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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    The woman pressed her back up against the cage, trying to put as much space between her and her captor as possible. The cold, diamond-shaped chain links cut into her bare flesh, but she was so used to the sensation that it barely registered.  
 
    Today, like most days, the man who came down the stairs was wearing his apron—and only his apron. Made of thick black neoprene, it covered him from just above his nipples to his upper thighs. Even though he preferred to stay in the shadows, she’d seen enough to know that he was tall and muscular, with blond hair that was cut short to his head.  
 
    And his eyes… her captor’s eyes were his most striking feature.  
 
    They were a light blue, bordering on gray.  
 
    “Let me out of here,” she whimpered. “Let me out. Please, I won’t—” a sob escaped her chapped lips. “I won’t tell anybody.” 
 
    The man cocked his head to one side, and he stared at her with his strange eyes. His response was always the same. 
 
    “Submit. Tell me you love me.” 
 
    The woman shoved herself up against the cage so hard that her skin squeezed through the openings in a series of pale pink diamonds. Her mind screamed at her to do what he wanted, to say those words, but she fought the urge. The man, expecting this reaction, didn’t even bother pausing long to allow her time to speak. He strode forward, his bare feet moving silently over the straw and dirt-covered ground. As he neared the cage, the smell coming from the bucket clutched in his right hand reached the woman’s nose.  
 
    The sweet odor of braised meat made her stomach churn, but as much as she wanted to be revolted, her mouth disobeyed and started to water. It was hard to tell, being cooped up in a cage too small to fully stand up in, but she figured she’d lost at least ten pounds over the course of her eight days in captivity. She based this estimate on the loose skin on her thighs and stomach and on the appearance of her friend who had been held in the cage beside her. 
 
    “You need to eat,” her captor said. As he crouched, the old-fashioned keyring that he wore on his wrist clanged against the side of the tin bucket.  
 
    If only I could get those keys, she thought before shaking her head and scolding herself. Really? Then what? What would you do? 
 
    She was weak, she was naked, she was near freezing, and she was trapped in a basement only God knew where.  
 
    But she hadn’t given up yet. There was still hope.  
 
    That’s what Melissa thought, too, until the end.  
 
    The night after the girl had done what their captive wanted—tell me you love me—he’d brought them food to eat. This had been the first offering, and they’d both considered it something of a reward for Melissa’s behavior.  
 
    They’d been cautious, but starvation was a bully and the archnemesis of vigilance. After consuming a couple of handfuls of barbecued meat, both had passed out.  
 
    When the woman had awoken sometime later, groggy and disorientated, Miranda was gone. 
 
    She was let go… the man in the apron just let her go because she did what he wanted. 
 
    “No… no,” she moaned. She knew better; giving in meant that their captor got what he wanted and their usefulness, whatever that might be in his twisted mind, was exhausted. 
 
    “Yes,” the man said, misinterpreting her words. “You need to eat.” His voice was soft and smooth, mellow even. 
 
    Friendly. 
 
    He opened the cage with the single key that hung on his wrist and slid the bucket inside. The woman remained paralyzed until the man relocked the cage and then receded into the shadows once again.  
 
    “You need to eat,” he repeated.  
 
    “What—what happened to Melissa?” 
 
    “Eat.” 
 
    But she didn’t want to eat; she wanted to know where Melissa was. She wanted to know why she was here, what this creep in the apron wanted with her.  
 
    She wanted to know what she’d done in her privileged life that was so wrong to deserve this. 
 
    Starvation growled. 
 
    Without any conscious command, she found herself on all fours, slowly crawling toward the bucket. The meat stench grew stronger the closer she got to the silver pail, and it soon became so powerful that it made her gag. 
 
    What meat is this? What animal died so that I could live?  
 
    It tasted like nothing she’d ever consumed before and, if by some miracle she managed to escape, would ever eat again. 
 
    It didn’t taste like beef or pork or chicken. 
 
    Sometimes there was hair clinging to the chunks of undercooked flesh.  
 
    Long, thick black ones.  
 
    But she still had no idea where it came from. 
 
    These thoughts exacerbated her nausea, and it was all she could do to keep her lips tightly closed to avoid vomiting. If she thought she could move without emptying the contents of her stomach, as pathetic as they were, she would have gone for the other bucket, the one that the man cleaned regularly. 
 
    The one for shit and piss and puke and whatever other bodily fluids she might produce. 
 
    The woman closed her eyes, fighting these visceral urges. In her mind, she saw Melissa sitting in the adjacent cage, clutching her knees to her chest, her dark hair swept over bare shoulders. 
 
    “I… I love you.”  
 
    Eyes still closed, she reached into the bucket and grazed the contents with her fingertips. The mystery meat was warm and soft, the consistency of ground beef boiled in duck fat. This time, she didn’t just gag, but her stomach did a back flip, and a dry croak exited her mouth. 
 
    For some reason, she felt ashamed of her actions and opened her eyes.  
 
    At first, she thought the man had left her. But there, blending in with the dirt walls, standing completely still, was his familiar outline. He was watching her, waiting. The woman dipped her hand deeper into the bucket. Then she pulled back it out, letting the viscous liquid strain between her pale fingers. 
 
    After a quick, shuddering breath, she brought her palm to her mouth and, with her head over the bucket, slurped some of the meat. The texture was foreign, but not entirely unpleasant. Still, she didn’t risk chewing; she just swallowed. 
 
    “That’s a good girl, sweetie,” the man’s haunting voice chided from the darkness. “You’re going to need your energy to submit. You’re going to need it for after you tell me you love me.” 
 
   

 

   PART I  
 
    Mannequins and Sutures 
 
   



 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “Fuck me harder,” Lisa Fairchild demanded through gritted teeth. She grabbed the man’s ass and pulled him closer. “Goddamn it, fuck me harder.” 
 
    The man responded in kind, thrusting his hips forward so forcefully that the back of Lisa’s head bumped against the shelving unit. Something fell to the ground and smashed, but neither of them paid this any notice. 
 
    “Harder,” she moaned. “Harderrrrr.” 
 
    It had been so long since she’d been fucked by a real man that Lisa was on the verge of exploding. She took her right hand off his ass and grabbed her breast, squeezing it tightly.  
 
    Oh, fuck, yeah. God… oh God… don’t stop… please don’t— 
 
    But the man was stopping—well, slowing at least. 
 
    “No, keep going,” she pleaded.  
 
    A shout forced Lisa’s eyes open. Her first thought was that the man fucking her had finished, had come inside her even though he’d promised not to, but that wasn’t the case. The handsome man whose name she couldn’t remember was panting, his face still pinched in expectation of waves of pleasure. 
 
    He hadn’t finished yet. 
 
    “Why are you—” 
 
    Another shout, and this time, Lisa managed to locate the source of the sound. 
 
    It was coming from somewhere down the hall, in the direction of the gallery. 
 
    Take care of this, Norm. For once in your fucking life, take care of something without me. 
 
    Lisa removed her hand from her breast, instinctively adjusted her dress to hide her nipple, and then stroked the man’s face. His expression relaxed, and he stared at her with brown eyes that begged for further instruction. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” she said, holding his gaze. The man hesitated, but when Lisa slid her lower half forward, he got the idea. “Yeah… harder now. Harder—” 
 
    Another shout, this one louder and laden with—fear? Was that fear? 
 
    “Fuck,” Lisa cursed.  
 
    It was over now; the moment was lost. Lisa tried to slide off the desk, but the man had other ideas. He thrust again, and Lisa pushed him back.  
 
    “I thought you said—” 
 
    “Just fucking stop,” Lisa instructed. Confusion washed over the man’s face, but when she planted both hands on his chest and shoved him a second time, he slid out of her. 
 
    A third shout reached her, one that carried Lisa’s name this time. 
 
    She hopped off the desk, adjusted the hem of her dress, and looked the man up and down. He was standing in the middle of the closet-turned-office, his dick hanging out of his pants, still semi-hard, a stupefied look on his face.  
 
    “What are you staring at?” she demanded, smoothing the wrinkles on her thighs. She waved a hand at his waist. “Put it away and get dressed.” 
 
    Still obviously confused, the man slipped his softening penis into his drawers, tucked his white shirt in, and did his fly and button up.  
 
    “Lisa! Lisa!” 
 
    Fucking Norm! 
 
    “Fix your bow tie and then count to sixty before you come out? Understand?” she wiped the lipstick from the corners of her mouth using a thumb and forefinger. “You know how to count to sixty, don’t you?” 
 
    “Lisa!” 
 
    She shook her head, took a deep breath, then opened the door and slid into the well-lit hallway. Lisa raised her head just in time to avoid being bowled over by two white-haired men in suits. 
 
    “Jesus!” she barked. She was about to berate them further when she caught a glimpse of their faces; they looked like men who had been invited to join a harem of beautiful young women only to realize that they’d finished their Viagra the day before. “Wh-what’s going on?” 
 
    The men just kept on running—and they were only the start. The stampede of guests that followed the two impotent men was more diverse, and more terrified if that were possible. 
 
    What the hell is going on? What the fuck did you do, Norm? Not tonight… not on my night.  
 
    Apparently, not everyone had been scared from the gallery. At least twenty hand-selected members of New York’s elite, people whom Lisa had spent weeks, and sometimes even months, petitioning to come here, to her exhibit, stood in the main hall.  
 
    What in the fuck is going on?  
 
    They were frozen, almost as motionless as the mannequins on display.  
 
    Lisa knew that her work, that the outfits and the mannequins themselves, that the entire La Nuit des Femmes, was a showstopper but something wasn’t right here. Even if it hadn’t been for those who had run from the gallery, she would have known something was off.  
 
    “Norm?” she raised her voice. “Norm!” 
 
    Lisa continued to move through the crowd, trying to identify what everyone was staring at with such… horror.  
 
    Where the fuck are you, Norm? 
 
    “Out of my way,” she grumbled, pushing by several gawking onlookers.  
 
    And then there they were, all twelve mannequins, all of her hard work, displayed before her. They were beautiful, each one different both in shape and color, stature, physique. And that was just the mannequins, themselves. Their outfits were equally diverse. When Lisa Fairchild had first come up with the idea of celebrating women from all walks of life in this fashion, she knew that the idea was a winner. 
 
    Convincing her husband had been a different story, but Lisa had a very specific, and effective, method of persuasion. And while Norm had funded the endeavor, and she had used his Rolodex to bring in donors and buyers, it was all hers. La Nuit des Femmes was Lisa Fairchild’s and it offered her more than just an expression of calculated creativity.  
 
    Of cashing in on the current zeitgeist  
 
    There was also the alluring hint of autonomy that she had been seeking for so long.  
 
    Ever since her father had died nearly two decades ago. 
 
    “Lisa,” a soft voice said from her right.  
 
    Lisa turned and saw her husband walking toward her. Having decided not to wear her glasses, it took until he was much closer before she recognized the dour expression on his face. This wasn’t terribly revealing, however, as the man always looked as if someone had just shit in his cornflakes.  
 
    Different in almost every way—from complexion to age, to goddamn eye color—from the man she’d just been fucking in the modified closet, Lisa had to force herself not to scowl as her husband hurried toward her. When Norm Fairchild was close enough for her to smell his woodsy cologne, a terrible thought occurred to her.  
 
    “Did you—did you do this?” she whispered. Had Norm found out about her many indiscretions and had chosen tonight to voice his dissension? Was this all just a setup to humiliate her? 
 
    Lisa shook her head. 
 
    Norm was a lot of things, but cruel wasn’t one of them. And yet, she knew from experience that you could only push someone so far before their very character changed.  
 
    But despite the heavy wrinkles around the man’s green eyes that seemed deeper than she remembered, like cracks in his very soul, his soft gaze told a different story; Norm was breaking but had not broken. And yet, while Lisa realized that this—whatever this was—wasn’t Norm’s doing, he nevertheless knew. 
 
    Not only that, but the man’s stare suggested that he’d known about her extra-curriculars for some time.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “What? No… Lisa, you need to see this.” 
 
    “See what?” she hissed, her tone reverting to what it had been upon leaving the closet. “What the hell is going on, Norm? Why did all my guests run away?”  
 
    As she spoke, Lisa’s gaze moved from her husband’s face to the direction that he was subtly indicating with his hand.  
 
    At first, all she saw were the twelve mannequins and their outfits, all of which she’d designed and commissioned. 
 
    “What the hell is so—” Lisa stopped mid-sentence. 
 
    There weren’t twelve mannequins, but thirteen. 
 
    “I think we need to call the police,” Norm whispered in her ear. It sounded like a question rather than a statement. Typical Norm: no balls, barely a soft dick. 
 
    “For this? It’s just some dumb prank.” 
 
    Ignoring her husband, Lisa moved toward the mannequin she didn’t recognize. The first twelve had been strategically arranged in a staggered triangle pattern so that every one of them could be seen from the front. The intruder had been placed in the back on its own, barely visible from where Lisa stood now. 
 
    Who would do this? Who would do this to me?  
 
    Lisa couldn’t answer her internal query, not because she couldn’t think of anyone who might want to ruin her special night, but because there were too many suitors to mentally sift through. But whoever had decided to prank her had done a shitty job; the new mannequin wasn’t like hers—it wasn’t even close. Instead of sporting a carefully constructed custom outfit, this one didn’t appear to be wearing any clothes at all.  
 
    The closer Lisa got, however, the more she started to think that it was covered in something—not clothes, but dirt or a stain or lacquer or something. The mannequin’s exterior didn’t look like the traditional fiberglass or molded plastic she was used to. 
 
    What the hell is that? 
 
    “Norm?” her angry hiss was now bordering on a frightened whisper. Lisa reached out and touched the statue’s hip only to draw her fingers back as if scalded. The texture wasn’t smooth as she’d expected, but almost like leather with a heavy patina finish.  
 
    Squinting heavily—she preferred not to wear her glasses at posh events such as these—Lisa focused her attention on the mannequin’s face. What she’d initially taken for cracks in the plastic, a result of shoddy construction or sub-par storage conditions, perhaps both, started to look more and more like thick sutures.  
 
    Lisa craned her neck forward, moving her face even closer to the mannequin, careful not to make contact again. This time when she pulled back, she stumbled and bumped into one of her displays.  
 
    “No,” she moaned, all the blood draining from her face. “Noooo.” 
 
    The mannequin behind her wobbled then eventually toppled, but she made no move to grab it.  
 
    All Lisa Fairchild could do is stare at the hideous face before her, at the ragged eye holes torn from what resembled human flesh.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “We’re gonna have to ask everyone to move away from the exhibit and relocate in the front room,” the police officer who had responded to Norm’s 911 call instructed.  
 
