed to shave off a few millimeters of bone. But here’s the thing; your skull is really thin now, Tobin. I mean, really thin. I cannot stress enough how careful you have to be, especially in the next few months. All it will take is one hard knock and…” Dr. Cratom looked seriously concerned now, but this did nothing to dampen Tobin’s excitement. He was ecstatic about the results. And after the swelling went down, he suspected that it would only look better. “Well, just be careful. You need to stay lying down as much as possible for the next week or so. No jumping around, no running, none of that shit. The longer you stay immobile, the better. Do you understand?” 
 
    Tobin nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I get it.” 
 
    Dr. Cratom, still looking dour, produced two orange prescription bottles. 
 
    “One to prevent infection, the other for pain and swelling.” Tobin took the bottles. “Not only should you lie down as much as possible, but you need to keep the incision clean. That means no sweat, no makeup, no perfume… nothing like that. Wash it every few hours with a clean, warm cloth. Clean, like straight out of the washer clean. If it starts to leak anything yellow or green, or start to smell, you need to go to the hospital right away. Now, I used two sets of sutures to close you up: the deeper ones, the ones you can’t see, are absorbable. You don’t need to worry about those. The others, the ones on the outside, need to be removed—you’re going to have to do this yourself. After about a week, use a pair of clean scissors to clip each one and gently pull them out. Be gentle, Tobin, you don’t want your new forehead to permanently look like a pincushion. Finally, the IV I have you hooked up to should keep you feeling good for the next few hours but after that wears off, you’re going to be very sore.” 
 
    Tobin tried to frown, to furrow his brow, but it simply didn’t work. He couldn’t even squint. 
 
    “I can’t—I can’t stay here?” 
 
    Dr. Cratom shook his head. 
 
    “No chance. You’ve been here for almost twenty-four hours already. You can’t stay any longer.” 
 
    Twenty-four hours?  
 
    Tobin reached below the sheet that covered his lower half, and searched his pockets. 
 
    Dr. Cratom, knowing exactly what he was looking for, turned his hand over, revealing a familiar-looking device. Tobin knew, in an instant, that the video he had had of him and the doctor talking about his nose job had mysteriously vanished from his cell phone. 
 
    Not that it mattered—he’d already gotten what he wanted, what he needed. 
 
    “I’ll give you an hour or so to catch your bearings, but then you need to leave.” 
 
    Tobin took his cell phone and nodded. 
 
    “And Tobin?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “After you leave here, I never want to see you again. Do you understand? I don’t care about the money you owe me—I don’t ever want to see you back here again.” 
 
    Once more, Tobin’s head bobbed up and down. With that, Dr. Cratom started out of the room. He’d made it about halfway before returning and giving Tobin the mirror again. 
 
    When he was alone, Tobin held it up to his face and tilted his head at every conceivable angle. 
 
    Dr. Cratom might be a veterinarian, and an asshole, but he was also one hell of a surgeon. 
 
    Jan Fucking Dewalter, you’re going to regret that email… you’re going to regret ever turning me down… because Lucas Lionell and his luscious followers are going to take over the fucking world.  
 
    And then, for the first time in a long time, Tobin Tomlin laughed.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Tobin borrowed a black sweatshirt he’d found lying in Dr. Cratom’s operating room. Slipping it on was easy now that his arm was back in place, which, while weak, was thankfully no longer painful. With the hood pulled down low over his forehead, the stitches were no longer visible. This time, when he took the bus, he felt no shame. 
 
    Tobin just felt happy, for once.  
 
    The bumps on his forehead were finally gone. Jan and all the other producers who had passed him by were about to get a shock. 
 
    When they met the new Lucas Lionell, they would line up trying to hire him.  
 
    The two 80mg Oxycodone tabs hit hard and most of the bus ride back to his apartment was a blur. He was just thankful that his roommate wasn’t home when he got there. Tobin had no idea how often Kenneth looked in the envelope under his bed, but the day would come, sooner or later, when he realized he’d been robbed. 
 
    No, not robbed. I borrowed it—I just borrowed his cash… and goddamn, was it worth it.  
 
    After helping himself to one of the most delicious glasses of cold water that had ever graced his lips, Tobin sat on the side of his bed. Eventually, his cheeks started to go numb from smiling, which reminded him that he had to do something.  
 
    Licking his lips, Tobin slowly pulled himself to his feet and then slumped behind his computer. His limbs were leaden and airy at the same time, a contradiction that his mind was having a hard time reconciling. 
 
    Dr. Cratom has some powerful shit. 
 
    Muscle memory soon took over, and Tobin had no problem navigating to his Instagram account. His goal had been to further elevate his mood by reading more comments on his Hollow Shelter video but he never got that far. 
 
    “I made another post? Really? What the—ohh.” 
 
    The photo of him in front of the red Lambo jogged a memory. 
 
    Tobin chuckled. 
 
    “Soon, it will really be mine,” he slurred. “As soon as I win Savage Money.” 
 
    Tobin’s hand dropped to the crotch of his jeans. As he started to rub himself through the thick fabric, he read the comments under his post.  
 
    About halfway down, he stopped stroking himself and instead squeezed hard. 
 
    “You gotta be kidding me,” he grumbled. “Not you again. What the fuck is your problem? Just leave me alone.” 
 
    Anon42819 was back.  
 
    This isn’t your car.  
 
    The next comment was by one of his luscious followers. 
 
    You’re just jealous.  
 
    But Anon evidently wasn’t going to back down that easily. The asshole had gone to great lengths to piss Tobin off; he’d enlarged a portion of the Lambo’s windshield and posted it beneath the original image. 
 
    Tobin’s heart sunk. 
 
    A fucking rental? Seriously? A rental?  
 
    Furious, he reported and deleted all of Anon’s comments. Then, for what felt like the thousandth time, he blocked the troll. 
 
    Tobin didn’t stop there. He navigated to Anon’s page next. To his horror, he saw that the man was almost exclusively posting about him. 
 
    The old adage of any press being good press might previously have been true, but someone throwing shade at him while he was trying to get his big break wasn’t going to cut it.  
 
    Tobin let out a stream of nearly incomprehensible curses as he reported all of Anon’s posts as offensive. When he was done, he rolled his chair back and threw up his hands. 
 
    “Let’s see you troll me now, asshole! Let’s see—” 
 
    A knock on his bedroom door startled Tobin so badly that he nearly fell to the floor. 
 
    It’s him… it’s Anon, he’s come for me…  
 
    His eyes went so wide that something in his forehead stretched unnaturally. Tobin cried out, which inspired another knock. 
 
    The Oxy was clearly wearing off. 
 
    “I need rent monies,” Kenneth Leung demanded from the other side of the door. “I need rent monies today.” 
 
    I can’t fucking deal with this shit. Not now, Ken. Not fucking now. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, soon. Just leave me alone.” 
 
    “Tobin, I need rent monies today. I no kidding this time.” 
 
    “Just… fucking… leave me alone!”  
 
    A wave of nausea so strong that it brought Tobin to his knees came out of nowhere. He barely managed to grab the sides of a plastic waste bin before caustic bile filled his mouth. 
 
    The liquid rolled over his tongue and trickled down his lips like magma out of a long-dormant volcano. 
 
    “Tobin, the monies. I need the rent monies. You very late this time.” 
 
    Tobin started to tell his roommate off, but another violent spasm deep in the pit of his stomach usurped his insult.  
 
    “Today. I need monies, today.” 
 
    Tobin’s only response was more thin vomit.  
 
    And then everything went dark. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Tobin had no idea where he was. 
 
    He also had no idea when it was and had only a faint idea of who he was.  
 
    The only thing that Tobin knew with great clarity was that there was an intense buzzing inside his skull as if a whole hive of hornets had taken up residence between his ears.  
 
    When he finally gathered the courage to open his eyes, real panic started to set in.  
 
    He couldn’t open his eyes; the lids felt dipped in cement and refused to budge.  
 
    “Help,” he groaned. “Please heeeelp.” 
 
    Tobin’s vocal cords were taught and dry. 
 
    As panic transitioned to sheer terror, he sat bolt upright, only to slip off his bed and land painfully on his knees. By some miracle, his flailing hands knocked his computer chair out of the way just before his face smashed into it.  
 
    Tobin had to physically lift his upper eyelids with the first two fingers of both hands to see. But the second he did, and light spilled in, he cried out and pulled his hands away from his face. 
 
    Moaning, he fell back into a seated position and waited for the pain to pass. After a while, it subsided, but the damn buzzing inside his head remained.  
 
    Did Dr. Cratom fuck up? Did he— 
 
    Tobin’s stomach flopped and he reached blindly for the garbage. It was still slick with last night’s vomit, but he didn’t care.  
 
    His entire body heaved, but this only served to generate about an ounce of slime, which he promptly spat. It struck something with a resounding thunk.  
 
    The violent, visceral act made his face swell even more until his head felt as if it were as large as a hot air balloon.  
 
    Tobin collapsed to the floor, his arms still desperately clutching the garbage pail. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The buzzing never left, but the blanket of unconsciousness had at least dampened the sound. 
 
    Tobin moaned and licked his lips. There was a foul taste in his mouth reminiscent of decaying meat.  
 
    He was, however, now able to open his eyes. Sure, his lids still felt heavy, and he could only spread them a few millimeters, but this was enough to let some light in.  
 
    I’m in my room… I’m on the floor… 
 
    These normal thoughts were like revelations to Tobin. And the buzzing? He quickly located that sound, as well: it was coming from his cell phone. The device was pressed up against the side of his keyboard and every time it rang, it caused the individual keys to rattle.  
 
    Tobin reached for his phone, but his depth perception was off, and he ended up knocking over the bucket of vomit instead. The sight of the yellow/green sludge that sluiced onto the carpet made him gag.  
 
    If he had had anything left in his stomach, and if his diaphragm wasn’t aching from previous assaults, Tobin had no doubt that he would have puked again.  
 
    A heavy knock at his bedroom door almost sent him reeling again.  
 
    “Tobin,” Kenneth barked in his thick accent, “Tobin, there’s someone at the door for you.” 
 
    Someone at the door for me? 
 
    For some reason, this simple statement confused Tobin. 
 
    Yeah, there’s someone at the door… it’s you… you’re knocking on my door. 
 
    “Tobin, open the door.” 
 
    But Tobin didn’t open the door—he didn’t even know if he was physically capable of doing much more than standing.  
 
    “Tobin, you need to pay me rent—yesterday I come and you no answer.” 
 
    Yesterday? 
 
    “I’m—I’m sick,” he croaked. 
 
    Either Kenneth didn’t hear or understand, or he simply didn’t care. 
 
    “Open, Tobin—someone at door for you.” 
 
    Fuck, leave me alone. Just leave me alone. 
 
    But Kenneth was persistent. He pounded on the door again and then tried the knob. Tobin couldn’t remember locking it, but he must have… and he was grateful. 
 
    The last thing he wanted was his roommate to freak out at the sight of him and call the cops.  
 
    “I’m sick,” Tobin repeated, doing his best to enunciate this time. 
 
    “Someone at the door,” Kenneth replied, but this time it sounded as if the man was retreating. 
 
    Tobin took a deep breath. For a moment, everything seemed to stop, even the buzzing in his head… or his phone, or wherever it was really coming from.  
 
    When it returned a few seconds later—low and slow at first, less grating, less irritating, but persistent—Tobin knew that it was here to stay. Sighing, he grabbed the two pill containers that Dr. Cratom had given him post-surgery.  
 
    Without even bothering to look at the labels; he popped both tops and then tossed several pills into his mouth. The first swallow successfully sent three pills on their way to his stomach, but he nearly gagged trying to get the rest of them down. His throat was so raw and sore from vomiting, that the small tabs felt like mangoes being squeezed through a straw.  
 
    After several more agonizing attempts, Tobin managed to swallow the rest of the drugs. 
 
    It took what little energy he had left to crawl back onto his bed and pass out.  
 
    The last thing he saw before darkness took over was Jan Dewalter’s face staring down at him. 
 
    The woman was nodding. 
 
    Smiling. 
 
    Accepting.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The next few days were a complete and utter blur. Constantly grasping at the evasive tendrils of consciousness, Tobin Tomlin only left his room to use the bathroom.  
 
    He didn’t shower, didn’t shave, and couldn’t remember eating.  
 
    After a week, when he was finally able to fully open his eyes without assistance, Tobin decided it was time to emerge from his Hollow Shelter.  
 
    The pills—the antibiotics and the painkillers—were gone, which concerned him, given that Dr. Cratom had told him that they should last a month or maybe even more.  
 
    But they had worked: his face didn’t feel as puffy and although he had deliberately avoided looking at anything even remotely reflective, Tobin felt that the surgical incision was healing well.  
 
    And this realization brought a smile to his face.  
 
    After all, this surgery—frontal eminence reduction, as Dr. Cratom had referred to it—was more important than his nose job, lower lip filling, or even the eye lift he’d gotten when he was much younger. 
 
    Because the damn bumps on his forehead were the most noticeable thing on his face. It wasn’t his strong jaw, flawless skin, or dark eyes that people saw first; it was his fucking blunt horns.  
 
    But that was before. Now, if this worked… 
 
    Tobin was giddy with excitement when he finally built up the courage to look at Dr. Cratom’s handiwork. But first, he made sure that Kenneth wasn’t sucking back noodles in his bathrobe, wandering around their small apartment.  
 
    Tobin still hadn’t paid his rent—he couldn’t have, he had no money—and by now, there was a high probability that Kenneth had discovered his missing cash. 
 
    An investment, Tobin reminded himself. Ken just invested and I’ll pay him back as soon as I get the Savage Money gig.  
 
    He sucked in a deep breath and opened his bedroom door all the way. 
 
    If Dr. Cratom did good work, that is.  
 
    After confirming that his roommate was either holed away in his room or not home, Tobin stepped into the hall with the intention of hurrying to the bathroom.  
 
    He made it three steps before slipping and falling on his ass.  
 
    Tobin cried out and his heart skipped a beat when he thought his forehead was going to collide with the opposite wall. Somehow, in an act of sheer desperation, he managed to twist on the way down and his right elbow and hip took the brunt of the impact.  
 
    “Fucking hell.” 
 
    There were white envelopes strewn all around him. Confused, he snatched up the closest one and brought it to his face. 
 
    Tobin’s name was scrawled in black ink across the front.  
 
    What the hell is this?  
 
    The envelope wasn’t sealed, and he quickly pulled out a typed letter.  
 
    Tobin Tomlin, you have not paid rent in three months. You cannot stay here. You have one week to leave, or I get you evicted. 
 
    It was signed: Kenneth Leung. 
 
    Frowning now, Tobin grabbed a second envelope. The letter inside was dated a few days prior to the first, but other than that it was identical. 
 
    Who the fuck do you think you are? 
 
    Tobin scooped up all six envelopes and then tossed them into the garbage bin that was simmering with week-old puke. 
 
    I won’t let a fucking prick like you bring me down, Ken, Tobin thought as he, more carefully this time, walked into the bathroom. And you know that loan you gave me? Yeah, well, there won’t be any bonus in it for you. No interest paid. And when I’m all over every fucking newspaper in this city—shit, this country, and you try to tell your friends you used to know me, that you lived with me? I’m going to fucking deny all of that shit. You’ll see. 
 
    Tobin placed both hands on the side of the sink and stared into the basin. 
 
    You’re going to regret the day that you fucked with Lucas Lionell. 
 
    And with that, Tobin finally raised his head and for the first time in more than a week, stared into his own eyes.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Tobin Tomlin was shocked. 
 
    Before seeing his reflection, he’d considered every possible outcome from the absolute worst to perfection. 
 
    Reality, as it often did, fell somewhere in the middle. 
 
    The area surrounding his upper eyelids was tinged either a faded purple or blue.  
 
    And that’s why I couldn’t open my eyes… damn eyelids were all full of blood. 
 
    The area around his temples was more yellow, an indication that the bruising was already almost gone. 
 
    It wasn’t pretty, but it wasn’t so bad that Tobin didn’t think he could cover most of it with makeup.  
 
    The swelling itself was minimal, which was also another positive sign.  
 
    But the true test would be to look at the incision itself. The problem was that his greasy hair hung on his forehead as if strategically placed to cover it up.  
 
    Sucking in another sharp breath, Tobin reached up and lifted his damp hair.  
 
    “Oh my god…”   
 
    He immediately pulled his hand away from his face and swallowed hard. 
 
    Dr. Cratom had warned him that not only was there a real risk of his skull caving in post-surgery but that he might also need hair plugs if the scar healed poorly.  
 
    The incision was still visible on account of some dried blood and the thick black sutures, but it wasn’t oozing yellow slime and his face wasn’t peeling off like a Cenobite. 
 
    Tobin hadn’t realized that he was holding his breath, but when his mind forced him to breathe, the fresh oxygen brought with it a feeling of euphoria.  
 
    He even moaned.  
 
    So far, everything was as good as he could have hoped. But that wasn’t the real test. All this proved is that Dr. Alex Cratom hadn’t operated on him with some rusty lawn tools and that he wasn’t completely drunk while stitching him up. 
 
    The real test was how his profile looked.  
 
    Despite all the positives so far, Tobin was still hesitant to turn his head to the side.  
 
    Come on, just do it. Put on your big boy pants and do it.   
 
    For some reason, he heard this inner monologue in Lucas’s deeper voice and not his own. This gave Tobin the final push he needed. 
 
    Lifting his hair once more, he turned his head to the left.  
 
    And then he started to smile. 
 
    The two lumps that had caused him so much anguish over the years were noticeably smaller.  
 
    No, not noticeably smaller; more like deliberately smaller, measurably smaller, actually smaller. 
 
    Still grinning like a maniac, Tobin took the first two fingers of his left hand and probed the area just above his eyes. 
 
    This proved to be a terrible mistake.   
 
    Stars shot across his vision and his knees buckled. He nearly smashed his chin off the edge of the sink as he went down, missing it by mere inches. 
 
    Completely unaware of what had just happened, Tobin lay immobilized in a heap on the cold bathroom floor. He was unable to move, to speak, or even to breathe. 
 
    A second later, it was as if someone had strapped a defibrillator to Tobin’s chest and sent an electrical charge directly into his heart. 
 
    He bucked and came to. 
 
    What the fuck was that? 
 
    Tobin carefully pulled himself to his feet. Concerned that he might fall again at any moment, he made sure that he was leaning away from the counter when he addressed his reflection once more. 
 
    He couldn’t believe it. There were two small indentations from where he’d applied pressure.  
 
    In his head, he heard Dr. Cratom warn him about his skull being too thin.  
 
    But the man hadn’t said anything about not having a skull at all. 
 
    No, that’s impossible. This is just a temporary thing…  
 
    Tobin was tempted to gently push around the indentation like a golfer trying to eliminate a divot on a green, but he resisted. 
 
    Just the sight of those dents was enough to make him cringe. 
 
    It’ll go away, just like the swelling. I just need to do what Dr. Cratom said, just lie down and take it easy. Keep it clean… no stress, no sweat, no makeup.  
 
    Even though this debacle had put a definite damper on Tobin’s mood, as he turned his head sideways once more, his smirk started to return.  
 
    The important thing was that the bumps were gone.  
 
    Laughing now, Tobin made a concerted effort to pull his eyes away from the mirror. Then he stepped into the shower and began the laborious process of scraping off a week of dried blood and sweat.  
 
    When he emerged, Tobin Tomlin was no longer. 
 
    It was Lucas’s time now. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Dr. Alex Cratom had told Tobin that under no circumstances was he to apply any makeup, concealer, or even hair care product for fear that it might complicate the healing process. 
 
    But Tobin just couldn’t help himself. 
 
    After his warm shower, Tobin was pleased to see that not only did the incision look even neater but that the indentations on his forehead were now gone. And with a couple of dabs of concealer and some foundation, the bruising was rendered nearly invisible.  
 
    The only thing that stood out now was the stitches. Dr. Cratom had given him instructions on how to remove them himself, but he’d warned Tobin that if he took them out too soon, the incision might open up. If that happened, he would either have to go to the hospital to get new sutures put in or to deal with a much larger scar. 
 
    Neither of these were viable options for Tobin, so he decided to leave them in… for now. Instead, he carefully styled his hair forward to cover the unsightly threads. His hair being nearly the same color helped, and when he was done, Tobin was fairly happy with the result.  
 
    Nodding, he finally let his eyes drift away from his face to his body. Eight days with little or no food did wonders for your physique, it appeared. Tobin puffed his chest and clenched his fists. Sure, he’d lost a little muscle mass, and he didn’t have much to begin with, but that didn’t matter; nobody wanted jacked-up juice-monkeys with veins popping out of their eyeballs anymore. What people desired was what Tobin had: a slick, smooth, hairless, and slender body. Androgyny was in, and if it weren’t for the penis dangling between his thin legs, Tobin would have been more eunuch than man.  
 
    He turned sideways, marveling at how thin his profile was. 
 
    Just wait until you see me now, Jan. Just you fucking wait.  
 
    Finally done with his routine, Tobin retreated to his room and started to search for something to wear. Not even the fact that everything he owned seemed to be either wrinkled or soiled could spoil his mood now.  
 
    Tobin eventually decided that simple was better; after all, a loud t-shirt or scarf would just detract from what he wanted people to see. 
 
    The new him. 
 
    He settled on a pair of dark jeans, his go-to white Chuck Taylors, and a salmon-colored t-shirt. Tobin considered throwing his all-black sweatshirt on top, just in case he needed to use the hood, but it was crusty with vomit and he tossed it in the corner instead. 
 
    I need a new outfit… no, I deserve a new outfit. 
 
    Tobin’s phone started to buzz and worried that the sound would persist in his head as it had before, he immediately answered without even looking at the caller ID.  
 
    “Hello?” His voice was upbeat but also tight from not having spoken in a few days. 
 
    “Fuck boy, where you been at?” 
 
    Tobin stopped smiling. 
 
    “Kevin, I—I told you… my arm… when you drove away, I fell and—” 
 
    “Buck up, Toby—don’t be such a pussy. Your arm’s fine. I mean, if it were that bad, you would have put in a formal report, am I right?” 
 
    Shit.  
 
    Tobin had completely forgotten about filing an official injury report.  
 
    “Well, I mean… you saw me, right? I couldn’t do anything. And it just kept on getting worse.” A thought suddenly occurred to him. “It was separated… I had a separated shoulder.” 
 
    “Riiiight,” Kevin replied dryly. “So, you’ve got a doctor’s note, then?” 
 
    Tobin nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I have—” Fuck. “I mean, I don’t have a note, but a doctor put my shoulder back in. I can call Mr. Maldrim myself and tell him if—” 
 
    “No, you can’t, fuck boy.” 
 
    Tobin felt a headache starting to come on, and he searched his desk for something to take the edge off. He found nothing; the Oxycodone that Dr. Cratom had given him was gone, as was his personal stash of Xannies and Percs.  
 
    He made a mental note to head back to Dr. Cratom for a refill. The man had said not to return, but that was just his emotions speaking. Dr. Cratom would want to see the outcome of his work, wouldn’t he? Who wouldn’t want to see Lucas Lionell again? 
 
    “Why—why can’t I call Mr. Maldrim?” 
 
    “Because I stepped up, called him on your behalf already.”  
 
    Tobin’s suspicions peaked: the idea of Kevin doing something for him, something to help him out, was not just foreign but downright ludicrous.  
 
    “What? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Yeah, he kept asking where you was, so I went ahead and said you was sick.” 
 
    “What? Sick? Why? I hurt my arm on the job, Kevin.” 
 
    “Just listen up, fuck boy. I told Mr. Maldrim you was sick to keep your damn job. What was I supposed to do? Tell him that you couldn’t come into work because you were busy fisting your boyfriend?” 
 
    “Fisting… Kevin, what the—” 
 
    Kevin ignored him and blathered on. 
 
    “And you wanna know what Mr. Maldrim did?” 
 
    “No,” Tobin replied hesitantly.  
 
    He wasn’t sure if it was the drugs, or lack thereof, or just fatigue and exhaustion settling in, but he had no idea what was happening. 
 
    “He gave me your check.” 
 
    Tobin closed his eyes and shook his head. 
 
    “Why couldn’t he just mail it to me?” he asked softly. 
 
    “Cuz we friends, that’s why. Cuz I felt like doin’ you a solid. So, you want your check, or what?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course… so, can you mail it? I mean, I—” 
 
    Kevin laughed and Tobin shuddered at the sound. 
 
    “No need.” 
 
    “Please, I’m not feeling great, Kevin. Can you just—” 
 
    “No need, because I’m right outside your fucking door. So, put on a goddamn skirt and come get your fucking check.” 
 
    Tobin’s eyes shot up and he leaned out of his room to look toward the apartment door.  
 
    He half expected the knob to turn and for the big man to come barreling in. 
 
    “I’m still not—still not well, Kevin. I can come by—” 
 
    “Toby, you have thirty seconds to open the goddamn door before I wipe my ass with your fucking check. You understand me?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Tobin had barely finished turning the deadbolt when the door was thrown open. He jumped backward just in time to avoid being struck by it. 
 
    Kevin stood in the open doorway, his legs spread, his bulky figure filling the frame. A vicious sneer could be seen through his orange beard as he looked Tobin up and down.  
 
    The man’s eyes finally came to rest on Tobin’s right shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t look like you injured. And what’s with the stupid hat?” 
 
    Tobin instinctively reached up to adjust the beanie that he’d found under his bed and had used to cover his sutures. When he saw Kevin’s sinister smile grow, he cursed himself and lowered his right arm. He also slumped his shoulder a little, only to instantly regret this, knowing how fake it all must have looked. 
 
    “It’s—it’s still sore. It was separated but I got it put back in,” Tobin said desperately, holding out his left hand. “Can I please just have my check?”  
 
    Kevin appeared disinterested in this request, despite it being the reason why he was here, and decided to look around instead.  
 
    “What a shit hole,” he grumbled.  
 
    “Kevin, can I please have my check?” 
 
    Kevin took his time reaching into the back pocket of his jeans to retrieve an envelope. Then he teased Tobin with it, holding it just out of reach. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think so. This whole arm thing… it’s just a fuckin’ lie, isn’t it? I mean, you just wanted time off to get your stomach pumped, am I right?” 
 
    Stomach pumped? What the hell? 
 
    Tobin looked at the open door behind Kevin and for perhaps the first time since moving here more than a year ago, wished that Kenneth would return. 
 
    “Wait—how’d you know where I live, anyway?”  
 
    Kevin sucked his upper lip into his mouth, revealing a row of tobacco-stained teeth. 
 
    “Mr. Maldrim told me. After all, we’re best buds, aren’t we, fuck boy?” 
 
    Tobin’s headache had fully matured now. All he wanted was for this ginger bastard to give him his check and get lost so he could lie down and get some rest. 
 
    Doctor’s orders. 
 
    “Just gimme the check, please,” he whined. 
 
    Kevin shook his head. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what, fuck boy. I saved your job by telling the boss that you was sick, so that’s gotta be worth… what?” As Kevin spoke, he started to open the envelope and pulled out a check. Once more, Tobin attempted to grab it, but Kevin blocked him with a meaty palm. “Fourteen-hundred and seventy-six bucks. Hmmm… well, I’ve got…” Kevin lowered his hand and pulled his wallet out next. He removed a handful of twenties and a couple of hundreds. “…about four hundred bucks here. I think that’s fair, right?” 
 
    Tobin took a step backward. He furrowed his brow, but the numbness that radiated from the incision made this uncomfortable and he abandoned the expression.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Well, I saved your job. So I’ma give you this four hundred and change, and you’re going to sign the check over to me.” 
 
    “What? That’s my money.” 
 
    Kevin tapped his forehead with a fat finger. 
 
    “You bleedin’, fuck boy. If Mr. Maldrim saw you like this—if someone told him that he should pay you a visit, see how yous feelin’, I don’t think he’d be too happy, do you? So, yeah, take this four hundred. That’s fair.”  
 
    This time when Tobin reached for the check, Kevin shoved him in the chest. Tobin stumbled but somehow remained on his feet.  
 
    What the fuck is happening here?  
 
    “Sign the check, Toby.” 
 
    Tobin sucked in a wet breath. 
 
    “No, that’s—that’s my money. I need that money. I’m not giving it to you.” 
 
    His thoughts turned to the ‘eviction’ notices that Kenneth had left on the floor outside his bedroom door. 
 
    “Sign it.” 
 
    Tobin shook his head, which only exacerbated his headache. He could feel an uncomfortable wetness on his forehead now, and the beanie felt much tighter than it had even moments ago. 
 
    If I don’t sign it, he can’t cash it. Then I can maybe convince Mr. Maldrim to issue another one… I mean, he’ll probably want me to cover the printing cost, but that’s nothing compared to what Kevin wants to take. 
 
    Without realizing it, Tobin had backed all the way into the kitchen. Kevin slammed the door behind him and followed. Without warning, the man reached for the nearest drawer and pulled it open. Tobin caught a glimpse of an array of knives inside, and his blood suddenly ran cold. 
 
    No, he won’t… there’s no way. Kevin’s a certified asshole, but he wouldn’t— 
 
    Kevin reached inside the drawer and Tobin bumped up against the small, round kitchen table. He gasped when the man pulled his hand out, but he wasn’t holding a knife. Instead, clutched between his sausage fingers was something that looked almost comically small: a pen. 
 
    “Sign it,” the man ordered. Kevin slammed the check and pen down on the table so hard that it nearly toppled. “Sign it, fuck boy.” 
 
    Tobin crossed his arms over his chest defiantly. 
 
    “I’m not signing anything. Either you give me that check and leave now or—” 
 
    “Sign it, Toby, or I’ll tell Maldrim that you forced me to cover for you.” 
 
    Tobin shook his head. 
 
    “I didn’t do that. I—I—I—I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    Kevin reached for his face, and with his arms crossed, Tobin couldn’t move fast enough to block… whatever the man was trying to do.  
 
    It could’ve been a slap, a punch, or just a condescending caress, but given Tobin’s recent operation, the end result would have been the same.  
 
    As soon as Kevin’s fingers grazed his forehead, Tobin dropped as he had in the bathroom earlier that morning.  
 
    It was as if he’d instantly become a quadriplegic. For nearly a minute, he lay in a ball on the kitchen floor, shuddering slightly, his entire body slick with cold sweat. 
 
    When he was finally capable of looking up, he saw Kevin hovering over him, a strange expression on his face. 
 
    “I’ll sign it,” Tobin whispered. He would have done anything at that moment just to be alone. Alone with some Oxy, Xannies, Perc, shit, at this point just regular ibuprofen would have offered some relief.  
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you? I barely touched you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll sign it.” 
 
    Kevin had gone from aggressive to disgusted in a matter of seconds. 
 
    “What’d you say, fuck boy?” 
 
    “I said, I’ll sign it,” Tobin repeated, slowly pulling himself to his feet, using the table as a crutch.  
 
    His vision was blurred, but he managed to flip the check over and endorse it with his signature.  
 
    “Ha, I knew you’d come around, fuck boy,” Kevin said. He tossed the cash onto the floor and then started toward the door. “Hey, you got ‘til Monday to get your shit together. Then you gonna come back to work as if everything is all Kosher, got it? And, for fuck’s sake, do something about that jizz stain on your forehead.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Unlike the incident in the bathroom, this time, it took Tobin a full five minutes to recover the complete use of his extremities. Even after signing over his check, watching Kevin leave, and picking up the cash, there was a strange tingling that started in his face and seemed to diffuse down to his toes.  
 
    It’s the Oxy leaving my system… and me wanting more.  
 
    Tobin gritted his teeth, trying to battle against his headache.  
 
    It’s dangerous, Tobin. Your skull… it’s too thin.  
 
    A cold glass of water and an apple brought him closer to feeling normal again. Things improved even further after Tobin carefully peeled the beanie off. It stuck a little to his incision, but he teased his bangs down over his forehead and did his best to ignore it. 
 
    Out of sight, out of mind. 
 
    Considering how stuffy the apartment was, and how much it smelled of stale sweat and lingering vomit, Tobin thought that the missing ingredient might be some long-overdue fresh air. He was just reaching for the door when the knob started to turn on its own. 
 
    He half-expected it to be Kevin returning, telling him that he’d changed his mind, that he wanted his cash back… that he was going to take everything from Tobin—check, money, everything.  
 
    But it wasn’t Kevin. 
 
    It was Kenneth. And the man’s perpetually resolute expression looked even grimmer today. Startled, Tobin just stared at the man for several seconds without blinking. 
 
    “You bleeding,” Kenneth informed him, his eyes flicking to the top of Tobin’s head. 
 
    So much for ignorance. 
 
    Tobin grabbed a clean-looking napkin off the counter and dabbed it so carefully against his forehead that he barely even made contact. Nevertheless, it came back pink and wet.  
 
    At least it’s not yellow. 
 
    He resisted the urge to smell it; his stomach wasn’t there yet. 
 
    “You no pay rent,” Kenneth barked as he tossed his backpack on the floor. “And now I missing somesing from my room.” The man’s eyes drifted to the pen on the counter, the drawer that Kevin had left open. “You no let friends in here, do you?” 
 
    Tobin averted his gaze. He’d completely forgotten about the money that he’d borrowed from Kenneth.  
 
    “I didn’t let anyone in. Maybe you just forgot to lock the door.” 
 
    Kenneth didn’t even bat an eye at the insinuation. 
 
    “I always lock door. Maybe you—” 
 
    “Don’t know what to tell you… I’ve been sick and holed up in my room the whole time. I didn’t let anyone in. Maybe it was one of your friends.” With every word, Tobin’s tone became increasingly harsher. “I don’t appreciate you blaming me for stealing your shit, Kenneth. That’s not my responsibility or my fucking problem.” 
 
    Kenneth remained stone-faced, which enraged Tobin even further. 
 
    “How dare you fucking accuse me of stealing your stuff?” Tobin glanced down at the man’s worn backpack. “I wouldn’t be caught dead with any of your cheap dollar store garbage.” 
 
    Kenneth didn’t take the bait, didn’t allow himself to be sidetracked from what was clearly a prepared statement. 
 
    “You have not paid rent for three months, Tobin. You have one week and then, after that, you—” 
 
    Tobin sighed looked at his feet. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll pay you,” he said softly as he sidled past the man and toward the front door. “I—I will. I just… I need a little more time. I have an… appointment, an audition. Just—just give me more time.” 
 
    But no matter how much he begged, Kenneth was having none of it. He wasn’t going to be swayed by any sob stories. 
 
    Truthfully, Tobin didn’t blame him. He was three months in arrears, not just late by a few days. 
 
    “You have one week, Tobin. Then you have to get out. You have one week and then I call police.” 
 
    Tobin stepped into the hallway.  
 
    “I just… just a little more time, okay?” 
 
    He closed the apartment door before the man could once again refuse the offer.  
 
    One week… gimme a fucking break.  
 
    Despite the two unsettling interactions, Tobin felt his mood start to lift as he walked briskly down the stairs. Once outside, and the crisp fall air struck his warm face, he started to forget about the encounters altogether.  
 
    Before long, Tobin found himself standing outside his favorite thrift shop. As he stared at his reflection in the glass, his hand snaked into his pocket and he grabbed the wad of bills that Kevin had ‘given’ him.  
 
    The responsible thing to do was to pay his back rent or find a way to return the cash to the envelope beneath Kenneth’s bed. It wasn’t enough to cover either, but it was a start.  
 
    As Tobin’s eyes drifted from his reflection to the items inside the store, however, a different idea started to take hold. 
 
    And once an idea sunk its barbs in, breaking free often proved more difficult than even taking time off from social media. 
 
    Or I could buy myself something new… after all, if the world is going to meet the new Lucas Lionell, I’ve gotta put my best foot forward. And… shit, after what I’ve been through, I deserve it. I deserve everything. #Facts.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Tobin was ecstatic to discover an over-sized designer jean shirt with little wear, but the real find was a white Balenciaga beanie. He wasn’t one-hundred percent sure if it was real, but if he couldn’t tell, Tobin doubted that anyone else could, either. After trying both of them on, there was no question that they were absolutely made for him. And, with a little haggling, Tobin managed to score both for just under two hundred bucks.   
 
    Sporting both of his new purchases, Tobin left the store with a renewed spring in his step. All the shit that had happened this morning—his weird falls, his interaction with the fat fuck Kevin, and Kenneth being a little bitch—were now forgotten.  
 
    The reality was, once Jan and all the other talent acquisition agents saw the new him, all his problems would be solved. Kevin would be begging for an autograph, while Kenneth would be on bended knee asking him to stay in their shitty apartment. 
 
    And Tobin knew exactly what he was going to say to both of them: Fuck no.  
 
    That’s what happened when you got famous; people who weren’t willing to give you the time of day before now wanted a piece.  
 
    The irony was, nowadays, you almost had to already be famous in order to get more famous.  
 
    This reminded Tobin that it had been a long time—too long—since his last social media update. As he crossed the street, his eyes scanned the storefronts for something a little more boujie than the thrift store.  
 
    After about five minutes of brisk walking, he eventually found a place that he thought sold high-end shoes. It wasn’t ideal—shoes were more often accessories than main fashion statements, Louboutin’s notwithstanding—but he had to disseminate something into the ether.  
 
    Tobin dipped inside quickly, just long enough to confirm that the place sold shoes and not anal beads. Then he returned outside before any of the salespeople could harass him and set up his shot. The most important thing was making sure to frame his face so that the label on his hat was visible while still accentuating his new forehead contour. With a little filter tinkering, a slight saturation boost here and there, the coloring on his face even appeared normal. Better than normal, in fact.  
 
    I look fucking great, Tobin thought. This brought a genuine smile to his lips, and he caught the moment perfectly with his camera.  
 
    Still grinning, Tobin quickly added a caption—Balenciaga? Balencia-hell ya!—and posted the video.  
 
    When Tobin saw a salesclerk coming toward the window, he put his phone away and started to walk again. Only, unlike before, he now stood tall and proud as he moved. 
 
    And people started to take notice. Three women held his gaze a little longer than usual as he passed, as did a man with shoulder-length hair and smooth, high cheekbones. 
 
    Stare all you want, Tobin thought. Hell, snap a pic, it’ll last longer.  
 
    With no specific destination in mind, Tobin allowed his thoughts to wander as he made his way deeper into Manhattan. There were more people out than usual, and as he passed a bustling outdoor patio full of men in suits sipping gin and tonics, it dawned on him that it must be Friday. 
 
    Normally, on Fridays, Tobin was so exhausted from hauling furniture around all week that he just crashed on his couch. Sometimes, he found enough strength to post a video to his socials, but that was usually about it.  
 
    Today, however, he felt full of energy.  
 
    I can go out… no, I should go out. Can’t just be posting pictures of retail outlets all the time, no matter how chic… I need to post pictures with people, real people… people having fun.  
 
    The chuckle that rose in his throat surprised Tobin, so much so that it nearly became a full-fledged laugh. 
 
    He was interrupted by the sound of a church bell ringing six times somewhere in the distance.  
 
    Six o’clock, he thought. Just enough time to visit Dr. Cratom for a refill, then get ready for a night out. 
 
    Sure, he had no intention of going anywhere before midnight—only douchebags who had nothing better to do went out before then—but it would take him a considerable amount of time to get ready. 
 
    People were always watching, always taking pictures… always on the lookout for the next influencer. 
 
    Tobin straightened even further, feeling much taller than his already lanky six-foot-three frame.  
 
    Well, they found him… they found me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dr. Alex’s Pet Shoppe was busier than Tobin recalled seeing it before. True, he was usually there during off-hours, but on the occasion that he visited while Dr. Cratom was still performing his regular duties, there were typically only a few patrons in the waiting area.  
 