    This was exactly why Lisa had hesitated before giving her husband the go-ahead: some asshole rookie cop with bigger balls than brains making a scene out of nothing, effectively ruining not just the show but any chance Lisa had of making a name for herself.  
 
    She scowled. 
 
    To her dismay, Norm had refused to call in a favor from someone higher up the food chain, a judge or one of the other geriatric bureaucrats he went golfing with every Sunday. The last thing Lisa wanted was to inconvenience their guests. She hadn’t grown up with this crowd as Norm had, but she was smart enough to know that inconvenienced rich people were about as likely to make a large purchase as the enthralled impoverished. 
 
    “Can’t you just take this… thing… out back and get rid of it? Toss it in a dumpster? It doesn’t belong here.” 
 
    The cop looked at her, then scratched a chin that looked as if it was still three or four years from being able to grow any stubble. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    Lisa rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her narrow chest. Despite her annoyance, she resisted looking at the abomination. Prank or not, it was hideous.  
 
    “Something that doesn’t belong here.” When it became clear that this reply wasn’t going to get the police out of her hair any faster, she added, “It’s just some sick joke. Take it to the crime lab or whatever, just make sure you go out back. I don’t want anybody to have to look at it again.” 
 
    Norm put a hand on her waist, but Lisa stepped away from her husband.  
 
    Oh, now you want to help me? You should have helped me before by calling one of your friends instead of this mental midget.  
 
    “Ma’am, I’m sorry, but we can’t move it. This whole gallery is going to be shut down until we figure out what the hell it is.”  
 
    “Yes, officer, I understand. I—we—were just hoping—”  
 
    Lisa cut her husband off. 
 
    “This is opening night,” she said, leaning forward and squinting at the cop. “Do you know what that means?” 
 
    It was a rhetorical question—this officer had likely never even set foot in a place like this one, let alone participated in a silent auction of this magnitude—but she let it hang in the air to prove her point.  
 
    “Of course, you don’t. Well, let me tell you something, you can’t shut us down. Not on opening night.”  
 
    The moment the words left her mouth, Lisa wished she could take them back. There was a fine line between voicing her displeasure and poking a starving bear. 
 
    “You better keep her under wraps,” the cop warned, his boyish expression hardening.  
 
    Now it was Lisa’s turn to be offended. She knew that they were heading down a slippery slope of no return, riding a greased saucer down a ski hill, but she was unable to control herself. 
 
    “Don’t you speak to me like that. Don’t you dare speak to me like that.” Her finger predictably came out and started to wag. “Do you know who I am? Do you even—” 
 
    “Calm down, sweetie,” Norm said softly.  
 
    Lisa’s eyes darted toward her husband and she felt her cheeks start to burn. 
 
    “Don’t you tell me to calm down either, Norm. This is my night. I won’t let either of you two ruin it!” 
 
    Most of the remaining guests who hadn’t yet been relocated to the foyer were now looking at her. But rather than calm Lisa down, get her to check herself, it served to feed her hysteria.  
 
    I should have taken two Xanax instead of one. And this cop should know his fucking place.  
 
    “This. Is. Opening. Night,” she repeated, a full stop between each word. “If you ruin it, I’ll take the lost proceeds out of your salary… but I bet that will barely even cover the fucking catering cost.” 
 
    “Alright, I’ve had about enough of this,” the cop proclaimed, raising his voice. The man turned to the gathering crowd. “Everyone, I need you to stop sipping your cocktails and head to the front.” When no one moved, he gestured with both hands. “Move! Now!” 
 
    “Norm, do something. He’s fucking ruining it.” 
 
    But all Norm did was make a face and shrug. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, if you don’t—wait, who’s that?” Moving against the flow of traffic was a man in a pea-coat. He had dark circles under his eyes, thin brown hair, and a characteristic gait. “Do you know him? Norm, do you know that cop or detective or whatever?” 
 
    Evidently, Norm’s eyes had gotten as bad as Lisa’s, despite his recent cataract surgery. 
 
    “I don’t—I—maybe?” 
 
    The man gave the rookie cop in uniform a nod as he neared, but when the latter tried to say something, the newcomer immediately shut him down.  
 
    Good, someone in charge. Someone who can clean up this mess and save my night. 
 
    The closer he got, the stronger the reek of cigarette smoke became. Lisa hated the smell of smoke and smokers in general, but she resisted crinkling her nose and forced a wan smile onto her face. She had to change her approach. It wasn’t just that her previous method had failed, but it was clear that this man wasn’t someone who could be bossed around, wasn’t someone with about as much experience as a virgin with no hands.  
 
    “Sergeant Henry Yasiv,” the man said in a baritone voice. He came into focus and Lisa realized that while he was experienced, he wasn’t quite as old as she’d first thought. “I’m guessing this is your exhibit?” 
 
    Even though the sergeant’s words were directed at Norm, Lisa was the one who replied. 
 
    “It’s mine,” she corrected. “My husband might have been a little overzealous when he called 911. I just need you guys to remove this so I can salvage what’s left of tonight.” 
 
    A curt nod, then the sergeant turned his attention to the thirteenth mannequin. While he scrutinized the skinsuit, Lisa scrutinized him. Everything about Sergeant Yasiv seemed to be a contradiction. He was young but clearly experienced. He was tired but still moved with the ease of a well-rested man. 
 
    Lisa began to wonder how he had become Sergeant. The problems in the NYPD, and before that in the mayor’s office, had long since stopped being a topic of gossip, but at one point it was the only thing that Norm’s cronies would talk about. 
 
    The real question was, was Yasiv a part of the old guard or new? And if the answer was the former, how much would it cost to fix tonight? 
 
    “I’m afraid your exhibit is now closed.” 
 
    And with that answer, Lisa’s hopes were dashed. Even Norm didn’t have enough money to pay this man off.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    “It’s just a prank,” Lisa pleaded. 
 
    The sergeant didn’t answer; he simply pressed his lips together and continued to scan the mannequin. 
 
    “Norm…” 
 
    “Yes, uhh, Sergeant Yasiv, is that it? We were hoping that you could use some discretion here.” 
 
    Lisa stared at her husband.  
 
    Discretion, really? That’s all you’ve got? 
 
    “Discretion isn’t my job. My job is to find out why there is a mannequin covered in human skin on display at your art exhibition.” 
 
    Lisa suddenly felt nauseous. 
 
    “Human skin? No, I don’t—it’s—it’s just a prank,” she repeated softly. “Just one of the other wives acting bitter.” 
 
    Again, the sergeant said nothing. 
 
    “Can you please call the DA? District Attorney Mark Trumbo? Let him know that Norm Fairchild wants to speak to him.” 
 
    Finally! Finally, you step up, Norm. It’s about fucking time. 
 
    All eyes were on the sergeant now, including those who had disobeyed the rookie cop’s order to leave the room. The man opened his mouth to say something, then apparently thought differently and closed it again. 
 
    “Tell the DA that Norm wants to speak to him,” Lisa repeated. 
 
    Sergeant Yasiv appeared conflicted and when he spoke next, he lowered his voice. Lisa wasn’t sure if this was for his benefit or theirs. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what, I can use discretion, especially when it comes to your guests. But what I can’t do, is just take this out back and throw it in the trash. I’m going to call in the CSU to take a look. I’ll tell you one thing though; I’d be very surprised if this is just a prank.” 
 
    Lisa’s heart sank. 
 
    “You’re shutting me down? You can’t do that,” she whimpered.  
 
    It was the wrong thing to say. 
 
    “I can… I can also shut down the entire block, have twenty of my guys park out front with their lights flashing, and then drag all your guests down to the station.” Lisa resisted taking the bait. “Good. Now, you can tell your guests that they’re going to have to stick around for a little while longer or I can. It’s up to you.” 
 
    “You do it,” Lisa snapped, finding her voice again. Her eyes moved not to the foreign mannequin but to the other twelve. 
 
    Wasted… all my hard work is wasted. And for what? Why do I even bother?  
 
    “Your choice,” Yasiv said with a shrug.  
 
    “I’m going home,” Lisa told Norm. “You deal with this shit.” 
 
    When Norm’s expression reverted to its natural state—sullen constipation—Lisa turned to leave, unwilling and unable to meet the gaze of her patrons. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” Yasiv informed her, stepping to block her path. “You’re not going anywhere, either.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “What a piece of work,” Yasiv grumbled as he turned his back on the woman in the long dress and observed the mannequin once more. It was hideous beyond reproach, even considering the tastelessness of the rest of the exhibit. Yasiv had never had time for art, nor anything more than a passing interest in it, but La Nuit des Femmes seemed to be more exploitative than beautiful. And if it celebrated anything at all, it was the number of zeros in the Fairchilds’ bank account rather than the female form. 
 
    And, in a twisted way, this made the impostor fit in perhaps even more than some of the other outfits on display. 
 
    The hideous tapestry that covered the mannequin was stitched together in multiple places. The thick sutures connecting the large swashes of fabric, if that was indeed what they were, were applied by someone with experience: the gaps were nearly non-existent, and if it weren’t for the intrusive nature of the sutures themselves, the face would have appeared almost unblemished. 
 
    The ragged holes where the eyes, nose, and mouth had been, notwithstanding, of course.  
 
    And it was this level of expertise that had initially steered Yasiv away from the conclusion that Mrs. Fairchild had so readily come to: that this was just a prank. He certainly hoped it was, and if that were the case, Yasiv would haul ass out of here.  
 
    He sighed and lowered his gaze.  
 
    “Yasiv?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he answered dryly, turning to face the man who had called his name. He didn’t need to see who it was to know who had spoken; very few people, especially within the ranks of the NYPD, referred to him only by his last name.  
 
    Most opted for Sergeant or the less preferred ‘Sarge’.  
 
    Yasiv recalled when he’d first met Detective Stephen Dunbar, then just a computer tech buried in the 62nd precinct basement. Slim, pale, and glassy-eyed from spending all his time behind a computer screen, Dunbar had been insulated from the crimes that he was tangentially involved in investigating. 
 
    A lot had changed since then.  
 
    For one, the man had put on a considerable amount of weight, and color had developed in his cheeks, but his eyes were still glossed over. Dunbar had been a detective for less than forty-eight months, but years on the force were like dog years: while everyone on the outside aged once per rotation of the earth around the sun, they aged seven.  
 
    There had also been a time when Yasiv and others had thought that Dunbar was too soft to cut it as a detective. 
 
    They were wrong; the only softness to the man was his pudgy middle and the skin that hung over the sides of his belt. 
 
    The rest was hard as a rock.  
 
    “All the guests are in the main foyer, like you asked,” Dunbar informed him without provocation. “Had to station a few uniforms on the exits—caught several of them trying to sneak out.”  
 
    “As long as we keep the valets and wait staff here, they’re not going to get far.” 
 
    Dunbar exhaled loudly. 
 
    It was his night off, too, and judging by the man’s wrinkled jacket and the speckling of dirt on the cuffs of his slacks, Yasiv figured he’d pulled Dunbar out of bed when he’d called. 
 
    “Why don’t we just get a paddy-wagon here and ship them all off to the precinct?” Dunbar asked, his gaze drifting down the hall toward the foyer. What had started as idle chatter from the guests had since changed; their tone was becoming more agitated and annoyed. He expected that this would only increase the longer they were forced to wait. 
 
    Yasiv frowned. 
 
    He wanted nothing more than to do exactly what Dunbar suggested, but that wasn’t the way things worked. When you were a grunt, a foot soldier, even a detective, you could just knuckle down, bury your head in a case, and compromise nothing to get the job done. When you made it to sergeant, things changed. Convictions became more important than arrests. And convictions required the coordination of many departments, not just the boys in blue. 
 
    Yasiv hated Norm Fairchild for name-dropping District Attorney Mark Trumbo, but now that the man had, he couldn’t ignore it. 
 
    “Yasiv? You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, fine.”  
 
    “So… you want me to call in the paddy-wagon?”  
 
    Sergeant Yasiv shook his head. 
 
    “No, just keep ‘em here for now. And try to keep ‘em happy. Give them water, snacks, whatever the caterers have. Just no booze.” Yasiv cocked his head to one side. “No cell phones, either. Let’s keep this in house as best we can, for now.”  
 
    Dunbar raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “You sure? I mean, we could probably—” 
 
    “I don’t want to make a scene,” Yasiv said flatly. 
 
    Dunbar shrugged. 
 
    “Okay, okay. CSU should be here any minute, by the way.” 
 
    “Good,” Yasiv said absently. Dunbar stood next to him for a moment longer, expecting further instruction. When none came, the man walked off and the sergeant once again turned to the mannequins on display. Only this time, he focused on the exhibits that Lisa Fairchild had put together.  
 
    He’d observed two, the first a fat black woman sporting what looked like a medieval corset, the second a bird-like woman dressed in a bright yellow raincoat, when two CSU techs appeared at his side.  
 
    One glance at their head-to-toe plastic outfits and Yasiv chuckled, thinking that if they stood still, they might become the fourteenth and fifteenth members of this faceless group. 
 
    “Sergeant Yasiv?”  
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Which one… which one is it?” the male, who looked far too old to be a technician, asked, genuine confusion on his face. The woman to his right, who was half the man’s age if that, looked equally perplexed. It was clear that like him, they were unfamiliar with this category of ‘art’ and were therefore unable to identify the impostor. 
 
    How did the old saying go? If you’re at a poker table and can’t identify the fish within the first ten minutes, then that fish, is you? 
 
    Yasiv moved his head to one side, signifying for the duo to follow him. He weaved through the mannequins and stopped in front of the one that was draped in flesh. If it was a fake, it was hauntingly real, an expert job, one that belonged on the set of an expensive movie directed by a holdout from an earlier time, a purist who preferred makeup to digital effects.  
 
    He couldn’t be sure if it wasn’t just his eyes, but the color of the face seemed to have changed since he’d first arrived, transitioning from something close to Dunbar’s complexion circa his computer tech days to a more pallid gray. Disturbed by the twisted, open mouth that lacked lips, Yasiv’s eyes drifted downward. The breasts were like empty sacks, the skin hanging loosely from the androgynous mannequin beneath. They were slightly lopsided, and the left nipple was roughly twice the size of the right, but within the realm of what Yasiv might have considered normal, given the circumstances. Sutures separated the chest into two halves, leading down to a tuft of pubic hair between the legs. There, they branched off, taking a sharp left and right and wrapping completely around the upper thighs. 
 
    There were no feet or hands, which would have been the best indicator of the donor’s age. Instead, both the wrists and ankles ended in rough holes, like ill-fitting jeans or the cuffs of a well-worn sweatshirt.  
 
    The male CSU tech didn’t hesitate; he placed his kit down beside the display and opened it. Yasiv watched with a curious eye as he then laid out a square sheet of plastic roughly sixteen inches in width before placing a series of tools on top of it, working.  
 