    But now, on a Friday coming on seven-thirty in the evening, there were more than a dozen people holding their cats, or hamsters, or seated next to their dogs. 
 
    Tobin pushed the front door open and was greeted by the sound of a chime announcing his presence.  
 
    All eyes were on him, and Tobin reveled in the attention. A woman with a fluffy orange cat in her lap smiled at him, and he smiled back. 
 
    His eyes were still locked on her lined face when a voice called out to him. 
 
    “Can I help you? Sir, can I help you?” 
 
    Tobin turned to face the secretary. Unlike the majority of Dr. Cratom’s clientele, she was young, with jet-black hair pulled into a ponytail. Her face was too pale, and her lipstick too vibrant for her complexion, but Tobin supposed she could pass as ‘cute’. 
 
    “Yes,” he said with a small chuckle. He walked over to the large desk that separated the patrons from the inspection rooms. “I think maybe you can. I’m here to see Dr. Cratom.”  
 
    The woman looked down at his empty hands. 
 
    “Do you have an appointment?” she asked, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    Another chuckle. 
 
    “No, no, no. I—” 
 
    “Is this an animal emergency? Do you have a file here?” 
 
    “I’m a… a friend. Just let Dr. Cratom know that Tobin has arrived to see him. Please, be a doll.” 
 
    The secretary chewed her lip as her gaze drifted to the full waiting room behind him.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m sorry, but I’m afraid that if you don’t have an appointment and it’s not a pet emergency, you’re going to have—” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand. Dr. Cratom and I, well, we’re…” Tobin searched for the right word, and eventually settled on the first one that popped into his head. “…acquainted. Just let him know I’m here. Please.”  
 
    Tobin turned away and nodded at the woman with the cat. She wasn’t smiling anymore, but he certainly was. Shit, he was wearing a designer jean shirt and a Balenciaga beanie, and his forehead was completely flat.  
 
    Why wouldn’t he be smiling?  
 
    “I’m sorry, but Dr. Cratom is very busy today. I’m sure if you arranged with him something after hours or on the weekend?”  
 
    Tobin could read between the lines, but this secretary obviously couldn’t; she just wasn’t getting it. All she had to do was tell Dr. Cratom who was here to see him, and the man would come right out. 
 
    He was sure of it.  
 
    “Yeah, I get that you’re busy, but this will only take a minute. Let the good doctor know that Tobin is here.”  
 
    The woman pressed her lips together more tightly now. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to leave. This is a veterinary clinic.” 
 
    At long last, Tobin’s smile vanished. 
 
    “What? No, just get Dr. Cratom.”  
 
    “Sir, please don’t—” 
 
    The door behind the secretary swung open and a man clutching a beagle to his chest walked out. The dog had a cast on one of his legs.  
 
    “Just try to keep him off his feet for a few days. I know, I know, it’ll be next to impossible; Chip has always had such high energy. But if he insists on walking around, please do it on carpeting or something equally as soft. Nothing hard, like pavement or sidewalks,” Dr. Cratom instructed. 
 
    “Thank you,” the woman following behind the vet said as she accepted her pet. “And if I need—”  
 
    “Dr. Cratom!” Tobin said, casting a contemptuous look at the secretary. “Alex! It’s me.” 
 
    Dr. Cratom finally turned front and center and noticed Tobin for the first time. But instead of being happy to see him, the man looked positively grim.  
 
    “Can I help you?” the doctor looked at the secretary, who shrugged.  
 
    “What? Alex, it’s me… Tobin. I’m here for—” conscious that others were listening and staring now, he leaned in close. “—a refill,” he finished softly.  
 
    “I’m sorry, but you must have me confused with someone else. As you can see, this is a vet clinic. Please, I’m going to ask you to leave now and if you refuse, I’ll call the police.”  
 
    The police? 
 
    “Alex, I just need—” 
 
    Dr. Cratom reached out and grabbed the back of his arm tightly. This happened so quickly that before Tobin could even react, he was already being led toward the door. 
 
    “You need to leave,” the doctor said loud enough for everyone in the waiting room to hear.  
 
    “But I—” 
 
     “I told you not to come back. I warned you,” Dr. Cratom hissed in his ear. 
 
    The bell above the door chimed as Tobin was shoved roughly out onto the sidewalk. 
 
    “I’m very sorry about that,” Dr. Cratom said as he turned back to his room full of patrons. “But you know how it is… young people these days… they think they own the place, that they can go around saying or doing whatever they want. But here? In Dr. Alex’s Pet Shoppe? The ones who have the final say are those with four legs and fur and not kids wearing wool hats in seventy-degree weather, am I right?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    One shot of tequila and three ibuprofen while getting ready for the club was enough for Tobin to forget about the humiliation he’d suffered at the hands of Dr. Alex Cratom. 
 
    He was still wearing his Balenciaga hat, his new vintage over-sized denim T-shirt, but now he’d paired them with skin-tight black jeans and his trusty white Chuck Taylors. 
 
    As expected at midnight, the lineup outside Focal was substantial. But this mattered not to Tobin because he had no intention of waiting in it. 
 
    Head held high, he walked directly to the front and pulled out his cell phone. 
 
    “Think I can get a shot with you for my Insta?” he asked a bouncer who was dressed all in black. The man’s thick arms were crossed over his chest, and he had a scar that ran from one shaved cheek all the way to his ear.  
 
    He was probably the largest man Tobin had ever seen irl. 
 
    “A shot for my Insta?” he repeated. 
 
    The bouncer tilted his head toward the right, a not so subtle indication for Tobin to go to the back of the line.  
 
    If only the man would look at how many followers I have, how much influence Lucas commands. Then he’d not only bump me to the front of the line, but he’d personally take me to a private table. 
 
    But Tobin knew he couldn’t push the issue. Not only would the man eat him whole, but it was a well-known fact that Focal was owned by the notorious Petrazzino crime family.  
 
    This time when Tobin held his phone out to the man, there was a hundred-dollar bill sandwiched against the sequined case. 
 
    “Just look,” Tobin said, his voice returning to its normal octave.  
 
    The bouncer didn’t look; apparently, he didn’t need to. He did, however, swipe the cash with the deftness of a master magician. And yet, when Tobin tried to slip by him, the man still blocked his path. 
 
    “What? C’mon.” 
 
    The bouncer shook his head. 
 
    Tobin cursed under his breath and pulled out his last hundred. He’d wanted to keep it, not for drinks once inside—there were plenty of men who would jump at the chance to buy him a shot—but to repay some of his debt. 
 
    But what was more important? Standing in line like a common person or paying down one percent of what he owed? 
 
    Tobin begrudgingly gave the man the money. As the bouncer slipped the bill into his pocket, which, Tobin noted, was stuffed with cash, he ducked under the rope and scurried into Focal before anyone could intervene.  
 
    Weaving quickly between sweaty men wearing low-cut V-necks, he dipped into the throng of people on the dance floor. Within seconds, the only thing that Tobin could hear was the bassline, and it wasn’t pleasant. It first felt as if his ears were plugged, but this soon passed.  
 
    It was replaced by a thrumming sensation in his forehead. 
 
    This was of a more immediate concern than the idea of the bouncer chasing after him, and Tobin changed courses. He moved off the dance floor and out of the flashing lights and the low-frequency aural assault.  
 
    Even though he was uncomfortable, Tobin projected an air of calm. This was his—no, not his, Lucas’s scene. And Lucas was a budding star. 
 
    Which was exactly the way he acted. 
 
    A couple, the man wearing a polo with the collar popped and the woman in a white dress, looked at him strangely as he passed them on his way to the bar, but Tobin just smiled. 
 
    Yeah, keep looking… but no pictures. You gotta pay for pictures, bitch.  
 
    For a place as busy as it was, the bar wasn’t that crowded. Just a couple of jukes and twists and Tobin found his way to the front. In his back pocket he pulled out his last ten dollars, an emergency bill he always kept on his person, and held it up. 
 
    Almost immediately, the cash caught the attention of a waif-like bartender with a buzz cut. He sauntered over. 
 
    “What can I get ya?” 
 
    Tobin cleared his throat and made sure to speak in his deep voice when he answered. 
 
    “Vodka soda.”  
 
    The bartender nodded and started to prepare his drink. While this took place, Tobin took the opportunity to survey the scene.  
 
    Focal had undergone a major renovation when it was bought up by the Petrazzino family and the clientele had likewise gotten an upgrade.  
 
    His eyes fell on a tall, slender woman in a green dress. She was twirling on the dance floor, making the last six or eight inches of fabric look like a tulip opening. Beside the woman was a man wearing a shirt and tie and a worn leather jacket. He was on her level when it came to looks, but not in the dance department. His movements were jerky and uncoordinated, yet this didn’t seem to bother him. He smiled broadly as he struggled to keep up with the woman.  
 
    “Your drink,” a voice said from behind him. Tobin turned and grabbed the glass, replacing its spot on the bar with his ten-dollar bill. As he sipped, he turned back to the dance floor, eager to watch the hypnotic woman again, but she was gone.  
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Tobin frowned and looked over his shoulder at the bartender. The man was holding the ten in his hand. 
 
    “Just keep the change. It’s all good.” 
 
    He was about to turn back again, but the bartender’s stern expression convinced him otherwise. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your vodka soda is twelve dollars… without tip.” 
 
    Tobin’s eyes bulged, which sent a wave of pins and needles to the crown of his head.  
 
    And that’s why the bar was empty… 
 
    “Oh, uh, I, uh…” 
 
    Tobin didn’t know what to do. He was hoping that the bartender would just make up the difference using the tip jar tucked just out of arm’s reach, but this seemed unlikely. And he didn’t even have a single dollar to his name anymore. 
 
    When their silent exchange bore on for several drumbeats, there was only one thing he could do. 
 
    His face and ears burning, Tobin placed the drink back on the bar and pushed it away from him. The bartender, however, made no attempt to grab it.  
 
    “You already took a sip.” 
 
    “Oh, no—no, I didn’t,” Tobin protested. 
 
    Do you even know who the fuck I am?  
 
    “Yeah, I saw you. Please pay up.” 
 
    Swallowing hard, Tobin glanced around desperately.  
 
    “I need to hit the ATM,” he said softly. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I need to hit the ATM.” 
 
    The bartender, his expression smug, lifted his dark eyebrows. 
 
    “Sure. I’ll call the bouncer and have him escort you. Just gimme—” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary.” 
 
    The voice, rich and deep, came from Tobin’s right. Even though the bouncer outside hadn’t utter a single word, he was convinced that the voice belonged to him. 
 
    Oh, shit.  
 
    In a second, he expected to be hoisted up by his waist and carried out of Focal like a disobedient child. Beyond humiliated, Lucas would be ruined, destroyed. 
 
    Tobin would have no other option but to burn that persona as he had so many others in the past. 
 
    But when his feet remained firmly planted on the floor, he mustered the courage to look over at the man who had spoken.  
 
    Tall, muscular, but no juice monkey, he had blond hair pushed back away from his forehead. He was in his mid-forties, Tobin guessed, and while good-looking, he wasn’t quite hot. 
 
    The man’s confidence made up the difference, however.  
 
    “This is for his drink,” the stranger said, handing over a twenty. 
 
    Tobin resisted the urge to ask for his ten-dollar bill back and instead turned his attention to the man who had saved him from further humiliation.  
 
    “Thanks, I lost my wallet the other—” he began, but the stranger held out his hand, effectively interrupting him. 
 
    “My name’s Caine,” he said. 
 
    Tobin shook the man’s hand, noting how smooth his skin was. It was clear that Caine took care of himself. 
 
    Tobin liked that.  
 
    “Luca—” Tobin caught himself. “Chad. I’m Chad.” 
 
    He had no idea where this name had come from, but he liked it. Maybe it was the fact that Caine sounded like it was made up, or maybe it was just that ‘Lucas’ was in need of an upgrade. For whatever reason, it just fit. 
 
    It was a new persona. 
 
    A better persona. 
 
    Tobin was so lost in thought that it took him a few seconds to realize that Caine had slipped something into his palm when they had shaken hands. 
 
    Taking his eyes off the handsome man for the first time, he looked down.  
 
    And then, as Tobin stared at the small baggie of white powder, he started to laugh. 
 
    Caine, yeah, I get it—Caine, as in Cocaine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Tobin snorted the powder off the underside of Caine’s wrist. Then he leaned back and pinched the bridge of his nose and blinked rapidly to prevent his eyes from watering.  
 
    The drug hit him immediately, sending a jolt of euphoria-laced energy throughout his entire body.   
 
    “Goddamn, Caine,” Tobin exclaimed. He was so excited that he forgot to deepen his voice. “This is some good shit.” 
 
    Caine laughed, a deep rumbling sound, which resonated throughout the small bathroom stall. The man wasn’t Tobin’s typical type—he was a top—but there was something attractive about Caine. Something alluring, magnetic.  
 
    “One more?” Tobin asked with a grin. 
 
    Caine stopped laughing and sized him up. Tobin let the man look; it seemed a fair trade for the drink and coke. Eventually, Caine chuckled and pulled another baggie of powder out of his pocket. 
 
    “Sure, why not,” he replied, mimicking Tobin’s coquettish expression. The heap that he put on the back of his wrist this time was even larger than the first. Eyes wide, Tobin bent in for the kill, but Caine beat him to it. After another braying laugh, the man made a third small pile of powder and offered it to Tobin. If nothing else, Caine was living up to his name; the man seemed to have an infinite supply of cocaine. 
 
    So, he likes games, huh? 
 
    Tobin snorted the coke eagerly. It was his drug of choice, more so than even Oxy. It wasn’t as dissociating as ketamine nor as debilitating as heroin, the latter of which he’d only tried once in his life, but it was more electric.   
 
    “Wow,” Tobin said, falling back against the closed stall door. This shit was powerful. 
 
    “You ready to dance now?” Caine asked. 
 
    The comment threw Tobin for a loop; he didn’t peg the man as a dancer. But hell, the amount of cocaine they’d snorted could turn Stephen Hawking into John Travolta.  
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Caine reached around Tobin and opened the stall door. As he stepped into the bathroom proper, Tobin caught a whiff of the man’s scent. It was natural and slightly sweet from sweat, but not entirely unpleasant. As he followed Caine into the club, Tobin was once more struck by the man’s confidence. It was evident in the way he walked, as much as it was in the way people moved out of his way. The man was probably one of the oldest people in Focal, but he didn’t stand out. On the contrary, Caine blended in seamlessly. If it weren’t for the fact that other patrons seemed to be actively avoiding bumping into him, Tobin might have thought that he was just a figment of his imagination. 
 
    A cocaine fairy, so to speak.  
 
    Caine stepped onto the dance floor, which was surprisingly empty. Tobin tried to locate the woman in the green dress again, but she and her male friend seemed to have taken their little show elsewhere. In fact, the entire club appeared emptier than it had been before he’d followed Caine into the bathroom. This struck Tobin as strange, given how long the lineup had been outside Focal, but before he could offer this any more thought, Caine grabbed his arm and started to sway.  
 
    Despite the man’s confidence, he wasn’t much of a dancer. Neither of them was but that didn’t really matter. Tobin closed his eyes and let the music, which, although equally as loud as before, no longer made his skull rattle, wash over him. As he did, he pictured the sound waves bouncing the tiny particles of cocaine in his bloodstream and his veins dilating and constricting with the beat.  
 
    Even though he could no longer see Caine, he could sense the man moving in time with him. And then he could feel him. 
 
    Caine was behind his back, rubbing against Tobin ever so slightly. And yet, the action, as sensual as it was, didn’t feel sexual. It just felt… strange. Tobin had gotten a blowjob once while high and it had brought the experience to new heights. But this wasn’t because of the cocaine, this was different in a way that he couldn’t quite explain.  
 
    He opened his eyes and looked over his shoulder at Caine who had since backed up a little. 
 
    “Chad, you wanna get out of here?” the man asked, his eyes sparkling beneath the psychedelic lights. 
 
    Tobin’s mind turned to his shitty apartment and asshole of a roommate. 
 
    “Where do you—" 
 
    “Let’s go to my place,” Caine answered quickly. “Let’s go to my place and we can keep the party going. What do you say, Chad?” 
 
    Tobin pictured the multiple little white pillars of coke he’d snorted off Caine’s wrist. 
 
    “What do I think? What do I think? I think that’s a good idea,” he said with a laugh. “One hell of a damn good idea.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    “This… this is your place?” Tobin tried to play it cool, to sound as if he wasn’t impressed, but the cocaine and alcohol had different ideas. 
 
    The truth was, he was floored. Caine’s confidence hinted at a lucrative career or some family money, but Tobin hadn’t expected anything like this. 
 
    The Uber dropped them off at the end of a long driveway and they quickly passed through an iron gate that had been left open. Tobin followed closely behind Caine, but his eyes weren’t on the man’s back—they were locked on the massive house that they were hiking towards. 
 
    “Sure,” Caine said as they continued up the walk.  
 
    The house was at least three stories high, with large columns out front supporting the roof above a wrap-around porch.  
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    Tobin was staring so hard at a matte black Mercedes off to their right that he almost walked directly into the hood of a silver Bentley.  
 
    Imagine an Insta pic with these cars? Let’s see Anon chirp me— 
 
    “You coming?” 
 
    Tobin lifted his eyes and saw that Caine was standing beside a massive wooden door that he’d opened wide. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” he replied a little more enthusiastically than he’d wanted. 
 
    Tobin picked up the pace but didn’t move so quickly that he couldn’t take in the rest of the majestic sights around him: perfectly manicured topiary, miles of flawless interlocking bricks, grass that looked as if it were trimmed with nail cutters.  
 
    This could be—no, this will be me, Tobin thought. It will. As soon as I see Jan again… it will be me.  
 
    By now, Tobin had given up acting cool. He was in absolute awe.  
 
    The floor in the central foyer was made of a single massive slab of marble, which butted against the landing of two winding staircases on either side. Hanging between them was a massive chandelier that weighed a thousand pounds if an ounce. 
 
    “Shit,” he whispered.  
 
    Caine closed the door behind him and chuckled.  
 
    “This place… it’s amazing,” Tobin nearly gasped. 
 
    Caine said something, but Tobin didn’t even hear the man. He was too busy pretending that this was his home, Chad’s home.  
 
    “This way.” 
 
    Caine led them down a wide hallway, past a high-end kitchen full of stainless appliances. For some reason, Tobin felt a strong urge to see the kitchen in full light and he reached for the switch located on the wall. 
 
    “Naw, let’s keep it dark,” Caine suggested. 
 
    Tobin lowered his hand.  
 
    “Sure,” he said absently. 
 
    As Caine dipped into an adjacent room, Tobin strode forward. He intended to follow Caine, but his eyes were drawn to something reflective in the opposite direction. 
 
    It took him a second to realize that it was a mirror. And Tobin never walked by a mirror without at least a quick look. 
 
    What is that? 
 
    He moved closer, squinting at the reddish-orange stain on his white beanie.  
 
    “Chad?” 
 
    Tobin shook his head and tore his eyes away from his reflection.  
 
    “Coming!”  
 
    Maybe I don’t even need to be famous… maybe I just need to stay with this Caine guy. 
 
    Tobin was smiling when he hurried into the room that he’d seen Caine duck into. 
 
    Only the man wasn’t there. In his place was a massive, hairy beast and at more than eight feet tall, it towered over him. Tobin stumbled backward, only to have his progress blocked by something— or someone—behind him. 
 
    Tobin shrieked.  
 
    “Relax,” Caine said in a calm tone. “It’s not real.” 
 
    Confused, Tobin moved toward Caine’s voice, but didn’t dare take his eyes off the huge shape that had accosted him.  
 
    “It’s stuffed,” the man informed him. 
 
    Tobin cautiously craned his neck forward to get a better look. 
 
    Caine was right; it was a bear, a gigantic black bear rearing up on its hind legs, and it was indeed stuffed. This made it no less terrifying, however. The animal’s mouth was spread wide, revealing long yellow teeth. Moonlight crept in from a bay of sliding doors and reflected off the solid black eyes. 
 
    Tobin shuddered and looked away, only for his gaze to fall on another stuffed beast. This one was some sort of warthog or a similarly disgusting animal.  
 
    “What the hell? What is all this stuff?” 
 
    Now that his eyes had adjusted to the dim lighting, Tobin realized in horror that the entire room was filled with stuffed wildlife. Everything from a fox to what might have been a tiger, to a ten-point buck. 
 
    “Oh, just a little hobby of mine,” Caine said from behind Tobin. “Freelance taxidermist,” he added, with a chuckle.  
 
    “Mad creepy, is what it is,” Tobin replied without thinking. After the words left his mouth, he looked nervously over his shoulder at Caine, hoping that he hadn’t offended the man. 
 
    Don’t fuck this up, Chad. Don’t you dare fuck this up.  
 
    But Caine looked anything but upset. He still had a grin plastered on his handsome face. 
 
    Tobin swallowed, trying to persuade his heart to stop pounding through his ribcage.  
 
    “Maybe we should—” 
 
    “—have another bump?” Caine finished for him. 
 
    Tobin was going to suggest that they get out of this room, but the man’s idea was equally as appealing.  
 
    Caine gently guided Tobin away from the animals, which had been oddly lined up near a wall of foldaway glass doors. If it weren’t for the fact that they were all positioned with their faces inward, Tobin might have thought they were arranged that way as some sort of highly effective theft deterrent.  
 
    Shit, he couldn’t even imagine trying to break into this place and come across these wild beasts. Even the most hardened of B and E experts would be running for the hills. 
 
    “Come on, they’re not going to bite.” 
 
    Caine directed Tobin to a table on the other side of the room, far from the stuffed animals. One look at the leather couch in front of it, and Tobin couldn’t resist plopping himself down.  
 
    On the center of the table was a mirror. On the center of the mirror was a pile of white powder. 
 
    The sight of all this cocaine—at least a couple thousand dollars’ worth—was enough to make him forget about voyeuristic taxidermized animals. 
 
    Tobin reached forward, but then stopped. Caine was still behind him, hovering. 
 
    “Can I… can I have some?” he asked. 
 
    Caine chuckled again but made no move to join Tobin on the couch.  
 
    “Of course. That’s why it’s here. To enjoy.” 
 
    Tobin was having a hard time getting a read on the man. The idea of someone of Caine’s wealth picking him up at a club and then bringing him back here was a little strange, to say the least. Tobin figured that people like Caine used discrete high-end services to satisfy their… needs. 
 
    He probably never does this… he just saw me and knew.  
 
    With these thoughts running through his head, Tobin helped himself to another bump of cocaine. It was just as good, if not better, than the coke at the club. 
 
    Tobin licked his finger, collected the remnants of the line of coke he’d just snorted, and rubbed it on his gums.  
 
    They instantly went numb.  
 
    “You’re strange, you know that?” he said, closing his eyes and slumping back into the comfortable cushions.  
 
    “Sure do.” 
 
    Eyes still closed, Tobin reached up with both hands. His seeking fingers found Caine’s short hair and he gently pulled the man’s face down to meet his.  
 
    The kiss was sloppy and awkward, something that Tobin attributed to the angle and his numb lips and gums.  
 
    Still, it felt good and left Tobin wanting more.  
 
    How long has it been since I’ve had any action? 
 
    The last sexual encounter Tobin could remember was a sloppy blowjob in the back seat of a Chevy he’d gotten after a horrible Grindr date.   
 
    To his surprise, Caine took Tobin’s wrists in his hands and eased them away from his face and hair.  
 
    Then the man pulled back and stood up straight. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Tobin asked, swiveling his head around.  
 
    “Nothing, I just need to get something. A surprise. Wait here a sec?”  
 
    Tobin made a face. 
 
    “Hell no.” He gestured toward the stuffed animals. “Don’t leave me here with these creepy things.” 
 
    Caine laughed. Whereas before this sound was soothing, now it was dry and brittle like frozen leaves.  
 
    “Just a second,” the man pleaded. His eyes were dark like those of the bear that had nearly given Tobin a heart attack. “It’s a surprise. Just help yourself to some more coke and I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Tobin started to rise, but Caine was already backing away from him. Within seconds he lost the man in the shadows. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” he whispered.  
 
    His radar, previously muted by everything that had happened to him over the past week or so, was now on high alert. 
 
    Tobin didn’t like surprises, and he didn’t like rejection, either. And that’s what this felt like… like Caine was rejecting him.  
 
    But why bring me here, then? To his home? Why go to all that trouble just to turn me down?  
 
    Tobin’s eyes drifted to the stuffed bear and he shuddered. 
 
    Maybe… maybe Caine just needs a little help to get things going… 
 
    He knew firsthand that sometimes, with too much coke or booze, a little blue pill was necessary in order to get romantic.  
 
    Another shudder as he surveyed the animals. 
 
    What a creepy fucking hobby. Yeesh. 
 
    He tapped his foot while he waited. As the seconds melted into minutes, Tobin started to become more and more uncomfortable. The cocaine on the table was tempting, but he was already very high. 
 
    Almost too high. 
 
    “Caine?” he said softly after five minutes had passed.  
 
    Part of the reason why Tobin had gone out in the first place was so that he wouldn’t have to be alone again.  
 
    At least I look good. At least— 
 
    A flicker of movement to his right, near the stuffed animals caught his attention.  
 
    “Caine?” Tobin said again as he rose to his feet. “That you?” 
 
    More movement, and Tobin’s heart, which was already racing on account of the drugs, started to beat so fast that it made his body rock.  
 
    “What’s—what’s going on? I don’t think—this, oh, I dunno.” 
 
    The movement was closer now and Tobin started to get desperate. 
 
    “What the—I can’t—” 
 
    He’d waited too long to move.  
 
    When Caine finally came into focus, it was too late. 
 
    The man’s right hand shot up and Tobin saw something that looked like a white rope clutched tightly between his fingers. 
 
    “What is this? What the fuck is going on?” 
 
    One flick of the wrist, that’s all it took. Like a master wrangler, the loop of rope was instantly looped around Tobin’s neck. He ducked and tried to tear it off, but Caine had other ideas. 
 
    The man pulled the rope so tightly that Tobin was forcibly yanked back down onto the couch. 
 
    “I’m here, Chad,” the man whispered as Tobin gasped for air and scratched at the ever-tightening noose. The man’s face came into view and he was greeted by a sinister sneer. “I’m here… and this… this is my surprise.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Tobin’s first instinct was survival. His second was that this was all just a sex thing. He was no stranger to auto-erotic asphyxiation—when he was younger, he’d pulled a shoelace so tightly around his neck while jerking off that he’d passed out. It was only because of his shitty knot tying ability did he come out of it alive—but if Caine thought that this was sexy, he was wrong. 
 
    And when the man dragged him off the couch using just the rope, the idea that this was any kind of foreplay vanished from Tobin’s mind.  
 
    This was no game—at least not one in which Tobin was a willing participant.  
 
    Wheezing, croaking, he knew that pulling at the rope wasn’t going to get him anywhere. 
 
    He had to stop being defensive… he had to go on the offence. But Caine outweighed him by at least thirty pounds and Tobin didn’t carry anything that qualified as a weapon.  
 
    His vision started to tunnel and the only sound that he could hear now was his own gasps for air. 
 
    I knew something wasn’t right… I knew that Caine wasn’t right…  
 
    Tobin stopped clawing at the rope and reached out with his left hand. He cracked his knuckles across the side of the table, and the sound echoed off the many stuffed animals. The sound seemed to startle Caine, and the tension on the rope lessened.  
 
    Tobin’s fingers searched for anything on the table that he could use as a weapon. Eventually, they grasped something hard and he picked it up. 
 
    That’s when Caine pulled again. Even though Tobin knew that struggling was futile, instinct took over and he released the object. Once again, he desperately tried to force a gap between the coarse rope and the soft skin under his chin. 
 
    Hidden well beneath the sound of his blood rushing through his ears, Tobin heard the object he’d grabbed topple and fall to the floor. It smashed, sending a puff of powder into the air as if someone had dropped a glass container of baby powder. 
 
    The cocaine… his oxygen-deprived brain shouted incoherently… all that cocaine is ruined! 
 
    Spit spraying from between clenched teeth, Tobin tried to catch his breath. As the cloud of cocaine cleared, he caught a glimpse of Caine’s face. 
 
    No longer was he a handsome man in his mid-forties. Now, his eyes were dark and wild, his teeth bared like one of the many stuffed animals that were silently watching by the window. 
 
    Caine looked older, too—almost ancient. There were heavy lines at the corners of his eyes and around his nose and mouth that hadn’t been there previously.  
 
    Tobin had never seen this man before.  
 
    If you do nothing, you’re going to die.  
 
    As a last-ditch effort, he again reached for the table. This time, instead of trying to grab something on top of it, he grabbed the wood itself. Tobin wasn’t sure what he was hoping to accomplish—it was far too heavy to lift with one hand, let alone use it as a weapon—but desperation had a way of making the impossible seem completely routine. 
 
    Predictably, it tilted then toppled, its single pedestal leg slipping from beneath it. The heavy table pitched forward, toward Tobin, and he was unable to get his hands up in time to block it.  
 
    Caine pulled and instead of crushing his head, the table only glanced off his brow. Under normal circumstances, this would have simply caused a small bruise, at worse a mild concussion. 
 
    But Tobin was recovering from surgery, and this scenario was anything but normal.  
 
    As soon as the edge of the wooden table struck his head, Tobin’s entire body shut down. Even his hands and legs went slack. 
 
    His lips, which were covered in a white paste and twisted into a pained grimace, suddenly relaxed. The muscles in his neck and throat also became flaccid.  
 
    It was this paralysis that ended up saving Tobin Tomlin’s life. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tobin’s body was dragged out of the room by the rope. Even though he continued to drift in and out of consciousness, he was somehow aware that he was being taken to an adjacent room. At some point, Caine abandoned the rope and grabbed him beneath the arms and walked backward.  
 
    The man’s hands were strong, rough. Experienced. 
 
    This wasn’t the first time he’d brought someone back to his home, to his lair of stuffed wildlife. 
 
    And Tobin had a feeling that it wouldn’t be the last, either. 
 
    Unlike when Kevin had assaulted him at his apartment and when he’d probed his forehead, Tobin’s paralysis went on for so long that the idea of never being able to move again took hold. 
 
    But as he was pulled down a hallway and into another room, his foot twitched. Tobin knew better than to try to break free at this point. Not only would he still be weak from… whatever the hell happened… but Caine would easily overpower him. Tobin didn’t know if Caine thought he was unconscious or dead, but the man didn’t seem to care either way.  
 
    The man was determined, deliberate. 
 
    To what end, Tobin could only imagine. 
 
    Rape, murder, torture. Worse.  
 
    Without warning, Caine released his grip on Tobin’s armpits. Still unable to control his muscles, his head smacked loudly off the marble floor. Unlike the front of his skull, however, the back was still full thickness and while the impact was enough to send stars shooting across Tobin’s vision, it didn’t cause him to lose control or consciousness. 
 
    Tobin resisted the urge to curl up into a ball. Instead, he just lay there, staring blankly at the high ceiling. 
 
    Every so often, Caine’s twisted face would come into view. He would look down at Tobin and mutter something incoherent before moving away again. 
 
    What the fuck is he doing? What the fuck does he want?  
 
    Eventually, Caine’s excursions away from Tobin, or whatever the hell they were, grew longer and longer. When it sounded as if the man had moved back into the hallway, Tobin risked looking around. Just moving his eyes was enough to cause intense pain, as if someone had laid a soldering iron across his forehead.  
 
    His first thought was that a dozen people were staring down at him. He was about to cry out, to beg for their help, but the pain in his head was so great that he couldn’t even open his mouth. 
 
    After a few moments, Tobin realized that his efforts would have been wasted, anyway. These weren’t sadistic onlookers. This wasn’t some twisted torture game for rich people. The observers were too still, too smooth and featureless.  
 
    What the hell? Mannequins? 
 
    It didn’t matter; all that mattered was getting the hell out of there. Tobin tore his gaze away from the strange, humanoid shapes and tried to plan an escape.  
 
    Without the luxury of a large wall of sliding glass doors, this room was darker than the first.  
 
    Still, he managed to find what he suspected was the doorway from which he’d entered. It was about ten feet behind him.  
 
    Ten feet…  
 
    All things equal, Tobin could’ve gotten up and ran out of there in a blink of an eye. But he wasn’t sure how his body would respond, if at all.  
 
    Caine’s grumblings started to grow loud again, and Tobin let his eyes drift back to a neutral position.  
 
    The man came into view again but this time, he seemed to observe Tobin’s body and not his face. 
 
    What the hell does he want? Why is he doing this? 
 
    Then Caine was gone again. As the man’s heavy footfalls receded, Tobin knew that it was now or never.  
 
    He tested his ability to move by first trying to wiggle his toes. Pins and needles traveled upward nearly to his knees, but he saw the tops of his white Chuck Taylors flex. 
 
    This was all the confirmation Tobin needed. Trying not to make a sound, which was difficult given how raw his throat felt, he rolled onto his side and then forced his still numb body to a seated position. 
 
    “Stay the fuck down!” Caine bellowed.  
 
    Tobin’s heart seemed to stop entirely as he looked over his shoulder at the man. 
 
    Oh my god…  
 
    Caine had stripped out of his clothes and was completely nude save a thick black apron that covered his stomach and genitals. In one hand he clutched a power drill, in the other, a jug of what might have been bleach.  
 
    Tobin’s eyes bulged. It was such a bizarre and horrifying image that he went completely still again, even more so than when his forehead had been struck by the edge of the table. 
 
    “Stay down!” 
 
    The man’s words cut through the fog and Tobin stopped being cautious. He leaped to his feet and started toward the doorway, but his equilibrium was off, and he staggered. Thinking that he was going to fall, Tobin’s arms shot out in front of him. But instead of hitting the ground, they smacked up against one of the mannequins. It was heavier than he’d expected and when it toppled, it took down several others like massive dominoes.  
 
    With Caine bellowing incoherently behind him, Tobin’s gaze unexpectedly fell on one of the mannequins that was lying on the ground, face-up, much like he had been moments earlier. 
 
    It was… hideous. The face was covered in thick, rope-like stitches and its complexion was mottled and bruised. 
 
    What the hell is this, now? 
 
    “Get back here!” 
 
    Tobin tore his eyes away from the mannequin and ran. He did his best to retrace his steps, heading down the hallway toward the room with the stuffed animals. He could hear Caine behind him, the power drill whirring, the man cursing.   
 
    Even fueled by sheer terror, Tobin knew that Caine would catch him eventually. He had to do something to slow the man down. 
 
    Who would have thought that the bear wouldn’t be the most frightening thing I saw in this house today? 
 
    Tobin grabbed the animal’s outstretched paw and winced at the texture of stiff fur against his palm. Then he pulled, hard, while stepping by the stuffed beast.  
 
    The massive animal fell to the ground with a tremendous crash.  
 
    He heard Caine shriek but didn’t dare look back to see if it had struck the man. Instead, he kept on pumping his arms and legs until he recognized the front foyer with the dual staircases. 
 
    The massive wooden door at the front of the house was closed and for a fleeting moment, Tobin’s heart sunk.  
 
    It’s locked… it’s locked with a key. I won’t be able to get out. Caine’ll grab me and he’ll— 
 
    To his surprise, the door opened much more easily than he would’ve expected, given its size. 
 
    Caine shouted something else now… something coherent for once: a single, chilling word that followed Tobin into the night. 
 
    “Submit!”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    “Come on, open the door!” Tobin yelled as he hammered his fist against the wood. “Dr. Cratom! Open the fucking door!” 
 
    Everything hurt now, from his head to his throat to his legs. He knew that he should probably go to the hospital, or maybe even the police station, but the cocaine had since worn off and his priority now was dealing with the pain. 
 
    “Open up!” 
 
    Tobin stepped back from the door and peered upwards. Dr. Alex Cratom’s house was not as large nor as expensive as Caine’s, but it was impressive, none-the-less. 
 
    He saw the curtains in an upstairs window sway and just knew that it was Dr. Cratom. 
 
    “Get down here!” 
 
    Tobin fell silent as he waited. Eventually, he heard the unmistakable sound of someone shuffling down the stairs. Soon thereafter, the deadbolt disengaged and the door opened a quarter inch. 
 
    “Dr. Cratom, man, I need something… I’m fucking hurting. I’m hurting everywhere, man. Please. Gimme something,” Tobin said so quickly that there were barely any spaces between his words. 
 
    Dr. Alex Cratom stared at him from above the security chain. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here?” 
 
    “I—I—I—I need something. I’m hurting all over, man.” 
 
    “Go home,” Dr. Cratom said flatly. 
 
    “No, I—you don’t understand. I almost died tonight. This fucking guy… I need something. Please.” 
 
    “I warned you, Tobin. I warned you about the surgery and I told you that I don’t want to ever see you again. Did you not understand me? Did you think I was joking?” 
 
    Tobin typically backed away from these sorts of conflicts.  
 
    But this wasn’t Tobin. It wasn’t even Lucas. 
 
    It was Chad, and Chad just got away from some fucking psycho killer. 
 
    Chad was getting his fucking meds.  
 
    “Look at my fucking neck,” he said, tilting his chin skyward. This made him momentarily dizzy, but the sensation passed. “See that? Now give me some fucking drugs.” 
 
    Dr. Cratom sighed.  
 
    “Hold on,” he said, his tone soft now. “Just hold on.” 
 
    Chad nodded and started to smile when the man closed the door. He waited and listened, and when Dr. Cratom returned this time there was no security chain. 
 
    “Good, I just need something. What a fucking night I’ve had. I can’t—” 
 
    Dr. Cratom pulled the door all the way open and Chad froze. 
 
    The good doctor hadn’t returned with a bottle of pills—Xannies, Percs, Oxy—but a midnight black shotgun. 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    “I told you I didn’t want to see you again. But no, you fucking entitled prick… first, you come to my work? Now my house? My fucking home?” As he spoke, Dr. Cratom started to raise the shotgun. 
 
    Tobin stepped backward and nearly fell down the steps. 
 
    “I just need—I—I just need something,” Tobin begged. “I’m hurting everywhere! Everywhere!” 
 
    “Not my fucking problem!”  
 
    Tobin kept on backing up.  
 
    “Please, just—” 
 
    “Get the fuck off my property!” Dr. Cratom bellowed. 
 
    “Fine!” Tobin shot back, his eyes brimming with tears. “Fucking fine!” 
 
    He was on the sidewalk now, but Dr. Cratom had yet to lower his gun.  
 
    “Fine!” 
 
    Tobin turned and, despite the agony that seemed to grip every one of his neurons in a headlock, started to run. He couldn’t believe how today had started, let alone ended. 
 
    All he wanted to do was to go to the club. Have some fun. Meet someone. 
 
    Celebrate his new look. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    Desperate for something to pick up his mood, Tobin took his cell phone out of his pocket as he continued to hurry away from Dr. Cratom’s house. 
 
    He wiped his eyes, then stared at his Instagram feed. 
 
    “No,” he moaned. “Nooo.” 
 
    Anon42819 was back. Trolling.  
 
    The man had made a meme of Lucas standing in front of the car. Only, he’d photoshopped out the car and replaced it with a giant black dick. 
 
    “Fuck!” Tobin screamed. He squeezed his phone so hard that something inside of it cracked. 
 
    Breathing heavily through his mouth, Tobin turned down an alley and caught movement out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    Now, I’m going to get fucking jumped in a goddamn alley…  
 
    But it wasn’t a group of thugs. 
 
    It was a large, orange ball of fur. 
 
    Tobin stopped and cocked his head to one side as he inspected the animal that was now half tucked behind a dumpster. 
 