    When he was content with his work, the tech slipped on a pair of blue latex gloves and touched the ragged ankle hole, first sliding a finger inside, then squeezing the material between thumb and forefinger. 
 
    There was something disturbing about this, something unsettling and obscene, and Yasiv had to fight the urge to look away. 
 
    Thankfully, this lasted all of two seconds before the technician pulled his hand back and held it out in Yasiv’s direction.  
 
    “Evidence bag,” the man said sharply, his eyes locked on the mannequin. When the female CSU failed to react, didn’t so much as move, Yasiv considered that the man might actually be speaking to him. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Evidence bag,” the tech repeated, and the woman finally snapped out of it. She produced several clear biohazard bags and placed them in the man’s outstretched hand. 
 
    Yasiv realized that his heart had started to thrum in his chest, and he felt the overwhelming urge to take the pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and light one up right here, right now. 
 
    Please be a prank, a latex suit, a fucking Halloween costume. 
 
    But he knew even before the tech turned to look at him, his dark brown eyes laser-focused, his mouth the complete opposite of the skinsuit’s slack-jawed expression, that this wasn’t the case. 
 
    “I’m going to need more time with this. More time and more people.”  
 
    Yasiv frowned and he massaged his forehead. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    On the heels of what had happened with the psychopath Lucas Lionelle or whatever the hell his name was, the disaster involving the Casata Sacra, and the suspicious deaths of three NYPD officers, the last thing New York needed right now was this. 
 
    Whatever this abomination was. 
 
    Yasiv sighed so heavily that he felt his sternum buckle. 
 
    “Any idea how old she is?” It was a strange question, but it was the only thing that he could think of to ask at that moment.  
 
    The tech’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “She?” 
 
    This was an even odder response, given the mannequin’s breasts that were on display. 
 
    “Yeah, she,” Yasiv repeated. He felt frustration being to rise inside him.  
 
    The man shook his head.  
 
    “No, not she.” 
 
    “What do you mean, not she? This is a—” 
 
    “Not she,” the tech repeated, more forcefully this time. “But them. You want to know how old they are.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Yasiv left the CSU technicians to their work and walked briskly to the foyer. What Dunbar had failed to tell him was that while they had corralled a couple dozen members of New York’s elite, who were now standing off to the left, they had done the same with about half as many wait staff, off to the right.  
 
    The former looked annoyed while the latter concerned, expressions that were reflected by the officers that stood guard. Yasiv briefly wondered if the individuals had segregated this way naturally or if this separation had been imposed. 
 
    In the end, he decided that it didn’t matter. The only thing that was important was that both groups got comfortable, because they were going to be here for some time.  
 
    “You can’t do this,” Lisa whined, her voice cutting through the monotonous din like a dog whistle in a thunderstorm. “You can’t keep my guests here.”  
 
    Yasiv was beginning to regret his decision to keep the woman here. He ignored her and was surveying the scene, trying to come up with a plan of action, when someone grabbed his arm.  
 
    “Did you call the DA? Did you—” 
 
    Yasiv didn’t look at Norm Fairchild’s face, but his hand. The man’s fingers relaxed, and the arm retracted. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “But if you would just contact the DA, we can get this all sorted.” 
 
    A police officer who had been chatting to a woman in an expensive-looking gown, hurried over, his face turning red. 
 
    “Please, sir, stand over here,” the cop instructed Norm. 
 
    And there was the answer to Yasiv’s unspoken query: the segregation between guest and staff was imposed, not a natural division. For some reason, this set the sergeant off more than being grabbed. 
 
    “No, you know what? Take Norm and his wife to—” he looked around, spotting a door halfway down the hall. “Take them both to that room and have them wait for me there.” 
 
    The officer looked torn, but Yasiv held his ground. Sympathetic to the politics involved or not, he wasn’t going to be undermined by civilians or a cop with an attitude. 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    The officer reached for Lisa, but she pulled back. 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” she warned. 
 
    So much for not making a scene. 
 
    “I’m sorry, ma’am. But if you could just please come with me.”  
 
    Yasiv wasn’t sure that Lisa even recognized the officer as being present.  
 
    “Norm, do something. Do something.” 
 
    Norm looked at Yasiv and then lowered his eyes. 
 
    “Lisa, please. Let’s just—let’s just get this over with.” 
 
    “Get it over with?” Her hands snapped to her hips as if drawn by a magnet. “Easy for you—” 
 
    Yasiv had had enough. He reached behind him and pulled a set of handcuffs from his belt.  
 
    “You can walk to the room now, by yourself, or I can put you in handcuffs and guide you there.” 
 
    Lisa growled but stomped off in the direction of the door. Norm and the police officer fell in line behind her.  
 
    Before the restless crowd could become any more agitated, Yasiv cleared his throat and addressed them, making sure to look over at the wait staff at least once while he did. 
 
    “I’m sorry for the inconvenience, but you’re going to have to stay a little while longer. If you need anything, just ask one of my officers and they’ll make sure that you’re taken care of.” 
 
    “Is this because of that disgusting thing at the back?” a woman in a teal dress asked. “Is it real?” 
 
    “What disgusting thing?” someone else piped up. 
 
    “Lisa said that some asshole put a fake—” 
 
    Yasiv cleared his throat. 
 
    “Please, I’m not doing this to be a jerk, I just need a little time to ask you some questions. You’ll get out of here tonight, I promise.” 
 
    “Tonight?” several guests said in unison, but Yasiv had already turned his back on them and had started toward the room in which Lisa and Norm had been sequestered. 
 
    “Excuse me?” For some reason, this voice was one that commanded respect and Yasiv, against his better judgment, looked over his shoulder. It belonged to a man with a white mustache, bald head, and even tan. 
 
    “Like I said, I’ll get to you in a moment. I do apologize for the inconvenience.” 
 
    Dunbar appeared at his side, looking concerned. 
 
    “You know who that is?” the detective said under his breath as they walked together toward the room. 
 
    “Don’t know, and don’t care.”  
 
    This reply failed to dissuade Dunbar from enlightening him, however.  
 
    “That’s DA Trumbo’s campaign manager.”  
 
    Yasiv froze.  
 
    Just when I thought tonight couldn’t get any worse.  
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    The question reanimated Yasiv and he started walking again. Dunbar fell into stride beside him. 
 
    “Nothing. Don’t do anything. Just make sure everyone stays comfortable.” 
 
    Two more steps and another question came out of the detective’s mouth. 
 
    “Is it… is it really someone’s skin?” 
 
    Yasiv looked into Dunbar’s eyes then, realizing that even though the man had garnered much experience over the past two years, these cases still affected him deeply.  
 
    Maybe he wasn’t as hardened as Yasiv thought. That would change, in time, however.  
 
    Or so Yasiv hoped.  
 
    There were really only two options for people in their line of work: become numb to the horrors of man or be overtaken by them.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s real,” he said solemnly. “CSU is pretty sure about it. But it’s not just one person, Dunbar.” 
 
    The detective tried to hide his surprise, his shock, but did a poor job of it. His eyes bulged slightly, which was mimicked by his Adam’s apple. 
 
    “More than one? How many?” 
 
    “At least three.” 
 
    Dunbar winced. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “Yeah—we’ll know more when they’re done processing the bo—” Yasiv hesitated. It wasn’t a body that the CSU was working on, not exactly. “—the specimen,” he corrected. “So, yeah, campaign manager or not, they’re not going anywhere.”  
 
    “What’s the plan, then?” Dunbar’s gaze drifted to the door down the hallway. “Interview them all one at a time?” 
 
    That was what Yasiv had in mind, but he didn’t feel the need to voice his opinion. It was written all over his face. 
 
    “You don’t think that—you don’t think that one of them did it, do you?” 
 
    This line of questioning was unusual coming from Dunbar as was the man’s sudden change of heart. He’d gone from wanting to throw everyone into the back of a filthy paddy-wagon to letting them walk free. 
 
    The DA’s fucking campaign manager? Really? Who else is here? A couple of ex-cops, a judge, the goddamn governor, perhaps? 
 
    Yasiv sighed again. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said, a comment that brought confusion to Dunbar’s face. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “That we can’t do this.” 
 
    “Do what?”  
 
    Yasiv cast a tentative glance over his shoulder and his eyes were immediately drawn to the man with the tan and white mustache.  
 
    “Keep them here.” 
 
    As he spoke, Yasiv pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. Unsurprisingly, he had several missed calls, but he paid no attention to these.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably right,” Dunbar concluded. “Want me to get the officers to take down their info and set them on their way?” 
 
    “No,” Yasiv said flatly. A plan had formed in his head, one that would more than likely piss a few people off. But it would also put some distance between him, Dunbar, and those with influence. And maybe, just maybe, it would speed up finding out what happened to the women who had made an unwelcome appearance at tonight’s gala. 
 
    “Listen,” Dunbar said, lowering his gaze. “Maybe it’s because I just woke up, but I’m not really understanding—” 
 
    “We can’t keep them here.” Yasiv found the number he was looking for in his phone and clicked it. “But someone else can.” 
 
    “What? What are you talking about, Yasiv?” 
 
    Yasiv plugged his ear and moved away from the detective.  
 
    A harsh voice answered on the second ring. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Drake? It’s Sergeant Yasiv… I need your help.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Damien Drake’s eyelids fluttered in sync with the buzzing of a cell phone.  
 
    His brain seemed to be doing the same inside his skull. 
 
    That was the cruel irony of cutting back on drinking; when you eventually fell off the wagon and went on a bender, your body punished you for it. When Drake had been drinking more regularly, he never got hangovers. But now, after his self-imposed hiatus, he felt like shit pretty much every morning after just smelling booze. 
 
    And he’d done a lot more than sniff alcohol last night. 
 
    He clucked his tongue, which felt three times its normal size, and suppressed a gag.  
 
    “Can you… shit, can you answer that?” 
 
    Phlegm had built up in the back of his throat throughout the night and he gagged again.  
 
    I’m never drinking again.  
 
    “Please answer that,” he begged, eyes still closed. 
 
    Worried that he might puke if he tried to speak a third time, Drake gently elbowed the woman lying beside him. 
 
    She groaned.  
 
    “Yeah? Oh, the phone.”  
 
    Drake slumped back onto his pillow as he heard her fumbling with the phones on the bedside table. 
 
    “It’s yours,” she informed him, placing it on his bare chest. It was cool enough to make him shiver and Drake debated chucking it across the room instead of answering.  
 
    He cleared his throat, which he instantly regretted when a thick wad of phlegm landed on his tongue. One quick chew and a swallow later, Drake answered his phone without opening his eyes.  
 
    “Hello?” he croaked.  
 
    “Drake? It’s Sergeant Yasiv… I need your help.” 
 
    Hangover or not, Drake was wide awake now. His eyes snapped open, and he forced himself into a seated position. More regret when the room started to spin. 
 
    “What—what time is it?” 
 
    He remembered going out for afternoon drinks and… well, not much more than that.  
 
    What the fuck happened? 
 
    “Midnight.” Sergeant Henry Yasiv paused. “Just after. Look, I know this is out of the blue, and I know you’re going to have a lot of questions, but I don’t have much time. I need your help.” 
 
    The speed of the Earth’s rotation seemed to have reached an all-time high. 
 
    “What? What are you talking about? What do you want?” 
 
    Drake and Yasiv weren’t even colleagues anymore, and after what the sergeant done to Suzan and Beckett, friends wasn’t even in the conversation.  
 
    And neither were favors.  
 
    “Fuck, I need you down here.” 
 
    Still, Drake was intrigued to say the least. 
 
    “Where? Yasiv, what the hell is going on?” 
 
    “Listen, I’ve got at least three dead women here, stripped of their fucking skin. And in about fifteen minutes, I’m going to be buried up to my eyeballs in bureaucratic bullshit while whoever is responsible is putting miles between here and God knows where. I need your help, Drake, and I need it now.” 
 
    His mind was full of questions, but Yasiv had pushed all the right buttons. They might be the furthest thing from friends, but three skinned women? If his mortal enemy had requested assistance for a case like this, Drake would have at least fielded the call. 
 
    As it was, he was already swinging his leg over the side of the bed.  
 
    “I’m on my way,” he grumbled. “Text me the address.” 
 
    Another thing about hangovers is that they didn’t give a fuck about the magnitude of your current situation. If something intense happens while drunk, you sobered up damn quick. But no matter how fucked up things got, your hangover was here to stay.  
 
    Drake swallowed bile, which burned worse than yesterday’s tequila as it made its way down to the pit of his empty stomach. He paused, dry heaved, then stood.  
 
    Fifteen minutes. That’s all I’ve got.  
 
    “What is it? What’s wrong, Drake?” 
 
    Cool hands were on his shoulders now, his back, his triceps.  
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    Yasiv’s text with the address came through and Drake was relieved to realize that the destination was close. He slumped back onto the edge of the bed.  
 
    “It’s work,” he finally managed. “It’s work, and… I’m sorry, I’ve gotta go.” 
 
    “At this hour?” 
 
    Drake glanced over his shoulder at the woman with whom he’d shared a bed. Her blonde hair was messy, and her cheeks flushed, but her blue eyes were vibrant and alert. The duvet was bunched around her waist, and her large breasts were bare. Despite the hangover, and what Yasiv had just said, Drake felt a tingle in his groin. This was short-lived, however. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sorry, Patty. But I really have to go.” 
 
    Before she could protest, Drake ran to the bathroom and vomited into the toilet.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The first thing Drake noticed when he took a lap around the art gallery was the surprising lack of police presence. Based on his brief conversation with Yasiv, he’d expected the place to be crawling with men in blue. The fact that he only spotted two squad cars out front, lights off, indicated that discretion had been advised. Drake drove around back and parked across the street, in clear view of the gallery’s loading dock. After observing the scene for another minute, he popped a third piece of gum into his mouth and chewed voraciously.  
 
    A pint of mouthwash had been insufficient to eliminate the lingering taste of vomit on his tongue.  
 
    The gum was a last resort. 
 
    Drake took another few seconds to collect himself then stepped out of his Crown Vic, wincing at the sound of creaking metal when he closed the door behind him. 
 
    So much for the element of surprise, he thought glumly. 
 
    Like out front, there were at least two police officers guarding the gallery’s back entrance. They were dressed in civilian wear and trying their hardest to appear disinterested in the world in general, but Drake had no problem spotting them.  
 
    He had been one of them, after all. Sure, that had been three lifetimes ago, but he still looked back fondly on his time with his late partner and mentor Clay Cuthbert. And just like that, his hangover, which had taken a backseat ever since projectile vomiting into the toilet, returned in full force.  
 
    Or perhaps it was unrelated to his drinking and instead a manifestation of the guilt he felt for what had happened with Jasmine and with his Clay. 
 
    His fucking kid. 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    I shouldn’t have left her, he admonished himself. I shouldn’t have— 
 
    “Jesus!”  
 
    Drake jumped back, narrowly avoiding being struck by a blacked-out van that swerved into the parking lot. He instinctively slid a hand beneath his sport coat and clutched the butt-end of his gun, but lowered it when a man in a K-Way jacket hopped out of the vehicle. 
 
    Even in the poor lighting behind the gallery, the word ‘CORONER’ written in white font across the back was visible.  
 
    Drake picked up his pace, knowing that his chances of getting a glimpse of the victim—victims, Yasiv said there were three of them—was growing slim.  
 
    “I’m sorry, sir, but the gallery is temporarily closed,” a man said, stepping from the shadows. It was one of the two cops who Drake had previously identified. He started to reach into the inner pocket of his jacket when the man’s expression hardened. “Hands where I can see them!” 
 
    Drake had to resist rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Just reaching for my badge, man, relax.” The officer’s raised voice drew the attention of his partner and the coroner, who had been in the process of removing a stretcher from the back of the van. “My name’s Damien Dra—” 
 
    He didn’t even get a chance to finish his name let alone flash his PI badge. 
 
    “Sergeant Yasiv’s expecting you,” the officer informed him. He reached for his arm, intending on guiding him forward and into the gallery, but Drake elected to stay out of reach. It wasn’t just the fact that he found this gesture condescending—he wasn’t a child, nor a greenhorn police officer—but he was weary of the NYPD after their messy divorce. “Sorry,” the cop apologized quickly. “The sergeant is waiting for you inside.” 
 
    Drake wanted to take the lead but fell in behind when the gallery loading dock door opened and two men lowered a rather stiff-looking body bag onto the awaiting stretcher. Drake waited for two other bags to join the first, but the coroner moved as if he expected this to be the only one. 
 
    Curious, Drake lowered his head and peeked inside the gallery, but didn’t see the missing body bags anywhere. 
 
    “Drake? Yasiv’s in here,” his guide said, gesturing toward the door beside the loading dock. But Drake wasn’t interested in seeing Yasiv just yet. 
 
    He wanted to see the bodies first.  
 
    The coroner saw him approach and immediately unzipped the bag without instruction.  
 
    No matter how many corpses Drake had observed, and there had been many, he still needed to take a moment to steel himself before looking inside. 
 
    And he was glad he did. 
 
    Drake was expecting a woman with a bullet in her head or perhaps a collapsed skull from blunt force trauma—the two most common causes of death in women he’d seen during his time on the force. 
 
    He saw neither.  
 
    In fact, it took several seconds for Drake to figure out what exactly he was looking at. And even then, he wasn’t sure he understood.  
 
    Gnashing his gum between clenched teeth, Drake cocked his head to get a better look and gestured for the coroner to move to one side—the man was blocking the light that spilled into the parking lot from the half-open loading dock door.  
 
    More light helped… a little. 
 
    Drake was staring at something that reminded him of a face, only it was incomplete. The eyes had been torn out, and while this in and of itself was disturbing enough, it was what he didn’t see that was even more off-putting: there was no blood or organic matter of any sort in the sockets. There was only a blank, smooth surface. The mouth was equally as unnerving, a gaping orifice that lacked lips or teeth or anything that was distinguishably human. 
 
    The worst part, however, was the stitches that ran down the center of the face, splitting into an upside-down Y beneath the nose. 
 
    It was as if someone had taken pieces of a face, torn them apart, and then stitched them back together again in a triptych tapestry.  
 
    “Jesus,” he sighed. Thinking that he was done, the coroner started to zip the bag up again. Drake grabbed his hand and held firm. Then he leaned in even closer, trying to understand what he was seeing. Evidently, he’d taken too long because the coroner spoke up.  
 
    “Mannequin… the skins are draped over a mannequin.” 
 
    As bizarre an explanation as this was, it helped Drake make sense of what he was looking at. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said dryly, nodding his head. “I’m done.” 
 
    He let go of the coroner’s hand and the man zipped the bag up. As he loaded the stretcher into the van, Drake hopped onto the ledge and followed the officer into the gallery. He’d taken two steps inside the building when a familiar face appeared before him.  
 
    “Drake, the body just—” 
 
    “I saw it,” he said flatly, glad that Yasiv hadn’t bothered with any niceties. There was no point pretending that everything between them was fine.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s fucked up, I know. But Drake—” 
 
    “Human skin draped over a mannequin?” Drake closed his eyes for a moment, envisioning the sutures down the center of the patchwork face. 
 
    “Drake, we—” 
 
    “Three women, you said?” 
 
    “Three,” Yasiv confirmed. “But listen, Drake, we have to hurry. You need to sign here.”  
 
    Drake opened his eyes and was surprised to see that Yasiv was holding a piece of paper and pen out to him. 
 
    “What? What is this?” 
 
    “You need to sign quick. As soon as—” 
 
    “Sergeant Yasiv!” A booming voice resounded throughout the entire art gallery. “I’m looking for Sergeant Yasiv!” 
 
    Drake tensed and grabbed the piece of paper from the sergeant.  
 
    It didn’t take long to see who was yelling: the big man was coming toward them, surrounded by a cadre of uniformed officers.  
 
    “Shit,” Yasiv grumbled. He moved in front of Drake. “Sign it. You need to sign it now.”  
 
    “Sergeant Yasiv, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” The newcomer demanded, aiming a finger at Yasiv’s chest. “You think you can keep—” The man stopped in his tracks and his face, previously a bright red that matched his tie, suddenly went pale. “Damien Drake?” he said, uttering the name like a curse. And then he swore for real. “What in the fuck are you doing here?” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    District Attorney Mark Trumbo stepped in front of the police officers whom he had brought along with him. Based on their previous interactions, Drake knew the man to be brash, loud, and anything but subtle. 
 
    Tonight was no exception.  
 
    It was the man who approached from their left whom Drake was more concerned about, however. 
 
    “Drake? What the hell are you doing here?” Detective Dunbar hissed. Unlike Trumbo, there wasn’t just anger in the man’s face, but something else.  
 
    Disdain, perhaps.  
 
    “I invited him,” Yasiv replied loudly enough for everyone to hear. “Now, DA Trumbo, this is a crime scene, so I’m going—”  
 
    Trumbo hurled his body forward, shifting his weight from side to side with the dexterity of a much smaller man, stopping only inches from Sergeant Yasiv’s face.  
 
    “Let these people go,” the DA ordered. “You let these people go right now.” 
 
    Drake looked past the angry man and the police officers. In what appeared to be some sort of waiting area, he spotted many well-dressed individuals, their eyebrows raised, their eyes staring back. And in that instance, Drake knew why he was here, and why Yasiv had called him in, of all people.  
 
    “Mr. Trumbo, I think—” 
 
    Drake immediately took charge, cutting Yasiv off mid-sentence. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Mark,” Drake said with a cocky grin. He raised his palms, indicating their surroundings. “Much better than a hotel bar or a hotel room, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Trumbo backed out of Yasiv’s personal space and seethed at Drake. There was a pasty white substance clinging to the corners of his lips that made a smacking sound with every word.  
 
    “This is no place for a civilian,” the DA warned. His eyes were so tightly squinted that Drake doubted the man could see. Drake, on the other hand, was wide-eyed, and well aware of what was going around him, least of all the fact that the DA’s massive hands weren’t balled into fists, but his fingers extended as if he intended on strangling someone. And he could do it, too; the man was no doubt physically strong enough to squeeze the life out of Drake and Yasiv, and his rage was sufficiently intense. 
 
    But the man had a career to worry about and not just as the District Attorney for the state of New York. By all bar graphs, pie charts, and mail-in surveys, Mark Trumbo was going to be the next mayor of New York City. 
 
    “Well, technically I’m a Private Investigator, not a civilian. And this here,” Drake held up the paper that Yasiv had him sign, “is a contract. Looks like I’m a—” Drake turned the page around and pretended to read it, “—Special Consultant to the NYPD. Huh. Nifty.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Trumbo spat. 
 
    “See for yourself.” 
 
    Drake held the paper out, but when Trumbo went to swat it away, he pulled back. 
 
    “Doesn’t mean shit. I’ll have the chief nullify whatever bullshit the sergeant here whipped up.” Trumbo turned to Yasiv. “And then I’ll have him put you back in the goddamn computer room where you belong.” 
 
    “I was never in the computer room,” Yasiv shot back, his eyes darting to Dunbar who looked most uncomfortable of them all.  
 
    “You think I give a fuck where—” 
 
    “You could do that,” Drake said, speaking loudly. “But how would that look to your donors? Huh?” He indicated the foyer behind them. “How would that go over?” 
 
    “I doubt they’d—” 
 
    Drake raised his voice even further. 
 
    “What would they think if I told them that there were three dead women, all stripped of their skins like some sort of cattle, and put on display here? How would they feel—” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” 
 
    But Drake wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “—how would they feel if the sergeant brought in a special consultant with more experience than the entire fucking department to solve this thing and you had him fired?” 
 
    “I said—” 
 
    “How would that help your campaign, Mark?” 
 
    “Fine,” Trumbo seethed. “Just keep your fucking voice down.” 
 
    Drake suppressed a smile. What did men obsessed with power fear most?  
 
    Losing said power.  
 
    And donors—losing donors was always a concern. 
 
    “Where are the bodies?” the DA asked, his tone softening somewhat. 
 
    “They’re already on their way to the coroner’s office,” Dunbar replied, speaking up for the first time. It was clear that he wanted to correct the DA—skins, not bodies—but that wouldn’t have gone over well.  
 
    “Then get these people out of here,” Trumbo hissed. 
 
    “After I interview them, they’ll be on their way,” Drake said. 
 
    It looked like Trumbo’s head was going to explode.  
 
    “You can’t—” 
 
    “Okay,” Drake relented, allowing some of the tension to release from his shoulders. “Okay, I’ll let them go. I just need to speak to whoever is in charge, whoever put on this event, then everyone can go home.” 
 
    Matching looks of surprise appeared on everyone’s face, but only Sergeant Yasiv voiced his dissension.  
 
    “Drake, I don’t think—” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “It’s fine. We’ll have the grunts collect their information and speak to them in the morning.” 
 
    Yasiv remained unconvinced. 
 
    “But they’re flight risks and—” 
 
    “Flight risks?” Trumbo interjected. “What’s wrong with you? These are—” 
 
    “I said I’d let them go.” Drake waved the sheet of paper again. “Unless, of course, you would like to tear this up, too, Yasiv?” 
 
    He was taking a large gamble, but Drake had already decided that it was worth the risk. Give a little, make the DA think he won something here, and Drake would have more leeway to find out what happened to those girls. 
 
    More autonomy to make sure it didn’t happen again.  
 
    Yasiv wasn’t impressed, but they all knew that he’d brought this upon himself. The sergeant had dug a hole the second he picked up his phone and dialed Drake’s number. And now he had to crawl in it and hope that nobody was high above him, throwing dirt on his head. 
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing, Drake.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Trumbo echoed as he stomped off. Something told Drake that while he might have won this battle, the DA wasn’t just going to lie on his stomach and bite a pillow for the rest of the war. 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” Dunbar grumbled, but Drake ignored him. The man was still angry about the whole Lucas Lionelle debacle, the setup that Drake and his crew had orchestrated without NYPD consent, and he couldn’t blame him. Drake would give the detective ample opportunity to air his grievances, but only so long as it didn’t slow down the current investigation.  
 
    “I need to speak to whoever put the event on. I also need a tape recorder.” 
 
    Yasiv bit his lip, then shrugged and gave in entirely.  
 
    “Yeah, okay, it’s a couple—the Fairchilds—and they’re in there.” The sergeant pointed at a door halfway down the hall. “I’ll see if I can dig up a recorder from somewhere.” 
 
    The man turned to leave, but Drake called him back. 
 
    “Here, don’t forget this,” he said, offering the paper. As Yasiv took it, Drake finally got a good look at what was written on the page. “By the way, you’re paying too much for car insurance. Way too much.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “Who are you calling?” Sergeant Yasiv asked. 
 
    Drake scowled. 
 
    “You hired me, so let me do my job.” He hadn’t meant to be so sharp with the man, but he was still severely hungover. “Look, I’m sorry—just tired. I appreciate you calling me in, but I can’t do this on my own.” 
 
    Yasiv accepted the apology but the confusion remained on his face. 
 
    “What do you mean, alone? I gave you the reins.” The sergeant looked around, nodding at a uniformed officer standing in front of a closed door not ten feet from them. “Aside from Trumbo’s men, you can have anyone you want from 62nd. At least for now. If they give you a hard time, just let me know.” 
 
    Drake considered this for a moment. There was no denying the fact that he was not a well-loved man in the 62nd precinct or the NYPD in general, but his experience commanded respect. The only person he thought might have a problem with him, one that required active solving, was Officer Kramer. But so long as Drake steered clear of Kramer, he didn’t think this would be an issue. And if it was, he’d just deal with it as he’d done before. 
 
    Or perhaps even more permanently.  
 
    “I know,” Drake said, taking a deep breath. At some point during the altercation with the DA, he must have swallowed his gum. H popped a fresh piece and allowed his eyes to drift to the foyer where a group of officers, and the DA, were busy talking to some of the patrons. “But I need more than your men—I need mine. If you want me to stick around, I need to call in my people.” 
 
    Yasiv put up no resistance. If anything, Drake thought he saw relief in the man’s face.  
 
    “Good. Now see if you can find that tape recorder for me.”  
 
    Yasiv sighed. 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    Drake waited for the sergeant to be out of earshot before he turned his attention back to his cell phone. His first thought was to call Hanna, as he assumed she was the most likely to be awake at this hour, but went with Screech instead.  
 
    “Drake, you okay?” the man answered, sleep in his voice.  
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “What is it then? Is it Leroy?” 
 
    Leroy?  
 
    Drake made a face.  
 
    Why would Screech be asking about Leroy? The man could take care of himself… he’d proven as much on many an occasion. 
 
    “No, not Leroy. It’s Yasiv.” 
 
    “Yasiv? The fuck does that guy want? I’m too tired for this, Drake.” 
 
    “Well, you’re about to be a helluva lot more tired. Grab some coffee and meet me down at the Royal Art Gallery in Manhattan.” 
 
    “What are you going on about?” Annoyance usurped sleepiness in the Screech’s voice. 
 
    “We’ve got a new case. Yasiv called me in, couple of murders, three women stripped of their skin.” 
 
    Saying the words out loud brought a new level of horror to what Drake had seen and it took a considerable amount of willpower to force images of the mannequin from entering his mind. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just round up the others and meet me here as soon as you can. Royal Art Gallery. Manhattan.” 
 