    It looked exactly like the one he’d seen at Dr. Alex’s Pet Shoppe. The one that had been resting on the woman’s lap, the woman who was staring at him… judging him.  
 
    The animal tilted its head and its black eyes—eyes not unlike the marbles that Caine had used to stuff the animals at his house—met Tobin’s. 
 
    Only it wasn’t a cat anymore.  
 
    It was the accusing stare of his fucking roommate, demanding rent money. 
 
    It was Kevin’s smile, cutting through his disgusting orange beard, seen in the side mirror as the Maldrim moving truck pulled away from the curb.  
 
    It was Dr. Cratom, yelling at him, screaming that he never wanted to see him again. 
 
    It was Jan Dewalter, saying thanks but no thanks.  
 
    It was Caine, naked save the apron, the rope wrapped around his hands. 
 
    Finally, it was Anon, a skinny little shit wearing a hoodie, typing away on his computer in his parents’ basement.  
 
    All of them tearing Tobin Tomlin down, their jealousy as tangible as the cool air filling his lungs. 
 
    “I’m better than all of you,” he whispered. The animal cowered as Tobin’s hand stretched toward it. “I’m better… I’m better… you’ll see. I’m fucking better. Yeah, better.” 
 
    His voice was a thin whine now.  
 
    Tobin’s fingers grazed the animal’s fur as it continued to pull back, to try and squeeze between the wall and the dumpster. 
 
    But even the cat had limits on how much it could contort its body. 
 
    Tobin was smiling when he grabbed not fur but flesh this time. He stood, holding the animal by the neck at arm’s reach. It was clawing at his arm, hissing at him, tiny, pointed teeth bared, but Tobin didn’t care. 
 
    “I’m better.” 
 
    Tobin started to squeeze, and the animal’s movements became more desperate. 
 
    But nothing would stop him now. 
 
    “I’m betttttttttter,” he sighed as something broke inside the cat’s neck. The animal immediately stopped squirming and went limp. 
 
    Tobin cocked his head to one side, inspecting the cat’s now flaccid features. 
 
    He had no idea how long he stood there staring at the dead cat. Only a random New York City car horn pulled him out of his seized state. 
 
    Tobin dropped the corpse, but he wasn’t done with it yet. In a move of surprising coordination, before the animal hit the ground, he raised his foot and delivered a kick so solid that the cat flew across the alley and struck the opposite wall. 
 
    “I’m just fucking better. You’ll see. Everyone will see.” 
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 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Beckett would hate this, Drake thought. He would absolutely hate this shit. 
 
    He let his gaze drift to the small gathering of people who surrounded the gravesite. In addition to himself, and Hanna and Leroy who flanked him, there were several men and women who he knew just had to be doctors. It was the way they stood, their chins lifted just slightly above parallel, their shoulders rotated an inch backward. Drake was almost certain that in med school would-be doctors took a course on how to stand. He suspected the instructors told them that this posture was important to confer authority and confidence to patients, but this was only part of the reason. 
 
    The other was to convince the general public of their superior status. 
 
    That was one of the things that made Beckett so different. Sure, people would, and had, pointed to the fact that he was covered in tattoos and looked more like a biker than a doctor, or the fact that he had no problem dropping an F-bomb during a board meeting. 
 
    But what really set him apart was the way he treated people, the way he didn’t pretend to be better or worse than others… Beckett was just Beckett.  
 
    Nothing more, nothing less; what you see is what you mother fucking get. 
 
    This thought brought a small smile to Drake’s lips. 
 
    He recalled the very first time they’d met. Just a few months on the job, Drake and his partner Clay had responded to a call that has to this day stuck with him even after all he’d been through.  
 
    Some asshole had broken into a house and shot a man and woman in their bed while they slept. No rhyme, no reason—just straight-up murder. 
 
    The man could have left then, could have taken anything he wanted, and just bolted with very little chance of ever getting caught. 
 
    But he wasn’t done; his most cruel act was yet to come. This piece of shit walked into the daughter’s room and shot her, too.  
 
    Just seven years old… 
 
    They’d arrived on scene and the man was still there, just sitting at the dining room table, staring blankly at the wall.  
 
    Clay had entered the house first and he was also the one who had put a bullet in the man’s leg. 
 
    Beckett had saved the girl, but lost the criminal. 
 
    Boo-fucking-who. 
 
    “That’s Dr. Nordmeyer,” Screech whispered behind him.  
 
    Drake looked at the small woman with dark hair tucked behind her ears. Everyone was uncomfortable at funerals and if they said differently, they were lying, but Dr. Karen Nordmeyer looked positively anxious. 
 
    He’s dead, doc. No need to be scared of him anymore. 
 
    Detective Steven Dunbar and Sergeant Henry Yasiv stood on the other side of the grave, their posture as unique and authoritative as the doctors’. 
 
    There was also a man in a worn leather jacket, standing by himself whom Drake didn’t recognize. 
 
    “This is terrible,” Hanna grumbled under her breath. Drake grunted an affirmative and continued to look around. 
 
    Behind them, leaning up against a tree, was a small figure. The dreary weather and overcast sky made it nearly impossible to make out any specific features, but Drake knew exactly who this mystery person was. 
 
    It was Chase Adams, returning to New York to pay her respects.  
 
    They hadn’t spoken since the events at the Butterfly Gardens, after Marcus Slasinsky’s death. To the rest of the world, Chase Adams was dead, she and her sister Georgina the final victims of the sadistic serial killer’s twisted plot. 
 
    Drake knew better. Still, for her sake, he hoped that Chase had the courage and discipline to stay out of the spotlight, to live a different life. This was her chance, and he knew firsthand how seldom opportunities like this one came around. Sad as it was to lose her, Chase had been through more than enough. 
 
    She’d brought down her fair share of bad guys, as well. She’d done her part, now it was time for Chase to look after Chase.  
 
    The one person who was missing from this group was Suzan Cuthbert. Suzan, who had been Beckett’s long-time girlfriend, and who also just happened to have a deep connection to Drake, was… somewhere. At a psych facility, of all things. 
 
    The details about what had happened to his friend and his late partner’s daughter were still sketchy, but Drake had a feeling that things would become clear very soon.  
 
    Now just wasn’t the time.  
 
    The funeral director said a few more generic words, and then the ceremony came to an abrupt, and unsatisfying end. 
 
    It wasn’t touching, it wasn’t heartfelt, but worst of all, it wasn’t Beckett. 
 
    The director asked the small gathering if anyone had anything to say, but no one came forward. It wasn’t that they didn’t care about Beckett, quite the contrary: they didn’t speak because it would be a disservice to the man. 
 
    If there was a heaven, Beckett was more than likely looking down at them, both middle fingers raised. 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    More like looking up at us, still flipping the bird.  
 
    No, this is not the place to celebrate the man’s life, Drake concluded. This is garbage, ritual, routine, nonsense that no longer holds meaning in today’s world. 
 
    The only way to celebrate Beckett was to head out to a bar, have a few too many, and tell stories about the crazy times they’d had together.  
 
    That was Dr. Beckett Campbell. Living on the edge and sometimes slipping off.  
 
    “Another time,” he whispered. “Another time, old friend.” 
 
    The funeral director gave a curt nod and the employees started to lower the casket. Most people took this as their cue to leave, but not Drake.  
 
    Drake just stared.  
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    The man who approached was good-looking, with thick brown hair brushed away from his forehead. On his face was the beginnings of a beard. 
 
    As he came forward, he extended his hand. 
 
    “I’m assuming you’re the one who Beckett called Drake?” 
 
    Drake nodded but didn’t shake the man’s hand. There was something dark in his eyes, something that was in stark contrast to his otherwise friendly features.  
 
    “My name’s Tommy Wilde, and I’m sorry for your loss,” he said, lowering his hand to his hip. 
 
    “How did you know Beckett?” 
 
    “I cleaned up for him,” Tommy replied. It was an ambiguous comment, but it was also somehow fitting for Beckett. “And I was his friend.” 
 
    Drake nodded again and then introduced his crew.  
 
    Tommy politely acknowledged each of them but paid the most attention to Screech. Drake knew that after the Virgin Gorda, Beckett and Screech had developed a more intimate relationship, and this was proof that the good doctor had told others about them too. After once again reiterating how sorry he was for their loss, Tommy jammed his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket and walked away. 
 
    Drake watched him go, strangely convinced that this wasn’t the last time he would be seeing the handsome man.  
 
    “Well, that was… nice,” Detective Dunbar said, coming up from the rear.  
 
    “That was terrible, that’s what that was,” Screech replied before Drake could offer the same sentiment. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. Beckett would have hated this.”  
 
    The detective’s words hung in the air for several seconds before Dunbar addressed Drake again.  
 
    “Can I talk to you for a second? Alone?”  
 
    Drake looked at Leroy, Screech, and then Hanna. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Whatever you wanna say, you can say it in front of my team.”  
 
    Dunbar frowned and looked uncomfortable, but eventually continued.  
 
    “Someone came in the other day, wanted to press charges against you.” 
 
    Normally, this wouldn’t have surprised Drake, but everyone related to the last case was either a friend or dead.  
 
    “What? Who?” 
 
    “A man with a dark beard… Dr. Swansea? I think that was his name.”  
 
    Drake’s expression, previously one of surprise, now soured. 
 
    He recalled visiting the man with Chase, remembered grabbing his throat, demanding that he tell them where Suzan was. 
 
    Who knows how long, or hard, he would have choked the man if Chase hadn’t talked him down?  
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    Dunbar tempered his anger by holding up a hand. 
 
    “I told him that if he wanted to press charges there was a lot of paperwork and information that we needed from him first. The doctor decided that it was too much work. I know our friend—” Dunbar looked over his shoulder, and Drake followed the man’s gaze. The spot where Chase had been standing by the tree had since been vacated. “—well, you managed to get out from under the whole Officer Kramer thing, but I’m not sure that you’re going to come out on top, should you get into any more trouble, Drake. The DA…” he let his sentence trail off. 
 
    “What are you saying, Dunbar?” 
 
    “I’m saying that you gotta stay away. You can’t go back there—you can’t go near Suzan or Dr. Swansea.”  
 
    Drake scowled. He knew that Dunbar was trying to help him out, give him some practical advice, but he didn’t like being told what to do. 
 
    And the fact that Suzan was being held in some sort of psychiatric facility meant that nothing would keep him away.  
 
    Dunbar sighed. 
 
    “What a shitty day.” 
 
    Drake couldn’t agree more. 
 
    It had been a miserable fucking day, week, six months… more. 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    With nothing left to be said, Drake turned his back on the grave and started to walk toward his Crown Vic.  
 
    Screech caught up to him first. 
 
    “Wait, your ‘friend’ got you out of jail? Who’s this friend?” 
 
    Drake didn’t answer right away, not because he was holding back information from his partner, but because he wasn’t exactly sure. 
 
    All he knew was that a rich friend of Chase’s who went by the name Stu Barnes had made a donation to the DA.  
 
    The DA had, in turn, then decided to put the whole Officer Kramer debacle on hold… permanently.  
 
    But Dunbar was right, Drake was on a short leash now.  
 
    “Just a friend… friend of a friend, anyway.” 
 
    Drake reached his car and opened the door. His entire team was surrounding him now.  
 
    “What’s the rush?” Hanna asked. “That back there was brutal… why don’t we have a drink in Beckett’s honor?”  
 
    Drake thought about this for a moment and then he shook his head. He owed Beckett that much, at least, but now didn’t seem like the right time.  
 
    “Soon. Soon, we’ll do it the way he would have wanted.” 
 
    “You heading back to the office then?” Leroy this time. 
 
    Drake couldn’t help feeling that he was being treated with kid gloves. None of his partners wanted to see him back behind bars, that much was clear, and Drake didn’t want that either.  
 
    But it wasn’t about him.  
 
    Never had been.  
 
    Never would be.  
 
    Okay, you want to treat me like a child, then so be it.  
 
    “Naw, not the office,” Drake got into his car. “I got a damn cat to find.”  
 
    With that, Drake closed the door. The rusty hinges groaned in protest, and while he saw Leroy cringe at the sound, he didn’t mind it.  
 
    In fact, it reminded him of old times. 
 
    Old times mired in an alcoholic haze, sure, but they were simpler times. 
 
    Times when Drake only had one dead friend to mourn.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    There was someone pounding on Tobin’s head. No, that wasn’t quite right; there was someone pounding inside Tobin’s head. 
 
    They were trying to get out and only had a sledgehammer at their disposal.  
 
    He groaned and rolled onto one side. The ache in his forehead was so great now that he shrieked.  
 
    This just caused more pain; his throat felt as if he’d spent hours gargling with porcupine quills.  
 
    With great effort, Tobin managed to open his eyes. His eyelids made an audible tearing sound as the mucus that had formed overnight broke free. 
 
    I’m in my Hollow Shelter, Tobin realized. This came as a relief; at least he was familiar with these surroundings.  
 
    He tried to sit up but immediately slumped back down. 
 
    His entire body hurt. After several moments of just staring blankly into the black cloth that hung over him, Tobin became aware that while there was indeed pounding inside his head, there was also a thumping sound coming from the real world. 
 
    Tobin brushed the fabric aside and squinted at the door.  
 
    It wasn’t coming from there; it was coming from outside the apartment. 
 
    “Answer the door.” His words came out dry and hoarse. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Kenneth, answer the fucking door!”  
 
    The knocking persisted and Tobin feared that it would never end if he didn’t deal with it.  
 
    Fucking Kenneth… fucking asshole wants his rent, but he can’t even answer the fucking door? 
 
    It took three attempts for Tobin to sit up, and maybe a half dozen more for him to stand. He wasn’t surprised that he was still wearing exactly what he had been the night before. The jean shirt was horribly wrinkled, and his hat felt welded on at this point, but these were the least of his worries.  
 
    Tobin unlocked his bedroom door and peeked out. 
 
    Kenneth wasn’t walking around with his fucking noodles, and the bathroom was empty.  
 
    “Kenneth, get the fucking door!”  
 
    Tobin jumped when the man appeared out of the shadows. 
 
    He didn’t think Kenneth was home. 
 
    “Issa police.” 
 
    Tobin inhaled sharply. 
 
    The police? Was it… did Caine call them on me? No, that doesn’t make any sense. 
 
    An image of Dr. Cratom holding a shotgun came to mind. 
 
    Shit… the vet called the cops on me?  
 
    Three more thumps. 
 
    How long have they been here? 
 
    “Kenneth, answer the door.” 
 
    “No, you.” 
 
    More knocking.  
 
    They couldn’t be here because of Caine or Dr. Cratom, Tobin concluded. Caine tried to choke the shit out of him, and god only knows what else, and Dr. Cratom was doing unlicensed surgeries out of the back of his veterinary clinic. 
 
    So why the fuck are they here?  
 
    Tobin crept up to the door and raised his eye to the peephole. 
 
    Sure enough, a young NYPD officer stood on the other side.  
 
    After a deep breath, he pressed his back against the door. Tobin immediately regretted doing this; the cheap laminate material rattled in the frame. Almost immediately, there was another series of knocks. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Tobin took another breath and then unhooked the security chain and opened the door a full eighteen inches. 
 
    Putting on his best smile, which was admittedly weak given the pain that racked his entire body, he said, “What can I do for you, officer?” 
 
    “I was just—” The officer was looking down at a photograph in his hand when he started speaking, but when he raised his eyes and saw Tobin he immediately clammed up. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, no, I, uhh, I had a… a terrible night last night, officer. I’m glad—” he was about to tell the man about what had happened with Caine when the officer lowered the photograph just low enough for Tobin to see it. 
 
    His eyes bulged and he was suddenly unable to swallow. 
 
    “Sir, are you okay?”  
 
    Tobin couldn’t say anything. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Thoughts of disclosing what had happened with Caine were suddenly the furthest thing from his mind. 
 
    “Yes,” Tobin croaked. “I just—like I said, I just had a crazy night. What can I—what can I help you with?” 
 
    The officer stared for a moment longer, his eyes squinted. Then he looked over Tobin’s shoulder before returning his gaze to front and center. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m just canvassing the neighborhood looking for a missing cat.” 
 
    As he finished the sentence, the officer turned the photo around and showed it to him. 
 
    Tobin now added nausea to his ever-growing list of symptoms. 
 
    His hands also started to shake as he recalled grabbing the poor cat around the neck and squeezing… and squeezing… and squeezing… 
 
    In its death throes, the animal had clawed at his arms and chin.  
 
    Tobin instinctively pulled away from the door, bowed his head, and interlaced his fingers on the small of his back.  
 
    “No, no, I haven’t seen it. No way. Pet free zone here.” 
 
    Tobin hoped that this would be enough, that the officer would just pack up and leave, but the young man just stood in the hallway and gawked at him. 
 
    I must look like an absolute psycho.  
 
    “Is it… is it an important cat?” Tobin said, wanting nothing more than to break the awkward silence. 
 
    It worked; the strange question got the officer speaking again.  
 
    “Yeah—well, it’s my aunt’s cat. Just—it’s an indoor cat and it somehow snuck out last night. Just wondering if anybody in the neighborhood saw it, is all.” 
 
    “S-sorry.” 
 
    “Right, okay.” The officer folded the photo and put it in his pocket. “If you see it, please give me a call. There will be a cash reward.” 
 
    The officer handed Tobin a business card and then stood up straight, acquiring a more professional stance.  
 
    “You were saying something about last night?”  
 
    “W-w-what?” 
 
    “Before—when you answered the door, you were saying something about last night?”  
 
    “No, no, nothing. Nothing.”  
 
    The officer seemed unconvinced, but he had other things on his mind, it appeared. 
 
    He tipped his cap. 
 
    “Okay, thank you. Have a nice day.” 
 
    The moment he closed the door, Tobin started trembling all over. 
 
    “He gone? He ask about me?” 
 
    Tobin whipped around and glared at Kenneth. 
 
    “He ask about me?” the man repeated 
 
    “No, he didn’t ask about you…” 
 
    He asked about a cat, a cat that I strangled and then kicked across an alley. 
 
    “Oh, good, good.” 
 
    “Why the fuck would he ask about you?” Tobin lashed out unexpectedly. “Not everything is about you, Ken. Get over yourself—the world doesn’t revolve around you.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    As much as he’d joked about the cat caper, Drake wasn’t actually upset about being handed this job. Coming off the Marcus Slasinsky nightmare and learning about Beckett’s death, well, he could deal with a fluff case.  
 
    Drake drove his car to the address listed in the file that Screech had handed him. Even though it had been a long while since he’d driven his car, it was comforting being behind the seat again. In addition to acquiring it through means that he could only begin to guess at, Hanna must have also given the Crown Vic a tune-up. Sure, the door still squeaked, but it ran better than he remembered.  
 
    Ms. Stephanie Schmidt lived on the ground floor of an apartment building on the East side of Manhattan. Graffiti marked the exterior brick, but the entrance and foyer were clean and didn’t smell half bad. 
 
    Drake made his way to the woman’s apartment door and knocked.  
 
    “Ms. Schmidt? It’s—” 
 
    The door opened and a desperate woman in her mid- to late-sixties stared out at him. Her grey hair was pulled up into a bun and her small features were shrouded in thick wrinkles. 
 
    “Did you find him? Did you find my Cosmo?” the woman asked in a scratchy, high-pitched voice.  
 
    A pang of sadness suddenly struck Drake. He wasn’t much of an animal person, but that didn’t matter; what mattered was that this woman was. 
 
    “No, ma’am—not yet.” 
 
    Ms. Schmidt’s eyes narrowed, and she gestured for him to come inside. 
 
    “You must be Damien.” 
 
    Drake nodded and followered her in. As he looked around, he tried not to let his shock at what he saw show on his face. 
 
    The apartment itself was clean, and while the furniture was old and outdated, it was all in good shape. What gave him pause, were the photographs. All around the room were photos of the cat—of Cosmo—either lounging, eating, sometimes curled up on what he presumed was Ms. Schmidt’s lap.  
 
    The walls were nearly completely covered in them. 
 
    “Yes, uh, but please, call me Drake.” 
 
    “Okay, Drake. Would you like something to drink? Tea, perhaps?”  
 
    Scotch. 
 
    “No, thank you. I just came to ask you a few questions, so as to better help me find your ca—uh, Cosmo.” 
 
    “Did you speak to my nephew?” 
 
    Drake raised an eyebrow. There was no mention of a nephew in the case file. 
 
    “Nephew?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think maybe I forgot to tell your boss—Stephen—about him when I called.” 
 
    Drake chuckled. 
 
    My boss… 
 
    “My nephew is a police officer for the NYPD. His name is Officer—” 
 
    Drake’s face drooped. He was positive that the woman was going to say Kramer.  
 
    “—Dean Billups. He’s trying to find Cosmo, too, but he’s real busy at work. He’s actually the one who suggested I find a Private Investigator.” 
 
    “Uh, no, ma’am, but I’ll be sure to contact him.”  
 
    “Thank you. You sure you don’t want any tea?”  
 
    “No, I’m fine. But there are a few things that I want to go over from your file.”  
 
    The hunched woman lowered herself into a faded blue armchair. Drake’s heart sunk a little when he saw her hands awkwardly come to rest in her lap. It was clear that she was used to caressing Cosmo this way.  
 
    Drake opened the file and read a few lines. Sure, this case might only be about a cat and obviously carried less weight than some of the others that he’d been involved in, but this was her cat. Cosmo meant the world to this woman, and that was enough for Drake to take it seriously. 
 
    “So, Cosmo is mostly an indoor cat?” 
 
    Ms. Schmidt nodded. 
 
    “When he was younger, I let him out a little, but not recently—not in the last few years. He’s getting older and isn’t as nimble as he used to be.” 
 
    The woman was struggling to hold back tears. 
 
    “Yeah, I understand. You’re positive that he’s not inside somewhere? That he went out?” 
 
    Her thin, dark brow furrowed. 
 
    “I would know if Cosmo was here,” she said sharply. 
 
    “Right, of course. Maybe you can tell me about the last time you saw him, then?” 
 
    “Sure… I was cooking some bacon on the stove and I left it on a little long… it started to burn. I opened a window to air the place out, you know? But—oh, geez—I-I-I think I forgot to close it and he went out last night. If anything—oh—if anything happened to Cosmo, I don’t know if I—” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s fine,” Drake lied. He had no idea what the likelihood of the cat returning home safely was. It could be a hundred percent or could be zero. He scanned the page in his hands again. “And the day that he went missing… you took him to the vet? Is that correct?” 
 
    “It was nothing serious. It’s just that recently I noticed Cosmo staring at his food more than eating it. He would just look at it and I would clap my hands and say, here Cosmo, Cosmo, Cosmo, but he would just wait until I scratched him and then he would twitch a little. Like a shudder? I took him to see the vet, Dr. Cratom, and he said that sometimes when they get older, cats can zone out. I mean, it has happened to me before… I was watching TV just the other day and blanked for a good half hour. Don’t even remember the story, plot, nothing like that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what you mean,” Drake said, and this time he wasn’t lying; the same thing had happened when he was locked up. Beckett had once told him that this was a type of seizure—an absence seizure and that they were almost always benign. 
 
    In humans, anyway; Drake had never thought to ask about cats. 
 
    And now you’ll never get a chance to.  
 
    This time, it was Drake who was forced to fight back tears.  
 
    “Do you have the vet’s address? It’s okay if you don’t, I can probably find it, but…” 
 
    “Of course,” Ms. Schmidt said, rising to her feet. As the woman made her way to the kitchen, Drake got a better look at his surroundings. In addition to the photographs, there was cat paraphernalia everywhere.  
 
    Everything from porcelain bowls with Cosmo written on the side, to a scratching post, climbing apparatus…  
 
    It reminded him of a couple who had been trying for years to have a child but were told over and over again that they were infertile. Then, by some miracle, they conceived.  
 
    That couple had more pictures and were more overprotective of that child than the government was of State secrets.  
 
    A child…  
 
    This case didn’t feel like a nothing, fluff-job to Drake anymore.  
 
    It was personal now.  
 
    After what had happened at the Loomis Estate, Jasmine had fled with baby Clay, while Drake was miles away, trapped on an island, fearing serious jail time if he returned. At the time, it felt like the right decision, no matter how painful.  
 
    What did Beckett use to say? 
 
    Drake sighed. 
 
    Everything you touch turns to shit… you’re like the King Midas of feces… or something like that. 
 
    Drake missed Jasmine, he missed his son, he missed Suzan, and he missed Beckett. 
 
    But that didn’t change the fact that they were all probably better off without him. 
 
    “Drake?” 
 
    Drake shook his head and straightened, realizing that to the elderly woman he must have looked as if he was having one of the absence seizures they’d just spoken about. 
 
    He took the business card from her wrinkled hand. 
 
    “Dr. Alex’s Pet Shoppe,” he read out loud. 
 
    Drake pocketed the card and thanked the woman. He was partway to the door when her words caused him to turn. Ms. Schmidt’s eyes were wide and wet.  
 
    “Are you going to find him? Find my Cosmo?” 
 
    The appropriate answer was, I’ll try, I’ll do my best, or something of the like. But the sheer desperation in the woman’s features did something to Drake. 
 
    Something that forced him to break the very first rule of Private Investigation.  
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, I’m going to find Cosmo… I promise.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Tobin knew that after everything that had happened, it was probably best for him to stay away from the Internet for a while. There were cameras everywhere in New York, after all—doorbells, ATMs, run-of-the-mill security cams—and staying offline was one way of making sure that no more cops showed up at his door. 
 
    Avoidance was the first step to ignorance. 
 
    But Tobin and his many personas were born and raised on the Internet. Staying away would be like living without oxygen. You could do it, but only for a very short while. 
 
    Even though, in this case, no news was good news, Tobin was still disappointed at the lack of activity on his many channels. Lucas Lionell’s heartfelt soliloquy from inside his Hollow Shelter, his personal message to all the Luscious followers, had long since fallen to the bottom of everyone’s news feeds.  
 
    Normally, even after a week, someone would repost his video, or link to it, which would garner him a few dozen more hearts and another second in the spotlight. 
 
    But Anon had soured pretty much everything that Lucas had said and done, regardless of its impact, both potential and realized. In the sound-byte era, context had become irrelevant. You could give a thousand motivating speeches, write dozens of inspiring posts, and dedicate your life to helping others. One slip of the tongue, one incorrect gender pronoun use, or one fucking troll calling you out and it was all over. 
 
    Tobin realized that he was grinding his teeth and forced himself to stop. The last thing he needed now was to develop thickened jaw muscles like some sort of Neanderthal, to lose the balance and symmetry that his last surgery had afforded him. 
 
    And yet, despite his relaxed features and posture, his frustration was still peaking. Tobin navigated to Anon’s profile and was dismayed to find a general paucity of information. Anon had but a few followers and Tobin couldn’t find out any personal details about the man… or woman.  
 
    The only thing that seemed to fuel Anon’s existence was trolling Lucas Lionell. 
 
    What the fuck is your problem? What did I ever do to you? 
 
    Tobin debated sending Anon a DM but changed his mind.  
 
    Internet trolls were parasites of the truest kind: they fed off the pain and suffering of others. Fail to give them the response they so relished and eventually, they would either die off or find a new host. 
 
    Why me? 
 
    Tobin reluctantly logged out of all his accounts and stared at his blank computer screen for several moments. 
 
    Even though Anon would have to be dealt with, there was a more pressing issue, one that he’d managed to avoid until now. 
 
    Tobin sighed deeply. 
 
    No one saw, he told himself. Nobody was there. 
 
    He stared for so long that his vision started to blur. It was only when Tobin’s body demanded him to move, to offer some distraction from his generalized pain, was he forced to do something.  
 
    With shaking hands, he logged into his VPN. 
 
    Nobody saw.  
 
    A Google search brought up a case of a mentally disturbed woman who had drowned six cats in her bathtub. Dated more than eight months ago, this seemed to be the only newsworthy report of cruelty to animals that still garnered any attention. 
 
    The fact that anybody wrote about it at all was surprising but illustrated another harsh fact of the Internet: the lifespan of positive stories was but a fraction of those containing any degree of hatred. 
 
    There was a logarithmic relationship between pain and suffering sustainability.  
 
    Tobin exhaled loudly.  
 
    “Good, good,” he whispered. 
 
    But deep down, Tobin knew that he wasn’t out of the woods yet. Google might be the king of Internet search engines, but it was blind to some of the darker parts of the web. 
 
    His fingers were trembling so badly that it took Tobin three tries to navigate to 8chan.  
 
    If it’s on 8chan, then it probably isn’t on the web, he concluded. 
 
    There was still the Dark Web, of course, but Tobin was less concerned about this unregulated and relatively unknown corner of the Internet. The Dark Web was like the Las Vegas of the Internet: what happened there, tended to stay there. 
 
    It didn’t matter that the Dark Web was a place where people could buy anything from drugs to guns, to actual people. Where you could hire a hitman or post hate-filled manifestos. 
 
    Download child pornography. 
 
    Purchase or even commission smut films.  
 
    For the general public, and the media, if it didn’t show up on Google, it didn’t exist. 
 
    For the most part, anyway. 
 
    Tobin logged into 8chan anonymously and then tentatively searched for violence against animals. 
 
    More specifically, the strangling of a cat.  
 
    After scrolling through two pages of mislabeled Hentai images, Tobin’s anxiety, which had previously made it difficult to breathe, finally started to lessen. 
 
    See? Nobody saw. You’re getting worked up about nothing. Just forget about it. Focus on you, on Chad.  
 
    It all came roaring back, however, when he spotted the blurry thumbnail of a man in a white beanie.  
 
    A Balenciaga beanie. 
 
    One that Tobin wore at this very moment.  
 
    He stopped breathing entirely when he read the headline: Asshole Savagely Strangles Defenseless Cat.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Drake was surprised to discover that Dr. Alex’s Pet Shoppe was open on a Sunday. Not only that, but it was packed. He sat in his car and watched as a woman in a long dress awkwardly carried an over-sized hamster cage through the front door. 
 
    “Yeesh,” he whispered under his breath in a moment of rare introspection. “This is what your life has come to?” 
 
    Instead of being annoyed or frustrated, Drake just laughed. The absurdity of going from hunting violent, sadistic murderers to seeking lost kitties wasn’t lost on him. 
 
    Still grinning, Drake got out of his car and hustled across the parking lot. He walked through the front doors and went directly to the front desk, intentionally staying away from the crowded sitting area.  
 
    As he approached, Drake saw the secretary’s right hand slip off the keyboard and slide beneath the desk. This was subtle but deliberate, and he had no doubt that there was an emergency button hidden beneath. 
 
    Drake filed this into his memory and put on his best smile. 
 
    “Hi there,” he said. “My name’s Drake and I’m looking—” 
 
    “Do you have an appointment?” the woman’s lips were curled downward, and Drake resisted the urge to replicate her frown. 
 
    “No,” he replied, shaking his head. “No appointment, but I just—” 
 
    “Can I help you?” a male voice demanded. 
 
    Drake tore his eyes away from the curmudgeonly secretary and watched a large man step through a pair of swinging doors. Dr. Alex Cratom’s brow was knitted and while he wasn’t scowling, he wasn’t smiling, either. 
 
    Instead of answering, Drake produced a business card and held it out to the man. Dr. Cratom looked at the card but didn’t immediately reach for it. Drake flapped it slightly, and eventually, the vet grabbed it. 
 
    The man scanned the card and then looked at Drake. 
 
    While they exchanged no words, the implication of this silent exchange was clear: either Dr. Cratom could invite him somewhere private, or Drake would announce who he was, loudly and clearly. Even though he was just looking for a lost cat, the optics of having a Private Investigator visiting you at your place of work were never good. 
 
    Dr. Cratom picked up on this immediately, and he cocked his head in the direction he’d come. Drake nodded and walked past the secretary, noting that her hand had never re-emerged from beneath the desk. 
 
    Together, they entered a room that reminded Drake of a triage area in a hospital, only it smelled different. Whereas hospitals were often aseptic, this room was musty and reminded him of a wet dog. 
 
    “What can I do for you, PI Drake,” Dr. Cratom asked, gesturing toward a small metal gurney.  
 
    Drake raised an eyebrow and elected to stand.  
 
    “It’s nothing serious, I’m just looking for a cat.” 
 
    Dr. Cratom stared at him as if trying to figure out if he was joking. 
 
    “A cat?” 
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, a cat—big orange fluffy thing. Goes by the name Cosmo. The… uh… mother, Ms. Stephanie Schmidt, said she brings it here for… vet stuff.”  
 
    Just uttering these words made Drake cringe.  
 
    Mother? What the hell are you talking about? 
 
    Yet, Dr. Cratom’s face lifted. 
 
    “Ah, no shit? I saw Ms. Schmidt just the other day. She came in with Cosmo… really? He went missing?” 
 
    “Yeah, took off. Ms. Schmidt is very worried.” Drake emphasized the word ‘very’.  
 
    “Ms. Schmidt was actually here seven or eight times this month.” 
 
    Drake couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “Eight times?” 
 
    “Yeah, and this is a light month.” 
 
    Drake thought he was getting a better picture of Ms. Schmidt and her relationship with her cat.  
 
    “I see… and Cosmo was…?” Drake shook his head as he let his sentence trail off. He had no idea if there was any patient confidentiality when your patient was a cat. This whole world was foreign to him, and he wasn’t a good enough liar to pretend it wasn’t. 
 
    “He’s fine… almost always fine. Just getting old.” 
 
    “And, uh…” Drake scratched his chin. How the fuck am I supposed to find this cat? “…was he happy?” 
 
    Dr. Cratom sighed. 
 
    “He’s a cat, Drake.” 
 
    Drake’s ears started to get hot. 
 
    “But,” Dr. Cratom continued, saving him more embarrassment, “Ms. Schmidt spoils the hell out of him. Super pampered.” 
 
    “Okay, okay… well, maybe Cosmo will come back here, then? I mean… I dunno.” 
 
    “Unlikely. I’ve got a picture of Cosmo, though—I can put in the lobby, just in case anyone has seen him.” 
 
    “That would be great. And you have my card?” 
 
    Dr. Cratom held it up. 
 
    “Sure do.” 
 
    “Great. Please, give me a call if you see the cat.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    With that, Drake gave an appreciative nod and started back the way he’d come with Dr. Cratom in tow. As he passed the front desk, the secretary’s eyes never left him.  
 
    “Oh, one more thing,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You been having any problems with security lately?” 
 
    Dr. Cratom’s cheek twitched and Drake knew that whatever came out of the man’s mouth next was a lie.  
 
    “No. Never. Why do you ask?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Tobin was shaking—his entire body trembling. Even his eyeballs seemed to be twitching in their sockets, which made it nearly impossible to see clearly. 
 
    And yet he saw enough to know that it was him. 
 
    He was on the video. 
 
    It made him sick to see his own hands squeezing the poor animal’s neck, watching the cat struggle to breathe. Kicking its limp corpse across the alley.  
 
    Tobin gagged and would have thrown up if he’d had anything in his stomach.  
 
    “What… what did I do?” he whimpered.  
 
    Even though he hadn’t touched his forehead, Tobin could feel another one of those paralyzing spells coming on. 
 
    “What have I—” 
 
    There was a knock on his bedroom door and Tobin shrieked.  
 
    “You okay in der?” 
 
    It’s just Kenneth… Relax, it’s just Kenneth. 
 
    But even though he knew this to be true, instead of calming him, this fact just made Tobin even angrier.  
 
    “Leave me alone,” he shouted, his voice shrill. “Leave me the fuck alone!” 
 
    “Tobin, you need—” 
 
    Tobin grabbed the first thing he saw on his desk and threw it at the door. It was an empty glass and it immediately shattered upon impact. 
 
    “Leave me the fuck alone!” 
 
    This did the trick—Kenneth grumbled something and slunk away.  
 
    Still seeing red and now hissing through his teeth, Tobin turned his attention back to his computer monitor and waited. At any moment, he thought either he’d get a DM from the SPCA, FBI, CIA, or the NYPD… or maybe they would call. 
 
    No, no, they wouldn’t do that… they’d just kick down the door and burst in here… yeah, yeah, that’s what they’d do.  
 
    Tobin’s eyes drifted to the door where the glass had smashed. 
 
    He had no idea how long he stared, waiting. But as time dragged on and his heart rate neared normal again, Tobin started to come to his senses. 
 
    The video, which looked as if it were taken from a CCTV camera perched high on one of the buildings flanking the alley, was grainy and of poor quality. And, based on the angle, there was no clear view of Tobin’s face. 
 
    He recognized his white hat, the denim shirt, the fucking cat. 
 
    But would anybody else? 
 
    Tobin let out a huge breath and then double-checked that he’d logged onto 8chan using his VPN. When he’d first purchased it a year or so back during a Black Friday sale, it was to make sure that no one could link his many personas when he became famous. 
 
    He never thought that it would be to hide his true identity after something as horrible as this… 
 
    Relieved that it was still active, Tobin’s shoulders straightened a little. 
 
    Maybe… maybe it’s not that bad.  
 
    But in the few minutes that had passed since he found and viewed the video and now, it had gone from two-dozen views to nearly a hundred. 
 
    “No… why? Why are people watching this?” 
 
    The crushing sensation in his chest returned.  
 
    With all his experience in social media, Tobin should have known better than to check the comments. 
 
    But he couldn’t help himself.  
 
    They were all the same… and they were scathing. 
 
    I hope these guys find this asshole and do to him exactly what he did to the poor cat. 
 
    Let’s put him in a room with a tiger and see what happens… 
 
    This man should be thrown in jail! So disgusting! Despicable! 
 
    By the time he was done reading the first dozen, Tobin felt like puking again. 
 
    He had no idea what to do. This wasn’t like a troll on IG, like Anon—he couldn’t report the post and get it taken down. For one, it wasn’t his post… for another, it would just draw more attention to it. And him.  
 
    If the video was getting this many views in a day, there was no telling how many it would garner in a week or a month. 
 
    Just as Tobin was reading a particularly sadistic comment, the phone in his pocket buzzed. The sound was so jarring that his feet jerked and smacked the wall under his desk. 
 
    “Nooooo,” Tobin whined. His head felt three times its normal size, his ribcage twice as small.  
 
    Throw the phone in the garbage… start again… Tobin is dead, Lucas is dead, there is only Chad now… 
 
    Tobin slowly pulled his phone out and checked the locked screen. It wasn’t a caller but an Instagram notification. 
 
    Take out the SIM… burn it…  
 
    Tobin opened the app. 
 
    Anon had made another comment.  
 
    What? No more shitty videos today, Lucas? Good… keep your lame crap off the Internet. This world is better off without you. You’re nothing, a nobody… and will never amount to anything. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    The next stop after Dr. Alex’s Pet Shoppe for Drake was the local animal shelter. His hope was that someone found Cosmo early that morning and dropped him off so that he could make an old lady happy and get paid. The good news was that the SPCA was close to Dr. Cratom’s clinic, which, Drake surmised, was no accident. Even before he made it to the front door, he could hear howls and shrieks from within.  
 
    For what felt like the tenth time today, Drake asked himself what the hell he was doing. 
 
    He knocked on the door, before realizing that this was like any other store. 
 
    You’re losing your mind, he thought as he opened the door and stepped inside. After the Pet Shoppe, he’d prepared himself for an awful stench, but the most prevalent odor was wood chips. The place was also surprisingly clean. Much like Dr. Cratom’s clinic, there was a central desk, but it was unmanned. Behind the desk was a long hallway, flanked by rows of cages. From where he stood, Drake could see a couple of dogs, mostly older ones, in said cages, and they appeared to be responsible for most of the noise.  
 