    Drake hung up before Screech could ask him any more questions that he either couldn’t or wouldn’t answer. 
 
    Yasiv had since returned with an old-fashioned-looking tape recorder in one hand. Before Drake could ask where the man got it from, Yasiv handed it over with frowned. 
 
    “Here. Just take it.” 
 
    “Alright. The Fairchilds? Is that what I heard you call them?” 
 
    Yasiv nodded. 
 
    “Norm and Lisa. Don’t know much about them, other than this is the sort of thing that they like to do: host lavish parties and sell some weird-ass costumes. I’ve gotta warn you, though, this Lisa…” 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    Yasiv’s frown deepened. 
 
    “She’s a piece of work.” 
 
    “Good thing I pretty much have a PhD in dealing with class A assholes.” He tapped the tape recorder against his palm. “Let me know when my crew gets here. And if the DA gets antsy, remind him that I have a direct line to the Times. That should buy us a little more time.” 
 
    “Speaking of time—how much do you think you’re going to need?” 
 
    This benign comment triggered the image he was so desperately trying to bury: the torn eye holes, the thick, almost shoelace-like sutures. A shudder ran from Drake’s tailbone to the crown of his head. 
 
    “As long as it takes,” he grumbled. “I’m going to take as long as I need to find out what the hell happened to those women.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “Who the hell are you? Where’s the DA? My husband told that police officer who reeks of cigarettes to call the district attorney,” Lisa Fairchild chirped the second Drake stepped into the room. He’d been expecting some sort of office, and while it appeared as if it might have served this purpose—there was a stack of files on the floor and a small desk off to one side—it was more of a glorified closet. “Hello? Excuse me? Helloooo?” 
 
    Rather than answering, Drake played with the recorder while observing Lisa and her husband. A small, petty display of power and control.  
 
    Lisa was short, though based on her long dress and high heels, Drake suspected that she made every effort to hide this fact. And the way she squinted at him, combined with the creases on the bridge of her nose and lack thereof by the corners of her eyes—Botox, no doubt—suggested that her eyesight was less than perfect. Everything about her husband, from the neatly combed silver hair, the wide brown eyes, and the defensive posture, suggested that he was a beta. To Drake, this implied that the man’s money, evident by his bespoke suit and monogrammed shirt cuffs, had been inherited rather than earned.  
 
    “Hello? I’m talking to you.” 
 
    “Honey, please, just calm down.” 
 
    Even Drake cringed; this wasn’t the type of woman you told to ‘calm down’. Not one you referred to as ‘Honey’. 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” Lisa said, turning and aiming a finger at Norm. “Don’t you dare tell me to calm down. This night… it’s ruined. And why? Because some asshole decided to prank me? What are the newspapers going to say, Norm? What are they going to write about this? Because you know they will. You know they—” 
 
    Drake decided to intervene before Norm took a beating. 
 
    “Our focus isn’t on your exhibit,” he said dryly. Lisa turned to look at him and unlike her husband, Drake held the woman’s stare. “It’s on the three women who were on display.” 
 
    “Three?” Norm gasped. 
 
    Drake’s words had the desired effect on Norm, but Lisa was a much harder nugget to crack. This implied that she was from a different world than her husband.  
 
    More than likely, she grew up on Drake’s side of the tracks.  
 
    “Yeah, well, I feel bad for them, sure, but I didn’t put them there—I had nothing to do with that. And now that they’re gone, I don’t see why we can’t just let me finish the damn exhibit.” 
 
    Drake bit his lip. This was going to be more difficult than he’d expected even considering Yasiv’s warning.  
 
    “I mean, it’s too late now, but…” Lisa let her sentence trail off.  
 
    She sure knows how to push the right buttons, Drake thought. But he wasn’t her husband, and he wasn’t about to be manipulated by the woman. 
 
    Drake found an empty shelf and set the tape recorder down. He did this deliberately to ensure that Lisa and her husband saw exactly what he was doing. Then he pressed record.  
 
    “I hate to inconvenience you, but I just want to find out what happened to those girls,” he stated. 
 
    Lisa glared at him and pressed her lips together. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she said, her voice devoid of any emotion. “That’s all we want, too.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Drake opened the door just wide enough to peer out and for Lisa and Norm to see the police officer standing guard. It never hurt to remind the ones you were questioning who was really calling the shots. 
 
    “You have those papers?” he asked. The officer produced a clipboard and slid it through the opening.  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Drake closed the door and addressed Lisa once more.  
 
    “I want you to look over this guest list, tell me if anyone is here who shouldn’t be.” 
 
    Lisa snatched the clipboard, spent all of thirty seconds scanning the three pages, then offered it back. 
 
    “No, everyone on this list was invited. And I know what you’re getting at, but nobody—” 
 
    Drake held up his hand and refused to accept the clipboard. 
 
    “Hold on a second… how can you be sure?” 
 
    “Sure of what?” Lisa snapped. 
 
    “Sure that everyone on that list was supposed to be here. You just—” 
 
    “Because I invited them. They’re all donors.” 
 
    Drake was tempted to ask, donors for what, but didn’t want to give her the satisfaction.  
 
    “Right.” He pointed at the pages and gestured for Lisa to turn to the back page. “What about the wait staff? They all supposed to be here, too?” 
 
    Lisa’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “How the hell am I supposed to know that?”  
 
    “Let me have a look,” Norm offered. 
 
    When Norm reached for the clipboard, Lisa turned her back to deny him access. Then she surprised Drake by actually reading the last page.  
 
    “Yeah, I think so.” Her tone changed. “I think they’re all here.” 
 
    Drake finally took the clipboard back. 
 
    “Okay, okay. Thanks.” 
 
    Lisa, apparently satisfied now, leaned up against the shelving unit behind her. It wobbled and Drake heard what sounded like broken glass tinkling beneath. As he watched, Lisa used the toe of her shoe to gently nudge some of the tiny shards under the shelf. 
 
    “Can we go now?”  
 
    “One second.” 
 
    Once again, Drake opened the door and addressed the police officer. He would have preferred to give the next task to Yasiv, but the sergeant was preoccupied, his attention fixed on a bald man with a white mustache.  
 
    “You think you can do me a favor?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Grab a camera, cell phone, doesn’t matter, and take a picture of each one of the guests.” The officer raised an eyebrow but with Yasiv and the other man approaching quickly, he didn’t have time to explain. “I also want you to take a picture of every member of the wait staff with their ID in the shot.” 
 
    “Drake?” Yasiv said. 
 
    “Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Pictures of all the guests, pictures of the wait staff.” 
 
    “With their ID.” 
 
    “Drake!” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Drake watched the officer hurry off then finally addressed Yasiv. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “This is—” 
 
    “Burt Lancaster,” the man with the mustache informed him. “And I’m the Fairchild’s attorney.” He pushed himself onto his toes to peer by Drake and into the closet behind him. “This interview, or whatever the hell you call it, well, it’s over. It ends here and now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “My name is Burt Lancaster, and I’m representing Lisa and Norm Fairchild.” The man walked right by Drake and stood in front of his new clients like some sort of Pitbull guarding his food bowl. “I’m instructing my clients not to speak to you here. This is… unconventional to say the least. They are willing to cooperate, of course, but they’ve been through a traumatic event and I think rest is in order.” 
 
    It was obvious that the DA had put Mr. Lancaster up to this but Drake didn’t much care. In fact, he was done with the Fairchilds.  
 
    “They’re not under arrest,” Drake said, stepping back from the open door. “They can leave at any time.” 
 
    “What?” Lisa made a face. “But you said—” 
 
    “Then we’ll be leaving,” Mr. Lancaster chimed in. “Mr. Drake, do you know how much this evening has cost my clients?” 
 
    Not as much as the women on display. 
 
    Drake shrugged. 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    “Eighty-six thousand dollars, that’s how much. And it was all wasted the second you locked them up in this closet. I’m guessing that you won’t be offering to foot the bill for this inconvenience, will you?” 
 
    “I don’t have eighty-six thousand dollars,” Drake replied with a shrug. “All I have is a shitty Crown Vic and a mountain of debt. But let me ask you something… what the fuck are you doing here?” 
 
    Burt Lancaster, clearly not used to being spoken to in this way, gaped. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Eighty-six thousand dollars, huh?” Drake continued. He turned off the recording and then allowed his gaze to drift to Lisa. “Look, I’ll be the first to admit it, I don’t know much about art. But that’s a hell of a lot of money to pay just to show off some shitty costumes and hand out stale tuna sandwiches, isn’t it?”  
 
    Lisa was fuming now.  
 
    “You can’t speak to me like that.” 
 
    Drake shrugged. 
 
    “What are you going to do? Get me fired? Call my boss? Sorry, lady, but I don’t work for anyone.” 
 
    “You piece of—” 
 
    “As I said,” Mr. Lancaster interjected, once again cutting Lisa off mid-sentence. Drake wasn’t sure what pissed Lisa off more: being interrupted or being insulted. “My clients are willing to help in every way possible, but they need to recuperate after the tragic events that transpired here tonight.” 
 
    The man was like an AI programmed to be as politically correct as possible. Drake was determined to try and make the lawyer fry a circuit. 
 
    “Recuperate? Really? A hot bath, a bottle of expensive Pinot, maybe a little lotion afterward to keep the skin smooth and supple?” 
 
    Norm inhaled sharply and Lisa’s face continued to redden. 
 
    “That is uncalled for, Mr. Drake.” 
 
    Indeed, it was. Even Drake knew that his comments had passed over distasteful and bordered on disgusting. He changed tactics. 
 
    “Like I said, you are free to leave whenever you want.” 
 
    At long last, Yasiv spoke up. 
 
    “And the others?” 
 
    Drake looked toward the foyer and saw that the officer had already snapped pictures of the guests and was working his way through the wait staff. 
 
    “They can go, too.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really,” Drake confirmed. “I’m with Burty over here—I’m tired. Send everyone home. Recuperate.” 
 
    Nobody moved; they obviously expected him to rescind this offer as soon as they so much as thought about leaving. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    That was enough to break the impasse and finally send them on their way. 
 
    Drake watched Burt usher Lisa and Norm down the hallway, the former of which shot daggers at him all the way to the front of the gallery. There was a collective sigh of relief when Burt Lancaster passed the information along. The man didn’t so much as look at the wait staff, however, let alone inform them that they free to leave, as well.  
 
    “You really had to stir the pot?” Yasiv asked when they were alone. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    The sergeant sighed. 
 
    “Push them that hard. Fucking hell… lotion? Really? You know they aren’t going to speak to you tomorrow. Or ever. This was your only chance… catch them off guard, hopefully get them to slip up and say something they’d otherwise keep to themselves.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, they were never going to speak to me, anyway.” 
 
    “Then what’s with the charade? Why record them like this was some sort of official interview? Why piss them off?” 
 
    “I wanted to see if they would break.” 
 
    The DA was still standing in the lobby looking at them after all of the guests had left. 
 
    “You don’t think that they had anything to do with this, do you?” 
 
    They could have meant Lisa and Norm or all of the guests, collectively. 
 
    It didn’t matter. 
 
    “I have no fucking idea,” Drake answered honestly. 
 
    “I thought maybe with your…” 
 
    Drake looked at Yasiv, observing the tired circles under his eyes, the minor nicotine stains on his front teeth. It was obvious what the sergeant was going to say: I thought maybe with your experience, you would have some idea who could have done this.  
 
    Drake cleared his throat. 
 
    “How the fuck am I supposed to know, Yasiv? If you think I had some sort of crystal ball shoved up my ass when you hired me, then you’re sorely mistaken. All I can say, is that someone who has the balls to do something like this? Put a skinsuit on display? Well, it isn’t a one-off. They aren’t just gonna pack up and go back to their marry little lives, eat cereal and hit the treadmill every morning. The only way they’ll stop is if we stop them. So, how about we cease standing here talking like a bunch of assholes and get to work, shall we?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “Who are those pricks?” Hanna asked as she entered the gallery. One of the plain-clothed police officers tried to stop her, but immediately backed off when she shot him a look. “Not your typical crowd, Drake.” 
 
    “And what would my ‘typical’ crowd be?” 
 
    “A bottle of booze and pack of cigarettes.” 
 
    Drake chuckled and gave her a quick hug. 
 
    “I don’t smoke.” 
 
    “Not yet you don’t.” 
 
    Leroy joined them in the gallery next, but his entry required more than a sharp glance.  
 
    Yasiv indicated to the officer on guard to let him pass. 
 
    “You know what?” Leroy said, once inside. “I recognize some of those suits—hey, Drake.” 
 
    “Nice to see you, Leroy.” 
 
    No hugs were exchanged between them.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Hanna demanded, her gaze following the crowd of people who were all trying to convince the valet to bring their car out first. “From where?” 
 
    “Shit, I’m not doing this again,” Leroy warned, shaking his head. 
 
    “Doing what?” Hanna asked, a smirk forming on her lips. She ran a hand through her dark hair, which nearly came to her shoulders now. Drake remembered a time when it had been much shorter and shaved on one side. 
 
    “You’re trying to troll me, and I won’t bite.” 
 
    “Whatever. I just wanna know where you could have possibly seen them before. Rich white people.” 
 
    Drake knew he should step in and stop them, but he also knew that they had a long night ahead and it would do them some good to get this out of their system now. A little levity before he told them exactly why they were here wouldn’t hurt. And, as predicted, Leroy did exactly what he said he wasn’t going to do: fall for Hanna’s ploy. 
 
    “Oh, because I’m black means I can’t hang out with those people? Is that it?” 
 
    Hanna laughed. 
 
    “No, it’s because they’re rich, dumb dumb. And you ain’t.” 
 
    Leroy’s face turned red.  
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “Wait, wait,” Drake interjected when he realized that Leroy was serious. “Have you really seen them before? Where?”  
 
    “At the… what’s it called… the Loomis Estate,” Leroy answered. 
 
    That sucked all the humor out of the room. Even Hanna’s smile vanished and she brought a hand to her chin and massaged the small scar beneath it. 
 
    “You sure?” Drake asked. 
 
    Leroy started to nod and then changed his mind halfway, causing his head to move in a quasi-circular motion.  
 
    “I think so… I mean, they all kinda look the same to me.” 
 
    Neither Drake nor Hanna so much as grinned.  
 
    “Rich people,” Leroy clarified. “Rich people all look the same. Fancy clothes, Wall Street, whatever.”  
 
    Drake wasn’t sure he agreed, but in his experience, most rich people acted the same, especially when it came to a tragedy that inconvenience them: they got annoyed.  
 
    Maybe I should have kept them here a little while longer.  
 
    But it had felt like the right decision at the time, and Drake wasn’t about to start second-guessing himself. He figured he was going to get enough of that from Yasiv and the DA.  
 