    “Excuse me?” he said, trying to project his voice. It was no use; the dogs were just too loud.  
 
    Drake leaned around the desk and spotted a woman crouched near the end of the hallway, her back to him.  
 
    “Excuse me?” Louder this time.  
 
    When the woman continued to do whatever she was doing through the cage, Drake looked around the desk for a bell to ping. 
 
    Yeah, sure, like that wouldn’t confuse the hell out of the animals… Mealtime! Nope, just a PI way the fuck out of his league.  
 
    “Excuse me?” he said again, this time nearly at the top of his lungs. His words finally got the woman’s attention and she turned to look at him. 
 
    She was wearing a matching orange T-shirt and baseball hat both of which bore a white SPCA logo. Her blonde hair was pulled into a ponytail and forced out of the hole in the back of the cap. She had blue eyes and a smooth, pleasant face. 
 
    “I’ll be with you in just a minute, just trying to get Brody here to eat his treats,” the woman said with a smile. Drake put her in her late twenties. 
 
    He watched as she reached into the cage and coaxed a brown Labrador to eat a cookie off her palm.  
 
    “Oh, finally,” the woman said as she rose to her feet, an action that was met by more howling. “Hold your horses, Luke. I’ll be back with your treat in a minute.” 
 
    With that, she approached, wiping her hands on the thigh of her fitted jeans before holding one of them out to him. 
 
    Drake shook it. 
 
    “Damien Drake,” he said as way of introduction. 
 
    “Patty Sheer. What can I do for you? Looking to adopt?” 
 
    Drake gave an awkward smile. 
 
    “Ehhh, not so much. I’m actually a PI.” He felt like a goof handing out his business card again, but it worked with Dr. Cratom. The woman took the card, gave it a quick, polite once over, and then slid it into a pocket. 
 
    “So, what can I do for you, Damien?” 
 
    “Please, just Drake. I’m looking for a cat.” 
 
    “And I thought you said you weren’t looking to adopt?” 
 
    “No, I—a client—” Drake stopped when he saw the expression on Patty’s face. She was messing with him. 
 
    “Sorry, just couldn’t help myself.” Patty touched the back of his arm. “This isn’t your typical gig, is it, Drake?” 
 
    HE chuckled. 
 
    “Hell, no. But hey, if I can help an old lady find her cat…” 
 
    “Sure. What kind of cat are you looking for?” 
 
    “Big and orange,” Drake thought about what Dr. Cratom had said. “Old. Mostly indoor.” 
 
    The inner corners of Patty’s blue eyes lifted and she stifled more laughter. 
 
    “Sure… but what breed, Drake?” 
 
    Drake reached into his folder and pulled out a picture of the cat and held it out for Patty to see.  
 
    She took one look at the photo and said, “Ah, an Orange Tabby.” Patty squinted. “What’s the cat’s name and did he or she have a collar?” 
 
    “He’s named Cosmo. And yes, he has a collar.” 
 
    Patty frowned. 
 
    “Here, follow me.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, the woman turned and started to walk down the hallway. Drake had to move quickly to keep up. With every cage they passed, the woman called the respective animal by their name and offered some comforting words. 
 
    Suzan… Suzan Cuthbert… that’s who she reminds me of.  
 
    The thought came out of nowhere and instantly soured his mood.  
 
    “Drake? Did you hear me?” 
 
    Drake shook his head and forced himself to smile. 
 
    “Sorry, I was distracted. I’m, uhh, a little out of my element.” 
 
    Patty laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, sometimes I forget that normal people don’t spend all day talking to animals.”  
 
    I might not do that, but I doubt that many people would call me normal. 
 
    “So, how long has Cosmo been missing?”  
 
    “Just over a day.” 
 
    “Hmmm… and Cosmo is an indoor cat, you said?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Patty stopped in front of a large cage and Drake looked inside. There were four cats all huddled in the corner. 
 
    “Then I’m sorry but—” 
 
    “Wait! That orange cat!” Drake extended his hand and pointed toward the back. “Is that—” 
 
    “No, that’s Jinxy. Came in here a week ago—still has his collar. Owners aren’t responding to any calls. Unfortunately, I think he's been abandoned.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    As if to confirm her words, Patty leaned down and extended her hand. 
 
    “Here, Jinxy.” 
 
    The cat detangled himself from another and slowly walked toward the front of the cage. Admittedly, Drake knew very little about cats, but to him, this animal looked exactly like Cosmo. 
 
    Patty stroked the cat’s hindquarters and the animal responded by purring loudly. 
 
    “You sure that’s not Cosmo?” 
 
    Patty looked at him as if he had three heads. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” Drake said, holding up his hands. “It’s just… well, never mind.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” 
 
    Patty gave the cat another stroke and Drake took this opportunity to glance at his phone.  
 
    There was a message from Screech waiting. 
 
    “Patty, thanks for your help. I gotta get going, but can you do me a favor?” 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “If another orange cat comes in, you think you can give me a call?” 
 
    “Hell, seeing how overcrowded we are, if you promise to take an animal off my hands, I’ll deliver Cosmo directly to your door.” 
 
    “You know what?” Drake said with a grin. “I think that could work.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Tobin needed something to calm his nerves. Vicodin, Perc, Xanny, Oxy, fucking anything. But he was bone dry.  
 
    Fuck you, you anonymous piece of shit… fuck you… I’m not a nobody. 
 
    “I’m somebody,” he whispered. 
 
    Without thinking, Tobin replayed the video. When it was done, he started it again from the beginning. 
 
    “I’m somebody,” he repeated, this time in a lower octave. “I’m somebody—f-f-f-fuck you, Anon.” 
 
    A shiver coursed through his body as he looked back at the message on his phone. 
 
    Tobin licked his lips. 
 
    “You’re wrong, troll—you’re fucking wrong.” 
 
    His headache reached an all-time high, and he fought the urge to touch his face or head. The last thing he needed now was another episode. But just as his vision began to distort, something happened. 
 
    The video jumped. No, not jumped, but rocketed to the very top of 8chan. Within an instant, Asshole Savagely Strangles Defenseless Cat topped a thousand views.  
 
    Then two thousand.  
 
    All the pain that racked Tobin’s body sluiced away.  
 
    “I-I-I’m famous,” he whispered. 
 
    Without thinking, he copied the video URL and then navigated to his Instagram page. He scrolled to Anon’s most recent comment and pasted the link. 
 
    “You don’t know who I am. You don’t—” 
 
    A series of bangs coming from the apartment door stayed his hand.  
 
    “You fucking idiot,” he cursed himself, deleting the post.  
 
    Tobin couldn’t believe that he’d almost posted the video as a reply to Anon from Lucas’s account.  
 
    “You moron.” 
 
    For some reason, he found himself thinking about the man in the club, of Caine, of being choked with a thick rope. 
 
    Tobin’s fingers instinctively went to his throat and he massaged his blistered skin. 
 
    Something had happened to him that night. 
 
    Tobin Tomlin had died.  
 
    Tobin had been murdered, as had Lucas Lionell. Choked to death, their body turned into a fucking stuffed statue just like the animals and the mannequins. 
 
    But Chad was here.  
 
    Chad was still alive. 
 
    And Chad was motherfucking famous.   
 
    Licking his lips, which were incredibly dry, Tobin logged out of all his socials and triple-checked that his VPN wasn’t just up and running, but that his location was anonymized.  
 
    Tobin had done this so many times now that it was almost second nature. Within minutes, Chad had an email address, a Facebook page, a Twitter, and an IG.  
 
    He was Chad, and Chad was him.  
 
    Tobin was a fucking loser, someone who had been extorted by a fat ginger.  
 
    Tobin was a man who lived in a shitty apartment with an illegal immigrant who wouldn’t leave him the fuck alone about the rent. 
 
    Tobin had to build a fake shelter in his bedroom so that his followers didn’t know he lived in squalor.  
 
    Tobin didn’t have money for new clothes.  
 
    Tobin had a protruding forehead that kept him from getting the reality TV gigs that he deserved.  
 
    Tobin was all those things. 
 
    And Tobin was nothing. 
 
    But Chad… Chad, on the other hand, was famous. 
 
    Grinning so wide that the seam on his forehead stretched in protest, Chad opened his Instagram profile. He snagged a still image from the video, one that perfectly captured his new profile. It was pixelated and aside from his flat forehead, you couldn’t make out much, but it was him. 
 
    Then, with a laugh, Chad made his first official post: a link to a video. When he was done, he made sure to tag Anon42819. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    “So, where are we with trying to catch some pussy?” Hanna asked as Drake stepped through the doors of DSLH Investigations. 
 
    “Fuck off,” he shot back. 
 
    “Testy, testy.” 
 
    Despite his words, Drake was happy to see that Leroy, Hanna, and Screech were all waiting for him. Then he grew concerned. 
 
    “If this is a damn surprise again, I’m gonna—” 
 
    “It’s not,” Screech said. 
 
    Drake observed his friend for a moment. 
 
    When did he get so serious? I’m supposed to be the dark brooding type, not him. 
 
    It was hard to believe that this was the same man who had once taken Drake out for breakfast for what he claimed were the best pancakes in New York. Now, it looked as if not only had Screech been without pancakes for some time, but given his pale face and thin frame, perhaps without any sort of sustenance.  
 
    “Ok… what, then? What is it now? Why’d you call me back here? One of us has to do some actual work.” 
 
    When nobody answered, Drake turned his palms up and repeated the query. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake, just give it to him, Screech,” Hanna said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    Screech sighed and reached for a folder on his desk and then held it out for Drake, only to pull it back before he could grab it.  
 
    What kind of fucking game are they playing? 
 
    “There might be some shit in here that you don’t want to see.”  
 
    Drake’s eyes narrowed, his thoughts immediately going to Jasmine and his son, Clay. Screech knew better than to continue holding out and he extended the folder once again. Drake took it and tore it open. Inside, he found various hand-written notes as well as official police documents.  
 
    And none of them had to do with either Jasmine or Clay. 
 
    They were about Dr. Beckett Campbell.  
 
    “What the…”  
 
    Someone in the force had a hard-on for Beckett, it seemed. There were numerous pages of comments and links to different crimes across New York City, as well as GPS tracking of Beckett’s phone.  
 
    Drake knew that Beckett danced to the beat of his own drum, had known this since the day they met way back when he was but a young resident. More recently, he’d heard rumors…  
 
    He flipped a few more pages, and then his jaw dropped. 
 
    Ten murders? Beckett killed ten people? Gimme a break. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” he asked, lifting his eyes. Screech looked at his toes while Hanna and Leroy likewise refused to meet his gaze. “Beckett’s dead… why is someone—”  
 
    “Keep reading—towards the back,” Screech offered in a deadpan voice. 
 
    “Just fucking tell—” 
 
    While he was speaking, Drake continued to turn the pages. And when he glanced down next, something caught his eye.  
 
    Dr. Karen Nordmeyer’s name was circled and beside it were the words: DECEASED. But no matter how strange this was—he’d just seen Dr. Nordmeyer at Beckett’s funeral—it was the next sentence that made his heart skip a beat. 
 
    Suzan Cuthbert murdered Dr. Nordmeyer. 
 
    “What in the fuck? Who wrote this shit?” he demanded. When no one answered, Drake stepped aggressively toward Screech. “Where’d you get this from?” 
 
    When he reached for the collar of Screech’s shirt, Leroy suddenly appeared between them. Drake scowled. This wasn’t the same scared boy whom he’d first met in prison. Not only was he thicker, more muscled, but he was no longer a boy. 
 
    He was a man. 
 
    Drake lowered his arm. 
 
    “Screech, who wrote this? I’ll find out, I’ll—” 
 
    “Yasiv. Sergeant Yasiv.” 
 
    “What? Yasiv?”  
 
    Drake had been thinking that it was Officer Kramer or one of his buddies who was behind this, an elaborate plan to continue to fuck with him after the charges had been withdrawn. But Yasiv? 
 
    “He’s on… he’s on our side?” 
 
    Drake recalled when Henry Yasiv had been a green detective, when the man got sick at the sight of a dead body. There weren’t many people in the NYPD that Drake could trust, and fewer he could count on, but Yasiv was one of them. 
 
    Had been one of them. 
 
    Apparently, much more had gone down when he was away than his partners had let on. 
 
    “Well, looks like I’m going to go have a little chat with the Sergeant, then.” 
 
    Drake shoved the pages back into the envelope. 
 
    “That’s… yeah, I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Hanna said. 
 
    “Fucking right it is.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” Screech now. “Dunbar said you gotta stay out of shit and going to challenge the new Sergeant of 62nd division? Not a good idea.” 
 
    “He’s a friend. This has to be a mistake.” 
 
    Hanna sighed. 
 
    “Things are different now, Drake. Yasiv is on a fucking tear. We can’t trust him. Can’t trust anyone.” 
 
    Drake growled.  
 
    If someone was going to start making accusations about Beckett, about Suzan of all people, accusations that were patently false, then they needed to be talked to.  
 
    Dunbar’s warning echoed in his head. 
 
    Fuck.  
 
    Hanna must have seen something in his face, defeat, maybe, because she quickly offered a different outlet for Drake’s anger. 
 
    “But Yasiv didn’t drop this off.” 
 
    Drake stared at her.  
 
    “Then who did?” 
 
    He flipped the envelope over in his hand. There was no address, no stamp, not even a name on the front, even though he was certain that it had been intended for him. 
 
    “We set up some cameras outside the door after—” 
 
    “Just tell me who the fuck sent this,” Drake interrupted. 
 
    Screech took a deep breath before answering. 
 
    “Mackenzie Hart.” 
 
    For a second, Drake had no idea who that was. Then he remembered the showdown, the USB key, both of their arrests. With a nod, Drake tucked the envelope under his arm and started back the way he’d come. 
 
    “Wait—where are you going?” Screech hollered after him. 
 
    “Well, if I can’t talk to Yasiv, then I’m going to have a conversation with Mac.” The last word came out thickly as if his tongue were coated with glue.  
 
    “Drake… Drake, this is exactly what they want you to do—they want you to do something stupid so that your ass ends up back in prison.”  
 
    Drake, still seeing red, didn’t reply or even slow. As he hurried out onto the sidewalk, it was Hanna’s voice that hollered after him. 
 
    “But… but what about the cat, Drake? Don’t forget about the damn cat!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Chad started to feel better the second he posted the link. And he felt veritably amazing when Anon not only replied with a derisive comment but also reposted his post. After his surgery, Chad had felt good, relieved, but that was fleeting. 
 
    This kind of good was going to last, however.  
 
    Grinning from ear to ear, Chad rose from his desk and unlocked his door.  
 
    “Kenneth?” he hollered. When the man didn’t answer, he left his room and went right up to the man’s bedroom. “Yo, Kenneth?” 
 
    Still no answer. 
 
    Chad tried the handle, only to find it locked. This put a wrench in his plan but only temporarily. His foot shot out and struck the cheap veneer. He was surprised not just that it almost went through, but that he felt no pain despite being barefoot. Chad wound up and kicked again, this time as hard as he could. It took four such blows, but then the wooden frame split, rendering the lock useless.   
 
    Chad entered Kenneth’s room and looked around. It was disgustingly clean. He stomped over to the man’s dresser and yanked the top drawer open. Inside, he saw two rows: one of white underwear, the other paired socks.  
 
    “Fucking psycho,” he muttered as he slammed the drawer shut and opened the one beneath it. More neatly folded clothes, this time, T-shirts. Chad pulled them out, one by one, and threw them on the floor. They were all shit, generic assembly line junk. All but a dark blue Hawaiian T-shirt. 
 
    It wasn’t his style, not really, but it looked to be of at least moderate quality, unlike the rest of the cotton-blend bullshit. Chad took the shirt and left Kenneth’s room, not bothering to even try to close the broken door behind him. 
 
    In the kitchen, he found a pair of scissors and cut the body of the T-shirt into several long strips, tossing the sleeves and collar into the garbage. Strips in hand, Chad went to the bathroom next. 
 
    Even the sight of several torn stitches and a strange, yellow-tinged substance leaking from the far edge of the incision wasn’t enough to ruin his mood. 
 
    He folded one long strip of Kenneth’s shirt and then wrapped it around his wound, tying it tightly at the back of his head like a cross between a bandanna and a sweatband. It was no Balenciaga hat, of course, but that, like the denim shirt seen in the video, had to be retired. 
 
    Chad turned his body and then looked over his shoulder, his lips pursed. 
 
    It kinda works… shit, if it doesn’t, with your following, Chad, you can start a new style trend. 
 
    Laughing now, he stopped only for long enough to slip his shoes on before leaving the apartment entirely. As a big ‘fuck you’ to Kenneth, he left the door not just unlocked, but slightly ajar.  
 
    The air was cool and refreshing, particularly on his face, which had gotten progressively warmer since he’d woken up. And the more he moved, the better he felt. Sure, the farther he got from his neighborhood, the longer people seemed to stare. 
 
    But this was a good thing. 
 
    Yeah, that’s right… they know I’m a somebody. They might not know where they recognize me from, but they know I’m someone. 
 
    Chad walked for nearly an hour with no clear destination in mind. Eventually, however, he started to recognize his surroundings.  
 
    “Tobin didn’t make the cut, but Chad will,” he said softly as he approached the front door of the nondescript building.  
 
    Chad raised his fist and slammed it against the door several times in rapid succession. 
 
    “Jan! Jan Dewalter!” he shouted, pausing only to chuckle to himself. “Jan! Open up! You’ve been waiting for me! Jan, you’ve been waiting for me and now I’m here!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Drake sat in his car and stared at the Hart Investigator sign until the sun started to dip. He didn’t know anything about this man, and had no idea why he’d teamed up with Officer Kramer in order to screw with him. 
 
    Why he tried to turn Hanna against him and the others. 
 
    What he did know, was that Mackenzie Hart was spreading horrible rumors about a dead man and someone he cared about deeply. Someone who was now institutionalized.  
 
    And neither of those things were acceptable to Damien Drake. 
 
    Drake wanted nothing more than to demand for Mackenzie to come out, but if his time in the Virgin Gorda had taught him anything, it was that, occasionally, a modicum of patience went a long way. And this was one of those times where sitting tight wasn’t just the smart play, but the right one as well. If Yasiv was truly on some sort of vendetta against Beckett and Drake got in the way, it was unlikely that Stu Barnes would be able to keep him out of prison. 
 
    As he waited, Drake finally got the time he needed to reflect on DSLH as a whole. He’d been drawn back to New York to help Hanna and the rest of the crew out of a significant bind, to make sure that the firm that he helped build stay afloat. And now that he was here, there were other issues to deal with: primarily, Suzan Cuthbert. 
 
    There was also some guilt about not being around for Beckett, but that wasn’t entirely his fault. The irony was that Beckett claimed Drake brought about bad luck, bad juju, but it was Beckett who had dug a hole so deep that not even he could crawl out of while Drake was halfway across the world. 
 
    But after he cleaned up all the messes he could, Drake wasn’t sure he would stick around. He would consider going back to the Gorda, or maybe somewhere else entirely. It didn’t mean he had to stay away forever, or that he couldn’t return to help if he was needed again, but New York had a way of changing him.  
 
    Of turning him into the person he used to be, one that was ultimately toxic, not just to himself, but to those he cared about, as well. 
 
    The door to Hart opened and a massive man, the same one who had posed as Hanna’s ex-husband, emerged. After looking around, he jammed his hands into his pockets and then tucked his head low and he walked off.  
 
    The way he moved suggested that he was either an ex-con or an ex-cop. 
 
    Maybe both.  
 
    When he had disappeared out of sight, Drake slowly got out of his car, wincing at the sound of creaking metal.  
 
    Familiar? Yes. Comforting? Yes. Discreet? Hell, no. 
 
    Drake assumed a similar posture to the man who he’d just seen leave as he hurried to the entrance. Without hesitating, he pulled the door open and stepped inside. 
 
    And then he froze. 
 
    The place reminded him so much of the old Triple D that it was uncanny. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    There were a handful of uncomfortable-looking chairs in a makeshift lobby and a central desk that was currently unmanned. What Hart didn’t have, were fancy computer monitors, smartboards, or voice-controlled lights. 
 
    “Jimmy? You back?” 
 
    The voice shattered the crippling nostalgia and Drake remembered why he was here. 
 
    Without answering, he strode to the door at the back of the room, the one with frosted glass and the word ‘MAC’ stenciled on it. 
 
    “Jimmy?” 
 
    Drake grabbed the handle, turned it, and swung the door open so hard that it smacked into the wall behind. 
 
    “Naw, it’s not Jimmy—it’s Drake. And you and me, Mac, we’re going to have a little chat.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Eventually, Chad stopped knocking. It wasn’t because of the people staring at him, from both across the street and those making a wide berth around him on the sidewalk, but because he’d lost all feeling in his hands.  
 
    As a last-ditch effort, he leaned back and looked up at a series of windows, all of which had their blinds drawn.  
 
    “Jan! I’m here! I’m here for Savage Money!” Chad broke into a laugh as he finally gave up.  
 
    Ah, Jan… poor Jan. You’re gonna be sorrrrry! 
 
    Swiveling his hips, Chad walked away from the site of his final rejection. Like when he’d come to the warehouse this time around, he moved with little idea of what his destination would be.  
 
    Just pulling his phone out of his pocket and checking his socials was done on pure muscle memory.  
 
    His laugh was a decidedly conscious effort.  
 
    Chad’s Instagram profile was blowing up. And he had Anon to primarily thank for that… as well as himself, of course. After all, he was the one who had taken the video from the depths of 8chan to one of the most popular social media platforms in the world. 
 
    His efforts were finally paying off. All of the abuse and bullshit that he’d suffered at the hands of his mother and asshole classmates, to the fat ginger, to the man in the apron with the rope, to every single one of the so-called talent scouts who had passed him up for their shitty reality TV show… it was all worth it. He had proved them all wrong… Chad was a star, and he’d done it all on his own.  
 
    Chad laughed again and continued to strut. With his eyes locked on his phone screen, he almost bumped into several people, but they always moved at the last moment. 
 
    They knew… they fucking knew. 
 
    When you had it, you just had it. Did Tom Cruise dip and dodge to avoid knocking shoulders with some regular folk? Hell, no. Did Tom Hardy wait in line… anywhere? No fucking way. 
 
    Chad suddenly took a hard left and found himself in an alley that looked to be primarily used for bikes. It wasn’t the alley, that was closer to Manhattan, but it was an alley. Narrow as it was, he was surprised to find a dumpster off to one side.  
 
    He chuckled and scurried over to it, for old times’ sake. 
 
    There’s no way… I can’t be this lucky, can I?  
 
    Tobin wasn’t, history said as much. Neither was Lucas. 
 
    But Chad… Chad was different. 
 
    Tucked behind the dumpster was a gray squirrel. Chad almost didn’t notice it, on account of how anemic the animal was and the fact that it was partially blocked by a greasy hamburger wrapper that it was licking.  
 
    This time, Chad had to stifle his laughter. 
 
    It was a serendipitous find. After all, the chances of him catching a squirrel out in the open were next to zero. 
 
    But here, behind the dumpster, finding this sickly squirrel… it was destiny. It was fucking amazing. 
 
    Because if there was one thing that Chad knew about being famous, is that you constantly needed to put out new content. No longer could a YouTube personality put out a video every week; you had to produce something new every day. It was worse if you were an IG superstar… then you had to publish new selfies or short, quirky vids every few hours. 
 
    Even writers had it tough; fans aren’t satisfied with a book a month, anymore; you have to put one out every few weeks, else you start dropping in the rankings and become less and less relevant.  
 
    The world of the Internet is a broken wheel upon which a mouse addicted to nanosecond gratification ran. 
 
    Chad looked around briefly, looking behind him first, then down the other end of the alley.  
 
    People were walking by, but nobody looked—not really. 
 
    While the Internet world was lightning fast, the real world was slow like cholesterol chugging along in the thickened arteries of the average American. 
 
    Besides, they were only interested in cat memes and viral Karen videos. 
 
    “They don’t know that they’re among royalty,” Chad said with a dry chuckle. “These idiots don’t know who they’re walking right by.”  
 
    He slowly reached up and loosened the strip of shirt that he’d used to cover his incision. It was stuck to his forehead in several places, and he sucked in sharply as he carefully peeled it off his skin. Instead of untying it completely, Chad just lowered it over his nose and mouth before tightening it again.  
 
    It smelled nasty but probably looked good, like some sort of haute couture bandit.  
 
    Distracted or not, Chad figured his new look may draw attention from the automatons nearby and decided to act quickly. Sparing his usual pre-post ritual, he switched his camera on, triggered a live video, and stared right into the lens.  
 
    “So, you like my cat video?” he said in a gruff whisper. “Then you’re gonna love this one.” 
 
    Chad stared at the camera for a moment longer, then, using the video screen as his eyes, he reached back and grabbed the unsuspecting squirrel. It was a once in a million chance, but Chad was a one in a million type of guy. 
 
    Maybe even a billion.  
 
    The animal squealed and tried to break free, but it was feeble, and Chad’s grip was iron-like. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, you are really going to love this one.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Drake, I was wondering when you were going to pay me a visit,” Mackenzie Hart said from behind his large wooden desk.  
 
    “You may have been expecting it, but you sure as hell weren’t prepared.” As he spoke, Drake’s right hand drifted towards his coat. He pulled it open just far enough to reveal the butt of his gun under his armpit. The movement was subtle, but Mackenzie picked up on it.  
 
    “What?” Mackenzie said, chuckling now, “Are you planning to pull out your gun and shoot me? Here? In my office? Look, I get it, I wouldn’t be the first person that you killed, but you’re not that stupid, are you? I mean, if you degenerates over at DSLH or whatever the fuck you’re calling yourself put up cameras, don’t you think we would, too?”  
 
    The comment caught Drake by surprise, and he faltered. 
 
    He can’t… he can’t know.  
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    He doesn’t. He’s just playing the odds, toying with you. 
 
    Drake knew very little about this Mackenzie Hart, but he’d already figured out that the man liked games… psychological and physical.  
 
    What Mackenzie Hart would soon learn about Damien Drake was that while he didn’t like games, despised them, even, he also didn’t lose.  
 
    Just ask Ken Smith about that one. 
 
    “Look, I get you’re pissed off, I would be too. After all, everything you see here,” Mackenzie waved a finger about his office, “is because of you. You skipped town, and I took over most of your business. I gotta say, you’ve surprised me a little along the way. For one, I wasn’t sure you’d come back, and then that trick you pulled? Good shit. And getting out of prison? Not bad, not bad at all. But here’s the thing, Drake: you may have someone on your side but me? I’ve got someone on both sides. I’m like the lobbyist who donates to both political parties… and I don’t give a shit which one wins.” 
 
    Mackenzie obviously thought that his little speech was clever, and while it might very well be, it was also revealing in ways he probably didn’t expect. For instance, Drake was well aware that the way you got business in this line of work was primarily through referrals. This meant that if Mackenzie had scooped up DSLH business like he said he had, it wasn’t because Screech, Hanna, and Leroy weren’t available. It was because he had someone recommending his services. 
 
    And Drake was fairly certain he knew who that person was, and what type of uniform he wore.  
 
    “I couldn’t care less about lost revenue. What I want to know is why you sent me that shit about Suzan? Why you’re spreading these lies?” 
 
    Mackenzie leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Just to let you know that I’m aware of things about your people that you don’t even know. To remind you that this is my—” 
 
    Drake snarled and grabbed his gun, falling just short of pulling it free from the underarm holster.  
 
    “My people? I don’t have people, you smug asshole. You’ve already fucked with Screech, Leroy, and Hanna—my partners—and while that ain’t even close to acceptable, Suzan is off-limits. She’s not in the business, never has been. And if I find out that you had something to do with her current situation? Anything at all? Oh, I think I’ll be going right back to prison. Only this time, it won’t be for some trumped-up kidnapping charge but something much more serious.” 
 
    “Drake, I’m flattered. I’m flattered that you think that I, a mere PI, could have that sort of influence. Sorry to disappoint, but I never went near Suzan.”  
 
    “And you won’t. You’ll stay away from her and you’re going to stop spreading these bullshit lies.”  
 
    Mackenzie lowered his elbows to his desk and leaned forward. His expression instantly hardened. 
 
    “You really don’t know who I am, do you?” 
 
    Drake thought about this for a moment before responding. 
 
    “I know exactly who you are. You’re like me, ten years ago. You’re like me without the NYPD experience.” 
 
    Mackenzie raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Drake shook his head, determined not to get into mind games with the man. It didn’t matter who Mackenzie was or where he was from, all that mattered was that he stayed away from Drake and the ones he cared for.  
 
    “Back off, Mackenzie.” 
 
    “Or what, Drake? What are you going to do about it?” 
 
    Drake ground his teeth, trying to keep his building rage at bay. He took two steps forward. 
 
    “I’ll fucking tell you what I’m going to—” 
 
    Drake never heard a sound until after thick forearms wrapped around his waist, pinning his hands to his sides.  
 
    At that moment, he realized that he’d made a critical error. Not the rookie mistake of getting jumped from behind, although that was embarrassing enough, but that he’d missed an important bit of information that Mackenzie had let slip.  
 
    Drake had been so surprised by the comment related to some of his past crimes, the more serious ones, that he missed the fact that Mackenzie knew that DSLH had cameras.  
 
    He wanted me to come here… he expected it… 
 
    “What are you gonna do, Drake? You still want to kill me like you did Ken Smith? Or maybe like your own brother?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    This video was even better than the last one. Granted, the subject wasn’t as good—people cared less for rodents than they did felines—but Chad was able to work a little bit of a story into the death narrative.  
 
    This also served another purpose: to disassociate further from the cruel, disgusting, and downright vile nature of what he’d just done.  
 
    Chad didn’t play by the rules—at least not the ones that applied to normal people. He was famous now, and with this status came a great deal of liberty. 
 
    After he finished filming, he glanced around to make sure that no one was watching. Then Chad pulled the makeshift bandanna off his nose and mouth and placed it over his incision again. It immediately suctioned in place, soaking up some of the leaking fluid. As a final act of desecration, he wiped blood off his palms on the squirrel’s corpse. 
 
    “Anon42819… you didn’t like my Hollow Shelter videos? You didn’t think that I had anything that the world wanted to see?” A high-pitched titter exited Chad’s throat. It was so unexpected, so foreign, that it made him laugh even harder. 
 
    Right before putting the phone in his pocket, he checked the time. It was almost seven in the evening, which confused Chad. 
 
    Where the hell did all the time go?  
 
    He thought he’d left the house around noon, but that couldn’t be right, could it?  
 
    Did I… did I fall asleep?  
 
    Chad shook his head and hurried out of the alley. His stomach growled, but it wasn’t because he was hungry.  
 
    It was because Chad was thirsty.  
 
    And he knew exactly where he could get a drink at this hour. 
 
    As he made his way through the city, Chad was already planning his next video.  
 
    When you were famous, you could never take your foot off the gas, you could never go backward. Beyoncé couldn’t go from performing at the Super Bowl to doing cabaret at a fucking dive bar, could she? No way.  
 
    You had to keep growing, keep getting better, keep pushing the envelope.   
 
    Chad decided that his next upload wouldn’t feature a cat or squirrel. 
 
    This time it would spotlight a much larger animal.  
 
    One of the two-legged variety. 
 
    The first video had risen to the top of 8chan and he suspected that this new one would quickly become the most talked about thing on Instagram. But what Chad planned next was something that he was positive would break the entire fucking Internet.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Drake didn’t bother struggling. He’d been in too many scenarios like this one to count, and he knew that if he tried to break free now when his assailant was expecting him to, he’d just use up all his energy.  
 
    The man who hugged him, likely Jimmy, slowly dragged him backward and Mackenzie rose to his feet. Drake could barely look at the man’s face as he walked around his desk and toward them. 
 
    They planned this. They knew I would come, and they planned it perfectly.  
 
    “This is my home, Drake. No one comes in here and threatens me.”  
 
    “Fuck you.”  
 
    Jimmy squeezed even harder, forcing what little air he had left in his lungs out of his mouth like a belch.  
 
    My god, he’s strong. 
 
    “All right,” Mackenzie said, returning to his previous calm demeanor. “So, here’s what’s going to happen, Drake. You’re going to do exactly as I say, because if you don’t, Jimmy won’t stop squeezing. And then these cameras I have set up in here? They might have a malfunction.”  
 
    Drake wasn’t sure if the man was serious about killing him, but there was a look in his eyes that he recognized. And with his connections and Drake’s past…  
 
    If he wanted to kill him, Mackenzie might just be the one person who could get away with it.   
 
    “You don’t have to say anything, not now, anyway,” Mackenzie continued. He nodded at Jimmy, and the man eased his grip a little. Drake took this opportunity to suck in the largest breath possible and hold the air in his lungs. “But you have to listen. The first thing you’re going to do after leaving here is find your partner Screech. Then you’re going to tell him that he’s done working with Nick Petrazzino. You’re going to tell Screech that all his dealings with Nick will now be Hart business. Not only that but—” 
 
    There was a sound from behind both Drake and Jimmy, which drew Mackenzie’s eyes. Jimmy instinctively tightened his grip, but with Drake’s chest still puffed out, it wasn’t as restrictive as before.  
 
    “No, I don’t think Drake’s going to do any of that,” a familiar voice stated.  
 
    While Drake was thankful that Leroy had come to save him, he wished that it had been either Screech or Hanna. After all, they were the ones with guns.  
 
    To his surprise, a now scowling Mackenzie instructed Jimmy to let him go. 
 
    Drake fell to all fours and gulped more air.  
 
    Maybe Leroy got a gun after all.  
 
    Just as he was catching his breath, a hand slipped beneath his armpit and he was hauled to his feet. Before even looking at who had helped him up, he pulled his gun out and pointed at Mackenzie. Jimmy, who had since moved to his boss’s side, looked like he was going to make a stab at the gun, but Drake waved the barrel in his direction, and the man smartly changed his mind.  
 
    “Whoa, whoa, Drake,” Leroy said from his left. The strange thing about this was the man who had hoisted him up was on his right. 
 
    What the…? 
 
    Leroy might not have come with a gun, but he was still packing heat. The man to Drake’s left was none other than Brock Page, WBA and WBC Super Middleweight champion emeritus. Drake had never met the man, nor seen him in person before, but he recognized Brock from the many articles that were written about him following the tragic death of his friend in the ring. 
 
    “Now we’re back to this, huh?” Mackenzie said, trying, but just falling short, of regaining his composure. “Well, if you’re going to shoot, do it. Don’t forget to take out Jimmy, too.” 
 
    Unlike Mackenzie’s previous instructions, these were ones that he was tempted to obey. 
 
    “I should,” Drake said. As soon as the words exited his mouth, however, he knew that he wasn’t going to.  
 
    He wanted to make Mackenzie pay for dragging Suzan’s name through the mud, and whatever else his involvement might be, but now was not the time and here was not the place.  
 
    Besides, he had a goddamn cat to find.  
 
    Drake put the gun back in the holster but didn’t take his hand off the butt. 
 
    “If you ever come near me, Suzan, Screech, Leroy, anybody, I will not hesitate to pull the trigger.” As Drake said these words, he stared directly into the man’s eyes. Satisfied that he’d finally gotten his point across, he turned and gestured for Leroy and Brock to lead the way out of the office.  
 
    Just as they were leaving, he heard Mackenzie say, “You should have taken the shot.” 
 
    Drake bit his tongue until he was on the sidewalk.  
 
    “Where’s—” 
 
    Leroy glared at him, fury in his eyes. 
 
    “What the hell were you thinking, coming here?”  
 
    “Me? What the fuck are you doing here? This should have been Screech, not you.” 
 
    Leroy refused to back down. 
 
    “Screech sent me after you, sent me to get Brock and come save your ass.” 
 
    At the mention of the man’s name, Drake looked over at him. Even though Brock could manhandle both of them, probably at the same time, he was the one who looked scared.  
 
    Drake growled and was about to chastise Leroy some more when his phone rang. 
 
    He cursed and moved away from the two men as he pulled it out of his pocket.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Mr.… PI… uhh, Drake?” 
 
    Drake couldn’t put a name to the voice. 
 
    “Yeah—who’s this?” 
 
    “It’s Patty… Patty Sheer from the SPCA?” 
 
    “Oh, shit, hi, sorry about that.” Drake glared at Leroy. “Just one of those days.”  
 
    “I’m getting the fuck out here,” Leroy stated, looking at Brock. “Come on, let’s go.”  
 
    Drake watched the men leave, once again marveling at just how much Leroy had changed. 
 
    “Drake?” 
 
    He shook his head and turned his attention back to his phone. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry Patty, how can I help you?” 
 
    “Well, you know that cat you were looking for? Cosmo?” 
 
    Were? 
 
    As Drake opened his car door, his heart sunk.  
 
    “Yeah? What about him?” 
 
    “Well,” Patty sighed loudly, “I think I might have found him. But Drake? I’ve seen pretty much every horrible thing a human can do to their pet, and this still made me sick to my stomach.” 


 
   
  
 

 PART III – The Wheel 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    “Big guy, handsome… sometimes likes to rock just an apron and nothin’ else?” Chad said casually as he sipped on his vodka cran.  
 
    The bartender, who Chad was pretty sure was the same guy who had served him last time he’d been at Focal, shook his head. 
 
    “Sorry, man, don’t remember. I see literally hundreds of people a night.” 
 
    Chad snickered. 
 
    “Yeah, but you remember me, right? I mean, you were going to—ha—you were going to send me to the ATM with the bouncer?” 
 
    The bartender shrugged. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    With that, the man turned his back on Chad. 
 
    How fucking dare you! 
 
    Chad grabbed the man’s arm but the bartender immediately shook free and moved out of reach. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” he snarled. 
 
    “Naw, buddy. Like I said, I see—” 
 
    “You will, though, you will.” 
 
    Chad spun around and rested his elbows on the bar as he sipped his drink and surveyed the scene. It was still early, much earlier than he’d ever been here before, and Focal was mostly empty. He was actually surprised that it was open before eleven.  
 
    At least he didn’t have to wait in line or grease the bouncer again. 
 
    Chad’s eyes drifted over the few people dancing on the main floor. He spotted a crew of what was likely underage girls awkwardly laughing and swaying their hips. There was an equally awkward group of frat boys opposite them. They weren’t swaying their hips but extending their chins in time with the beat. 
 
    Neither of these groups interested him. With a sigh, Chad was just finishing his drink when he spotted two men near the dark hallway that led to the bathroom. They were so prototypical Twink and Bear that for a second, Chad thought he was looking at an LGBTQ+ pride poster.  
 
    This was more his speed. 
 
    He placed his empty glass on the bar and started over to the couple. They were so deep in conversation that they didn’t even see him approach. 
 
    “Fellas, who’s carrying the blow today?” Chad said with a giggle.  
 
    The Bear’s back was to him, and his hand was on the Twink’s hip. Neither of them paid any attention to either Chad himself or the comment. 
 
    “Boys, the blow? Who’s carrying?” Chad said, louder this time.  
 
    The Twink raised his eyes and then lifted his narrow chin to his partner. The big man looked over his shoulder. 
 
    Chad staggered.  
 
    It’s him! It’s the man in the apron! The one with the rope! It’s him!  
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    The man’s face transformed. He had round, full cheeks, and a dark brown beard. His hair was thinning on top. 
 
    Chad swallowed hard and regained his composure. He cleared his throat. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be coy with me, big man. Which one of you gaylords wants to party? Get high?” he laughed. “Depending on how high, I might even let one of you guys suck me off.” 
 
    The much smaller man’s mouth fell open. 
 
    “What the fuck? What’s wrong with you?” the man with the beard demanded, his thick brow furrowing. 
 