    “Where’s Screech?” he asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “He’s talking to Dunbar,” Hanna replied. “You going to tell us what’s going on, Drake? Why we’re here in the middle of the night? You know I already got the painting I wanted.” 
 
    Drake pictured the red dot in the center of the white canvas hanging in DSLH Investigations. He understood the allure of that painting near as much as Lisa Fairchild’s La Nuit des Femmes exhibit.  
 
    And couldn’t comprehend the price tag of either. 
 
    “Somebody decided to crash the party,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Yeah, Dunbar told us about the fucked-up mannequin.” Drake raised an eyebrow and opened his mouth to speak, but Hanna wasn’t done yet. “But what I’m asking is why are we here? I thought the NYPD and DSLH didn’t play nice together.” 
 
    Maybe it’s not just the rich who are annoyed by other people’s tragedies, he thought. 
 
    “They called and asked for my help, Hanna,” Drake offered, hoping that this explanation was sufficient. 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    “What about when you needed their help, Drake? What about when you were rotting away in jail and you needed Officer Kramer to drop the charges? Where were they—” 
 
    Drake shook his head. His hangover, which had decided to take a little nap during his interrogation of the Fairchilds, suddenly woke up. And it was grumpy.  
 
    He massaged his temples as he spoke. 
 
    “It’s not about me, Hanna, or us.” 
 
    “Oh, sure, it never is though, is it, Drake? Well, what about payment, then? How much are they going to pay us for this job? Because we never got a cent for bringing down that psycho Tobin Tomlin. The only money we made was a little cheddar for finding Mrs. Schmidt’s cat.” Hanna applied air quotes to the word ‘finding’.  
 
    Drake was confused by this sudden outburst. Hanna had always been outspoken, brash, abrasive, you name it. She was also strange and something of a chameleon. But it wasn’t like her to be so… bitter. 
 
    “I’ll make sure we’re taken care of,” Drake said. He blamed the hangover for his condescending tone. 
 
    “Drake, I’ve got the pictures you asked for,” Sergeant Yasiv said as he stepped back into the gallery. He was holding a cell phone in one hand and a coffee in the other. 
 
    “Send them to me… no, you know what? Send them to Screech.” 
 
    “Will do. He’s the one who gave me the coffee, by the way. He’s outside.” 
 
    “Hopefully, he brought one for me, too.” 
 
    “Okay, listen, guys, I’m all for this fluff fest, but can we talk about the actual crime?” Hanna asked, her brow knitted. “If that’s okay with you, of course.” 
 
    Yasiv gave Drake a look but knowing that Hanna would call them out for this silent exchange, he offered nothing in return. Something that Lisa Fairchild had said repeatedly was stuck in his head and bothering him.  
 
    It’s just a prank. 
 
    Wishful thinking on her part, no doubt, but also a valid possibility. As if everyone else were privy to his thoughts, Drake said, “The coroner confirmed that they’re real skin… real human skin belonging to at least three women.” 
 
    “Women? How does he know they’re from women?” Hanna asked. 
 
    Drake couldn’t help picture the deflated breasts and the tuft of hair between the mannequin’s legs. He shuddered.  
 
    “Yeah, they belonged to women—trust me. But the real question is, where did they come from?” All eyes were on him, so Drake continued. “Best case scenario, what we have here is just a twisted hoax, someone working for a—I dunno—body farm or a funeral home removed the skins and decided to mess with the Fairchilds.” 
 
    “Really? You fucking kidding me? I don’t know what kind of practical jokes you grew up with, but I’m used to whoopee cushions and baby powder in the hairdryer. Human skins? Yeah, not really on the agenda,” Hanna remarked. 
 
    It was an outrageous idea, but it reminded Drake of a case in which three NYU college students thought it would be fun to steal a cadaver’s head from the morgue and put it on their professor’s desk. Outrageous for sure, but not inconceivable. 
 
    “Not my idea of a good time either,” Yasiv said, breaking the awkward silence. “But you’re right. We need to find out where the skins came from. I have CSU and the medical examiner working overtime to see if they can answer that question. Want me to send Dunbar to the morgue to follow-up?” 
 
    Drake thought about this for a moment then shook his head.  
 
    “It’s probably better for Screech and Dunbar to review the video footage from right here in the gallery.” Drake looked around and immediately spotted three cameras in the foyer alone. He pointed at one of them. “Start with these, then work the neighborhood. I’m guessing that most stores around here have security cameras of some sort. Maybe we’ll get lucky and the asshole who set up the mannequin showed their face. If not, then, well, we have the pictures that your officer took tonight. Screech and Dunbar can compare those to the images from inside the gallery, make sure that everyone who was here was supposed to be here. By then, hopefully the ME will have some answers for us.” Yasiv’s upper lip curled. “What? You said I could run this investigation—” 
 
    “No, it’s not that. It’s the medical examiner. She’s… different.” 
 
    Drake was familiar with Dr. Karen Nordmeyer—or Dr. Karen Cuntmeyer as Beckett used to refer to her. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s why you’re going to be by my side when I go there tonight. And we can chat along the way, too.” 
 
    Both of these options made Yasiv visibly uncomfortable. To the man’s credit, however, he simply nodded. Drake still wasn’t over the fact that Yasiv had not only dragged Beckett’s name through the mud, but he’d tried to bury Suzan Cuthbert, as well.  
 
    “Aye, aye, captain, but what about us?” Hanna asked. 
 
    Drake’s eyes drifted from Hanna to Leroy and back again. 
 
    “Leroy, you help Screech and Dunbar get set up back at the shop.” Before the man could complain or make some remark about how he wasn’t an errand boy, Drake added, “it’s best if we keep this as quiet as possible until we know exactly what we’re dealing with. Hanna, you have your car?” 
 
    Hanna nodded. 
 
    “Alright, good—follow us to the morgue.” 
 
    Having completed dishing out his orders, Drake took two steps toward the front door, surprised that no one had challenged him yet. It was only a matter of time, he knew. 
 
    “And what about the gallery?” A woman who looked a lot like Lisa Fairchild, but was sporting a pantsuit instead of a dress, asked.  
 
    “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    The woman held out a manicured hand that Drake just stared at. She pulled it back. 
 
    “Justine Aria. I’m the Royal Art Gallery manager.” 
 
    Drake’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “When did you get here?” He couldn’t remember seeing Justine when he’d entered nor recalled noticing her among the sequestered guests. 
 
    “Just now. I need to know when I can reopen this—” 
 
    Drake felt his temperature rise. 
 
    “Who let you in? This is an active crime scene.” 
 
    “It’s also my gallery, so—” 
 
    Drake ignored the woman and glared at Yasiv. 
 
    “What the fuck are your men doing? Letting people in and out? Shut this place down! Tell your officer to shut this fucking place down before I do!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “Any word from our mutual ‘friend’?” Yasiv asked from the passenger seat of Drake’s Crown Vic. 
 
    Drake kept his eyes locked on the road ahead and set his jaw.  
 
    “Beckett’s dead.” 
 
    Yasiv inhaled as if preparing to speak, paused, then drew another breath. 
 
    “What about his girlfriend? What about Suzan Cuthbert?” 
 
    Even though Drake had been the one who suggested having a ‘chat’ back at the gallery, he found himself opposed to the idea now. While a considerable amount of time had passed since Beckett’s and Suzan’s departure, the wounds were still raw. 
 
    “For someone who spent the better part of six months hell-bent on putting both of them behind bars, you seem to be very concerned about their well-being.” 
 
    “I was just wondering,” Yasiv said dismissively.  
 
    Drake wasn’t ready to let the man off that easily. He’d opened the box, and, as far as Drake was concerned, Yasiv was now obligated to root through the contents.  
 
    “Wondering? Really? Why’s that? Is it eating you up inside that you let them go?” 
 
    “No, I was just—” 
 
    “Did you change your mind, Yasiv? Or are you gonna go all HAM on Beckett and Suzan again? Even though they’re dead.” 
 
    “Drake, I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    The floodgates had been opened, and Drake was helpless to stop the flow.  
 
    “What? Send them into exile? Make them fake their fucking deaths?” 
 
    “You know what? Fuck you. They made their own decisions. Beckett murdered people, Drake. Oh, I know, you think he was some modern-day—” 
 
    Drake wrenched the wheel to the right and slammed the brakes so hard that both of them rocked forward, their bodies pressing up against their seat belts. 
 
    “Listen to me: Suzan is my late partner’s daughter and if you so much as mention her name again, I’ll fucking strangle you.” Drake knew that some of his anger was misplaced, that it should be directed inward after what had happened with Jasmine, but it was impossible to control. Shit, he was a father now, and his investment into Baby Clay’s life to date amounted to the culinary equivalent of tossing a raisin into a giant bowl of carrot salad. 
 
    Yasiv glared at Drake and for a second the look in the man’s cold eyes suggested that he would challenge him on his threat. Deep down, Drake half-hoped the man would, but Yasiv didn’t bite. 
 
    Drake and Beckett had definitely had their ups and downs, but he genuinely missed his old friend. And the ex-ME was gone because of Yasiv.  
 
    Why couldn’t he just fucking leave Beckett and Suzan alone? 
 
    “I brought you in to help with this case, I don’t need this fucking attitude,” Yasiv grumbled. 
 
    “Really? Don’t act like you’re doing me a favor,” Drake countered. “You called me in because you were in a bind. Speaking of which, how much am I—are we—getting paid for this job, Yasiv? How much coin does the NYPD have to shell out for… what did you call me? A Special Consultant?” 
 
    Yasiv’s scowl intensified. 
 
    “Is that what this is all about? Money?”  
 
    “It’s not all about money, but I have a business to run. Unlike you, I don’t get a paycheck every week. When I left the NYPD—” 
 
    “When you left? You mean when you quit. You couldn’t handle the NYPD and it chewed you up and spat you out.”  
 
    Drake saw red and his right hand shot out, aiming for Yasiv’s throat. The sergeant was prepared, however, and he deflected the blow toward the dashboard. Drake immediately lashed out with his other hand, this time succeeding in grabbing the collar of Yasiv’s shirt and twisting it tightly. The sergeant was quick and retaliated by grabbing Drake by the throat. They glared at each other, each hissing from having their windpipes constricted. Just when it felt as if this might go on forever, Drake released his grip. 
 
    Yasiv immediately followed suit.  
 
    “Don’t talk about Clay, don’t talk about Suzan, and don’t talk about Beckett,” Drake warned, but the anger was gone from his voice. 
 
    Yasiv sighed and his shoulders slumped. He offered Drake a subtle nod. 
 
    “I’ll make sure you get paid,” he promised, “but you have to bury all this personal shit. You’re right, I called you in because I was in a jam. I’m not denying that. But I also called you in because I know you can help, that you can solve this. Don’t get me wrong, I hope Lisa’s right, that this is all a joke. I just don’t… I mean, I don’t know. It feels wrong. It feels bad.” 
 
    Drake finally looked away from the sergeant and pulled back onto the road. 
 
    “Yeah, I feel that, too,” he admitted. The instant he’d laid eyes on the horrible skinsuit, Drake had felt a twinge in his gut. He didn’t have the same intense feelings that his last partner did, didn’t have the insight of a Chase Adams, but every once in a while, his experience manifested as a dull grinding deep down in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    And like Yasiv, he had a terrible feeling about this case.  
 
    They drove in silence for several more minutes before Yasiv said, “Go around back of the morgue. Someone might recognize your car and start asking questions.” 
 
    Drake grunted an affirmative but wasn’t happy about it. It was clear that the DA wasn’t the only one that wanted to keep things quiet in New York City. There was likely a police-wide mandate to bury anything that might make front-page news until the DA was elected mayor. Drake reluctantly pulled into the rear parking lot, taking his usual spot next to where Beckett used to park. Seeing the empty space where the man’s Tesla had been a near-permanent fixture brought about more stirrings in his gut. 
 
    Fuck you, Beckett.  
 
    Drake sighed. 
 
    Beckett was a grade A asshole, a mouthy, cocky, annoying piece of shit. 
 
    But Drake missed him dearly.  
 
    “Fuck,” he whispered as he opened the door and started to get out.  
 
    Yasiv stopped him by grabbing his arm. Only this time, the action wasn’t aggressive but conciliatory. 
 
    “We good, Drake? Because I don’t want this—” the man pointed at both of them. “—to happen again. I don’t want it to jeopardize this investigation.”  
 
    Drake stared at the sergeant for a long time before answering. He still held a great deal of animosity toward Yasiv for forcing Suzan and Beckett away, but when he closed his eyes it wasn’t their faces he saw. Instead, he saw the ragged eye holes torn out of human skin. He saw the upside-down ‘Y’ incision on the face. He saw the sagging breasts, the lopsided nipples, the torn ankles and wrists. 
 
    Drake pulled free of Yasiv’s grasp and stepped into the cool night air. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re good,” he grumbled. “Until we find out what happened to these women, we’re good.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    As expected, Hanna was already waiting for them inside the morgue. Based on the way the woman drove, Drake guessed that she’d been waiting for a half-hour. Maybe even longer. 
 
    “Took you guys long enough,” she said. Her expression changed after observing their faces. “Oh, mommy and daddy had a fight?” Hanna pouted. “Am I going back to the orphanage?” 
 
    “Drop it,” Drake snapped, which was the complete opposite approach that he should have taken. 
 
    “Are you going to hit me again, Daddy?” Hanna mocked, oblivious to Yasiv’s presence. “Don’t forget to use a phone book so it doesn’t leave a mark.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you even know what a phone book is.” 
 
    Hanna shut up, but Drake suspected this was because they were making their way toward the room where Beckett used to perform his autopsies and not because she had gotten her fill of ribbing him. They were all a little tense, missing Beckett for their own very distinct reasons.  
 
    Drake reached the large double doors first. Instead of pushing right through, he peered through one of the square, inlaid windows. There was a row of cooling lockers at the back of the room as well as several gurneys lined up in front of them. Two had what he assumed were corpses laying on top, both covered in identical white sheets. Partially blocked by a diminutive figure in a green smock was a black body bag that Drake recognized.  
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    Hanna looked skyward and squeezed by him. She pushed the door open, and they all followed her into the room. The scent was stronger than Drake remembered: a mixture of formalin and bleach. It was also a hell of a lot cleaner than when Beckett was in charge.  
 
    “Dr. Nordmeyer?” Sergeant Yasiv said. 
 
    The woman didn’t answer. She was busy manipulating the body in front of her. 
 
    “Dr. Nordmeyer?” Yasiv repeated, louder this time. 
 
    The woman jumped and whipped around. She held a scalpel out in front of her and the sergeant immediately put his hands up and stepped back. Drake did the latter while Hanna just stood there and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Who are you?” Dr. Nordmeyer demanded, waving the scalpel. 
 