    Chad licked his lips. 
 
    “Oh, come on. Don’t pretend you don’t know me.” 
 
    The man’s eyes were slits now. 
 
    “I’ve never seen you before.” 
 
    “Rory, what is this all about?” the Twink asked, hands on his hips. 
 
    Rory stepped between his partner and Chad. 
 
    “Listen, pal, I don’t know—” 
 
    Chad deliberately turned his head to try and replicate the same angle as in his Instagram photo—the one in which he was wearing the Balenciaga beanie.  
 
    “Of course, you do.” 
 
    Now, in addition to brow furrowing, Rory adopted a sneer. He actually looked like a bear.  
 
    “Listen, I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about, you and your weird ass Suzanne Somers headband, but why don’t you just leave us alone. This place is practically empty, just fuck off.” 
 
    The Twink put a hand on his partner’s shoulder.  
 
    “Let it go, Rory. Just let it go. It’s not worth it.” 
 
    “Yeah, Rory. Let it go,” Chad mocked. 
 
    The Twink’s attention drifted from Rory to Chad. 
 
    “Umm, not a good idea. Rory has a mean streak in him, and you don’t want to be on the other end of that. We are not interested in whatever you’re selling or buying or whatever, okay?” 
 
    Chad laughed again. 
 
    “Why you playing? I’m looking for some blow—both kinds.” 
 
    The Twink made a duck face. 
 
    “I warned you.” 
 
    Rory shoved Chad mid-sway and he lost his balance. At the same time, the Twink reached over his man’s shoulder and slapped Chad. It would have hit him in the cheek but on account of his stumble the man missed almost entirely.  
 
    Only the last two fingers on his hand made contact, and weak contact, at that. 
 
    The problem was that they struck Chad directly on the forehead and scraped across it like someone applying war paint.  
 
    Chad screamed and his entire body went numb. It was as if he’d slept with a lump beneath every limb and had awoken with zero blood circulation to his extremities. He fell hard, landing on his ass and then spreading out like a starfish. Although he didn’t feel it, Chad suspected that one of his arms had knocked into the underage girls because he heard a glass fall to the ground and smash. 
 
    People were shouting and someone was screaming, which didn’t make sense to Chad. After all, this was a fucking club. People got wasted, got into fights, slipped, fucking OD’d all the time. 
 
    Why was this such a big deal?  
 
    “I warned you,” Twink’s sing-song voice filtered down to him.  
 
    Chad tried to rise but was still paralyzed. 
 
    “You gotta go,” someone new ordered. 
 
    Even if he wanted to obey, he couldn’t. 
 
    “Get the fuck up.” 
 
    Strong arms wrenched him to his feet.  
 
    His first thought was that it was the Bear, but that man was still standing in front of him. 
 
    “Walk. Walk!”  
 
    It was the fucking bouncer; Chad had regained enough movement to turn his head and look at the man still pulling him toward the door. 
 
    “I… I… I can’t…” 
 
    “Hey, Travis, how much did you serve this guy?” the bouncer yelled. 
 
    “Just one drink… guy doesn’t have any fucking money,” the bartender replied. 
 
    Whether it was the comment or just that enough time had passed, Chad felt his strength start to return. 
 
    He bucked free of the bouncer and then whipped around. When he aimed his finger it wasn’t at Rory, who had pushed him, or the Twink who had slapped him. 
 
    Or even the bouncer. 
 
    He was pointing at the bartender. 
 
    “See! I knew you remembered me!” Chad laughed. Even when the bouncer roughly guided him backward toward the door, he kept on laughing. “I knew it!” and then, to everybody in the club, he shouted, “You will all know me! You’ll see! You will know me, and you’ll never forget me! Neverrrrrrrr!” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    Drake’s anger at himself for being so easily manipulated faded when he saw the expression on Patty Sheer’s face. He’d barely gotten out of his car before she was on him.  
 
    “I think I found him, Drake,” the woman said. Her eyes were red and her complexion pale.  
 
    “Where?” his eyes drifted to the SPCA shelter behind Patty. “Is he hurt?” 
 
    When Patty didn’t reply, he returned his gaze to her. She was holding her cell phone out to him.  
 
    “Take it, I can’t watch it again.” 
 
    Confused, Drake accepted the cell phone. His first instinct was to put it to his ear—was this a ransom of some sort?—but there was no caller ID on the screen. Instead, he was greeted by a video. Drake pressed play and watched, his stomach clenching with every second that passed. 
 
    There was no audio, for which he was grateful: the video was brutal and vicious enough without hearing the poor animal’s death cry. 
 
    When it was done, he swallowed hard and handed the phone back to Patty. 
 
    “Fucking disgusting,” he whispered. 
 
    Patty nodded.  
 
    “I can’t be sure it’s Cosmo,” she said softly, her chin to her chest. “But it’s a ginger Tabby. And a big one. I tried to zoom in to the collar, but the quality wasn’t good enough to read anything.” 
 
    In his mind, Drake pictured Ms. Schmidt, unconsciously stroking the cat that wasn’t lying on her lap.  
 
    If it is Cosmo and she finds out about this… it will ruin her.  
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    Cosmo had a red collar—he remembered seeing it in many of the photos around the old woman’s house—as did the poor cat in the video. 
 
    “Where’d you find the video?”  
 
    Patty sighed and finally looked up.  
 
    “I didn’t—one of my employees did. Found the link on Instagram, which redirected to 8chan. It was posted just a few days ago, right around the time that you told me Cosmo went missing.” 
 
    Drake barely heard Patty; he was busy thinking about how he could possibly show the video to Ms. Schmidt for her to identify her cat. 
 
    It didn’t take long before he concluded that he simply couldn’t do it. As much as it would pain the woman to never know what happened to Cosmo, seeing this? This vile video? Even if he got Screech to crop and cut it… if Ms. Schmidt were ever inclined to look for the original on the Internet or ask her police officer nephew to find it for her… that was worse than not knowing.  
 
    “Drake?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry. What’s—what’s 8chan?” 
 
    “An anonymous image hosting site. Doesn’t show up in normal Google searches.” 
 
    Drake thought about this for a moment. 
 
    “I thought you said it was posted on Instagram.”  
 
    “Yeah, there was a link from Instagram to 8chan.” 
 
    He suddenly wished that Screech was here with him; this was far from Drake’s domain, and he didn’t want to come across like a Luddite.  
 
    “Can we trace it?” 
 
    Patty shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t think so. I mean, if somebody’s going to post a video like this, then I highly doubt that they’d just list their name and address in the credits. Besides, it looks like security footage of some sort.” 
 
    “But someone posted it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but look at the title: Asshole Savagely Strangles Defenseless Cat. Doesn’t seem like someone gloating to me.” 
 
    Drake rubbed his chin. His stubble was getting so long now that it more caressed than scratched his palm. 
 
    “But they did post it. Why not go to the cops? Report it? Why post it to an anonymous site?” 
 
    While he wasn’t positive that whoever had posted the video hadn’t also reported it to the cops, Drake found this highly unlikely. He suspected that if someone had, Ms. Schmidt’s nephew would have been informed. Eventually, this news would come back to Drake via other channels and not through Patty. 
 
    “I dunno. I mean, this is New York, and judging by the alley, it doesn’t look like an upscale neighborhood. Maybe they’re dealing drugs or something and don’t want the police wandering around asking questions. Maybe they just wanted to pass the buck, make it someone else’s problem. Alleviate some of their guilt.” 
 
    Drake stared at Patty’s pale blue eyes. 
 
    “You sure you’re not a detective?” 
 
    Patty’s cheeks reddened a little and an awkward silence ensued. 
 
    Are you flirting with her? Why would you flirt with someone after what you’ve both seen?  
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “What about the asshole who posted the link to Instagram?” 
 
    Patty looked down at her phone, swiped a few times, and then held it up for Drake to see. 
 
    “Chad,” she said.  
 
    Drake squinted at the man’s photo.  
 
    “Wait—that’s the same guy! The same guy from the video… same hat, same everything.” 
 
    “I mean, whoever Chad is, he made a profile picture from the video. Doesn’t mean it’s him, though.” 
 
    Drake instantly felt stupid.  
 
    “Of course, yeah. Still, though, anybody that sick to post the video… any idea where he’s from?” 
 
    “Says New York, but you can type whatever you want as your location.”  
 
    You’re way out of your league, Drake.  
 
    “You mind sending me both links?” he asked, as he pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “One of my guys—” —your people— “partners is pretty good with computers.” 
 
    Patty took down his number and then immediately sent him a text. Drake then forwarded the information to Screech, with a disclaimer. He was about to put his phone away and continue the conversation with Patty when a reply came. 
 
    It happened so fast that Drake suspected Screech was just waiting with his message already written. 
 
    What the hell happened with Mackenzie Hart? You wanna go back to prison, Drake? Leroy said he had to save your ass. 
 
    Drake frowned and put his phone on silent before putting it away. 
 
    Patty was looking at him strangely, and he realized that this whole situation must have been overwhelming for her. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked softly. 
 
    Patty started to nod, before changing her mind and shaking her head. 
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
    The video had disturbed Drake, who had seen worse things done to human beings. He couldn’t imagine what affect it had on an animal-loving civilian like Patty. He looked beyond the woman and at the SPCA behind her. Despite the late hour, the lights were on. 
 
    “You still working?” 
 
    “No. I’m done… finished a while ago, actually. Sometimes I just like to come here and think.” 
 
    As if in response to her words, a dog barked from inside the facility. Drake raised an eyebrow and Patty laughed. 
 
    “I’m used to it—besides, I’d rather listen to Chester bark than have a conversation with young kids these days. Or, god forbid, watch the news.” 
 
    Drake nodded. He couldn’t agree more. Yet, despite her smile, he could tell that, deep down, she was still disturbed by what she’d seen.  
 
    “I feel the same way. Do you want to call someone to come get you? If you don’t feel comfortable driving? Or I can give you a lift somewhere?” 
 
    Patty seemed to think about this before shaking her head again. 
 
    “No—I don’t—I don’t really want to go home.” 
 
    “You going to be okay here by yourself?” 
 
    Drake realized that he was coming off as paternal but couldn’t help it. 
 
    “I don’t want to be alone either.” 
 
    Patty met his eyes. 
 
    “Uhhh…” 
 
    She chuckled. 
 
    “You wanna go for a drink?”  
 
    This time, Drake didn’t stumble over his words or overthink things.  
 
    “Yes. Sure.” 
 
    They stared at one another for a few more seconds. 
 
    “Know of anywhere close?” 
 
    “I know a couple of places. Just let me lock up,” Patty replied. 
 
    As she made her way back to the shelter, Drake said, “I’ll try to be more entertaining than Chester but no promises.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Drake couldn’t remember the last time he had a drink with a friend, let alone a near stranger. But he was surprised that after a few sips of his scotch, the conversation came easily. It helped that Patty, despite still being a little shaken by the video, was easy to talk to. 
 
    “So, you mean to tell me that you were once an NYPD detective, but now you’re PI? Seems like a natural career progression… for someone who already has their pension. What are you, thirty-five?” 
 
    Drake was taken aback by this. It had been years since someone had underestimated his age. When he left for the Virgin Gorda, he felt fifty and looked sixty. Now, he felt forty and looked… thirty-five? 
 
    Could be worse, he supposed. 
 
    “Close enough. Let’s just say that me and the NYPD didn’t get along so well.” 
 
    Patty waited for him to expound, but Drake resisted the urge. Things were going well, and he didn’t want to drag the woman down into the swamp with him. Besides, she seemed like a genuinely good person. 
 
    He didn’t want to spoil that.  
 
    “Okay, okay, I’m not one to pry. But if you don’t start opening up, I swear I’m going to go back to Chester.” 
 
    “What about you?” Drake asked, flipping the script. “What got you into animals?” 
 
    Patty laughed and Drake smiled.  
 
    “Got me ‘into animals’? Sounds… creepy. Well, I wish I had a really interesting story about how I was raised by wolves or something, but the truth is, I had a dog growing up. My parents worked long hours, so I mostly spent time with him. When Rufus died, I got another dog. And then another one. And then, during university, the SPCA came to one of the events and asked for volunteers. I did that for a few years and then when I graduated, I got a full-time gig. Been working there ever since.” 
 
    “Wait—wait, Rufus? Your first dog’s name was Rufus?” 
 
    Patty laughed again. 
 
    “Gimme a break. I was six years old. Rufus seemed like a great name, and it suited him.” 
 
    “Oh, now that you mention age for the second time, how old are you, exactly?” 
 
    “Old enough—but the animals keep me young.” Patty suddenly became serious. “You work a lot of animal cases?” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “This is the first one. Like I told you before, the owner really loved her cat.” 
 
    “It’s going to be tough to tell her the news,” Patty said softly. 
 
    Drake nodded and kept the fact that he’d already decided not to tell Ms. Schmidt about Cosmo’s fate to himself. While it seemed dishonest, it was also the right thing to do. He’d give Ms. Schmidt her retainer back and promise to keep looking. Hopefully, she never found out what really happened to her cat. 
 
    Drake finished his drink and raised his arm to signal the bartender.  
 
    “You want to get out of here?” Patty asked suddenly. 
 
    Drake turned his attention to her pretty face.  
 
    “Yeah, let’s get out of here,” he replied without hesitation.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    Still laughing, Chad stumbled out of the club. He hadn’t succeeded in finding Caine, but that didn’t matter. He didn’t get any blow either and didn’t get blown, but neither of these things held any weight. What mattered was that his cat video was holding onto the top spot on 8chan and his more recent squirrel video had climbed to number eight. 
 
    Even better, people had linked the two. And the comments… 
 
    Chad giggled. 
 
    The comments were asking for his head on a spike.  
 
    As he wandered through the streets, Chad tried and failed, to log into his IG account.  
 
    They had shut him down. But rather than be upset by this, Chad was enthused. He expected it, and the fact that it happened as quickly as it had just went to show how much traction he was getting. 
 
    Making sure that he was logged into his VPN on his phone, Chad created another IG profile. He was going to add a string of random numbers after his name but then an idea occurred to him. 
 
    “Yes, that’s fucking brilliant.” 
 
    Another laugh. 
 
    Chad42819 was soon online. And his first post was to tag Anon42819: I’m back, bitches. And I’m just getting started. 
 
    His second was to link both of his videos on 8chan. After he pulled his head out of his phone, Chad realized that while he had been walking aimlessly, he’d arrived at a familiar destination: the building that he’d auditioned for Savage Money in.  
 
    “Of course, of course. Perfect.” 
 
    Chad put his cellphone away and then pounded on the door with both fists. It was Déjà vu. 
 
    “I’m back! I’m fucking back! And you want me… you need me!”  
 
    Chad lowered his chin to his chest and kept on knocking. 
 
    “I’m back! I’m baaaaack!” 
 
    “Can I… can I help you with something?” a female voice asked. 
 
    Chad whipped around so quickly that he nearly stumbled.  
 
    He was startled at first, but then he started to grin. 
 
    He couldn’t believe his luck. Jan Dewalter was standing eight feet from him, a small box in her hands. She appeared confused and a little frightened.  
 
    “Jan,” he gasped, taking a step forward. Jan took a corresponding step back. “I’m here for my audition. I’m here!” 
 
    “E-e-excuse me? I-I think you might—” 
 
    “Savage Money! C’mon, Jan, I’m here for my audition. My forehead is nice and flat now… look, look.” As he said this, Chad pushed his bandanna up a little. It was stuck and when he applied more pressure, he got lightheaded. Fearing that he was going to lose control of his body he immediately stopped. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but we’ve already finished casting for that show. If you want, I can—wait, Lucas? Lucas Lionell? Is that you?”  
 
    Chad threw his head back and laughed. 
 
    “No, not Lucas. Lucas is dead. I’m Chad… I’m Chad.” 
 
    Jan Dewalter’s face twisted and she retreated a little further. Her grip on the box was tenuous now as if she were preparing to drop it and run at any moment.  
 
    “Well, I’m sorry, Chad,” she said hesitantly, making another move toward the curb. “As I said, we’ve already cast Savage Money. I would be more than happy to—” 
 
    Chad didn’t even think. His arm just shot out and he tried to grab the front of her shirt. Jan was ready, though, and she dropped the box and moved out of reach.  
 
    Still, he would’ve grabbed her… if it hadn’t been for his foot slipping off the curb.  
 
    Jan cried out, which drew the attention of several other people who were walking by. 
 
    “Lady, you okay?” A burly man asked as he started toward them.  
 
    “Yeah, n-no, this guy, he-he…” Janice stuttered. “He won’t leave me alone.” 
 
    Chad took one look at the man and decided then his next video would have to wait.  
 
    “You’re going to be sorry,” he threatened. Then Chad turned and started to run before anyone got a good look at his face. He was laughing so hard that breathing had become difficult. “You’re going to be sorrrryyyy, I’m famous… I don’t need you… you need me!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    They didn’t even make it to the car. 
 
    Just before Drake opened the door for Patty, she swiveled around and kissed him on the lips. Drake was surprised, but this didn’t stop him from kissing her back.  
 
    He knew that this was a bad idea. Not only was Patty in a highly fragile state, but he had his own complicated relationship issues. But Patty was pretty, they were both a little buzzed, and it had been a long time since he’d been with a woman.  
 
    Drake gently pushed her up against the car as his tongue probed into her mouth. Her lips were soft and warm, and he grabbed the back of her neck to bring them as close as possible. Patty started to breathe a little heavier, and he could feel her pressing her lower half against him. 
 
    “Get a room!” someone shouted from outside the bar. 
 
    Drake pulled his face away from Patty and laughed. Her cheeks were flushed, and only partly from embarrassment.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she muttered. “It’s just—it’s just been a crazy day.” 
 
    Drake shook his head. Then he reached out and raised her chin with two fingers. Staring into her pale blue eyes, he said, “No, I’m the one who is sorry. My life… my life is, uh, complicated right now. And I’m not sure if I’m ready for a relationship.” 
 
    The corners of Patty’s mouth turned up and he saw a glint in her eyes. 
 
    “Did you think I was going to ask you to be my boyfriend, Mr. Drake? Is that it?” Now it was Drake’s turn to look away. “What makes you think this was anything more than a booty call?”  
 
    Drake’s ears were hot now. 
 
    “I-I mean, it’s just—” 
 
    Patty chuckled. 
 
    “You are fucking cute—like an old man teenager.” 
 
    “Okay, not sure if that’s good or bad or…” 
 
    Another laugh. 
 
    She opened the car door and winced at the grating sound. 
 
    “You want me to take you home?” Drake asked as they both got inside. 
 
    “Yeah, sure—wait, you know what? I don’t think I’m going to be able to sleep much tonight.” 
 
    Drake opened his mouth to say something, then shut it. He had no idea if she was coming onto him again. 
 
    And if he’d be able to resist a second time. 
 
    “Ha, not like that,” Patty said, reading his mind. “Just take me back to the shelter.” 
 
    “Yeah, no problem.” 
 
    During the drive to the SPCA shelter, neither of them said much. Drake was tired, and both of them were still reeling from watching the disgusting video. And yet, he felt no need to fill the air with constant chatter. Even though this was one of his pet peeves—filler conversation—sometimes even he fell victim to its allure. But not in this case. He just felt comfortable around Patty. There was something about the way the woman carried herself that was attractive. She was confident, but not overly so. Just someone who knew themselves well enough to not care what others thought about her. 
 
    That was something that Drake could relate to.  
 
    As he pulled into the parking lot, Drake leaned over to Patty. 
 
    “Thanks for keeping an eye out and sending me the video. If you want, I can keep you updated. I’m going to catch this sick bastard.” 
 
    Patty raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I really hope you do. I’ll tell you what, Drake, you catch whoever this savage that murdered the poor cat is and I’ll let you take me out again—just for drinks, though. None of that other stuff.” She smiled and got out of the car. “Call me.” 
 
    Patty didn’t wait for him to say anything, so he didn’t. He just watched her go, admiring the way her ass looked in her tight jeans.  
 
    What the hell, Drake… there must be something wrong with you. 
 
    After making sure that Patty got inside okay, and locked the door behind her, he pulled out his cell phone and started to drive again. 
 
    Screech answered on the first ring. 
 
    “Hey, Screech, you get a read on that video I sent? Any idea where it came from and who posted it?” 
 
    “Nice to hear from you, too, Drake. Now, are you going to tell me what happened at Hart Investigations?”  
 
    Drake frowned. 
 
    “Leroy didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “Yeah, he told me… he told me that he had to get Brock and then they had to save your ass.” 
 
    Drake doubted that Leroy would have used those exact words, but the recounting was fairly accurate. Truth be told, if Leroy hadn’t shown up when he did, Drake wasn’t sure what would have happened. The only thing he knew for certain, was that he wouldn’t have been kissing Patty if not for Leroy’s intervention. 
 
    Why did you push her away, Drake?  
 
    He grunted and tried to clear his head.  
 
    “You want to end up back in jail, Drake? Because that’s where you’re headed.” 
 
    “I don’t need a goddamn lecture,” he barked. Drake knew full well what would happen if he ended up in prison again. “You got me on this fucking cat case, and now I’m trying to solve the damn thing. Did you find out where the video came from?” 
 
    The words came out harsher than expected, but he was tired and annoyed.  
 
    Tired because he had spent the last few nights sleeping on a concrete slab at the bottom of 62nd precinct.  
 
    Annoyed because nothing he did seemed to go the way he wanted it to: first, he couldn’t even threaten Mackenzie Hart properly, then Cosmo was killed, and he couldn’t even have sex with a pretty woman who was practically begging for it.  
 
    “It was disgusting… that was one sick bastard,” Screech said.  
 
    “Yeah, I know. But did you—” 
 
    “Nothing, Drake. Man, this guy used a pretty advanced VPN—I tried to track him, but it was impossible. It first pinged in South Korea, then Siberia, just kept jumping around. I’ll keep trying but no promises. You really think it’s Cosmo in the video?” 
 
    Drake replayed his discussion with Patty about the breed, gender, size, and collar. 
 
    “More than likely. But even if it isn’t, even if Cosmo wanders home, I’m still going to find this sick fuck.” 
 
    “I expected nothing less.” 
 
    “Hey, what about the guy on Instagram who reposted the link? Can you track him down? Might get lucky, he might have been stupid enough to post his own video.” 
 
    “I’ll keep digging.” 
 
    Drake suddenly recalled what Mackenzie Hart had said to him when his ogre of a partner was squeezing the air out of his lungs. 
 
    “Hey, Screech, what’s going on with Nick Petrazzino?” 
 
    The man on the other end of the line hesitated before answering. 
 
    “N-nothing. I mean, we did that job for him, getting the USB key from the DA, but that’s it. The job’s done.” 
 
    Drake knew Screech was lying. Even if Mackenzie hadn’t made it clear that Nick still had ties to Screech and DSLH, he would’ve been able to tell by the slight tremor in the man’s voice. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah,” more confident now. “We only took that job because we were desperate. It was one time—wait, are you driving, Drake?” 
 
    Drake peered out the windshield. In the distance, he spotted a large, squat building surrounded by a chain-link fence. Out back he saw what appeared to be a loading dock. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He slowed as he neared the guard booth out front. 
 
    “Where are you going, Drake?” 
 
    Drake didn’t answer. He was busy trying to see if the booth was occupied. 
 
    “Shit,” he grumbled. 
 
    There was a man in uniform inside.  
 
    This was going to be tricky; there didn’t appear to be another way in.  
 
    “Drake, please tell me you’re not at the psych facility—please, for the love of God, tell me you aren’t going to try and visit Suzan.” 
 
    Drake instinctively checked that his gun was still in his shoulder holster. 
 
    “Listen to me, you can’t go see her. I—we will get her out. I promise. I’ve already called Schneiderman… he’s working on it. Dunbar, too. She’s safe now, but if you go in there…” 
 
    Drake slowed to a crawl as he approached the front gate of the psychiatric facility. 
 
    “Fuck, I’m done with this, Drake. If you go in there and try to pull her out, I’m done. I’m leaving… we fucking need you. You can’t go back inside… Drake? Drake?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    A bark pulled Chad out of his head. This was quickly followed by the howl of another animal and then a hiss from what might have been a cat.  
 
    Confused, he looked around. It took him all of three seconds to figure out where the sounds were coming from.  
 
    Not one hundred yards from where he stood was a building with a front made mostly of glass. 
 
    Chad’s smile grew until his cheeks started to hurt.  
 
    “The SPCA.” 
 
    He wasn’t surprised. When you were famous, shit just happened for you. It was like being rich… the more money you had, the more you made. If you were born without, however, acquiring any sort of real wealth was next to impossible.  
 
    There was a solitary car in the lot, but it was parked off to one side, probably abandoned or belonged to someone who wanted to park here for free and walk to the night life. Unlike the vehicle, the interior of the shelter was well lit.  
 
    Things were moving quickly, and Chad had to act equally as fast if he wanted to stay on top. His videos were top one and two now, and a local news station had already sent out a tweet about him. In a few hours, televised news would catch up to Internet news and his face would be everywhere. 
 
    Chad pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket. He didn’t smoke—smoking was so twenty-ten—but the pack of Marlboros was the perfect place to hide a pill or two, or a little coke. While he was currently bingo for both, he always carried a lighter in the pack just in case someone had a joint.  
 
    And it was this lighter that Chad was interested in now.  
 
    With the small plastic device in hand, he moved closer to the front of the SPCA, careful to stay in the shadows. Tucked out of sight, Chad scanned the entrance and identified a security camera aimed at the front doors. Concerned that there might be others, if not on the SPCA then on surrounding buildings, he looked around more diligently. 
 
    He was pleasantly surprised. 
 
    The shelter was a standalone building with considerable space between it and adjacent retailers, for obvious reasons. Across the street was a warehouse of some sort and while Chad suspected that it had several security cameras—warehouses were prime targets for thieves, especially ones off the main road—he thought the chance of being picked up on one of them at this distance was highly unlikely. 
 
    You’re safe here, Chad. The only people who are going to see you are the ones you want to see you. 
 
    Crouched and facing away from the SPCA camera, Chad slid his fingers under his bandanna with the intention of putting over his face.  
 
    Only, it wouldn’t budge. 
 
    The strip of Kenneth’s shirt was stuck to his forehead. 
 
    For fuck’s sake… 
 
    Sucking air through clenched teeth, he tried to ease it off his skin. The problem was that every time he pulled, the incision seemed to stretch with it and was on the verge of tearing. In the end, the only way he could get it off was to start at his temples and work his hands inward painfully slowly. 
 
    Eventually, the fabric came free, and he unraveled it and placed it over his nose and mouth, disguising his features.  
 
    This was not the end of the ordeal, however; there was also the smell to deal with. 
 
    It was so potent that Chad immediately gagged. The slimy texture was also nausea-inducing. 
 
    But having nothing else to cover his face, he had no choice but to suck it up. Sometimes, when you were a celeb, you had to make sacrifices for your craft. Christian Bale got under a hundred pounds for his role in The Machinist. 
 
    Shia LeBeouf didn’t think that fake cuts on his face did his character justice in The Fury, so he used a knife to make real ones.  
 
    What did a little odor and bodily fluid mean to Chad? 
 
    Absolutely nothing. 
 
    He took a deep, shuddering breath, and after a few seconds, he could barely smell the funk anymore.  
 
    Now, with the lighter in hand, he set about the task of finding something to ignite. 
 
    He struck gold down the side of the building: a giant recycling bin that was overflowing with paper.  
 
    Who knew that the SPCA had so much paperwork?  
 
    Even though he was now equipped with flame and combustible, the hardest part of his plan was yet to come: the filming. 
 
    Chad pushed the recycling bin to the corner of the building and then rooted through it, looking for something to set his phone on. The only thing remotely useful was a small box. It took some finagling, but he managed to frame a decent shot by setting his phone on top of the box and propping it up against a rock.  
 
    It wasn’t perfect—the angle was too low—but after a couple of adjustments, Chad thought that this was the best he could do given the circumstances.  
 
    He quickly logged into IG using his VPN and was surprised to discover that his newest account hadn’t been shut down yet. Not only that, but it had blown up. It was filled with trolls, of course, most of whom seemed to come via Anon’s profile, but that didn’t matter. 
 
    It was all about the exposure.  
 
    The thing that bothered him was that Anon had racked up a significant following of his own. 
 
    “Piggyback on my fame? You cock sucker,” he whispered through clenched teeth. Chad had heard about this, about others clinging to the coattails of those who had achieved success. It was one of the reasons why football players tended to go broke after just a few years in the league. Sure, they made millions but as soon as they made it big, everyone and their uncle came out of the woodwork, asking for handouts.  
 
    After a final, furtive look around, Chad shook his shoulders out and prepared himself. 
 
    Don’t let it bother you—this is your doing, Chad. No one else. You worked for this—you worked your ass off for this. Everything you ever wanted is about to come true… 
 
    Chad crouched in front of his mounted camera, lining his face up with the lens.  
 
    Then he went live. 
 
    “You guys liked the cat. You guys loved the squirrel.” His words were muffled due to the wet piece of shirt covering his face, but Chad was pretty sure that all his fans could still understand him. “Now, you’re going to see them all burn.”  
 
    With that, he quickly walked away from the camera and grabbed the recycling bin. He wheeled it near the front entrance and then flipped the lid open. After pausing to look directly into the camera, he flicked his lighter and allowed the small yellow flame to illuminate his face. 
 
    That’s going to make for an awesome thumbnail.  
 
    From there, things happened almost too quickly. He just barely touched the flame to a piece of loose-leaf paper and it immediately caught fire. Within seconds the entire bin was smoking. 
 
    The only thing that kept him calm was knowing that millions of people were watching. 
 
    With fire licking at his hands, Chad wheeled the bin backward and then ran forward. It smacked into the glass, which made a strange warbling sound but didn’t break. 
 
    “C’mon.” 
 
    The fire was growing so hot now that he was forced to turn his head to one side and crouch a little to avoid any severe burns. He was pretty sure his hands were signed, but Chad was determined. 
 
    Chad didn’t give up. 
 
    This time, he backed all the way to the curb and then sprinted toward the building as fast as he could. The corner of the recycling bin struck first and instead of flexing, the tempered glass instantly exploded. Millions of tiny cubes rained down, each one reflecting the still growing flames, trapping and then projecting their orange light. It was such a beautiful sight that even after the bin tipped and fire shot across the SPCA lobby, Chad just stood there, staring. 
 
    The flames took a little longer to get going inside the building but when they did, the sight was even more impressive. It wasn’t the fire but the heat that eventually forced Chad back—the heat and the smoke. 
 
    Gasping, he retreated to his phone and picked it up. Then, with the sound of howling animals chasing him, he retreated from the building, keeping his camera rolling at all times. 
 
    After a few minutes, he realized that there was another sound filling the night, one that was even louder than both the raging inferno and the animals’ desperate cries. 
 
    His own laughter.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    Drake hung up the phone and came to a stop just after turning onto the small drive that led to the gate.  
 
    With Screech’s words echoing in his ears, he let his eyes drift from the guard booth to the building behind it. 
 
    She’s in there… Suzan’s in there somewhere. She’s all alone, scared, desperate. 
 
    He couldn’t imagine what she’d been through. From what he’d heard, Suzan had been there when Beckett had died—she’d been there and had had a breakdown. But he knew firsthand that Suzan had been dealing with some deep shit even before this tragedy. 
 
    Drake’s mind started to drift back to when he’d been incarcerated, and Suzan had snuck in to see him.  
 
    Have you ever… have you ever done something that you’re not proud of? Something that has affected you in a horrible way, but something that was right? Or, at least, that you think might be right? I’m talking about bad things, Drake. I’m not talking about going against what command told you, I’m not talking about skirting the rules to get the bad guy. I’m talking about… bad… things. 
 
    He had been confused about this line of questioning and had done his best to clear Suzan’s mind. But now, after reading Sergeant Yasiv’s words… 
 
    Was she really thinking of killing someone? 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    No, no way. Besides, Dr. Nordmeyer is alive. I saw her. 
 
    There was no denying that things had been easier when he was sitting on the beach in the Virgin Gorda, but that was the case with life in general, wasn’t it? If you just ignored everything, it wasn’t hard to live a peaceful existence. The problem was, you couldn’t hide forever, and problems tended to snowball in your absence. 
 
    Drake didn’t want to go back to prison. He didn’t want to make an ass of Dunbar and Screech and everyone else who depended on him and supported him. But he couldn’t just let Suzan stay here, either. She needed him and the last— 
 
    Someone knocked on his widow and Drake’s heart leaped into his throat. Adrenaline followed, and he snaked his right hand beneath his jacket and felt for the butt of his gun. 
 
    “Sir. Sir. This is private property and the facility is not accepting guests at this time.” 
 
    Drake turned to look at the man in uniform standing beside his car. It took a moment to realize how sketchy he must have appeared: parked in a beat-up Crown Vic staring at the psychiatric facility with a glazed-over look in his eyes. 
 
    He rolled down the window, keeping his other hand firmly on the butt of his gun. Years of training in the NYPD meant that he didn’t consciously need to look for signs of danger, he just seemed to absorb them.  
 
    The security guard was young and green, but impressively built. And like Drake, he was also gripping his gun. 
 
    Drake didn’t have time to come up with a story, a lie, that would get him inside without violence.  
 
    “Sir? I’m going to have to ask you to back your vehicle up, continue on the main road.” 
 
    The issue was that the security guard had positioned himself in such a way, clearly on purpose, that Drake couldn’t open his car door. 
 
    “Who’s your boss, son?” he asked mostly just to give himself some time to figure out what to do next. 
 
    It didn’t work. 
 
    “Sir, please move your car.” 
 
    Fuck…  
 
    “I—uh, can I speak to your supervisor?” 
 
    “You may not. If you would like to speak to someone in charge, you can call the facility directly. But first, you need to move your car back onto the road.” 
 
    Drake grimaced. 
 
    This was going to prove tougher than he’d first thought. Sometimes, dealing with a green officer was a good thing—they were inexperienced and only followed the book. When the situation didn’t reflect anything they had studied, they were easy to overtake. Other times, Drake would have preferred to deal with a jaded veteran who occasionally let his guard down.  
 
    Unfortunately, this man seemed to toe the line between both worlds, despite his apparent inexperience. 
 
    “Move your car, or I’m going to—” 
 
    Drake’s phone started to ring. Grateful for the distraction, he held up one finger, then took his hand off his gun to reach for it on the passenger seat. It wasn’t as if he was just going to shoot this poor guy, anyway. 
 
    “No, no, back your car up then answer the phone. You’re not—” 
 
    Drake ignored him and looked at his phone. 
 
    Calling me back already? 
 
    He answered it. 
 
    “Patty? Now’s not a good time. I’ll—” 
 
    A scream cut him off. 
 
    “Patty? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Please back your—” 
 
    “Patty?” 
 
    “Sir—” 
 
    Drake glared at the man. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up—just shut the fuck up!” 
 
    The man recoiled and bit his tongue. 
 
    “Patty, what’s wrong?” 
 
    There was ambient noise coming through the receiver, some sort of crackling that made it difficult for him to hear and understand. 
 
    “Drake? Drake, I’m trapped… I’m at the shelter and someone… Jesus, Drake, someone started a fire and I’m trapped!” 
 
    “Hang tight, I’m coming!” 
 
    Drake threw the phone on the passenger seat and put the car into reverse. The Crown Vic’s tires squealed when he hammered the gas and the security guard had to leap back to avoid being run over. As he tore down the road, his eyes were drawn toward the psych facility. 
 
    I’ll come back for you, Suzan. That’s a fucking promise. But right now, you’re safe… and Patty most definitely is not. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    The fire grew even faster than Chad could’ve ever dreamed of. It was as if someone had doused the SPCA shelter in gasoline before he’d dumped the flaming bucket of paper inside. Within five minutes of him running and crouching behind a tree far enough away not to be noticed, but without compromising the video quality, the entire front lobby area was ablaze. 
 
    At any moment, Chad expected the sprinklers in the building to come on and to watch all his hard work go down the drain.  
 
    But they never did, and this made him giddy.  
 
    The roar of the fire was getting louder with every passing second, as was the sound of wood splintering, but you could still hear the animals. A dog, probably one of those tiny rat-like things, was yapping incessantly and a hound of some sort was bellowing. It was like listening to the dueling death cries of a baritone and tenor.  
 
    Within minutes, the first of what would become many sirens added to the cacophony of death.  
 
    And all the while, Chad kept on filming. He repeatedly adjusted the angle, trying to make sure that while the burning building was front and center, his profile was still in the shot. As he crouched and rotated the phone, some beast of a car that looked straight out of a 1950s cop show rocketed down the street. The driver yanked the wheel hard and the vehicle shot over the curb and small berm that separated the SPCA parking lot from the road. 
 
    “Yes,” Chad whispered, his voice trembling. “Yessssss.” 
 
    A man jumped out and without even looking around, bolted into the flaming building. 
 
    “Fucking yessss!” 
 
    Chad wanted to keep filming, but people had started to gather now. Some were shouting, some pointing, others taking videos of their own. He knew that it was probably in his best interest to shut down his phone, to get the fuck out of there before the fire department, or even worse, the cops arrived. 
 
    But he couldn’t help himself.  
 
    Chad turned his phone straight ahead now, still locked on the fire but no longer with his face in the shot. With his free hand, he pulled the makeshift bandanna from the bottom point all the way up over his head and then tucked it into the knot at the back. It was much easier to pull it up than it was to ease it down.  
 
    Next, he walked briskly toward several spectators who were cautiously standing on the opposite side of the road. One of them heard him approach and turned to face him. He had the build of an old-timey mechanic and the thickened hands to match. 
 
    “Shit, this is brutal… there are animals trapped inside,” he exclaimed pointing back toward the shelter.  
 
    Chad did his best not to smile. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, fucking terrible. Just awful.” 
 
    Then, as he started to back away, Chad laughed. He hadn’t meant to but he couldn’t help it.  
 
    The mechanic glared over his shoulder at him, a disgusted look on his lined face. 
 
    “You think this is funny? Hey, buddy, you think this shit is funny? What the fuck is wrong with you?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    It was never a good idea to run into a blazing inferno, but to do so with a loaded gun on your person was even crazier. Drake paused only for long enough to pull his pistol out and toss it onto the passenger seat, then he jumped out of his car. 
 
    The irony of coming from the psych facility where Suzan was being held to a burning building wasn’t lost on Drake. It wasn’t that long ago that he’d rescued Suzan from a situation very much like this. 
 
    Minus the howling dogs, of course.  
 
    Drake leaped through the smashed window, shielding his mouth and nose with the crook of his elbow.  
 
    The sound of the fire was loud but the sound of the animals was louder. 
 
    “Patty!” he shouted. His words were first chewed by his arm then swallowed by the fire.  
 
    Drake pushed onward, noticing that the flames were mostly confined to the front of the shelter. This confused him as standard building code meant that there had to be a rear door here somewhere, which begged the question: why was Patty stuck in the back? Did whoever start the fire block the exit?  
 
    And why the fuck weren’t the sprinklers going off? 
 
    Even through the thick smoke, Drake could see the glinting metal heads embedded every few feet in the ceiling above. 
 
    “Patty!” he yelled again, this time pulling his arm away from his face. 
 
    Thick smoke filled his nose and lungs.  
 
    Drake continued forward, almost slipping on a massive pile of what looked like melted blue crayons. He didn’t see Patty in the front, nor did he see her down the hallway where the animal cages were.  
 
    “Patty!”  
 
    “I’m right here!”  
 
    Drake was startled by how close the sound was. He turned to his right and spotted Patty on all fours, struggling to open one of the drawers on the desk near the back of the lobby. The desk itself was just starting to catch on fire. He ran to her, grabbing her beneath the arms and pulling her away from the fire. 
 
    At least, that was what he tried to do.  
 
    Patty resisted.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Drake pleaded. “We need to get out of here! The whole place is—” 
 
    “I can’t leave them, Drake! I can’t!” 
 
    Drake suddenly realized what was happening. 
 
    “Shit—move aside, move aside,” he instructed. 
 
    When Patty didn’t immediately get out of his way, he pushed her, and she fell on her ass. Drake assumed her position and grabbed the metal handle. He cried out when the skin on his palm sizzled, but he didn’t let go. Drake pulled and the wooden drawer flexed but refused to open.  
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    He wrapped his other hand around his first and pulled again, this time arching his back with the effort. 
 
    It still didn’t open.  
 
    Drake didn’t understand how such a shitty drawer, weakened by fire, could be so damn strong.  
 
    “I can’t leave them,” Patty whined. 
 
    And I can’t leave you, Drake thought. 
 
    He knew how much Patty cared for the animals, but Drake also knew that if he couldn’t open this drawer in the next five seconds, he was going to grab Patty, throw her over his shoulder, and hightail it the fuck out of here.  
 
    Drake adjusted his grip and pulled again. 
 
    There was a crack, which he thought came from the drawer and not the fire, and the it gave a little. Patty touched his shoulder, but he shook her off.  
 
    “Fucking drawer…” 
 
    He heaved again, harder still, and this time the wood splintered, and the drawer flew open. Drake himself was launched backward. Patty crawled over him, coughing from the smoke, and started rifling through the drawers’ contents.  
 
    “I got it!” she yelled a second later, holding up an old-fashioned key ring. “I got it!” 
 
    Before Drake could grab her, she was scrambling on all fours, heading toward the cages.  
 
    “Patty! Patty, get back here!” 
 
    But she was already gone.  
 
    Drake hurried after the woman but was completely lost after just a few feet.  
 
    “Patty! Pa—” 
 
    He broke into a coughing fit, doubling over at the waist in order to try and squeeze more of the caustic air out of his lungs. Drake was in the process of standing up straight again when a dark shape bounded past him, nearly knocking him to his knees. 
 
    It was a black Doberman.  
 
    “—the fuck?” 
 
    Another dog, a shaggy breed he didn’t recognize, clipped his left ankle, and this time he went down. What happened next was like something out of a Dr. Seuss book: three dogs, two cats, one bird, and a hamster galloped, bounded, glided, and scurried past. 
 
    But none of them walked… none of the now dozens of animals that desperately tried to escape the burning building did so on two legs. 
 
    “Patty! We gotta go!”  
 
    He couldn’t pull in a full breath and it felt as if his lungs themselves were on fire.  
 
    Waving his hand in front of his face, Drake started against the flow of traffic. The fire had spread around the perimeter of the building and now, as it started to run out of fuel, was growing inward. 
 
    Please, Patty, where are you? 
 
    And that’s when he heard it. 
 
    The sound of metal on tile—the sound of keys falling to the  floor. 
 
    Drake knew that he should leave, that doing anything but leave at this time would more than likely mean he’d end up on the floor with Patty. And if the fire department took their time, that would be it—that would be the end of both of them. 
 
    But all he could think about was Suzan… Suzan tied to a two-by-four… Suzan watching Beckett die… Suzan locked up in a fucking psych ward. 
 
    Drake pulled his jacket off and used it to cover his face, then he ran deeper into the fire.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    “Ken!” Chad shouted into his apartment. “Ken! Turn on the news!” 
 
    There were various takeout containers strewn across the counter, but Chad was pretty sure that they’d been there before he’d left on his adventure. Similarly, a quick glance into Kenneth’s room through the smashed door revealed it to be in the same state of disarray that he’d left it in.  
 
    Disappointed, Chad went to the bathroom and inspected his appearance. Aside from being pale and his eyes red, he didn’t look half bad. The smell, on the other hand, was a different story. He could smell fire and sweat but underlying it all was the distinct odor of rot. Chad reached behind his head and untied the bandanna. His appearance took a drastic turn the second he pulled it free. 
 
    Chad’s brow sagged so dramatically that he had to actively lift his upper eyelids to see, if see was what he wanted to do. 
 
    Which, given the state of his forehead, was still up for debate. 
 
    The fibrous stitches were still in place, but now they seemed to be a necessity rather than something to ensure a cosmetically pleasing result. In some sections, the incision was gaping, while in others, a thick, green mucus kept it tightly sealed. Grimacing, Chad reached up and ever so gently touched the skin right above one of his eyebrows.  
 
    He hissed as a thick, foul-smelling liquid seeped from the wound.  
 
    Lowering his eyes, Chad soaked the bandanna, wrung it out, then hung it over the shower rod. He then addressed his wound, soaking a washcloth in cold water and applying it to his forehead. Careful not to use any pressure at all for fear of losing control of his body, he cleaned the incision for a grand total of thirty seconds. 
 
    He would have kept going—the cold water felt nearly orgasmic against his scalding flesh—but he had more important things to take care of.  
 
    “Ken!” Chad chirped, throwing the soiled cloth into the garbage. “Kennnnnnnnetttttthhhhhhhhhh.” 
 
    There was no answer, of course, but this didn’t deter him from continuing to say the man’s name like some sort of Children’s song.  
 
    He opened the medicine cabinet and rooted through its contents, knocking more than half the bottles into the sink. Eventually, when there was barely anything left inside, he found a couple of painkillers and an old container of antibiotics. He popped the tops and tossed a half-dozen of pills from each bottle into his mouth. Still chewing the tabs, he left the bathroom in disarray and went back to the kitchen. 
 
    In the freezer, he found a bottle of vodka and pulled it out.  
 
    Then he made his way over to the couch and flopped down. 
 
    As he opened the bottle and took a swig, Chad turned on the TV 
 
    It was all over the news; nearly every local TV channel was covering the fire. 
 
    He laughed and took another gulp of vodka. It felt cold and smooth going down.  
 
    Behind the talking heads, was a live or nearly live video of the shelter.  
 
    Chad couldn’t believe it; the place was still burning.  
 
    “Our lead story tonight involves the SPCA shelter on Fletcher Street,” a blond woman began, her expression grim. “At approximately eleven-forty-five this evening, the entire place erupted into flames. Authorities are still investigating, but arson is believed to be the cause. At the time of the fire, there was one employee still inside the building, as well as nearly two dozen animals.” 
 
    Vodka sprayed from Chad’s lips.  
 
    An employee? Not just animals but an employee? 
 
    His eyes went wide, momentarily counteracting his floppy brow. 
 
    “An electrical malfunction kept the sprinklers from coming on. If it weren’t for an innocent bystander who risked his life, we might be talking about not only the death of countless animals tonight but an innocent person, as well.” 
 
    The background changed from the fire to a pixelated shot of a man emerging from a beige car. Even though the quality of the photo was poor, Chad could see that the ‘hero’ stranger had dark hair and eyes, and a ten o’clock shadow. 
 
    He grunted. 
 
    “Fuck—just my fucking luck.” 
 
    His fans didn’t want a near catastrophe. The cat didn’t miraculously land on its feet after breaking its neck, and the squirrel didn’t worm away after its limbs had been torn clean off its body.  
 
    They wanted death. They wanted murder. 
 
    They wanted pain. 
 
    “Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck!” 
 
    Nobody wanted just half a blow job, or for you to only stick the tip in, no matter what the religious nutballs said. 
 
    Chad reared back intending to throw the vodka bottle at the screen when the image behind the blond woman changed once more. 
 
    “No way,” he gasped. 
 
    It was him; it was Chad42819. He recognized the bandanna covering most of his face, the discolored forehead.  
 
    “Authorities believe that this man, who live-streamed the video of him starting the fire, is responsible. If you have any idea who Chad42819 is, we urge you to contact your local police immediately at any of the numbers scrolling at the bottom of your screen now. Under no circumstances are you to approach or confront this man.”  
 
    The woman kept on talking, but Chad didn’t hear her anymore. 
 
    He rose to his feet and the bottle slipped from his hand. 
 
    “I did it,” he whispered. “I really fucking did it.” 
 
    This time, when Chad started to laugh, he was crying, too. 
 
    All of his dreams had suddenly come true: he was on TV. He was a fucking star.  
 
    Chad slipped a hand into the front of his jeans and started to rub himself as he stared at his own image. All the while, he was thinking about his next video.  
 
    Just as he came in his underwear, Chad knew what that video was going to be. 
 
    And why it was going to be his best one yet.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    Coughing and sputtering, Damien Drake emerged from the burning animal shelter. 
 
    He could barely see, and he’d breathed in so much smoke that his mind was swimming. 
 
    Drake resorted to his NYPD training and stumbled toward the flashing lights. He slipped off the curb and fell to one knee. Paramedics were on him instantly. 
 
    “No,” he croaked. “No, not me, her.” 
 
    The entire time, even after dropping to the ground, Patty Sheer was still draped over his shoulder. The weight was lifted by invisible hands, and Drake was lowered onto his back. In seconds, a mask was placed over his nose and mouth. He took three deep breaths, trying to get as much oxygen into his system in as short a period of time as possible. 
 
    Then he sat up. 
 
    “You need to come with me,” the paramedic instructed. “Just wait here, I’ll get a gurney.” 
 
    Drake was having none of it. He used the man’s shoulder to push himself to his feet. 
 
    “No, no, you need to—” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he snapped. The impact of his words was lessened by the coughing fit that followed. After blinking the tears from his eyes, he turned his head in the direction he thought they’d taken Patty.  
 
    He didn’t see her. 
 
    “Where’s Patty?” he demanded. When the paramedic, who looked to be in his mid-twenties just stared blankly, Drake repeated the question. “Where’s the girl? Is she okay?” 
 
    Instead of answering, the man tried to put a damn blood pressure cuff on his arm. 
 
    “Get that shit off me,” Drake barked, shaking free. “Just tell me where she is… if she’s okay.” 
 
    “You need to come with me—I’m going to take you to the hospital for observation. My van is just—” 
 
    Drake dropped the mask and started to walk away.  
 
    The van that the paramedic wanted him to get into was closer than he realized, parked in the middle of the road, its rear door open like some sort of gaping mouth. 
 
    It was empty, which encouraged him to head to the second vehicle. This one was parked in the opposite direction and he had to push by two police officers to get to the back. They shouted something at him but didn’t pursue. 
 
    It was chaos on the street, what with the NYPD trying to keep a dozen or so amateur vloggers at bay, the firefighters trying to put out the fire, and the goddamn animals… Drake didn’t know if there had been far more animals in the shelter than he’d first thought or if others had streamed out of the alleys in support of their brethren.  
 
    Drake breathed a sigh of relief when he saw Patty lying in the back of the van, a mask identical to the one he’d been wearing on her face. 
 
    A mask meant that she was still breathing. 
 
    A mask meant that she was still alive.  
 
    “Is she… is she going to be alright?” he asked the closest paramedic. The man said nothing, and Drake grabbed his arm and spun him around. “Is she going to be okay?” 
 
    Despite being at least twice the age of the paramedic who had treated him, this one looked more frightened. 
 
    “I think—I think so,” the man said hesitantly. It was obvious that he had no idea who Drake was but was simply deferring to authority. “Smoke inhalation and some burns to her arms, but mostly superficial. I’m taking her to St. Joseph’s. By the looks of it, you should be going there, too.” 
 
    Drake had a dozen or more questions in mind, but he knew that the longer he stayed here, the more likely he’d be thrown in the back of one of these ambulances, irrespective of what he wanted.  
 
    The only thing that mattered was that Patty was going to be okay.  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Drake coughed, spat something dark onto the pavement, and then backed away from the EMT in search of another type of car with flashing lights: a cop car.  
 
    Like with the EMT, he grabbed the first officer he saw by the back of the arm.  
 
    “I’m looking for Detective Dunbar,” Drake said in a hoarse whisper. 
 
    The man reached for his gun, but Drake beat him to it and seized the man’s hand. 
 
    “I’m a friend. Where is Detective Dunbar?” 
 
    The officer shook free and had a wild look in his eyes. 
 
    Amped up as he was, Drake knew that he had made a mistake. 
 
    “Drake? Drake?” 
 
    He spun around and greeted Detective Dunbar who was hustling toward him. The first thing the detective did was to wave the junior officer away. 
 
    How long is it going to take before you realize you’re not a police officer anymore, Drake? He scolded himself. You can’t just be running around grabbing people. 
 
    “Jesus, Drake. What are you—was that—” Dunbar exhaled loudly. “Are you okay?” 
 
    For the first time since emerging from the burning building, Drake looked down at himself. His shirt was streaked with sweat and charcoal-looking stains and his jeans were much darker than he remembered. Not only were his running shoes, which he’d worn for years, black as soot, but they were flatter, and the sole was wider than the upper.  
 
    God only knew what happened to his jacket.  
 
    Drake ran a hand through his hair, which felt normal, and then he looked at said hands. 
 
    They were red, but he didn’t see any blisters.  
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Good—now, what happened?” Dunbar asked desperately. “Drake, what the fuck happened here?” 
 
    In his periphery, Drake saw a police officer get into his Crown Vic and drive it out of the way of the firefighter’s massive jets of water. 
 
    Good thing I left the keys in my car…  
 
    At times of high stress, the mind had a tendency to insulate itself by referring to normal situations.  
 
    “Drake?” 
 
    Drake shook his head and leveled his eyes at his old friend. 
 
    “I have no fucking clue, Dunbar. All I know is that this fire? This fucking shit show? There was zero chance that this was an accident.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 49 
 
      
 
    Chad was so excited that he couldn’t help but jump up and down, even though every time he landed, his forehead drooped even further. He was more than a little concerned that once his roommate came home, he wouldn’t even be able to see the man, let alone enact the rest of his plan.  
 
    But goddamn it, he was on TV—national TV. 
 
    Chad had since picked up the vodka bottle that he’d dropped and was pleased to find that there was still some liquid in it. He alternated drinking and splashing a little on a paper towel and dabbing his forehead. The first time he’d done this, Chad had shrieked. But now, everything from the bridge of his nose upward had gone numb.  
 
    He could’ve stayed there all day; there was no question that the media would be running his face for the entire twenty-four-hour news cycle. And when they finally figure it out and linked all his videos? Shit, maybe national exposure was thinking too small. 
 
    What about global? 
 
    But Chad had work to do, things to prepare.  
 
    He had to get ready.  
 
    Chad went back to the bathroom and grabbed his bandanna. It was damp and while it smelled better than before, it was still ripe. He splashed some vodka on it, then carefully tied it around his head. This proved challenging: too tight and he’d be paralyzed again, too loose and his face would look like that of one of the Shar-peis he’d tried to burn alive. 
 
    Breathing heavily, he eventually found the perfect balance and then gathered himself by placing his hands on either side of the sink and staring at his own reflection. 
 
    What a fucking beauty.  
 
    Next, he set about arranging the perfect shot. The first thing he did was pull down the black felt that hung from the ceiling in his bedroom and repositioned it in the family room. After setting a stack of towels inside the new shelter, he spent the next ten minutes arranging lamps and other light sources to make sure that there were no shadows when he started filming. 
 
    No blind spots.  
 
    Not only was the lighting perfect, but the black background was both mysterious as well as oddly comforting. 
 
    Then there was him. 
 
    He was perfect, too. His smile was perfect, his profile was perfect, everything was perfect. 
 
    Chad was giggling as he made his way to the kitchen. 
 
    Just one more thing… one more thing and I’ll be all set. 
 
    In one of the kitchen drawers, he found two large knives: a butcher’s knife and a chef’s knife. The former was dull—he couldn’t even draw blood by tracing a line along his index finger—but the Chef’s knife was razor sharp. 
 
    Still, they both had their unique purposes and Chad decided to take both of them.  
 
    “These will work,” he sang. “These will woooooork.” 
 
    Finally ready, Chad pulled out his phone and scrolled through his contacts. He debated just waiting for Kenneth to come but he elected to be proactive.  
 
    Time to take matters into his own hands.  
 
    I don’t need Jan Dewalter… she needs me.  
 
    Chad passed Kevin’s name, then Mr. Maldrim, then Dr. Alex, before landing on his roommate.  
 
    Typing furiously, barely able to get the words out on account of his hands shaking from laughter, Chad fired off a text message. 
 
    Kenneth, come home! I’ve got all your money! And I have a surprise for you! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 50 
 
      
 
    “So, she called you? After you’d had a drink and were heading back to your office?” Dunbar asked.  
 
    Drake coughed and spat, then nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, pretty much.” 
 
    Dunbar was staring at him intently as if he didn’t believe him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well, I mean, it just seemed to happen so fast. You drop her off, then drive away, then get called back. You sure you didn’t go anywhere in between?” 
 
    Drake closed his eyes and pictured the guard at the psych facility, his hand on his gun, ordering him to back his car up. 
 
    “No, I was just driving around.”  
 
    The detective continued to lock eyes with him. 
 
    “Dunbar, if you’ve got something to say, just say it. I don’t like games.” 
 
    “It’s just—shit, Drake, I know you had nothing to do with this, but it just seems that trouble follows you around. I asked you to lay low… to stay out of trouble.” 
 
    “You think that this—” Drake gestured at the burning shelter behind them. “—is about me? You think that someone did this to punish me?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” Dunbar was becoming exasperated now. “Who out there has a vendetta against you?” 
 
    Drake’s upper lip curled. 
 
    Mackenzie Hart, Officer Kramer, Jimmy, most of 62nd precinct, Raul’s son… and the list went on. 
 
    “It would be quicker to tell you the names of the people who don’t want to hurt me.” 
 
    Dunbar opened his mouth to speak, but Drake’s phone buzzed and he immediately answered it.  
 
    “Drake, you okay?” 
 
    It was Screech.  
 
    “Well, I’ve had a pretty eventful day, let me tell you.” 
 
    “Shit, I’m just glad you’re okay, that you aren’t burnt to a crisp. That was—” 
 
    “Wait, how did you know about the fire?” As he asked the question, Drake looked at Dunbar, who had a confused expression on his face. 
 
    “You’re all over the news, man. I mean, so far as I know they haven’t found out who you are yet, but I saw your car and your ugly mug.” 
 
    Drake glanced at his feet. 
 
    So much for keeping a low profile. 
 
    “Yeah, well, like I said, it’s been one hell of a day. I’m fine though, had worse hangovers than this.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Long story; was looking for that damn cat. Speaking of which, any progress on that video I sent you?”  
 
    Screech paused during which Drake could hear the man typing away on his computer. 
 
    “Not on the video itself, exactly. Still can’t trace it.” 
 
    Drake frowned. 
 
    “C’mon, Screech, if you have something—” 
 
    “I managed to zoom in on the background,” the man continued quickly, “and got a pretty good idea of exactly where it was filmed.” 
 
    Drake’s ears perked. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Here in New York, just as we thought. I managed to—wait, is Dunbar with you?” 
 
    Drake was surprised by the question but then realized that Screech must have known that the detective would come to speak to him after the fire.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’re a shitty liar.” 
 
    “What did you find out, Screech?”  
 
    “Well, I managed to… access some of the cameras around the neighborhood.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, Screech, Dunbar’s not going to give a shit that you hacked into some ATM cameras.” 
 
    “I thought you said he wasn’t there?” 
 
    “Screech—” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I tried to follow him after the cat incident, but no dice, so I worked backward. None of the cameras I managed to access—an ATM, a convenience store security camera, a camera outside a church—had any good shots of him, unfortunately. But then I went further and what do you know, someone’s doorbell camera caught him.” 
 
    A doorbell camera is suggestive of an affluent neighborhood, Drake thought.. 
 
    “Tell me you’ve got a good shot of his face.” 
 
    “Good shot, no. It was dark and he was walking down the middle of the road. But I do have something: the man who was wearing that stupid bandit mask on his face was wearing it on his forehead before. I think he was trying to cover up some sort of tattoo. It’s hard to make out, but I’m pretty sure that’s what it is.” 
 
    “Huh. And where is this neighborhood?” Drake asked with a sigh. This already long night was destined to become an all-nighter, it appeared.  
 
    “East Manhattan; sent the details to your phone. I also managed to get a list of homeowners from that neighborhood, which I also forwarded to you. I took a quick look, but nothing popped out at me. Could do with another set of eyes.” 
 
    “Sounds good, I’ll give it a once over. Keep looking for more videos of this guy with the forehead tattoo. The cat probably wasn’t his first.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain.” 
 
    Drake hung up the phone and looked at Dunbar. 
 
    “What was that all about?” 
 
    “Official PI business.” Drake looked down at his phone and started to scroll the list of homeowners that Screech had sent him. “Dunbar, I’ve already told you everything… if it’s all the same to you, I think I’m going to take off. Don’t want the media to get a good look at my face.”  
 
    He purposefully neglected to mention what Screech had told him about already being all over the news. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a good idea. As I said before, you need to stay out of the spotlight, Drake.” 
 
    Drake nodded and started toward his car that was now parked seventy or so feet from where he stood. 
 
    “Please, just stay out of trouble, Drake. For both our sakes,” he heard Dunbar whisper, likely to himself. 
 
    Drake was halfway to his car, and a third of the way through the list of names when he came across one that was strangely familiar.  
 
    “You’ve got to be shitting me,” he said out loud. “You’ve got to be fucking shitting me.” 
 
    Drake jumped into his car, grabbed his gun off the passenger seat, and hightailed it to pay an old friend a visit.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 51 
 
      
 
    Chad awoke to the sound of keys jangling in the lock. He was both startled and confused, a state that only increased when his eyelids refused to rise more than halfway. When the doorknob started to turn, panic set in.  
 
    Everything around him was dark and suffocating. Chad, realizing that he was sitting, reached out in front of him intending to push off the table to rise. Instead, his hand brushed up against something cold and hard. 
 
    It was a knife and based on the weight of it, it must have been of the butcher’s variety. 
 
    Everything came flooding back now, and he grabbed the knife and scrambled to his feet. His phone was propped up on the counter and Chad hurried to it. He was about to press record when he remembered that his face was uncovered. 
 
    Moving quickly, he pulled his headband down. This proved unwise; not having taken proper care of his condition, Chad’s legs wobbled, and he thought he was going to drop. The only thing that kept him standing was the notion that if he did fall, Kenneth would take one look at him, at the knives, the setup, and would bolt. 
 
    There were no second chances here. 
 
    Just as the door opened and cheap yellow light from the hallway crept in, Chad’s faculties returned and he smashed the record button. 
 
    Standing off to one side, he watched Kenneth enter the apartment and instinctively reach for the light. The man’s thin fingers flicked the switch up and down, but nothing happened.  
 
    Chad had removed the light bulbs.  
 
    Kenneth sniffed loudly, said something in Mandarin, and reached into his pocket. Even now, Chad remained as still and silent as possible, which was difficult. 
 
    All he wanted to do was pounce, to make sure that everyone who was tuning in didn’t switch off on account of not seeing anything but darkness and hearing nothing but the grumblings of some strange Asian man. 
 
    But it wasn’t time… not yet.  
 
    Soon, so soon… oh, yes, oh, yes, soon.  
 
    Kenneth turned the flashlight on his phone on and sprayed light throughout the room. His hand stopped moving when he saw the dark fabric hanging from the ceiling.  
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    Just as he started to turn in Chad’s direction, Chad switched the power bar in which all the lamps and lights he’d set up were plugged. 
 
    Instantly blinded, Kenneth dropped his phone and covered his face.  
 
    “What is this?” he cried, stumbling backward. 
 
    “It’s your surprise, Kenneth.” 
 
    The man continued to backpedal, unwittingly moving in the exact direction that Chad wanted. 
 
    “Tobin? Tobin, is that you?” His voice was desperate. 
 
    Chad giggled. 
 
    “Tobin’s dead… there is only Chad. Chad42819.” 
 
    “Wh-wh-wh-who?” The confused roommate asked.  
 
    When he was directly beneath the black fabric, Chad revealed himself. 
 
    “Someone famous. Someone real famous,” he said with a grin. He held up the knives, one in each hand, now. “And guess what, Kenneth? My surprise is that you’re going to be famous, too.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 52 
 
      
 
    After making a quick call, Drake drove to the address on the list that Screech had given him. The house was large and impressive, with a long front walk. Still feeling the effects of the fire, Drake stifled several coughs as he made his way to the door.  
 
    It was well past midnight now, but just one solid knock was enough to awaken the man inside. A light in a room on the second floor came on, but Drake deliberately dropped back into the shadows. When the light flicked off again, Drake stepped up and knocked once more. 
 
    After three such sequences, someone hurried down the stairs. A second later, the door was pulled wide. Drake opened his mouth to speak, but when he saw the barrel of a shotgun staring back at him, he changed his mind.  
 
    “Tobin? I—wait, you?” Dr. Alex Cratom asked. “What do you want?” 
 
    “For starters, for you to take the gun out of my face.” 
 
    The man had other ideas; he took two steps outside his home and Drake backed up.  
 
    “You came knocking on my door at midnight, PI, so maybe you should start explaining and stop giving orders.” 
 
    If it hadn’t been clear before when they’d first met, it was obvious now that Dr. Alex Cratom wasn’t just a veterinarian.  
 
    “I’m here inquiring about a specific cat.”  
 
    “You already asked me about Ms. Schmidt’s cat. I don’t know where he is.”  
 
    “Really? You mean you don’t know you strangled Cosmo, broke his neck, then kicked the poor animal’s body across an alley?” 
 
    The question worked exactly as planned. Dr. Cratom was taken aback and confusion set in. He lowered the gun and stared at Drake.  
 
    “What? What are you—” 
 
    The dark fist came out of nowhere and struck Dr. Cratom square in the jaw. The veterinarian’s eyes hadn’t even finished rolling back into his head before his body crumpled onto the stoop.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Did you really have to hit him that hard?” Drake asked as he examined Dr. Cratom’s chin. It was red and swollen, and he thought that the man’s jaw might be broken. 
 
    Leroy shrugged. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to. I mean, better too hard than too soft… if I didn’t knock him out, he would have probably shot you in the face.”  
 
    Drake cocked his head to one side and looked at his partner. 
 
    “Fair point. But next time, maybe ease up, just a li—” 
 
    Dr. Cratom grunted and he bucked his lower half.  
 
    “Grab the chair! Grab the chair!” Drake ordered. 
 
    Leroy slid behind the man and grasped his chair seconds before it toppled. The bucking had been mostly involuntary but even if the veterinarian had attempted to break free, it would’ve proven impossible; his wrists and ankles were heavily taped to the armrests and legs, respectively.  
 
    Another grunt and Dr. Cratom opened his eyes. They were glassy.  
 
    “What do you want?” the man asked, sans consonants. 
 
    “I want to know why you killed Cosmo.” 
 
    Sheer confusion fell on Dr. Cratom’s warped features.  
 
    “What are you talking about? I didn’t kill any cat. You gotta let me go—” he struggled unsuccessfully against his bindings as he looked around. “Wait—what? This is my office? What the hell is going on here?”  
 
    Drake admired the facility. 
 
    “Yeah, we found your keys in your pocket and figured this would be a quiet place to talk. The only thing that doesn’t fit—in addition to why someone who has dedicated his life to helping animals would so savagely murder one—is your lack of forehead tattoo.” 
 
    Dr. Cratom was truly dumbfounded now. 
 
    “What in the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Drake frowned. 
 
    Now that his mind was clearing, that all the soot had shaken free of his neurons, he realized that there was a lot wrong with the narrative he was trying to weave, more than he’d already illustrated. 
 
    “Here, I want to show you something.” 
 
    Drake pulled out his cell phone and played the vet the video of Cosmo’s last moments. Halfway through, Dr. Cratom tried to look away, but Drake grabbed his chin and forced him to watch.  
 
    “Jesus, turn it off,” Dr. Cratom pleaded. “…it’s disgusting. Turn it off.” 
 
    Drake observed the man closely. Unless Dr. Cratom had some sort of split personality, he concluded that there was no way that he was the one depicted in the video.  
 
    Which begged the question, who the hell was it? And why the hell was he in Dr. Cratom’s neighborhood? Just an unfortunate coincidence?  
 
    Drake put his phone away. 
 
    “What kind of psycho did that?” 
 
    Drake ignored the question and looked about the room. Although he had little to no experience with vet clinics, this one, or, at least, this area, looked more like the operating room of a county hospital than a place used to treat small animals.  
 
    “It wasn’t me—it wasn’t.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” Drake looked at Leroy, who just shrugged. He decided to change tactics. “Do you know anybody with a forehead tattoo, Dr. Cratom?” 
 
    “Forehead tattoo? No, of course not. Just let me—” the man winced. “—I think you broke my fucking jaw.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that.”  
 
    Drake scratched his beard as he tried to put these seemingly unconnected pieces of the puzzle together. He refused to believe that the cat killer being in Dr. Cratom’s neighborhood was just a coincidence, in part, because such an acknowledgment would mean that he was back to where he started.  
 
    No, they’re related. They have to be.  
 
    In his mind, he saw Dr. Cratom opening the door with a shotgun in hand. Sure, it had been late, but it was almost as if the vet had expected… someone.  
 
    Someone with bad intentions.  
 
    “I’ll concede that you didn’t kill the cat, doctor, but I think you know more than you are letting on. Why would this man in the video, the one with a forehead tattoo, be coming from your house? Think, doc, because I doubt you get too many midnight callers.” 
 
    Dr. Cratom cursed.  
 
    “I told you already… I don’t know who killed the cat and I don’t know anyone with a… forehead tattoo.” 
 
    And there it was: the slightest of hesitations before uttering those final two words. 
 
    Drake smiled and dropped so that he was at eye level with the man taped to the chair.  
 
    “Now that, I don’t believe.” 
 
    Dr. Cratom averted his eyes and remained silent. 
 
    “Fine,” Drake said, rising. “Then maybe my friend here will do his best to adjust your jaw. I figure if he hits you on the other side, that’ll level things out. What do you think?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Drake looked to Leroy, but the man was confused. They had planned the attack outside the vet’s house, but this was completely off the cuff. It took several nods and gestures before Leroy got the idea.  
 
    He stepped forward and balled his fists. 
 
    “One more chance, Dr. Cratom, tell us—” 
 
    “It’s not a tattoo,” the man suddenly spat. “It’s a surgical scar.” 
 
    Drake’s eyes narrowed, which brought the background into focus, as well as the final piece of the puzzle. 
 
    The gurney, too big for even a large dog, the oxygen masks, the unlabeled yellow prescription bottles.  
 
    Drake chuckled.  
 
    “And let me guess, doc, you know this because you were the one who performed that surgery. Am I right?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 53 
 
      
 
    “Wave for the camera, Ken,” Chad instructed in a singsong voice. 
 
    It was a rhetorical command, however; Kenneth was immobilized in the kitchen chair. He couldn’t even speak, couldn’t jibber-jabber in Chinese or whatever the hell language he used; his mouth was taped. 
 
    But his eyes… Kenneth’s eyes portrayed his intense fear.  
 
    Chad poked his head in front of the camera. Even though his face from the nose down was covered, it wouldn’t take long for the authorities to figure out who Kenneth was, and then discovering his identity would happen quickly. 
 
    But that didn’t matter; this was to be Chad’s last video for a while, at least. 
 
    Go out on a high note… don’t look desperate. Don’t pull a Lindsay Lohan. 
 
    “Chad here, coming back with another outstanding video for all you super fans out there, this time from the comforts of my own home. I know you guys looooved my last two videos… but they were nothing compared to this one. Nothing. This here—” Chad leaned to one side and revealed his roommate’s face, his wet eyes. The man’s muffled cries intensified, but they were incomprehensible. “—is Kenneth. And this here is a butcher’s knife. Kenneth, knife. Knife, Kenneth. Who do you think is going to win this greeting?”  
 
    Chad held the butcher’s knife up to one of the lamps and twisted it, causing it to glint brightly. 
 
    He couldn’t see what the camera saw, but he knew it looked good. 
 
    No, no, no—not good, great. 
 
    Amazing. 
 
    “Spoiler alert, it’s the knife.” 
 
    And with that, Chad42819 raised the butcher knife high in the air and, without hesitation, brought it down as hard as he could right on the side of Kenneth Leung’s neck. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 54 
 
      
 
    “He wanted me to shave down his forehead,” Dr. Cratom said, averting his gaze. 
 
    “Shave down his forehead?” Drake repeated, cringing.  
 
    “Yeah, pre-frontal eminence shaving. Basically, you peel back the scalp and shave down the bone, make the brow thinner, less pronounced.” 
 
    Drake looked around. While Dr. Cratom’s operating room was impressive, it didn’t look like it was equipped for anything more than minor surgery. 
 
    He said as much. 
 
    “No, no, I didn’t fucking do it—are you nuts?” Dr. Cratom said, shaking his head. “I mean, I could do it, but I’d need a whole team of people.”  
 
    “But I thought you said that the thing on his forehead is a surgical scar?” Leroy piped it. 
 
    “It is, but not from shaving his skull. Fuck that. He just wouldn’t stop, just kept pestering. The only way I could get him to leave me alone was to do something.” 
 
    “So, you just cut him open and sewed him back up again?” Leroy asked. “Then, what? Told him that you’d done the surgery?” 
 
    Dr. Cratom nodded. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And couldn’t he tell? I mean, couldn’t he tell that his forehead wasn’t thinner or whatever?” 
 
    “I mean, any normal person would. But he’s not normal; he’s whacked out of his mind. Came to my house, begged for drugs. I just wanted him out of my life, don’t want anything to do with him. That’s why I did the ‘surgery.’” 
 
    Drake frowned. 
 
    “So, you did it for free, did you? Decided, out of the goodness of your heart, to fake a surgery to make this poor schlep feel better.” 
 
    Dr. Cratom looked at the ground by his feet. 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t think so.” 
 
    The vet’s eyes shot up. They were blazing now—Drake had touched a nerve. 
 
    “You don’t fucking get it, do you? This guy, he’s unhinged. Obsessed with social media, just an absolute narcissist nut case. Trust me, I’ve come across some sketchy characters in my time, but this guy… he’s different. God only knows what he’s capable of.” 
 
    “Like strangling a cat?” 
 
    Everything that Dr. Cratom had said up to this point was predictable. His next comment, however, was anything but. 
 
    “I was thinking about something worse.” 
 
    Drake was taken aback by the man’s tone as much as his words. He cleared his throat before addressing the vet again. 
 
    “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Tobin. Tobin Tomlin,” Dr. Cratom replied without hesitation.  
 
    “You have an address for him?” 
 
    “Over there, check my desk.” 
 
    Drake looked to Leroy, who immediately made his way to Dr. Cratom’s desk. He swiped some papers around, then opened a drawer and reached inside. After a minute of searching, he shrugged and came up empty. 
 
    “Second drawer, the locked one. It’s the small key on the ring you took from me,” Dr. Cratom clarified.  
 
    Drake pulled the keys from his pocket and threw them at Leroy. He caught them and then turned his attention back to the vet’s desk.  
 
    “You’re-you’re going to let me go, right? I mean, you let me go, and I don’t tell anybody what happened here.” 
 
    Drake guffawed.  
 
    “You won’t tell on us?” 
 
    Dr. Cratom’s bravado dissipated. 
 
    “Yeah, I mean, you don’t say anything about me, and I don’t say anything about you.” 
 
    Drake wanted nothing more than to slap the guy around a little, but Dr. Cratom was right. If Dunbar caught wind—or, god forbid, someone less friendly in the NYPD—of him kidnapping another person? 
 
    Shit. Lock me up and throw away the key.  
 
    “Uh, Drake?” 
 
    Drake glanced up. Leroy was holding a stack of files in his hands. 
 
    “You have to be shitting me. Are you going to tell me that these are all fake surgeries?” 
 
    Once again, Dr. Cratom looked away. 
 
    “No, not all. Some… the more complicated ones. Rhinoplasty, that sort of thing. But others, I-I-I do some of the others, eye lifts. Botox. Fix up the occasional bullet wound.” 
 
    Drake was appalled by the man’s attitude. He actually sounded proud of his backroom surgery clinic. 
 
    “You make me sick.” 
 
    “I won’t say anything,” the vet suddenly muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Found it—Tobin Tomlin’s address,” Leroy proclaimed. 
 
    Drake kept his eyes locked on Dr. Cratom.  
 
    “Sure, I won’t say anything, but you’re not going to do anything; no more surgeries, at least not on humans. I don’t give a fuck what they offer you or what they threaten you with. If I find out you’ve been performing any more surgeries, I’ll come back here, with my man Leroy, and he’s going to break more than just your jaw. Do you understand me?” 
 
    Dr. Cratom looked none too pleased about this, but he nodded. 
 
    For Drake, this wasn’t good enough. 
 
    “Say it.” 
 
    “I won’t perform any surgeries.” 
 
    “Louder.” 
 
    Dr. Cratom scowled. 
 
    “No more fucking surgeries—I won’t do any more. I swear.” 
 
    Drake squeezed the man’s shoulder hard and said, “Good.” 
 
    With that, he gestured to Leroy, who now only held a single file in his hand. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    They had just entered the hallway leading to the back door when Dr. Cratom cried out. 
 
    “Hey! Hey! Untie me! Hey! Yo! You can’t leave me here like this! Hey!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 55 
 
      
 
    The butcher’s knife was for show; it was dull to begin with and after just a few hacks it was practically unusable. That’s why Chad had the chef’s knife as a backup. 
 
    By this time, Kenneth was long dead. Blood still slowly leaked from his many wounds, but it no longer pumped and sprayed as it once had. It was messy, hard work, but Chad was nothing if not determined. He even managed to ham it up a little for the camera as he dismembered his roommate’s body.  
 
    “Say hi to the camera, Kenneth,” he sang while waving the man’s disembodied hand. Then he laughed.  
 
    Copious amounts of sweat mixed with the thick fluid that leaked from his forehead incision coated Chad’s face in a sheen that was highly reflective. 
 
    But not even this could stop him. 
 
    As with most things, practice made not for perfection but ease of work.  
 
    Once he’d figured out how to remove Kenneth’s first arm, the other took about half as long. But even as he became more comfortable wielding the knife, the thing that really slowed Chad down was all the blood. When he first started it was slippery, but now that a considerable amount of time had passed, it was becoming gummy. Both conditions generated their own sets of challenges.  
 
    He even tried to clean some of it up as he went, but after fully saturating three towels, Chad just gave up. There was just so much of it. 
 
    And time was of the essence.  
 
    Chad found a dozen or so thick contractor bags under the sink and put the towels in one of them. Then a thought occurred to him. The veracity of his grin reinstated, he hurried to Kenneth’s room and rummaged around until he found three large boxes full of noodle bowls. He dumped their contents onto the floor and returned to the kitchen. 
 
    There, after lining the boxes with garbage bags, Chad addressed Kenneth’s still warm corpse. Reinvigorated from the short rest, he turned his attention to the man’s left foot. Somehow, it was easier to remove than his arm. The tendons proved the most difficult, what with his waning strength and the gradual dulling of the knife. But he managed. 
 
    Kenneth’s head was perhaps the simplest to remove of all body parts. The knife slid easily through the soft skin beneath his chin and it only took a strong push to cut between his cervical vertebrae. After some contemplation, he put a foot in one box, an arm in another, and Kenneth’s head in the third. Chad twisted and tied the individual garbage bags closed, and then, using packing tape he found in one of the cupboards, sealed them all up tight. Just to make sure that there were no leaks, he doubled up on the tape. 
 
    “Just some gifts for some of my adoring fans,” he said to the camera.  
 