    In a lot of ways, Dr. Karen Nordmeyer reminded Drake of Lisa Fairchild. They were both small in stature with mousy features and both were pains in the ass. The only significant difference was that Dr. Nordmeyer had giant ears that jutted out the side of her head like a car zipping down the freeway with its doors open. 
 
    “Easy, easy, I’m Sergeant Henry Yasiv with the NYPD, 62nd precinct.” 
 
    “Badge,” Dr. Nordmeyer said sharply.  
 
    “Okay, okay.” Yasiv pulled his badge out and flashed it. “And this is Damien Drake, a PI who—”  
 
    “I know you,” Dr. Nordmeyer hissed, the blade still held up in front of her. “You’re one of his friends.”  
 
    “He—they—are both private investigators who are helping out on this case.” 
 
    “But… but…” 
 
    “Dr. Nordmeyer, we all want the same thing here. Please, they will be helping with this case and I expect you to extend them the same respect you would any member of the NYPD.” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer’s face underwent a series of convoluted expressions but eventually, she lowered the scalpel.  
 
    “What’s your name?” she demanded, turning her attention to the only other woman in the room. 
 
    “Hanna.” 
 
    The medical examiner waited for Hanna to add her surname, but it wasn’t in the woman’s nature to do what other people wanted her to do—she remained silent.  
 
    “Good, now what can you tell us about the skins?” Yasiv asked, clearly wanting to move forward.  
 
    Drake cringed at the way the sergeant referred to the victims as ‘skins’ but there was no better way to describe what he’d seen. 
 
    “The epidermis and partial corium?” Dr. Nordmeyer asked. 
 
    There was also that, but Drake didn’t think it would catch on. 
 
    “Yeah… the ones on the mannequin.” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer shot Drake a vicious look before turning and indicating the gurney with the scalpel blade. Drake moved to get a better angle, ignoring the not-so-subtle way the ME ensured that there were always at least a few feet between them.  
 
    The body bag had been cut at the sides so that it resembled more of a thick black bed sheet than a sack of any sort. The mannequin was otherwise nearly identical to what Drake remembered seeing back at the gallery. The main difference was that the stitches around the thigh and down the chest had been removed as if they’d interrupted Dr. Nordmeyer while in the process of deconstructing the awful creation. The chilling expression on its face was still the same.  
 
    Drake’s natural protective tendencies came to the fore and he tried to block Hanna’s view of the gurney. She was having none of it and came up right next to him.  
 
    “We have at least three different donors,” Dr. Nordmeyer informed them, her tone switching to professorial. “Each section of the face belonged to a different person, and here—” she indicated the sternum with the end of the scalpel, “—we have two donors, one per breast. Two for the legs, as well.”  
 
    “Can you tell which part belonged to which person?” Hanna asked, seemingly undisturbed by the horror before them. “What I mean is, could we have many more than just three victims?” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer’s nose twitched. 
 
    “Can’t tell for sure. Epidermal pigmentation suggests that there are only three, but there could be as many as five or six different individuals.” 
 
    Drake’s gaze drifted to the mannequin’s face, to the haunting eye sockets.  
 
    He sucked in a sharp breath. 
 
    As many as six… 
 
    “Can you tell us where the skins are from? Anything about the victims?”  
 
    The ME looked at him as if he had three heads. 
 
    “I can tell you that they’re all dead.” 
 
    No shit, Sherlock. 
 
    “What I think Drake means, is how recently were the skins removed?” Yasiv clarified. “Can they be from cadavers? Could someone have just dug up recently buried corpses and made… this?” 
 
    Instead of answering immediately, she flipped over part of the chest and indicated the dark underside.  
 
    “This one is very fresh,” she informed them, reaching up and grabbing the lamp that hovered over the gurney. She pulled it close. “These darks spots are dried blood. But this one,” Dr. Nordmeyer indicated the other side of the chest, “is a little older.”  
 
    “How fresh?” Hanna asked. 
 
    “Tough to say, for sure. This one, maybe a few days. The other a week, depending on storage conditions. You can see that whoever did this removed most of the subcutaneous veins and fat, but there was no visible attempt to cure the skin.” 
 
    “What?” the word just slipped out of Drake’s mouth. 
 
    “Curing, the first step in making leather,” Dr. Nordmeyer said, as if everyone should be familiar with how leather was made. “After scraping, the skin is covered in a layer of salt to cure it. I see no evidence of that here.” 
 
    Drake felt his stomach curdle.  
 
    “So, could someone have just dug up the bodies and done this?” Yasiv repeated. He sounded almost desperate now. “If they were exhumed right after they were buried, I mean. Or maybe the bodies were stolen from the morgue?” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer stepped away from the gurney and walked over to one of the others. Without hesitation, she pulled back the sheet revealing the corpse of an elderly man lying beneath. He had milky eyes, thinning hair, and a large, distended belly. So far as Drake could tell, there were no external injuries of note. 
 
    “He’s been here for almost a week.” The ME pointed toward the row of lockers at the back of the room. “He’s been stored in there up until a few hours ago. I was going to get to him before you brought this in.” The woman sounded annoyed and inconvenienced.  
 
    Another similarity between the ME and Lisa Fairchild. 
 
    Gee, sorry for interrupting your workflow by asking for some help with this heinous crime. I’ll tell the psychopath responsible to be more considerate next time. 
 
    “See how gray his skin is?” Dr. Nordmeyer continued. “How pale? That’ll happen naturally with time and speed up following any sort of refrigeration. Gravity will also cause blood to pool at the bottom in a process called lividity, which usually starts within a few hours of death.” Drake cocked his head and saw dark blue-purple swirls extending from the cadaver’s back to his sides. “So, to answer your question, no, I don’t think that these bodies were dug up. As for being fresh? Well, I don’t know what you’ve heard, but bodies don’t tend to just go ‘missing’. I document everything and everyone who comes through here and I have all other MEs across the state do the same.” 
 
    Drake’s headache had started to return. 
 
    “Besides,” Dr. Nordmeyer said, throwing the sheet back over the corpse and returning to the mannequin. “I’m almost positive that these bodies were never in any coroner’s office or morgue in New York or elsewhere.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Drake asked, trying to keep the tremor from his voice.  
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer looked at him then, staring deep into his eyes when she answered. 
 
    “Because I’m pretty sure that these skins were removed while the women were still alive.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    “Work backward from when we arrived, Dunbar,” Screech suggested as he sipped his coffee. Dunbar pulled his chair up to the computer and began rewinding the security footage obtained from The Royal Art Gallery. There were nearly a dozen cameras inside the building, as well as three outside the gallery, and the detective arranged half of these in a grid pattern on his monitor.  
 
    “You betcha.” 
 
    Screech, who had been late to the party, and turned away even before entering the gallery, took a moment to familiarize himself with the interior of the building. After he’d seen one image, however, he felt as if he’d seen them all. High ceilings, expensive-looking paintings on the walls, floors so clean that they perfectly reflected all the light from the chandeliers shining down on them. Soon, Screech’s thoughts turned more to the man behind the computer than the information on it: Detective Stephen Dunbar. While they shared the same given name, their similarities stopped there. What really concerned Screech was the fact that Dunbar was so willingly teaming up with Drake and the rest of DSLH.  
 
    Following the near disaster that was the unauthorized sting operation to capture Tobin Tomlin, Dunbar had, in no uncertain terms, made it clear that his friendly relationship with Drake had reached its expiration date. This came as no surprise to anyone, least of all Screech. 
 
    Whenever someone got close to Drake, he would do everything and anything in his power to push them away. 
 
    And yet, here they were, Dunbar and Screech, Drake and Yasiv, holding hands and singing kumbaya as they were once again on the hunt for a sadistic murderer.  
 
    Screech took another sip of his coffee, rolling the dark liquid on his tongue before swallowing. It was burnt and acrid, but for someone reason he took great pleasure in the act. 
 
    He slurped more coffee. 
 
    “Easy with the ASMR, would you?” Dunbar said over his shoulder. 
 
    “Mukbang,” Screech corrected. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Well, whatever it’s called, just stop slurping in my ear.” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” Screech set the Styrofoam cup down on the desk and nodded toward the monitor. “This is when Drake arrived?” 
 
    Dunbar spun back around. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, disdain hanging on his tongue like the sour coffee on Screech’s. 
 
    The camera in the upper right corner showed Drake hustling across the rear parking lot before being stopped by an officer. Screech let this play out for a few seconds before shaking his head.  
 
    “You know what? Go back further… to before the exhibit was even open.” 
 
    Watching Drake in the gallery would be a waste of time; if there was something to be found after the man had arrived on the scene, he would have already found it.  
 
    Dunbar’s fingers returned to the keyboard and the footage started to run in reverse.  
 
    Even though Screech hadn’t entered the gallery, Dunbar had apprised him of the major players. And it didn’t take long for him to identify Norm and Lisa Fairchild. He watched the woman approach the thirteenth mannequin, watched her reach out and touch it. Even though there was no audio, he knew that she’d screamed. The video didn’t capture much of the mannequin itself; truthfully, if it hadn’t been for Lisa Fairchild’s reaction, Screech doubted that he’d be able to pick it out among the others. Because he knew what it was, however, Screech felt his skin crawl.  
 
    Like the others, his initial reaction was one of hopeful desperation, that this was just a morbid prank. But seeing the woman’s visceral reaction cast doubts on this assumption.  
 
    Screech watched Lisa move in reverse, making her way toward her husband and then out of sight down the hall. They went all the way back to when the first guests noticed the mannequin and bolted, creating a rift of chaos that Norm Fairchild did an admirable job of diffusing. Their relationship seemed odd to Screech; Lisa showed the man no signs of affection—if anything, she seemed disgusted by him—while Norm practically doted on her. And yet, it was clear from their posture alone that Norm was the one who grew up in this environment, the one with the eight-figure bank account. Had Lisa been ten—no, fifteen years younger, and more attractive, their relationship would have made perfect sense. But as it stood, it was confusing. 
 
    “Some of the guests left,” Screech remarked, pointing toward the camera that was aimed at the front doors. 
 
    “Yep,” Dunbar confirmed, not sounding at all concerned. “We’ll find out who they are. All we have to do is compare the guest list to those who were still there after Drake detained them.” 
 
    Screech smirked. Nobody made friends like the ignominious Damien Drake.  
 
    “Keep going back.” 
 
    They watched the guests’ arrival, greeted by Lisa and Norm, then, before that, the waitstaff. The latter were treated with a considerably less cheery disposition, which was almost to be expected. The image stalled with Lisa pointing at some sort of checklist, her eyes locked on the staff.  
 
    “Further.” 
 
    Dunbar shook his head. 
 
    “Can’t—this is the first frame.” 
 
    “What do you mean, the first frame? I thought—” 
 
    “I downloaded all footage from the past seven days.” 
 
    “Well, you made a mistake then, you—” 
 
    Dunbar grunted and Screech picked his coffee up. It was cold now, but he drank it anyway. 
 
    “Sorry… but that doesn’t make sense. This should all be hooked up to the cloud. Shit, even five and dimes have enough storage to last—what? More than a day, at least.” 
 
    Another grunt, but this one was accompanied by an actual sentence. Screech had to remind himself that even though Dunbar was now a detective, like him, he’d earned his chops with computers.  
 
    Maybe they had more in common than just their names, after all. 
 
    “I got this from the cloud. This was all the video footage from the past week.” 
 
    “Maybe it got mislabeled or something?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Dunbar minimized the video feeds and brought up a directory tree. He cycled through several folders then popped open a video file labeled from eight days prior. It was a different exhibit and the time stamp in the corner matched the date on the file. Dunbar repeated this for two other dates that also checked out. 
 
    “No mislabeling here.” 
 
    Screech chewed the inside of his cheek. Clearly, Dunbar was on this case because he had been told to be on this case.  
 
    He’d been told to listen to Drake.  
 
    And Dunbar was none too happy about it. 
 
    Screech sighed, then said, “Maybe the gallery has local backup in addition to the cloud.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    That was it. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, Dunbar. I want to be here—” he checked his phone, “—at one-thirty in the morning on a bullshit job that won’t pay enough to cover the electrical bill as much as you do. But, fuck, we’re here, aren’t we?” 
 
    Dunbar glared at Screech, his hands going to the armrests as he prepared to push himself to his feet.  
 
    Screech stepped back, giving the man the space he needed. 
 
    “Look, let’s just hope that this is a fucked-up joke, and that we can go both home and get some sleep soon.” 
 
    This diffused the situation. 
 
    “But it’s not,” Dunbar remarked, remaining seated for the time being. “If it was, Drake would have sent us home already.” 
 
    Screech exhaled loudly. 
 
    “Fucking Drake.”  
 
    “Fucking Drake,” Dunbar confirmed. 
 
    At last, some common ground. Dunbar got up but instead of instigating something, he stepped by Screech and pulled out his cell phone. 
 
    “I’ll check to see if there are local backups.” 
 
    Screech nodded and took up his familiar spot behind the computer. He re-watched some of the video footage as he waited, paying close attention to those who either saw or came near the thirteenth mannequin. Their reactions, varied as they were, didn’t ring any alarm bells. Even when Lisa was giving her opening speech, everyone seemed rapt. Screech figured that it would be here that someone who was out to get her, the person behind the sabotage, would show their true colors, be unable to hide the disgust on their face. 
 
    But that didn’t seem to be the case. Every one of the plastic guests smiled like the grinning mannequins that they were about to observe in all their glory. 
 
    The only person behaving strangely was Lisa herself. After her speech, the woman led the guests to the display and then… disappeared. If it were anyone else, Screech might have thought she was shy or lacked self-confidence. But not Lisa—not Lisa Fairchild. Even though he’d only seen a few minutes of footage of the woman and had never met her in person, Screech thought he knew who she was. 
 
    Or what she was. 
 
    “Where did you go?” he mumbled, switching between cameras. Norm led the guests through the individual displays after Lisa’s speech, while she slunk away. He brought up other cameras and eventually found her. Moments after the opening, she was speaking with one of the waiters who was holding a tray full of empty champagne glasses.  
 
    She said something that made the man’s expression change—he became serious—and then she left. The waiter stood in the middle of the foyer for just under a minute before he started to move again, traveling in the same direction as Lisa. 
 
    “What the fuck?”  
 
    As he started to cycle between the cameras again, Dunbar returned. 
 
    “No dice, Screech. There are no hard copies; everything is in the cloud.” 
 
    “Was.” 
 
    “Yeah, was in the cloud, I guess.” 
 
    Screech rolled his chair away from the computer. 
 
    “Fuckin’ hate to say it, but Drake was right.” 
 