    He stacked the boxes by the door then grabbed his cell phone and surveyed what was left of Kenneth. 
 
    “All right fans, this will be my last video for a while. But not my last ever. That’s a promise! Chaddites unite!”  
 
    Chad turned the camera on himself one last time, then ended the video. The live stream had long since been reported and cut off, but it had all recorded just fine. He immediately uploaded his masterpiece to 8chan, tagging it with links to his other three videos. This was a risky maneuver as it provided more evidence for amateur Internet sleuths to figure out his identity, but he deemed it a worthy hazard.  
 
    Chad was exhausted now, but he still had more work to do. As he stared down at the carnage on the family room floor, however, a bout of nausea unexpectedly struck him.  
 
    No, not now. Don’t pussy out now, Chad.  
 
    He felt a pang of sadness as he pulled down the thick black curtain and wrapped it around Kenneth’s torso. He and that fabric had been through a lot together, and it had served him well.  
 
    But Chad didn’t need it anymore.  
 
    Unlike the head and limbs, lifting the torso was awkward. But he didn’t need to bag it up; disposal was easy. 
 
    He opted for the apartment building garbage chute. Sure, it might be traced back to him but that would likely take some time. After all, the lease was in Kenneth’s name and he couldn’t remember the last time they’d seen any of the neighbors. 
 
    The only person who knew Chad lived here was currently partitioned.  
 
    After dumping the corpse, he returned to the apartment and inspected his handiwork.  
 
    Truth be told, he hadn’t done a great job. There were multiple bloodstains on the carpet, and the entire apartment had a distinct odor to it. 
 
    The knives he had used to dismember Kenneth’s corpse were in the sink, which was speckled with blood. 
 
    But what the fuck did it matter? 
 
    Chad didn’t live here—no way someone with his level of fame would live in this shithole.  
 
    He was moving on to bigger and better things. 
 
    Yet, as he piled the boxes in his arms and started out of the apartment, he turned back for old times’ sake. 
 
    “Goodbye, Tobin,” Chad whispered. “It was nice knowing you.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 56 
 
      
 
    “You think we should get the superintendent or something like that?” Leroy asked as they made their way up the apartment stairs. 
 
    “Why? Can’t you just punch down the door?” Drake joked. 
 
    The comment was meant to get a rise out of Leroy and break the uncomfortable silence that had settled over them as soon as they’d left Dr. Alex’s Pet Shoppe. It didn’t work. 
 
    Drake had to remind himself that while Leroy might be young and new at the business, he was technically a partner. And as such, he deserved to be treated like one.  
 
    “I just want to scope out the scene, have a chat with Tobin,” Drake said.  
 
    Leroy seemed to appreciate this more candid approach. 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    They’d made it to the third floor when Drake realized that he hadn’t truly spoken to Leroy since he’d returned. He’d caught up with Hanna, and Screech was obviously dealing with his own shit, but he hadn’t gotten an update from DSLH’s greenest member.  
 
    “You still in school?” Drake cringed. He hadn’t meant to sound like the man’s father, but this was strangely becoming a routine for him. 
 
    First Patty, now Leroy. 
 
    But you are a father… not Leroy’s, of course, but you have a child, Drake, a small voice in his head reminded him. Don’t forget about Clay.  
 
    “Finished,” Leroy replied, obviously trying to end this line of questioning. 
 
    But Drake wasn’t quite done yet. 
 
    “You going to college?”  
 
    It was Leroy’s turn to get lost in his head as they made their way toward Tobin Tomlin’s apartment. 
 
    “Leroy? I asked if you were going to college?” 
 
    “If my mom has her way. But maybe not… I mean, now that Screech has started offering full benefits…” 
 
    Drake looked at the man’s young face, trying to determine if he was joking now. 
 
    Leroy smirked, but didn’t take back the comment. 
 
    “Fuckin’ Screech,” Drake said, shaking his head. 
 
    They arrived at Tobin’s address, as per the file that Dr. Cratom had on the man. 
 
    “What do we do now?”  
 
    Drake moved in front of Leroy. 
 
    “You millennials… you want to ask Google to open the door for you? Alexa, please wipe my ass. How about this, Leroy: we go old school. We just try the knob…” 
 
    Drake chuckled when it turned freely and then he pushed it open. Leroy made a move to step past him and Drake instantly grew serious.  
 
    “Behind me,” he instructed in a no-nonsense voice as he pulled out his gun.  
 
    “Tobin Tomlin, police!” 
 
    This was partly habit and partly because Private Investigator didn’t have the same ring to it. 
 
    “Tobin, if you’re—” 
 
    The smell that struck Drake after just taking a single step into the apartment was so strong that he choked on his own words. It was a mixture of blood and meat, not unlike a large-scale butcher operation.  
 
    Leroy must have smelled it too, as Drake heard the man retch behind him. 
 
    Based on this, Drake changed his order from “Stay behind me”, to, “Stay outside.” 
 
    He leaned his head into the hallway for a big gulp of fresh air, then re-entered Tobin Tomlin’s home, half-expecting to see the man lying motionless in the center of the room, blood leaking out of slit wrists. 
 
    Drake was disappointed; there were copious amounts of blood that someone had done a poor job of trying to clean, but there was no Tobin. Leading with his handgun, he cleared the kitchen first, then continued deeper into the apartment.  
 
    The bathroom was in disarray but the door to the first bedroom had been completely kicked in. The interior was a hot mess, with clothing thrown on the floor and dresser drawers hanging open.  
 
    The second bedroom was a completely different scene: it was immaculate, pristine, even, with a computer desk on one side and a neatly made bed on the other. 
 
    “Leroy, all clear,” he said over his shoulder. 
 
    Leroy, who looked a little paler than usual, hurried to Drake’s side.  
 
    “What the hell happened here?” 
 
    Drake looked back to the massive maroon stain in the middle of the family room. 
 
    “I don’t know, but whatever it was, it wasn’t good.” 
 
    He thought back to Cosmo’s savage murder. Cruelty to animals, especially something as savage as strangling a cat, was just a stepping-stone to further violence. But to progress so quickly, was something of an anomaly.  
 
    Dr. Cratom’s words repeated in Drake’s head. 
 
    I was thinking about something worse… 
 
    “I guess Tobin had a roommate?” Leroy offered. 
 
    “Yeah, looks that way. I just hope…” Drake let his sentence trail off. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. We need to figure out where Tobin went.”  
 
    Leroy nodded and started toward the first bedroom, the one that was in complete disarray. Drake stopped him. 
 
    “No, not that one, this one. This is Tobin’s room,” he said, pointing at the other one. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    It wasn’t just what Dr. Cratom had said about Tobin, about the man’s narcissism, which was often associated with OCD tendencies, but something even more basic that made him so confident. 
 
    “Think about it: you’ve got a man who likes to torture defenseless animals in his spare time… would you fuck up his room?” 
 
    “Maybe he did it to his own shit,” Leroy suggested. 
 
    “No way. This guy is all about image, there’s no chance he would mess up his own stuff.” 
 
    With that, Drake stepped inside. If he’d any doubts about whose room this was, they were immediately dashed. There was nothing personal about anything in the room. 
 
    There were no family pictures, no artwork, no plants, no wall decals, nothing.  
 
    It reminded him of a staged house looking for a quick sale.  
 
    The only thing that he suspected Tobin spent any time on was the computer, so Drake went to it first. A quick swirl of the mouse awoke the monitor, revealing a lock screen. 
 
    “Shit.”  
 
    He could take the computer, bring it to Screech and see what he could do with it, but it was clear from the whole VPN business that Tobin knew how to hide his shit. Not only would it likely be impossible to hack, but, technically, he wasn’t supposed to be here, and taking property from Tobin’s apartment likely wouldn’t go over well with Dunbar or the rest of the NYPD. 
 
    No, he needed to find another way of locating Tobin. He was moving toward the kitchen again when Leroy called out to him. 
 
    “Drake? What about this?” 
 
    Drake turned and saw Leroy holding something that looked like a business card in his hand. 
 
    “Jan Dewalter, Producer and Chief of Talent Acquisition @Fan Mail Pictures,” Leroy read.  
 
    “Where’d you find that?” 
 
    “Tucked under the corner of the man’s keyboard.” 
 
    Drake wasn’t sure how he’d missed it. 
 
    “Does it have an address?” 
 
    “Sure does.” 
 
    “Alright, then let’s visit this Jan, see if she can tell us where to find Tobin before he kills someone else.” 
 
    “Someone?” Leroy asked with a hard swallow. 
 
    “Yeah, whatever you do, Leroy, don’t look in the sink.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 57 
 
      
 
    “We deliver twenty-four hours a day anywhere in the city. But if it’s after midnight—” the man behind the desk with the long greasy hair pulled up into a bun checked the over-sized clock behind him, “—and it is, we ain’t ringing no doorbells. No signature, that kinda shit. Just a photo of the drop. If you don’t like it, come back tomorrow morning. But if that’s kosher, I’ll get your packages out ASAP.” 
 
    Chad licked his lips and glanced down at the boxes stacked at his feet.  
 
    “How long will it take to deliver the packages?”  
 
    He was concerned about the smell. 
 
    “Depends where, bro.” 
 
    “Uh, close. Manhattan.” 
 
    The man tucked a few strands of dark hair into his bun and then shrugged. 
 
    “Coupla hours. Unless it’s breakable, then we gotta wait ‘til morning. Them’s just the rules.” 
 
    Chad’s eyes drifted down to the boxes once more. They looked so… benign. 
 
    “Hey, buddy? You want your noodles delivered or what?” 
 
    Chad looked up. 
 
    “Noodles?” 
 
    Greaseball indicated the boxes with his chin. 
 
    “Your fuckin’ Ramen, or whatever… you want me to get it out tonight? Someone desperate for some midnight snacks?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Please.” 
 
    “Well, if they’re all local, it’s gonna be twenty bucks for each package.” 
 
    Chad breathed a sigh of relief. He’d found a few spare bills in Kenneth’s room, but had less than a hundred bucks to his name. He’d been worried that he would have to resort to stealing a bike or something and deliver the packages himself. 
 
    “Well, at least I won’t have to pay him back,” Chad said with a laugh.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Chad shook his head and pulled three twenties out of his pocket. One of them had some sort of slime on it, which he promptly wiped off on his jeans. 
 
    The man made a face but accepted the money. Then he slid a sheet of paper and pen across the counter. 
 
    “Name and number, for confirmation. Don’t worry about all that other shit.” 
 
    Chad grabbed the page and under the ‘NAME’ heading he started to write Tobin, before crossing it out. 
 
    He wrote Chad42819 instead and then put his phone number beneath it. 
 
    The man raised an eyebrow upon reading what Chad had written but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll send you a photo of each drop in a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Awesome,” Chad replied, unable to suppress another giggle. He turned to leave when the man called him back. 
 
    “Oh, hey, buddy—hey Chad, forty-two or whatever?” 
 
    Still chuckling, he turned. 
 
    He wants an autograph… he wants me to sign something… he knows who I am! 
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “I ain’t no doctor, but you might wanna get that checked out.” The man waved a finger across his forehead. “Looks funky AF.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 58 
 
      
 
    Drake looked out the windshield at the square, industrial building. 
 
    “What’s the plan here, boss?” Leroy asked from the passenger seat, his eyes also locked on the building. “It’s past midnight, she’s probably not—” a light on the second floor suddenly flicked on, “—here. Okay, maybe it’s not her.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” 
 
    Even though Drake was in no mood to have another gun pointed in his face, the scene at Tobin’s house had increased the desperate nature of the situation. 
 
    He got out of his car and Leroy did the same. 
 
    “What about Dunbar? Should we call Dunbar, tell him what we saw at Tobin’s apartment?” 
 
    Should… but can’t. 
 
    “Not quite yet.” 
 
    Together they walked to the door and Drake’s eyes drifted to the light that was still on.  
 
    Is it her?  
 
    “Hey, Leroy, why don’t you stand over to the side again. But you don’t need to jump out this time.” 
 
    This time is more for your protection than mine. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Drake took a deep breath and stepped up to the door. He didn’t even get a chance to knock before the floodlight came on. 
 
    It was so bright that he was forced to shield his eyes. 
 
    “The door is locked and I’m calling the police. You have ten seconds to get the fuck out of here,” a female voice shouted from inside the building. She sounded more frightened then threatening.  
 
    “Ma’am, I am the police.” The lie was more orchestrated than instinctual this time. To reinforce the point, Drake pulled his PI badge out and held it up. He wasn’t sure if the thick door had a peephole but figured this couldn’t hurt. “NYPD Detective Damien Drake, badge number 7066. Call 9-1-1 and ask to be transferred to 62nd precinct.” 
 
    “What about your friend?” 
 
    Shit.  
 
    Drake gestured for Leroy to join him on the steps, and his partner obliged. 
 
    “NYPD Officer Leroy Walker.”  
 
    Leroy also held up his badge. 
 
    There was a short pause and then a click. The door opened six inches and a wide-eyed woman with blonde hair to her shoulders peered out. 
 
    “It’s about time. I called you guys hours ago, I almost gave up… thought you weren’t going to show. I’ve been too scared to even go outside, afraid that—oh, geez—afraid he was going to come back.” 
 
    This outburst took Drake by surprise. 
 
    “Are you Jan? Jan Dewalter?” 
 
    The woman’s manicured brows lowered. 
 
    “Yes, of course, I—” her eyes suddenly darted to Leroy, who, for some reason, was still holding out his badge. “That’s not a detective shield. What the hell?” 
 
    Before he could intervene, Jan slammed the door closed and locked it. 
 
    “Fuck,” Drake said, glaring at Leroy. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are, but you’re not cops! Did he pay you to come here? To harass me?” 
 
    “What? Who?” 
 
    “Just get away! Go away!” 
 
    Drake sighed and decided to come clean.  
 
    “You’re right, Jan, we’re not cops. We’re not here to hurt you or harass you, either. I was a detective but now both me and my partner Leroy are Private Investigators.” He took his badge out and indicated to Leroy, who now had inexplicably put his badge away, to hold it up again. “These are our ID’s. If you have any questions, dial 9-1-1, ask to be transferred to 62nd precinct, and then to speak to Detective Stephen Dunbar. He’ll confirm who we are.” 
 
    And probably come arrest me, himself.  
 
    “Can you see the badges, Jan?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “Then you see our pictures… this is us. Now, grab your phone and call—” 
 
    “If you’re not cops, what are you doing here? What do you want?” Jan was teetering on the brink of hysteria now and Drake knew that he didn’t have long to extract the information he needed from the woman before she broke. 
 
    “We’re looking for someone… for Tobin Tomlin. We think he might—”  
 
    Drake suddenly recalled what Jan had said earlier. 
 
    …afraid he was going to come back… 
 
    “—we just have some questions for him.” 
 
    There was a pause that endured for so long that Drake thought Jan had gone back upstairs. Eventually, however, she spoke up again. 
 
    “You’re looking for Tobin?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Tobin Tomlin. You know him? We found your card at his place, which is what brought us here.” 
 
    Another click and the door opened, this time only wide enough for Drake to see one of Jan’s eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know who that is—the guy… his name was Lucas. Lucas Lionell. I just—I don’t want to see him ever again.” 
 
    “What did he do to you?” Drake demanded. 
 
    “I… I… he was trying out for a new reality show… Savage Money… but we-we-we didn’t pick him. He came back… he came back and he was just crazy. He had this scar on his head and he said he’d changed his name. I don’t—if this nice man hadn’t shown up, I-I think Lucas would have grabbed me.” 
 
    Drake was having a hard time following. 
 
    “Slow down, slow down.” 
 
    Jan took a deep hitching breath. 
 
    “He had this crazy look in his eyes, I really thought he was going to hurt me.” 
 
    Drake pictured the knives in Tobin’s kitchen sink, the dark brown stain on the carpet. 
 
    Who the fuck is Lucas Lionell? 
 
    “You said he changed his name,” Leroy said, stepping up. “Was it Tobin? Did he change his name to Tobin?” 
 
    “N-n-no, I don’t know any Tobin. Chad—he said his name was Chad and that Lucas was dead.” 
 
    What were the chances that the only personal thing that Tobin had at his house was Jan’s card, but that she just happened to be harassed by someone else? Then there was the blood, the scar…  
 
    “What time did Lucas or Chad come by?” Drake asked. 
 
    “Around six?” Jan replied in the form of a question.  
 
    Jesus, Jan was so scared that she’s been holed up here for more than six hours? 
 
    “Any idea where he went after here?” 
 
    The woman shook her head. 
 
    “I have no idea. I just didn’t want him to come back.” 
 
    “I get it, I’m sorry that you went through this. Now, I want you to go ahead and call Detective Dunbar, tell him that Drake was here. Then I want you to close the door and lock it. Don’t open it for anyone but him.” 
 
    Jan, still wide-eyed, nodded. 
 
    “Wait,” Leroy said. “Do you have any information on Lucas? You said that he auditioned… did he fill out any forms or anything like that?” 
 
    It took Drake a second to figure out what Leroy was getting at.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, he was one of the last cuts, actually. I’ve got—you know what, just hold on a second.”  
 
    Jan closed and locked the door behind her, leaving Drake and Leroy on the stoop. 
 
    “Jan got hella lucky,” Leroy said matter-of-factly. Then he turned to face Drake. “Hey, you think that Tobin auditioned under an alias? That he is this Lucas character? And now, Chad?” 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    Drake was impressed; this was the most logical explanation for the discrepancy and, somehow, he’d missed it. 
 
    “You know what, Leroy? I think you might just be right. I think—” Drake stopped speaking when the door opened again. 
 
    Jan nervously snaked her hand through the crack. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “The forms that Lucas filled out and his audition tape.” 
 
    Leroy took both and said, “We’ll get these back to you after—” 
 
    “No, no, I don’t want them back. I don’t want anything to do with him. Ever.” 
 
    Leroy nodded.  
 
    “One more thing, just out of curiosity.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you pick Lucas for your show?” 
 
    Jan lowered her eyes and Drake observed her closely as she answered. 
 
    “There was just… just something off about him. I can’t quite place it but…” she shuddered, and Drake decided that she’d been through enough already. 
 
    “Thanks. Jan, please call—” 
 
    Drake heard the bike before he saw it. It came speeding around the corner so quickly that the rider, who was dressed all in black, fishtailed wildly. Drake pushed Leroy behind him and drew his gun. 
 
    “Jan, close the door,” he instructed. 
 
    “What? What’s going—” 
 
    “Close the fucking door!”  
 
    Drake heard the door slam shut as he sprinted down the walkway. Coming out of the fishtail, the rider spotted him, and his gun, and swerved too hard to one side. 
 
    He rocketed over the handlebars, rolling impressively, before coming to a stop on the grass. 
 
    “I don’t have any money!” the man proclaimed, wincing. “Just take the package… but leave the bike. I need it to work.” 
 
    He was trying to get up, but Drake was having none of it. 
 
    “Stay down,” he ordered, leveling his gun at the man.  
 
    “I’m just delivering a package… I don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    A package? 
 
    Drake told Leroy to make sure that the man stayed on his ass as he walked over to the fallen bike. There was indeed some sort of box tied with bungee cords to a makeshift basket behind the seat.  
 
    “Who sent you?” Drake asked as he began to remove the cords. 
 
    “I don’t fuckin’ know, man. I just deliver the shit. This ain’t like UPS or registered mail.” 
 
    Drake removed the package and placed it on the grass. 
 
    “And who are you delivering it to?” 
 
    “Jan something or other. Says right there on the top.”  
 
    Drake felt a lump rise in his throat. The box that once carried noodle bowls was taped up so well that he couldn’t open it by hand. He used his keys to puncture the adhesive and then peeled it off. Leaning away, he lifted the cardboard flap to reveal a thick garbage bag inside. 
 
    It’s just a bag, Drake. What’s wrong with you? 
 
    Still, he hesitated before unraveling it. Even when he had the bag stretched over the mouth of the box it was too dark to make out its contents. He had to tilt the package toward Jan’s floodlight to see inside.  
 
    And the second the object within came into focus, Drake wished he had kept the box sealed up tight. 
 
    “Drake? What is it? Drake, what’s in the box?” Leroy asked, a tremor in his voice. 
 
    Drake dropped the box back onto the grass. 
 
    “Drake? What’s in the—” 
 
    “A foot,” he answered in a voice just above a whisper. “A human foot.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 59 
 
      
 
    “N-n-n-n-no, no, n-n-no way,” the still prone bike delivery man whined. “Don’t tell me there’s a real fucking foot in there, man. Please.” 
 
    “Drake?” Leroy asked, leaning into the light. 
 
    Drake pointed a finger at his partner’s thick chest. 
 
    “Stay there, Leroy. Just stay there.” 
 
    “Ohhh, you can’t be serious—I don’t get paid enough for this shit. First, it’s damn nasty ass used tampons and now a foot? What is this fuckin’ world—”  
 
    Drake couldn’t concentrate with the delivery boy’s insane ramblings. 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    One thing that the man’s comments confirmed, however, was that he was not responsible for removing the foot—he wasn’t Tobin Tomlin or Chad or Lucas or whatever the psychopath responsible wanted to be called.  
 
    Because he was now convinced that what Leroy had said was true: they were all the same person. 
 
    Drake pulled out his cell phone and finally bit the bullet; cat murder, no matter how horrible, was one thing.  
 
    A bloody human foot was another.  
 
    “Drake?” a tired-sounding man said after less than a full ring. 
 
    “Detective Dunbar, you’re not going to like this—I know you have had a tough night already, but it’s about to get worse.”  
 
    Dunbar sighed. 
 
    “What happened, Drake?” 
 
    “First, tell me about Patty… is she doing alright?” 
 
    “She’ll be fine. Gonna spend the night in the hospital but should be released in the morning. I have three fire teams still at the shelter, trying to dig through the rubble and figure out exactly what happened, and I dispatched all animal control vehicles in Manhattan to collect the animals that got away. Now, you going to tell me what kind of shit you’ve got yourself in this time?” 
 
    Drake took a deep breath and told Dunbar the story, glossing over the whole Dr. Cratom kidnapping and extortion, breaking into Tobin’s apartment, and instead got right to the part where they met up with Jan Dewalter.  
 
    “Wait—slow down, Drake. Who the hell is Tobin Tomlin?” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Drake had forgotten just how much in the dark the detective actually was. 
 
    “We think that he’s the one who killed the cat on video. Might go by a couple of other aliases.” 
 
    “What cat—Drake, what the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    Drake pinched the bridge of his nose and turned his back to Leroy.  
 
    They didn’t have time for this. 
 
    “I’m on a case, trying to find a damn cat of all things. Patty from the shelter told me that she saw a video online of a man killing a cat, and we’re pretty sure it’s the same one.” 
 
    “And you think that this is somehow related to the burning of the SPCA shelter?” 
 
    The comment gave Drake pause. To this point, he hadn’t considered that the two events were related. 
 
    “I don’t… I don’t know.” 
 
    As Drake pondered this thought, Dunbar grew more and more impatient. 
 
    “Listen, Drake, I don’t really have time—” 
 
    “The package contained a foot, Dunbar,” Drake blurted. 
 
    “What? A foot? A human foot?” 
 
    “Yeah, a foot. We’re here talking to this producer lady, and a bike delivery boy comes by with a box containing a human foot.” 
 
    “What kind of human foot?” 
 
    Drake made a face. 
 
    “I don’t know… a left one—what the hell do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, is it old?” 
 
    “No, not old. It’s practically still fucking bleeding.” 
 
    “Goddamn it.” It sounded like Dunbar started to get dressed. “Send me the address—I’m on my way. Just stay there, Drake. Stay with the delivery boy and the foot.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” Drake lied. “Just come as fast as you can.” 
 
    He hung up the phone then turned back to Leroy. Drake wasn’t sure how much his partner had overheard, but the man’s next comment confirmed that it was enough. 
 
    “You’re leaving aren’t you?” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “Yeah, but you aren’t. Stay with this guy, don’t let him go anywhere.” 
 
    Leroy crinkled his nose and Drake walked right up to him. He grabbed the folder and USB key containing Lucas Lionell’s audition then he started to walk away. 
 
    “Drake, where are you—” 
 
    “Just stay here.” 
 
    The comment that Dunbar had made about the savage cat video and the SPCA fire being related stuck with him.  
 
    Could it be?  
 
    It seemed unlikely, but there was only one way to find out for sure. 
 
    As he opened his car door, Drake dialed Screech’s number. 
 
    “What are you doing up?” the man asked immediately. 
 
    Drake started his vehicle. 
 
    “The job of a PI never ends. Lemme guess, you’re still up, too, and still at the shop?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m coming to you.” 
 
    “This about the cat case?” Screech asked. 
 
    Drake pulled away from Leroy and the delivery boy, deliberately avoiding eye contact with his partner. The man was pissed and had every right to be. 
 
    But while they may be equals when it came to their names on the door, Drake was capable of doing things that Leroy wasn’t.  
 
    And he wanted it to stay that way for as long as possible. 
 
    “It was… but now, Screech, now I think the cat case just became a human case.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 60 
 
      
 
    “You going to tell me what this is all about?” Screech asked as he held the door to DSLH Investigations open for Drake. 
 
    “Yeah, but first there’s something we need to watch.”  
 
    Drake handed over the USB key and folder, but his partner’s main focus was the former. 
 
    Tell Screech that all his dealings with Nick Petrazzino are going to be our dealings now.  
 
    “What’s this?”  
 
    Was that tremor in his voice? 
 
    “An audition tape.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Just put it on.” 
 
    There must have been a look in his eyes because Screech stopped asking questions and instead went to his computer. While he loaded the audition tape, Drake turned his attention to the form that Lucas had filled out.  
 
    Drake read the first few lines of the application before shaking his head and starting all over again. 
 
    It didn’t seem like a real application at all; it seemed like a joke. Half the page was filled with social media handles, number of followers, impact ratios, other garbage that didn’t mean anything in the real world.  
 
    Under emergency contacts, Lucas had written one word: myself. 
 
    None of this interested Drake, but one thing did catch his eye: Lucas’s address. Although the writing was so small on this part of the application that he had to squint to read it, it confirmed his suspicion: Lucas Lionell’s address was the same one that Drake had visited just a few hours ago. 
 
    Tobin’s place. 
 
    Tobin Tomlin was Lucas Lionell.  
 
    “I’ll be damned,” he muttered under his breath. “They’re the same person.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Screech eyed him suspiciously. “Is this the audition?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Screech said, pressing play and leaning back from his computer monitor so both could see. “This is it.” 
 
    After less than a minute of staring at Lucas’s face, his dull, flat eyes, Drake knew exactly what Jan had meant when she’d said that there was just something strange about the man. He had to give him credit: he was charming, clever, funny, and… off. 
 
    Drake had stared into the eyes of many a killer and knew, without a doubt, that this Lucas Lionell was capable of murder. 
 
    “All right, turn it off,” Drake instructed. “Just turn it off.” 
 
    The second command was superfluous; Screech had already paused the video.  
 
    Both men took a moment to catch their breath. It was as if they’d just finished a five-mile run instead of watched a failed reality TV audition. 
 
    “Can you bring up the cat video, again? Do a side-by-side to see if that’s him?” Drake asked. 
 
    Screech nodded and after jogging both videos back and forth he eventually paused them both with the man’s face in frame and at about the same angle. 
 
    “It’s him,” Drake stated. 
 
    “I dunno; look at his forehead, it’s—” 
 
    “—him,” Drake concluded. “It’s fucking him.” 
 
    “Naw, I dunno, Drake—his profile is different.” 
 
    Drake remembered what Screech had told him what seemed like weeks ago about the man in the video having a tattoo on his forehead. 
 
    “That ain’t a tattoo, Screech. It’s a scar. And his head looks different because it’s swollen. He had a-a—“ Drake wasn’t sure what to say. A fake surgery? “—an operation, of sorts.” 
 
    Screech turned to him and gawked. 
 
    Drake held his stare and eventually, the man shook his head and just conceded. 
 
    “Oooookay, then. Well, I’ll tell you this much: this sick bastard isn’t going to stop at cats. If we don’t get to him soon, his next victim isn’t going to be an animal.” 
 
    Drake frowned. 
 
    “Too late.” 
 
    “What? What do you mean?” 
 
    Drake told his partner the same story that he’d told Dunbar only without skipping anything. By the time he was done, Screech’s skin was pastier than ever. 
 
    “Fucking hell.” 
 
    “No kidding. The real question is how do we find this asshole?” 
 
    Screech shifted in his seat. 
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
    “Well, it’s just… this seems like a job for the cops now, don’t you think?” 
 
    Anger started to rise in Drake, which Screech quickly picked up on. 
 
    “I know, I know, Drake, but it’s just given your legal issues? Don’t you—” 
 
    “I don’t care about that,” he said flatly. “I just care about finding this guy before he hurts someone else.” 
 
    It briefly looked as if Screech was about to argue some more, but he knew that it would be like arguing politics with a paper bag. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he relented. “But that’s going to be hard. People like this guy, they don’t have friends. They just use people up, spit ‘em out.” 
 
    And cut off their feet, Drake thought. 
 
    “So, how are we—”  
 
    Dunbar’s voice suddenly echoed inside his head.  
 
    And you think that this is somehow related to the burning of the SPCA shelter? 
 
    “Shit. Look up Tobin Tomlin… see if he has any videos or photos.” 
 
    Screech raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I thought his name was Lucas?” 
 
    “And I think this asshole changes names like underwear; try Tobin Tomlin.” 
 
    Screech shrugged and turned back to his computer. 
 
    “It’s the same guy,” Screech exclaimed a few seconds later.  
 
    Drake stared at what looked like a high school yearbook photograph on screen. 
 
    “Yeah.” He was disappointed; he didn’t want the man who murdered the cat to be the same one who had sent a human foot to Jan Dewalter. He didn’t want to be involved in a police case.  
 
    But he was. There was no denying that now.  
 
    “Doesn’t look like Tobin has posted in a long while, though. Six months, maybe more.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s look up Lucas next.” 
 
    Unlike Tobin, Lucas had posted up until just a few days ago. Screech went through the first thirty seconds of each video and enlarged a few photos. 
 
    “It’s all just visual masturbation.” 
 
    Drake agreed. It was all superficial garbage. 
 
    “What next?”  
 
    “Well,” Drake began, performing a mental checklist, “we know that Tobin was the one who killed the cat. We also know that he tried out for this reality TV show under the name Lucas Lionell. He also harassed the producer and sent her a human foot.” 
 
    “First class psycho.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong.” 
 
    “But how does any of this help us find him?” 
 
    “He’s definitely not posting cat videos under Lucas or Tobin,” Drake offered. 
 
    “Naw, I don’t think he even posted the first one. Like I said, it looked like someone just uploaded security footage.” 
 
    Drake thought more about what both Leroy and Screech had said, about what he knew regarding the downward spiral into murder. The jump straight from cat to human seemed improbable. 
 
    “Right. So, he didn’t upload that video, but maybe he uploaded others.” 
 
    “I mean, I can go through more of Lucas’s and Tobin’s history, but—” 
 
    “No,” Drake said sharply. “Not those names.” 
 
    “What then? Fuckin’ Willy Wonka? Demented Dr. Doolittle?” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “Chad.” 
 
    “Chad?” 
 
    “Chad.” 
 
    Screech threw up his hands. 
 
    “Okay, fucking Chad it is.” 
 
    It didn’t take long before they’d found the Chad they were looking for. 
 
    And both of them immediately felt sick to their stomachs. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 61 
 
      
 
    Throughout his tenure in the NYPD, and everything that had happened since, Drake had seen some pretty heinous things. He’d seen the bodies of innocent young women who overdosed after being forced to act as drug mules. He’d seen people hanged, he’d seen people shot, he’d seen murders made to look like suicides.  
 
    He’d seen heads on stakes in Columbia. 
 
    He’d seen people killed right in front of him, and in some cases, by his own hand. 
 
    But never in his entire life had Drake seen anything as savage and as ruthless as what was on screen now. 
 
    In the video, a man with his face mostly covered by a filthy bandanna hacked an Asian man to death with a butcher’s knife and then proceeded to dismember him. 
 
    The man also had an infected looking gash running across his forehead. 
 
    Several times, even Drake had to look away. It was just too brutal to watch.  
 
    During these intervals, he noticed that Screech was also averting his eyes. Still, this only did so much; the audio might have been worse than the video. 
 
    The screams, the gurgles, the sound of blood pumping out of dozens if not hundreds of stab wounds. 
 
    Neither of them said anything for some time after the video ended. They just sat there, collectively trying to catch their breath and avoid vomiting. 
 
    Drake knew that it was on him to keep going, to keep pressing onward as he had done many times before. In his absence, Screech had done his best to keep DSLH alive, had done a valiant job of it, but this was his domain.  
 
    “Screech, if you have to—” 
 
    Screech swallowed hard. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said, clearly trying to convince himself as much as Drake. “I’m fine.” 
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
    “Those look like links to other videos,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Without prompting, Screech opened Chad42819’s first video.  
 
    It depicted Chad or Tobin or Lucas tearing the limbs off a sickly squirrel. Despicable and disgusting, yes, but they’d already been desensitized.  
 
    The next video was the one that hit Drake the hardest, made his heart leap into his throat, his stomach twist into a pretzel. This one was more orchestrated and had a demented narrative to it. 
 
    And Drake was the guest star. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Screech gasped as they watched the SPCA shelter go up in flames. “Oh my God, Drake, you were there.” 
 
    Drake said nothing. 
 
    “Drake?”  
 
    Screech reached for him before he toppled right out of his chair. 
 
    Drake was shell-shocked. He couldn’t believe it; the man who had killed Cosmo, a squirrel, and an Asian man, had nearly killed Patty and him.  
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Drink,” Drake croaked, his throat so parched that he could barely speak. 
 
    Screech gently pushed Drake back into his chair, made sure he was solid, then hurried out of sight.  
 
    An incomprehensible period of time passed before Screech returned with two glasses and a bottle of Johnny Blue. His partner poured the drinks and Drake promptly downed his before immediately asking for a refill. 
 
    Screech obliged.  
 
    “This fucker,” Drake said from between clenched teeth. “This fucker’s going to pay.” 
 
    “Yeah… I guess easing you back in with this missing cat case kinda backfired, didn’t it?” 
 
    Drake filled his mouth with scotch. The video had been paused, but he couldn’t bring himself to tear his eyes away from the frozen image of the SPCA building burning. 
 
    “You want me to call Dunbar? Let him know what we found out?” Screech asked.  
 
    This wasn’t the first time that Drake had been targeted; in fact, as far as these things went, this seemed wholly accidental.  
 
    But all he could think about was what Beckett had said long ago. 
 
    About how everything Drake touched turned to shit in the end. 
 
    It was true. He’d spent one hour with Patty, and she’d nearly been killed because of him. 
 
    Beckett himself hadn’t been so lucky. 
 
    He died because he was there the night Craig Sloan had been taken hostage. If Drake hadn’t asked Beckett to keep an eye on his trunk, make sure the man didn’t escape, then the doctor wouldn’t have been forced to brain Craig with a rock. 
 
    And that wouldn’t have set him along the path that eventually— 
 
    “What do you want to do?” Screech asked, sounding desperate now. 
 
    This time, Drake’s answer was immediate. 
 
    “Find this asshole—that’s what I want to do. No, that’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    Find him and kill him, Drake thought but didn’t say.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 62 
 
      
 
    “I can’t do it, Drake. I tried—I tried when you first sent me the cat video. This fucking guy… Chad or whatever, he knows his way around a VPN. I can’t trace him. Even the VPN company might not be able to trace him and that’s if we had a court order forcing them to open their books. Maybe—maybe if we got the FBI in, they could use brute force to figure it out. But that’s a big maybe, Drake.” 
 
    Drake shook his head. It didn’t matter if the FBI could do it or not, it would take too long either way. 
 
    They had to find Tobin before he killed again. Because he would kill again. And based on how absolutely horrific the man’s first murder was, Drake wouldn’t be surprised if his next job involved multiple targets. 
 
    One cat… then the whole SCPA. One man… then? 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “Indeed. You want my opinion? We get Dunbar in here. We wash our hands of this mess, let the NYPD do their job. We were hired to find a cat and we did that. At least, we found out what happened to the cat. It’s not in our best interest—and definitely not in yours—to get involved. I know how much you want to make this man pay, but we need to be smart, Drake.”  
 
    Drake wasn’t paying attention anymore.  
 
    Besides, Screech should know better. You just didn’t get away with fucking with Drake’s friends.  
 
    Much had changed since he’d killed Ken Smith and then his own brother, but there was one part that would always remain stable: loyalty. 
 
    Even if this wasn’t personal, Tobin’s escalation had been meteoric. He was from a different generation, and he was entitled. 
 
    Entitled to commit murder, it seemed. 
 
    Screech sighed. 
 
    “You didn’t want my opinion, did you? Even if you did, you weren’t going to—” 
 
    Drake hushed him and took another sip of his drink. 
 
    If they couldn’t trace Tobin, if they couldn’t go to him, there was only one other option: get Tobin to come to them. 
 
    Draw the psychopath out of the woodwork. 
 
    “Can you bring up Lucas’ interview for Savage Money again?” 
 
    Screech frowned. He wasn’t happy with Drake’s decision to keep pushing forward. But in the end, he did as he was asked. 
 
    Together, they watched another ten minutes of the audition in silence. 
 
    It was hard to believe that this man was the same person who had chopped up another human being just days after this was recorded. Not because Drake didn’t think it was possible—he was sure of it—but because Lucas/Tobin was so damn calm. And obsessed. The man had a singular goal, just one compulsive, driving force.  
 
    Drake grabbed the application sheet and scanned the page. Near the bottom, he found what he was looking for, something that he had glossed over before. 
 
    Under ‘Ambition’, Tobin had written ‘FAME’ in big, block letters.  
 
    Drake tossed the paper onto Screech’s desk and looked at his partner. 
 
    “I know how we can find him,” he said softly. “I know how we can get him to come to us.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I need you to get everyone in here. I need Hanna, Leroy, and if you can, ask Veronica and Mandy to help. I need everybody here as soon as possible.” 
 
    Screech stared at him. 
 
    “What the fuck are you waiting for? Get it done, Screech. Get it done before this asshole kills again.” 
 
    Drake stood quickly and walked toward the front door, pulling his phone out of his pocket as he went. He hated leaving Screech in the lurch like this, but they had to move quickly, and he didn’t have time to explain. 
 
    He scrolled through his contacts and eventually clicked on a number he hadn’t called in a long time—pre-Virgin Gorda time. 
 
    It rang twice and then a man answer. 
 
    “Ivan, it’s Drake. I need your help. I’ve got another whopper of a story for you… and this time you won’t have to wait before sharing it with the world.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 63 
 
      
 
    “Police are actively seeking the man that you see on your screen. He has several aliases and might be going by the name of Tobin Tomlin, Lucas Lionell, or Chad. Authorities believe that he is responsible for the most recent fire at the Manhattan SPCA, as well as several other acts of cruelty to animals. They are also investigating a disturbing video of this same man who appears to be murdering and dismembering his roommate. If you see this person of interest, or you have any idea where he may be, police implore you to contact 9-1-1 immediately. He is considered armed and dangerous and should under no circumstances be approached.” 
 
    With the standard disclaimer completed, the news anchor turned to his left and the image of Chad vanished from the screen. Across the desk from the anchor was a man with a weathered face and long blond hair tucked behind his ears. 
 
    “We are now joined by Pulitzer prize-winning journalist Ivan Meitzer, Head Writer for the New York Times and ABC Special Correspondent. Ivan was the first to break the news about ex-Mayor Ken Smith and his involvement in corruption and strong ties to a Colombian drug cartel and he is the first to have insight into our lead story this evening. Ivan, first of all, welcome, and secondly, with all of your success following the Ken Smith exposé, I know you’re a busy man and have had to turn down many a story… so what about this story caught your interest?” 
 
    Chad’s eyes were wide and wet as he stared at his cell phone. His heart was racing and even though he hadn’t slept all night—he’d just wandered the streets after dropping off his packages—he had never felt so awake, so alive, in his entire life.  
 
    It’s happening, he thought. It’s really happening. 
 
    “Thank you, Keith, but before we get started, I would like to extend my condolences to the victims in this case. To both the man in the video and also the animals that were harmed. I also recommend that anyone who came across Tobin’s disturbing videos to contact their local crisis center for support. Now, as you mentioned, Keith, I have been very selective in which stories to pursue. This is mainly because I prefer to do a deep dive into the story, identify all the major players, and really get to the heart of the story, which takes more time and effort.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. But what is it about this story in particular that caught your interest? And given that this story is just breaking, how is it that you already have so many sources and so much information?” 
 
    “Well, Keith, the reason I chose this story for my next long-form series, is because I believe that these unfortunate events were inevitable. I think that what Tobin Tomlin has done is reprehensible, but it won’t be the last time we see something like this. As much as I hate to admit it, Tobin is a somewhat of a macabre trendsetter. As to how I came across my sources, let’s just say that some fell into my lap. You know how these work, Keith, a lot of times it’s about making connections and hope that they pay dividends later.” 
 
    “Speaking of sources, is it true that you have interviewed the man who saved the SPCA employee from the fire?” 
 
    Ivan nodded. 
 
    “Yes, he’s actually an old friend. He was there during the fire. I’ve also spoken to a producer of a reality TV show that Tobin auditioned for, under an alias, and I have his audition tape.” 
 
    Chad moaned. He knew exactly who this reporter was talking about. The man in the beige car who had run inside the burning building while others just watched. And, of course, Jan Dewalter. 
 
    “Wow, you move—” 
 
    “That’s not it, Keith. When a case like this breaks, time is of the essence. I’ve also interviewed Tobin’s mother, Ida Tomlin. And let me tell you, she is a very outspoken woman, about her son, and other issues, as well. I think my readers are going to find what she has to say about Tobin very, very interesting.” 
 
    There was a short pause as if one of the men missed their cues, which made Chad giggle and shake his head. 
 
    Amateurs.  
 
    The anchor spoke next. 
 
    “Ivan, with respect to all the work you’ve put in and continue to put into this unfolding story, there is one more issue that needs to be addressed. This case is already garnering a lot of attention from victim advocate groups. They claim that we, as the media, are glorifying Tobin’s actions and thereby setting the stage for copycats.” 
 
    “Yes, Keith, I understand their concern. But my intention, and I’m sure yours as well, is never to glorify Tobin’s or any other criminal’s actions. It is to provide information so that individuals and authorities can have a better understanding of why these people commit these crimes and thereby prevent future ones.” 
 
    The anchor was nodding the entire time Ivan was speaking. 
 
    “Yes, it is a fine line, however… now, please tell us about this special release of the New York Times that you have planned for tomorrow.” 
 
    Ivan’s face lit up and he ran his hand through his hair.  
 
    “I’m very excited to announce that, for the first time ever, there will be a special release of the New York Times. In addition to the daily circular, we will be releasing a limited edition, ten-page in-depth report about Tobin Tomlin and the role that social media plays in crimes today. Due to the late hour, we were only able to print a thousand copies, which will be sold at one venue.” A picture of a newspaper stand appeared on-screen, as well as the address: 280 East 86th St in Manhattan. When the camera switched back to Ivan, he was holding up one of these special reports. 
 
    The headline was big and bold, but Chad didn’t even read it. Instead, he focused on the large image of his face. 
 
    Chad recognized it immediately. 
 
    He really does have the audition tape. 
 
    It wasn’t a bad photo, but it wasn’t the best either; after all, this was pre-surgery.  
 
    “This special release, entitled, The Drive for Fame, will only be sold at this venue tomorrow morning. I expect that it will be sold out in less than an hour.” 
 
    Chad blinked several times, but that failed to clear the viscous fluid that had leaked down his forehead and into his eyes. He was forced to rub it away with both hands.  
 
    It’s a trick, he thought. It’s a stupid fucking trick. They think I’m going to fall for this?  
 
    “Ivan, I want to thank you—” 
 
    Chad scowled and then went to press pause on his phone, but it slipped from his sweaty hand. 
 
    “No!” he shouted. He juggled it but couldn’t grab the phone before it smashed to the sidewalk. 
 
    Several people who were already on their way to work despite the early hour looked at him with a mixture of pity and disgust. 
 
    Chad cursed again when he picked up his cell phone and saw that the screen was completely destroyed. 
 
    “Fuck!” he screamed. 
 
    People were staring now, but he didn’t care. 
 
    All famous people had tantrums… it was allowed. Shit, it was even expected. 
 
    Mel Gibson, Michael Richards, hell, Britney Spears was the queen of public meltdowns. 
 
    Instead of picking up his phone, Chad brought his heel down on top of it, enjoying the sound it made as the case cracked.  
 
    “What the fuck are you looking at?” he asked nobody in particular. When everyone just bowed their heads and kept walking, he added, “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    With that, Chad started to move again, this time more briskly. His face was all over the news and it was only a matter of time before someone noticed who he was and snapped a picture, or, worse, reported him.  
 
    Chad wasn’t sure where he was headed, but he knew where he wasn’t going: East 86th St. 
 
    No way was he going to do that. 
 
    That would be suicide.  
 
    And for what? On the rare chance of grabbing one of a limited number of copies of his article?  
 
    Was it really worth it? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 64 
 
      
 
    “You sure he’s gonna show, Drake?” Screech asked. 
 
    Drake looked around. They were all set-up outside the newspaper vendor on 86th street. Ivan and ABC News were standing about twenty feet to their left with one cameraman and one boom mic operator, the bare minimum to make it look believable. Beside them was a tall stack of the New York Times Special Edition article. 
 
    Hanna was tucked behind the counter, trying her best to look annoyed, as nearly all the people working at these booths were. 
 
    Leroy was combing through the magazine section, while Veronica and Mandy were stationed across the street sipping Styrofoam cups filled with hot coffee. 
 
    Drake had borrowed one of Screech’s suits and had put it on, playing the role of a businessman on the way to his nine-to-five. Even with his weight loss, it was still uncomfortably tight, but it was good enough to pass a distance sniff test.  
 
    “He’ll come.” 
 
    Screech was less confident. 
 
    “You saw the man’s audition,” Drake continued, trying to convince his partner. “He’ll come. He won’t be able to resist.” 
 
    But as he looked around, Drake realized that they were taking a tremendous risk here. They had yet to inform Dunbar of what they’d discovered, although the man had likely heard the dozens of news reports that Ivan had disseminated regarding the connection between the foot and the fire at the SPCA. There was also a high probability that the detective, or other members of the NYPD, would show up.  
 
    Drake just hoped that if they did, they would wait until after they caught Tobin to put him in cuffs. 
 
    “But if this backfires, Drake, we’re going to—” 
 
    “Hey, you guys got that article on the Internet killer? The guy who made all them videos? The whacko who calls himself The Chad?” 
 
    Drake turned and saw that the man who had spoken was wearing a baseball cap and a green bomber jersey. He was tall with a thick black mustache. Drake had memorized every persona, every look, that Tobin had, and had shared these with his team. 
 
    This wasn’t him. 
 
    “Not for—” Drake began, but Hanna cut him off. 
 
    “We got it, but we ain’t sellin’ it until ten o’clock.” She curled her upper lip. “And it’s gonna be twenty bucks a copy.”  
 
    “Twenty bucks?” The man protested. 
 
    “You don’t like it? Then get it off eBay tomorrow for fitty.” 
 
    This act was so convincing that Drake peeked over his shoulder at Hanna to make sure that she hadn’t been swapped out for the real deal.  
 
    The man with the mustache turned to three other people who were approaching the booth, none of whom fit Tobin’s description.  
 
    “It’s not for sale yet, guys. Gotta wait half an hour. And, get this, it’s twenty bucks.” The man shot a look at Hanna who stared back, stone-faced. 
 
    Drake grabbed his coffee off the counter and sipped it. It was cold and thick like tar, but it did the job, kept his fatigue at bay. 
 
    As the line of people waiting for their copy of The Drive for Fame started to grow, Drake looked over at Mandy and Veronica. Like Hanna, they were playing their roles perfectly. Appearing to just be enjoying a casual pre-work conversation, their job was to make sure that if Tobin showed up and paid someone to grab a copy for him, they would point him out. 
 
    It wasn’t foolproof, as Tobin could simply pay someone and never come near East 86th himself, but it was the best they could do. The only thing now working in their favor was that the crowd was growing. If Tobin was as obsessed with being famous as Drake thought he was, then he had to show up to see this in person… didn’t he? 
 
    He took a deep breath and checked his watch. 
 
    Twenty-four minutes to go. 
 
    “All right, I’m going to—” Drake began, but was interrupted. “What the hell?” 
 
    Approaching from the opposite direction that Veronica and Mandy were standing, wasn’t just one or two people interested in the paper, but a crowd of about thirty or forty. Not only that, but they had signs and were chanting. 
 
    “No way,” Drake cursed. 
 
    “Uhhh, Drake?” Screech said. “What are we going to do about this?” 
 
    Drake squinted hard, trying to read the signs. 
 
    “Christ, look at these fuckin’ libtards,” mustache man grumbled. 
 
    They were shouting something about animals, something to do with— 
 
    “Hey! Ever hear about freedom of speech? The first amendment?” 
 
    It wasn’t mustache man this time, but another person waiting in line. Others were starting to grumble, as well.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    Things were about to escalate and the last thing they needed right now was a brawl between free speech advocates and animal right activists.  
 
    All this over a fucking article?  
 
    Making up his mind, Drake instructed Hanna and Screech to stay put and then strode briskly towards the crowd of protesters. 
 
    As he neared, the chants became clear. 
 
    “What about the victims?” 
 
    “Making money off the dead is sick! Making money off the sick is dead!” 
 
    “Crime shouldn’t pay!” 
 
    Jesus Christ, they pulled out all the winners here, Drake thought. 
 
    He walked right up to the lead protester and held his hands out. 
 
    “You can’t—” 
 
    “Out of our way!” the woman with a shaved head shrieked. 
 
    Drake stood his ground. 
 
    “You can’t come here, you can’t—” he didn’t know what to say.  
 
    You can’t come here because there’s a sting operation going on… you’re about to ruin everything and let a killer go free.  
 
    “Get the fuck out of the way!” someone else shouted. 
 
    Before Drake could react, he was shoved to one side. He spun in that direction and instinctively grabbed the closest person. It was a waif-like woman with large brown eyes, and Drake immediately let go.  
 
    Apparently, this wasn’t good enough.  
 
    The woman slapped Drake across the face. The blow itself wasn’t that hard, but it just happened to coincide with the crowd pushing forward. Drake was knocked to his knees and looked up just in time to see the powder keg ignite. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 65 
 
      
 
    At first, Chad wasn’t sure what was happening. He saw what looked like two different political factions coming together directly in front of the newspaper vendor that was selling his article.  
 
    HE laughed, then covered his mouth in case people were around. It was a wasted effort. He was alone in an alley—everyone was moving away from him, toward the commotion. 
 
    The cacophony of shouts—primarily a combination of crime shouldn’t pay and free speech—quickly melded into an incoherent mess. 
 
    It was an amazing sight: forty plus people fighting over him. 
 
    If a week ago, someone had told Chad that this was going to happen, he would’ve been skeptical. 
 
    He deserved it, there was no doubt about that, and he wanted it… god, he wanted it more than anything in the world. But all that fucking cunt Jan Dewalter could do was tell him that his forehead jutted out too far.  
 
    Chad laughed again, but this time he didn’t bother covering his mouth. His high-pitched cackle echoed off the bricks on either side of him, but the sound was instantly swallowed by the still escalating shouts. 
 
    And then, things got even worse. 
 
    Or better. 
 
    With the ABC cameraman turning his attention toward the mob, a man in a baseball cap took advantage of the distraction. He lunged for the stack of articles, quickly toppling the pile. He almost made off with an armful but the man from the Times, the one with the long blond hair grabbed the opposite side. They battled tug-of-war style for several seconds before the strap keeping the copies together snapped. 
 
    Paper flew into the air like giant swatches of confetti, which ratcheted the intensity of the confrontation up to eleven. Chad lost sight of Ivan partly because the crowd converged on the articles and partly because his head was thrown back in laughter.  
 
    Chad inched forward, creeping toward the mouth of the alley to get a better view of the madness. He was nearly there when a flicker of movement in his periphery caught his attention. A man was leaning up against the brick, his head down, his focus on a camera in both hands.  
 
    Where the fuck did he come from?  
 
    As if hearing his thoughts, the man looked up. He was handsome with short brown hair and even shorter beard.  
 
    He offered a placating smile and then turned his attention back to the camera. 
 
    “Sorry,” the man grumbled. He pushed himself off the wall with his foot and then walked in the direction opposite the newsstand.  
 
    Chad watched him go, confused by what had just happened. 
 
    Was he one of the protesters?  
 
    He hadn’t seen him enter the alley. 
 
    These fucking paparazzi… they’re like ghosts… popping in and out of reality… doing everything they can just to take a picture of someone whose life they wish they had. 
 
    When the man with the camera dipped out of sight, Chad looked back toward the brawl. 
 
    To his surprise, one of the articles had drifted close to him. It was out in the open, but it was so close. 
 
    Twenty-five feet, maybe only twenty. 
 
    Chad knew that he should stay put, that he shouldn’t stray into the light, but it was… right… there. 
 
    He tilted his head to one side and read the title: The Drive for Fame.  
 
    Licking his lips, Chad took one step forward, then another.  
 
    I can just grab it and then back up. No one will see me. They’re all there, they’re all fighting over me. They’re all fighting over me! 
 
    But they were also watching. Everyone was on the lookout for celebrities. Everyone wanted to spice up their gram. Everyone wanted a piece of him. 
 
    Chad groaned. Ivan had said on the news the night prior that this was going to be the only print run, that today was your only chance to get a copy. 
 
    And it’s right there… half of them are ruined but there’s one right theeeeeeeeeeerrrrrrre. 
 
    He started to shift in place like a toddler trying not to pee their pants.  
 
    The tipping point was when he saw a young black man throw his hand up and scream for somebody to call the police. 
 
    Now or never, Chad thought. 
 
    Mustering all of his courage, he stepped out of the alley and walked quickly, but didn’t run, for the wayward article.  
 
    Within seconds, he came to it and bent over. A strong bout of vertigo struck him then and for one horrifying moment, he thought he was going to fall. But Chad ground his teeth and regained his balance.  
 
    Ever since he’d become a superstar, his luck seemed to have changed.  
 
    He picked up the article and held it in both hands. It was thin, but goddamn if it wasn’t as heavy as lead. 
 
    Or gold. 
 
    Back up now, Chad. Back up, then leave this place. 
 
    He licked his lips again and slowly started to open the front page.  
 
    I just have to see… I have to seeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee. 
 
    But rather than feeling utter elation like an addict getting their morning hit, Chad felt his insides curdle. 
 
    Aside from the cover, all the other pages were completely blank.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 66 
 
      
 
    Drake pushed himself onto all fours and then slowly peeled himself to his feet. 
 
    “What the fuck is happening?” he whispered. 
 
    It was like a scene out of Mad Max, only with people dressed in business attire instead of used hockey equipment. 
 
    He couldn’t believe the fervor, the sheer intensity of the clash. Drake knew that people could get defensive when their beliefs were challenged, but the current era of identity politics, of not being able to differentiate between a difference of opinion and a personal affront? 
 
    This was new, and he hated it.  
 
    He couldn’t see Ivan anywhere, nor the ABC film crew. 
 
    What a fucking mess. 
 
    The only good thing was that in the chaos, no one seemed to notice that the very article they were fighting over was a sham. Perhaps it didn’t even matter.  
 
    The most outspoken of the group were simply there to have their shrill voices heard, their peacock feathers seen, not actually vie for real change, not push any actual cause.  
 
    Drake was determined to run crowd control, to bring some semblance of order when he heard Leroy’s voice above all others. 
 
    “Someone call the police! Get Dunbar here, now!”  
 
    It was officially over, now. This sting had failed miserably. Not only had they failed to draw Tobin out, but now East 86th St was filled with complete strangers on the verge of rioting.  
 
    He pulled his phone out of the pocket, intent on calling Dunbar as Leroy had suggested.  
 
    All it took was one overzealous social justice warrior with a knife and then things would really pop off. 
 
    As he scrolled to the bottom of his contacts, he looked around to make sure that his people were still safe.  
 
    Hanna was behind the counter slapping anyone who came close.  
 
    Leroy… well, Leroy had already proven that he could take care of himself. Screech, on the other hand, was cowering behind a stack of newspapers—real newspapers—but when Drake glanced across the street to scope Veronica and Mandy, they were no longer seated outside the cafe. 
 
    “Ah, shit, where are you guys?”  
 
    He scanned the interior, thinking that they might have been forced to take refuge inside, but he still couldn’t see them. 
 
    Veronica wouldn’t run, but Mandy? He wasn’t sure about Mandy. 
 
    About thirty yards to the left of where they’d once been, he spotted a hunched figure emerging from an alleyway. He was rail thin with a bandanna covering his forehead, and Drake shook his head and rubbed his eyes to make sure that he wasn’t seeing things.  
 
    When the form remained, his focus changed. His thoughts were no longer on Mandy or Veronica and he could no longer hear the hateful shouts all around him. 
 
    Drake put the phone away and started to move, weaving through the angry mob. 
 
    The man emerged from the alley and bent down to pick up one of the articles that had drifted in his direction. Knowing that he had little time before the man looked inside, Drake picked up the pace, his hand moving for the gun in his shoulder holster.  
 
    “Crime don’t pay!” a man yelled, stepping in front of him. “Crime should never pay!” 
 
    “Move!” Drake shoved him, and the man screamed as he and his sign clattered to the ground. “Move!” 
 
    Drake regained line of sight with the figure at the mouth of the alley just as he opened the newspaper. A second later, it slipped from his fingers and fluttered back to the ground. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    The man took two steps back and then lifted his dark, sunken eyes.  
 
    As if drawn by some unknown force, his gaze immediately fell on Damien Drake.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 67 
 
      
 
    When Drake saw a sinister grin form on Tobin Tomlin’s pale lips, he knew the man was going to bolt, which was why he leaped over the protester he’d pushed to the ground and broke into a run. Drake was tired, but he was fueled by fury.  
 
    Tobin, on the other hand, was an anemic little bitch who liked to maim and kill defenseless animals. 
 
    The man had no chance. 
 
    Ten feet inside the alley, Drake was within striking distance. He reached out with his right hand, intending to grab the back of Tobin’s neck. He missed but didn’t come up empty; Drake grasped the knot of the man’s bandanna instead. 
 
    Something strange happened next. Instead of pulling the man backward, or even untying the knot, something… slipped. The bandanna slid backward, and Tobin’s scalp went with it. The man shrieked as a thick pad of skin rumpled at the back of his neck and he dropped.  
 
    As Tobin fell hard on his ass, Drake spun around and mounted him. The combined impact of Tobin’s fall and all of Drake’s weight landing on the man’s chest made his eyes roll back into his head. 
 
    The strange, warbling shriek continued to come out of his mouth, however. 
 
    “You almost killed Patty,” Drake hissed from between clenched teeth. “You almost—” 
 
    As Tobin’s face came into focus, Drake’s stomach lurched.  
 
    It was like staring down at a bloody, sinewy skeleton. 
 
    Tobin had no hair; his scalp had been completely torn off his forehead. As a result, the skin on his face sagged downward, giving him a dopey, droopy expression.  
 
    What was worse than the visuals, was the fact that somehow, even though Tobin was screaming, the sick bastard also seemed to be laughing.  
 
    “Why are you laughing?” Drake shouted. When this only served to intensify the man’s maniacal cackle, Drake repeated the question, this time as loud as he possibly could. “Why the fuck are you laughing?” 
 
    Aside from the sound, Tobin wasn’t doing anything to try and get Drake off him. In fact, it seemed as if the man was completely paralyzed. 
 
    “Stop laughing!” 
 
    Drake moved his hands from Tobin’s shoulders to his forehead. The sensation was horrible, warm and wet and sticky. 
 
    “Stop it,” he said, more quietly now. 
 
    Staring down at the twisted grin, Drake was no longer thinking about Patty or even the man who had been murdered in the video.  
 
    For some reason, his mind turned back to Ms. Schmidt, the poor woman who had hired him to find her lost cat. 
 
    A lonely woman on the verge of dementia. A woman who loved her cat as much or more than any person who loved a child. 
 
    “You killed Cosmo,” Drake said almost incoherently. 
 
    For some reason, this comment made Tobin’s laughter falter. 
 
    But it still wasn’t enough for Drake. 
 
    He wrapped his fingers around the sides of Tobin’s head and then started to apply pressure with his thumbs to the center of the man’s forehead.  
 
    “Whatrrrrrruuuuuuudoinnnnnn?” Tobin asked in a slurred voice. “Whaaatrruuuuuudoinnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn?” 
 
    “You killed Cosmo,” he hissed while applying more pressure. “You killed the fucking cat.” 
 
    Drake pushed even harder. He drove his thumbs downward until the veins in his forearms started to bulge and Tobin stopped making that terrible laughing sound.  
 
    Even then he didn’t ease up. 
 
    Just when Drake’s strength started to wane, there was a terrible crunching sound that originated deep inside Tobin’s head.  
 
    “You shouldn’t have killed the cat.” 
 
    Tobin’s shoulders started to shake and as he seized, Drake realized that he had to get the hell out of here. He pushed himself up using Tobin’s forehead for leverage, which caused it to cave in even further.  
 
    The protesters were still doing their dance, jostling and shouting at one another without reverting to physical violence. This lack of escalation was due, in part, to the boys in blue: a handful of uniformed officers had shown up and were trying to keep things from exploding.  
 
    With Tobin still shaking on the ground, Drake wasn’t sure what to do. He didn’t want to contribute to the violence, but a release was needed.  
 
    It didn’t seem just for these two sides to take it out on one another when there was a much more deserving target. 
 
    Instead of going to the crowd, he decided to bring the crowd to him. 
 
    “He’s here!” Drake shouted, gesturing wildly. “Tobin’s right here! Chad’s here! The cat killer is here!” 
 
    It was his second shout that drew the attention of the closest protesters.  
 
    His third or fourth shout drew them near. 
 
    “He’s right here!” 
 
    As the first few people descended upon the alley, Drake backed up. He wasn’t sure if they’d heard what he’d said, or if they knew who that man was on the ground, but the scuffle continued. When one of the pro-free speech group came too close to the other party, a strong shove was delivered. 
 
    The first man fell directly on top of Tobin’s stomach. 
 
    Having seen enough, Drake tucked his chin to his chest and left the alleyway altogether.  
 
    And yet, no matter how far he got from the scene, he could still hear Tobin laughing. 
 
    He could also hear the man’s voice, whispering the same phrase over and over again. 
 
    “I’m famous… I’m famous… I’m famous…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The man with the camera leaned back into the alley as soon as Drake appeared. He watched the ex-NYPD detective pull Tobin to the ground, then straddle his chest. He had to adjust his angle to get a good view of both of their faces, but when it was all said and done, the video he’d recorded was of acceptable quality. 
 
    Hell, it was better than the cat video, or the one with the squirrel, and maybe even the one that featured Kenneth Leung.  
 
    Mostly because of the subject.  
 
    Mostly because it showed the darkest side of Damien Drake.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 68 
 
      
 
    Drake drew a deep breath and stepped into 62nd precinct. He knew that coming back here was dangerous, but he had one final thing to do before he put this all to rest.  
 
    Nostalgia washed over him, but it wasn’t exclusively good feelings. 
 
    A half-dozen uniformed officers were milling about, none of whom he recognized. Truthfully, the only person he didn’t want to see was Officer Kramer. Detective Dunbar was a close second, but a man only had so much luck to use in a day. 
 
    And Drake’s had long since expired.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” Dunbar hissed as he grabbed Drake’s arm and roughly pulled him down a narrow hallway. Dunbar was so angry with him that he didn’t even appear to notice the large cage in Drake’s left hand.  
 
    “I’m here to—” 
 
    Dunbar wouldn’t even let him finish his sentence. The man was royally pissed. 
 
    “That fucking thing you pulled with the Times? With Ivan? What a fucking nightmare. I’ve been… Jesus, all week it’s been crazy. And now that Tobin is in a coma—” 
 
    Drake decided not to debate the finer points or mention the fact that he’d managed to stop a serial killer in the making, and instead focused on that last thing that Dunbar had said.  
 
    “Coma? What are you talking about, coma?” 
 
    Dunbar released him and pulled back. 
 
    “Yeah, Tobin was at the newsstand on East 86th; he came to get his precious article. It looks like someone, some back-alley doctor most likely, cut his forehead open, god only knows why. The incision got infected, started to rot, and spread to the bone. Made it brittle. From all accounts, it appears as if he had a seizure of some sort and then someone from the fucking crowd fell on top of him. Caved his skull in. The asshole is lucky to be alive. But I’m guessing you knew most of that already?” 
 
    Drake pictured Tobin’s quivering corpse. 
 
    “Naw, news to me. I’m all shook up about Tobin, though. Teary-eyed.” 
 
    “That’s the story that the NYPD is releasing to the press, anyway. And it will stay official so long as Tobin stays in a coma. If he wakes up—” 
 
    “If he wakes up, nobody will believe anything the man says. But if he starts to run his mouth, I might have to pay him a little visit.” 
 
    “Drake—” 
 
    “But enough about that asshole. What about the man he killed?” 
 
    Dunbar breathed deeply. 
 
    “His name was Kenneth Leung. A fucking exchange student, if you can believe it. Poor guy.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Yeah, we found his torso wedged in the garbage chute at his apartment.” 
 
    Drake recalled the foot in the box that the biker had tried unsuccessfully to deliver to Jan Dewalter. 
 
    “Torso?” 
 
    “His head and one arm were missing, in addition to the foot,” Dunbar said almost nonchalantly. “Shipped by the same bike delivery service, but they claim to have lost the addresses.” 
 
    “Convenient.” 
 
    “No kidding.”  
 
    “Listen, thanks for the update,” Drake said, “but I’m not here to see you.”  
 
    Dunbar furrowed his brow. 
 
    “Kramer? You better not be looking for Officer Kramer.” 
 
    Drake ignored this comment. 
 
    “Officer Billups.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Officer Dean Billups.” 
 
    Dunbar’s shoulders sagged.  
 
    “I can’t help you anymore, Drake. I know I keep saying this, but I can’t do it anymore.”  
 
    Drake shrugged. 
 
    He thought of Dunbar as a friend, someone he could trust, someone who had helped them out in the past. 
 
    But he realized that Dunbar was probably better off without him. 
 
    “Thanks,” Drake said. Then, before Dunbar could say anything else, he turned his head toward the main lobby and shouted, “Anybody know Officer Billups? Dean Billups? Please tell Officer Billups to get his ass out here!”  
 
    Dunbar offered him a placating expression then backed away, leaving Drake by himself in the precinct where he’d once battled it out with Sergeant Rhodes.  
 
    “Can I help you with something?”  
 
    One glance and Drake knew that this young officer was Dean Billups.  
 
    “Yeah, I think you can,” he said, raising the heavy object in his left hand. 
 
    The man looked down at the cage for three full seconds before his eyes went wide.  
 
    “Is that… is that Cosmo?” 
 
    Drake said nothing as Officer Billups wrenched the cage from him and set it on the floor. He opened the door and a fat orange cat jumped into his arms.  
 
    “It is Cosmo!” The young officer was nearly in tears now. 
 
    Just don’t call him Jinxy… 
 
    “Give my regards to your great aunt,” Drake said, a smile forming on his face. 
 
    “She’s going to be… she’s going to be so happy. Wait, where’s Cosmo’s collar?” 
 
    Drake shrugged. 
 
    “Dunno. Looks like you might have to get him a new one.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You son of a bitch.” 
 
    At some point during the cat caper, Screech had gone ahead and redone the name on the door. No longer was the D made from electrical tape and looked like a penis. Now, the name was professionally done—DSLH Investigations—and his name was once again listed first.  
 
    Smirking, he opened the door and stepped inside.  
 
    “I love the new logo,” Drake said. Nobody looked up from their computers. “Guys?”  
 
    It was Leroy who broke first. He rose from his chair and started clapping. Hanna followed, and then Screech begrudgingly joined in.  
 
    “Oh, fuck off,” Drake said. “Too much.” 
 
    “Hey, we gave you an easy job and you completed it. You found the cat. Way to go, Hercule Poirot.” 
 
    It was clear that Screech was just trying to bring some levity to a very dark situation, but it fell just shy of the mark. Still, Drake thought the end result of the past week, while not positive, could have been worse. 
 
    Much worse.  
 
    “You know what? Clapping is all fine and good but, for me, it’s not a real celebration unless there are drinks involved. So, pack up your shit and come with me. Oh, and yeah, Screech, don’t worry, I’m paying.”  
 
    Leroy glanced at his watch. 
 
    “It’s not even noon yet.” 
 
    “Maybe not in New York… c’mon, let’s go.” 
 
    “All right,” Hanna exclaimed. “Finally, something I can get behind.” 
 
    “I’m game, too,” Leroy chimed in. 
 
    “Are you even old enough to drink?” 
 
    “Maybe not in New York…” 
 
    Drake laughed. 
 
    “Fair enough. What about you, Screech? You going to join us?” 
 
    Screech looked torn. 
 
    “Yeah, I want to, but… hold on a second.” Screech pulled his phone out and turned his back to them as he spoke into it.  
 
    “How rude,” Hanna remarked. 
 
    No kidding. 
 
    Drake waited patiently, they all did, and a minute later Screech looked back at them, just a little paler than before the call.  
 
    “Everything all right?” 
 
    Screech nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’ll join you, but there’s something I need to take care of first.” 
 
    Drake opened his mouth to inquire further, but the expression on the man’s face suggested that this was something that he didn’t want to discuss openly.  
 
    Give him his space, he’s been through a lot, Drake thought to himself.  
 
    “All right, but you better meet us there,” Drake said. “You know what? Hanna, why don’t you give Veronica and Mandy a call and asked them if they want to join us, too?” 
 
    Hanna pouted. 
 
    “Why? Because I’m a woman?” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “No, because you’re the only one tough enough to deal with their anger after what happened on East 86th. That’s why.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 69 
 
      
 
    Screech watched his friends go. 
 
    He was exhausted and couldn’t get the video of Kenneth Leung’s murder out of his mind. 
 
    And now this… 
 
    “It’s time to call in one of my favors.” 
 
    The man hadn’t said hello, hadn’t said his name, hadn’t said anything but that single line. In fact, Screech had muttered uh-huh several times after the other party had hung up just to make it seem more legitimate to his partners.  
 
    Regardless, Screech knew who was on the phone and what the man wanted.  
 
    Which was why, after Drake, Hanna, and Leroy had left DSLH, he retrieved his stash of Johnny Blue and sucked back two fingers.  
 
    Then he got into his car and drove straight to Taglia’s. 
 
    As expected, the human refrigerator with the long braid down his back was standing out front. The man patted him down, working from his outstretched arms all the way down to his crotch. 
 
    “You want to buy me a drink first?” Screech mumbled as the man squeezed his balls. 
 
    How the fuck would I hide a weapon there? 
 
    The man’s response was to squeeze harder. Then, apparently satisfied, he spun Screech around and pushed him into the restaurant. 
 
    As with the last time he’d been here, Taglia’s was empty, and Screech followed a familiar path to the back room. 
 
    “Stephen, come on in,” Nick Petrazzino said from his spot at the round table.  
 
    “Where’s Oliver?” he blurted. Normally, Nick’s right-hand man would be either standing in the hallway sneering or hovering over his boss.  
 
    Nick frowned. 
 
    “There’s a sheet of paper on the table in front of you. Pick it up.” 
 
    Screech swallowed hard and reached for the paper. He unfolded it and was surprised to discover that it was a photograph of a good-looking young man. 
 
    At the bottom, someone had written a name. 
 
    “Tommy Wilde? Who the hell is Tommy Wilde?” 
 
    Nick pressed his lips together and Screech cursed himself for once again speaking out of turn. The head of the Casata Sacra had shown himself to be calm and fair, but if the rumors held true, the man also had a dark side to him. 
 
    And that was a side that Screech never wanted to see. 
 
    “Follow this man. Follow him and take pictures.” 
 
    Screech looked at Nick, then the photograph of Tommy Wilde, then back again. 
 
    Don’t speak… don’t say a word. Just get up and get out of here. 
 
    But he couldn’t do it. 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    Nick reached out and grabbed the edge of the table with both hands. Then he squeezed so hard that Screech was certain he saw the thick wooden top flex. 
 
    “Until I tell you to stop. Now get the fuck outta here!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “All right, people, I’m going to get the first round—and the second—but then you’re on your own… until Screech gets here. Then I’m going to try and convince him to put the DSLH credit card on the table,” Drake said to his crew. They were all here now, everyone who had taken part in the quasi-failed sting operation, minus Ivan and the ABC squad—their invitation had unfortunately been lost in the mail. 
 
    “Top shelf?” Leroy asked, with a grin. 
 
    They pretty much had the place to themselves; it was, as Leroy had mentioned, before noon on a Monday. As for the drinks, Drake had already struck a deal with his old pal Mickey.  
 
    “What do you know about top shelf? Bar shots only. Except for you, Leroy, you can only have beer.” 
 
    Veronica leaned in close and whispered something in Leroy’s ear that brought a broad grin to his young face. 
 
    “Hey! Hey, don’t corrupt the young man,” Drake joked. Then he turned to the bartender. “Mickey, let’s get the drinks flowing!” 
 
    After they’d all been served, Drake raised his glass high in the air and indicated for them all to do the same. 
 
    “One more thing, guys. I’m not one for speeches—” 
 
    “No kidding!” Hanna cried. 
 
    Drake chuckled. 
 
    “I’m not one for speeches, but this toast is for a man who would probably cringe at just the sight of me with my glass in the air. That being said, this is for you, old friend; this is for Dr. Beckett Campbell, the man who single-handedly convinced a generation of kids that even if they had a half a brain and a drinking problem worse than mine they could one day become a doctor. You will be missed, Beckett.” 
 
    “Cheers!” the crowd roared. 
 
    This is more like it… Beckett didn’t want any of that other shit, he just wanted people to get together and tell good stories. 
 
    They naturally split off into groups and started chatting, hopefully discussing their favorite ridiculous Beckett anecdote. Drake elected to stand by himself and observe the people that he’d come back from a literal paradise for.  
 
    They were his family, and he’d do anything for them. 
 
    He was sipping his beer when he felt someone come up behind him. Even before turning, Drake started to smile. 
 
    “Patty, I’m so glad you could make it,” he said. Drake reached out and hugged the woman tightly. 
 
    She looked good. Somehow, despite what she’d been through, Patty Sheer looked even better than she had on their first date. 
 
    With his arm wrapped around her shoulders, he hollered at his crew once more. 
 
    “Hey guys, I have someone I want you to meet.” The bar quieted. “This here is Patty. She’s a friend of mine.” 
 
    There was a chorus of ‘hi’ before each of them came up individually and introduced themselves. Drake was happy to see that Patty fit right in.  
 
    “Oh, before I forget… Mickey, turn that down a little? I have a very special surprise for Patty tonight.” 
 
    “So much for no speeches.” 
 
    “Be nice, Hanna.” 
 
    For the first time since entering Barney’s, Patty started to look a little uncomfortable and overwhelmed.  
 
    “A surprise?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
    Drake chugged his beer. 
 
    “Yeah, you know your SPCA shelter?” 
 
    Now Patty looked downright suspicious. 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “Let’s just say that I managed to speak to a local veterinarian… someone who loves animals so much that he has decided that whatever the insurance company doesn’t cover, he’ll fund out of his own pocket.”  
 
    “You’re not serious.” 
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
    “Dead serious.” 
 
    “That’s… that’s amazing.” The woman’s eyes started to well with tears.  
 
    “No, don’t do that,” Drake said softly. 
 
    “I’m an emotional girl.” 
 
    Drake laughed. 
 
    “I almost forgot. Hey, Mickey, can I get a drink for my friend here, please?” 
 
    “Absolutely. And this one’s on the house.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Patty said, leaning up and kissing him on the cheek. Leroy approached and for some reason, Drake blushed. 
 
    “You done? Mickey ain’t gonna put up with you puking all over the place.” 
 
    “Nice try. No, it’s Screech, he’s here.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” 
 
    Drake peered around Leroy and spotted Screech coming toward him.  
 
    “There he is! Come on over, I have someone I want you to meet.” 
 
    With every step, Drake expected Screech’s demeanor to change, for him to stop looking so damn serious. 
 
    But it never did.  
 
    “Screech?” he said, standing up straight now. 
 
    “Drake… Drake, there’s someone here to see you.” 
 
    Drake’s brow furrowed. Aside from Dunbar, everyone he knew or cared about was already right here in the bar.  
 
    “Who? Who is it?” 
 
    Screech moved to his right and a woman stepped out of his shadow.  
 
    Drake’s heart suddenly stopped beating, his lungs collapsed, and his eyes bulged.  
 
    When the woman got within three feet of him, his heart pumped again, and Drake finally managed to utter her name. 
 
    “Jasmine? Jasmine, what the hell are you doing here?” 
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    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Drake’s back—for real this time. After a little hiatus, he has returned in fine form. So, #thrillogans, I hope you’ve enjoyed this episode in the Damien Drake saga. Some unanswered questions, sure, but, in time, the answers will come. The good news is that if you want to know what happened with Suzan and Beckett you can do so right now; take a quick jaunt over to Dr. Beckett Campbell’s series. Drake 10, Straw Man, will take place after Extracting Evil, the final book in Beckett’s series. I’ll make sure to include a little recap in Straw Man for those of you who can’t handle Beckett and his unique sense of humor. 
 
    I’ve been dabbling in livestreaming on Facebook lately and have really been enjoying interacting with you guys more frequently than just at the back of my books. I’m also livestreaming my writing, so if you are at all interested in seeing how my twisted mind works or just want to say hi, stop on by: www.facebook.com/authorpatricklogan. I’m usually on every weekday for a couple of hours. Hope to see you there.  
 
    On a more serious note, while this book is undoubtedly a work of fiction, some aspects of mental illness described within it are common in today’s world: the seemingly unending repetition of thoughts, the cycle of blame, feelings of inadequacy and unworthiness. In reality, nobody’s life is as perfect as they make it out to be on their social media platforms. Nobody. 
 
    Mental illness is no joke. There is never any shame in talking to someone about how you feel or discussing the thoughts that might echo in your head. Even if you lack a personal support system, there are additional options available to you. In most cities, there is free access to counseling over the phone. I implore you to seek help before the cycle of darkness becomes suffocating. 
 
    In the meantime, I’ll be writing books, keeping you guys entertained and offering a little bit of an escape for what has become a very challenging year. 
 
      
 
    Stay well, people. 
 
    You keep reading, I’ll keep writing. 
 
    Pat 
 
    Montreal, 2020 
 
      
 
    P.S. Don’t forget to pre-order your copy of Straw Man, the tenth book in the Detective Damien Drake series today: https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07ZHTNQG5. 
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