    Dunbar’s brow knitted. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well,” Screech indicated the computer monitor. “For a practical joke, they went all out. They knew where the cameras were, and they knew how to delete the footage.” 
 
    “Yeah, and they also knew how to make one hell of a disgusting Halloween costume.” 
 
    Screech shook his head and brought his coffee cup to his lips, then cursed when he found it empty. They were going to be here all night. 
 
    “Fucking Drake,” he grumbled, tossing the empty cup into the trash.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “Alive?” Drake said, his eyes locked on the skins that Dr. Nordmeyer continued to disassemble. 
 
    “I wouldn’t joke about something like this,” the ME shot back. “You can tell by the lack of coagulation in the small capillaries that blood was still being pumped to the outer dermis when the skin was removed, indicating that either the victims were alive or very, very recently deceased when this happened.” 
 
    Drake made a face and looked away. Even though Dr. Nordmeyer’s revelation had been unduly technical, a defense mechanism on her part, no doubt, he’d understood enough.  
 
    “Jesus,” Sergeant Yasiv said with a shudder. 
 
    Hanna said, “What kind of animal would do this?” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer carefully unwound the sutures that ran the circumference of the neck. 
 
    “Someone with a fair degree of skill,” she replied. 
 
    “Like a doctor?” Drake asked, collecting himself. Yasiv shot him a look, but he deflected it with a snarl.  
 
    It’s not Beckett. Don’t even think of suggesting that Beckett was behind this. 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer hesitated.  
 
    “Most likely. Someone with experience, anyway.” 
 
    Drake’s thoughts moved from Beckett to Dr. Alex Cratom, the vet who had performed his fair share of botched surgeries. The same man whom Drake had “convinced” to fund the reconstruction of Patty’s burned down SPCA shelter. 
 
    Then he scolded himself for jumping to such an unfounded conclusion. Dr. Cratom was an asshole but he was no killer. Drake had shackled him to a chair and questioned him, looked deep into the man’s eyes. He was a wannabe alpha, only exploiting those weaker than himself, but just as quick to tuck his micropenis into his own asshole the second he was challenged by a bigger dog.  
 
    “Anything else he can tell us about the skins themselves?” Drake asked, trying to focus his thoughts. 
 
    “At least three different women, no scars, no moles, no tattoos. Not sure if this was done intentionally to slow down identification or not.”  
 
    “Then what’s that?” Hanna asked, elbowing her way between both Yasiv and Drake. She used her index finger to lift part of the skin from the lower back. Dr. Nordmeyer immediately intervened, substituting Hanna’s finger with the blunt end of the scalpel.  
 
    It was faint, but Drake could just make out a crosshatch pattern, the center of which was a perfect two-by-two-inch diamond. Dr. Nordmeyer made a sound that reminded Drake of a mouse sneezing, before completely blocking their view to get a better look. 
 
    “I… I don’t know.” She almost sounded angry. 
 
    “Branding?” Hanna suggested. 
 
    “Definitely not. It looks more like an indentation of some sort. Mild bruising.” 
 
    The woman straightened so quickly that the crown of her head almost smashed into Drake’s chin. He stepped back and Dr. Nordmeyer, oblivious to the fact that she’d nearly rearranged his smile, retreated to her equipment tray. Drake squinted and cocked his head, but his unobstructed view of the pattern was short-lived. 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer returned with a chunky DSLR camera in hand. 
 
    “Lights.” Nobody moved. “Can someone please get the lights.” 
 
    Drake looked to Hanna, who frowned and glanced at Yasiv. The sergeant’s upper lip curled but he walked over and switched off the main lights. Dr. Nordmeyer proceeded to turn off the overhead spotlight then brought the camera to her face. The room wasn’t completely dark but bathed in a bluish glow from emergency lighting spread throughout the room. Still, when the flash on Dr. Nordmeyer’s camera ignited it was bright enough for them all to squint and cover their eyes. To Drake, it felt like being assaulted by an icepick to the retinas.  
 
    “Lights.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” Yasiv grumbled under his breath. He turned the lights back on. 
 
    “I should be able to get a better idea of what it is, how deep the bruising goes after I upload the photograph. Then I can dump it into one of our databases, see if it matches any sort of weapon.” 
 
    Eyes still closed, Drake said, “Anything else you can tell us?” 
 
    As much as he wanted to find whoever was responsible for the skinsuit, the allure of his bed, and Patty waiting in it, was becoming almost irresistible. 
 
    “Well, as you’ve probably noticed, these aren’t your normal run-of-the-mill sutures. I’ve never seen anything like them before.” 
 
    “Are they even sutures?” Yasiv asked. 
 
    “Technically, sutures are any threads or strands used to close wounds, so I bet—” 
 
    “Did you hit your head?” Hanna interrupted. 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer turned, her eyes bulging. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “We’re here to find the sick fuck who did this to three women—at least three women—and you’re here giving us a goddamn medical lecture, arguing linguistics for Christ’s sake.” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer gawked and looked to Drake and Yasiv for support. They both raised their hands; even if either of them had authority over Hanna, they valued their soft bits too much to intervene. 
 
    “Is it a fucking suture—you know, stitches for us laypeople—or not?” Hanna spat. 
 
    Mouth still agape, Dr. Nordmeyer answered before things escalated. As out of touch with reality the ME was, she was aware enough not to piss off Hanna any further. 
 
    “Uhh, I think.” 
 
    Hanna looked skyward and sighed. 
 
    “No, wait, I think these are sutures but they’re not ones I’ve ever seen or used. They’re shaped like sutures, tapered, and they have the—” she stopped herself before reciting another lecture. “They might be old-fashioned. Like, really old-fashioned. I’ll take pictures and upload them as well.” 
 
    “Send me a copy of both,” Drake said. 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer glanced at him but before she could say what was on the tip of her tongue, Yasiv spoke up. 
 
    “Send them to me and I’ll pass them along. Doctor, what about identifying the skins? No birthmarks or tattoos, but what about DNA?”  
 
    “I’ve already submitted samples but as you know, the backlog is considerable.”  
 
    “Put a rush on it.” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer offered him a placating grimace.  
 
    “You know what’s funny? Every time you cops come in here, you say the same thing: ‘put a rush on it’. Well, when everyone does that, it doesn’t help.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, I’ll flag this as high-priority,” Yasiv offered. 
 
    “Yeah, you all say that, too.” 
 
    Drake exhaled loudly. 
 
    “What about the mannequin? Is it a special brand? Does it have a serial number? Anything like that?”  
 
    “Do I look like some sort of seamstress?” 
 
    There were times during their strained friendship that Beckett’s cavalier attitude, his cockiness, and his foul language, had pissed Drake off. Pissed him off so badly that he wanted to throttle the skinny shit. But right now, he would have paid his left nut to have Beckett talk about the mannequin’s perfect tits or smooth ass. 
 
    Anything so that he didn’t have to put up with Dr. Karen Nordmeyer for one second longer.  
 
    “Alright, just send me—send him the images and anything else you find.” 
 
    “Okay. Oh, one more thing,” Dr. Nordmeyer said, reaching beneath the table. She retrieved a small plastic bag and held it up to the light. “I found this clinging to the back of the left leg.” 
 
    “What is it?” Hanna asked. 
 
    “A piece of straw.” 
 
    “What kind of straw?” Drake squinted at the four-inch- yellow strand through the plastic evidence bag. 
 
    “Wheat—but this is all I found. Just one piece. Not sure if it’s contamination from the gallery or if it’s relevant.” 
 
    Drake didn’t know what to make of it either. He thanked the ME, and took one final look at the skins before turning and leaving the morgue. 
 
    Hanna and Yasiv joined him soon after. 
 
    “What a—” 
 
    Drake held up his hand and Hanna fell silent. 
 
    “I know, I know. But she’s all we’ve got. Piss her off and I guarantee she puts our case at the bottom of the pile.” 
 
    “Well, what the hell do we do now, then?” Hanna asked, running a hand through her hair.  
 
    Drake sighed again and exhaustion took hold. Before he knew what he was doing, he’d already channeled his inner Beckett. 
 
    “We look for three women missing their skin. That’s what we do.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “Was the video deleted or never recorded?” Screech asked as he made two cups of coffee. 
 
    “I have a pretty good tech working on it and so far… nothing. He can’t find any footage at all.” 
 
    Screech frowned and brought Dunbar his coffee. What most people didn’t realize about ‘deleting’ something from a computer is that it never actually goes anywhere. The data is all still there, spread across the hard drive in dozens of tiny pieces, but the computer forgets where to find it. As time goes on, some of these data are overwritten by new files, but this doesn’t happen overnight—it’s a random process. Specialized programs can hunt out these bits of data and stitch them back together. If Dunbar’s tech was a good one, as he’d said, and he couldn’t find anything, then likely nothing had been recorded.  
 
    They remained silent while they sipped their coffee, which was considerably better than the sludge Screech had picked up from a street vendor.  
 
    “Right, so we’re looking for someone who has a vendetta against Lisa and Norm Fairchild,” Detective Dunbar said out of the blue.  
 
    Screech looked over the rim of his coffee mug at the man.  
 
    It made sense. After all, they’d both seen how pissed Lisa Fairchild had been when her exhibit was shut down. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a good place to start.” 
 
    “And if someone was that angry with Lisa, they probably wanted to see the look on her face when things went to shit.” 
 
    Screech straightened. 
 
    “The photographs,” he said. 
 
    The door to DSLH opened and both men jumped. 
 
    “What photographs?” Leroy asked, a tray of coffees in hand. He took one look at the mugs in Dunbar’s and Screech’s hands and frowned. “Shit, I see you couldn’t wait.” 
 
    “We’ll get to those, don’t worry.” 
 
    Leroy set the tray down on his desk, threw his gym bag to the floor, and made his way over to them. 
 
    “Gonna be a long night?” he asked, leaning into the computer monitor.  
 
    “If we’re lucky,” Screech grumbled. 
 
    “I don’t see any photographs.” 
 
    “I was just loading them up.” 
 
    As Screech navigated to the digital photographs that had been taken of the guests from the gallery, his mind turned to Lisa Fairchild. He suspected that there were a great many people who wanted to see her fail, but that wasn’t his focus, right now. 
 
    Where did you go? 
 
    A woman like that would have soaked up the praise from her guests like a starving tree pulling water into its roots.  
 
    And yet she hadn’t.  
 
    Lisa had slipped away and somehow disappeared. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    Screech shook his head, coming back to the present. He took a big gulp of his coffee. 
 
    “No, I’m fucking tired. But let’s do this.” 
 
    For the next hour, the three men went through the guest list, comparing those names to the photos that the NYPD officer had taken from the gallery. They double-checked that the licenses provided to them were legitimate by cross-referencing them with the DMV. In the end, they came up with the names of six people who were present but had fled after the skinsuit had been discovered and before they were told not to leave.  
 
    It wasn’t much, but it was something. 
 
    “We have their names, shouldn’t take too long to find their numbers.” Screech scratched his chin. “Better yet, their addresses. We can—what? What’s wrong?” 
 
    Dunbar had a strained expression on his face. 
 
    “That’s not going to fly.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We’re going to have to wait until morning.” 
 
    “Fuck.”  
 
    Screech shook his head. He expected railroading but was surprised that it had come this soon. 
 
    “This is all we have to go on,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Okay, someone want to let me in on why we can’t go after these people? I mean, they looked scared and all, but they could still be the ones responsible for that… thing,” Leroy said. “And if they are, what are the chances they just stick around with their thumbs up their asses? We should go visit them as soon as possible.” 
 
    Dunbar looked like he was about to answer, but Screech intervened. The last thing he wanted was for the detective to talk in similes and euphemisms that would only serve to confuse. He needed to speak in a language that Leroy would understand. 
 
    “They’re rich, Leroy. Rich people live by different rules. Rules that say we can’t wake them from their beauty slumber.” Screech looked at Dunbar. “We can talk to them, or try to, but at their convenience and with their lawyers present.” 
 
    Dunbar’s jaw set, but he didn’t disagree. 
 
    “Fuckin’ fantastic.” Leroy walked over to the couch and lay down, putting his hands behind his head. “Wake me up when we’re allowed to speak to the enlightened ones, sire.”  
 
    Dunbar said, “We’re not done yet.” 
 
    Screech raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “The wait staff.” 
 
    “I’m guessing they don’t need their sleep,” Leroy said from the couch. “Or can afford a lawyer.” 
 
    Screech ignored his partner and repeated the same task that he’d done with the guests: comparing the photos to the work manifest that they’d obtained from Lisa Fairchild. Ignoring Leroy did nothing to silence the man, however; despite all of his talk about slumber, he appeared to be in a chatty mood. 
 
    “Hey, Dunbar, any update on Tobin Tomlin?” Leroy asked. “What charges they’re going to lay on that prick?” 
 
    Dunbar grunted.  
 
    “That piece of shit is in a coma. So long as he stays that way, the charges will remain pending. Let’s hope he stays that way.”  
 
    Screech pulled back from the computer. 
 
    “It’s for the best, Screech. For everyone—” 
 
    “No, not that,” he said, waving the detective’s comments away. Of course, he wanted Tobin to stay a vegetable. If the man they called the Internet Killer woke up, he might have something to say about how Drake had ‘apprehended’ him. “The waitstaff… how many were there?” 
 
    Dunbar looked confused so Screech clarified. 
 
    “The waitstaff—how many waitstaff were on-site? At the gallery?” 
 
    Dunbar shrugged and Screech, annoyed, grabbed the manifest. He tapped the list of names. 
 
    “Eight—according to this, there were eight waitstaff at the gallery.” Screech answered his own question and then turned around and focused his attention on the computer monitor. “Look here and tell me what you see.” 
 
    Dunbar leaned in close, and Leroy slid off the couch and joined him. 
 
    “I see eight people—happy, not rich,” Leroy said with a shrug. “They probably need some sleep.” 
 
    “Then who the fuck is this guy?” Screech brought up the video footage from the gallery hallway. “Him.”  
 
    The man was holding a tray of champagne glasses as he spoke to Lisa, moments before they both disappeared, one after the other. Screech paused the video just as the camera caught a clear view of the man’s face.  
 
    “He’s not in the pictures—he wasn’t there at the end with the other waiters.” 
 
    “How can you tell? They all look the—” 
 
    Screech had expected this response. 
 
    “Yeah, sure, they all look the same. But there are nine waiters here, on site—not eight.”  
 
    Screech pulled up the cameras from the rest of the gallery with the same timestamp and Leroy used his finger to count all the waiters. 
 
    “Nine,” he agreed.  
 
    Screech switched back to the scene of Lisa speaking to the man in the hallway. 
 
    “She looks like she knows him,” he remarked. 
 
    “Sure does,” Leroy agreed. 
 
    “Well, it looks like we’re going to have to speak to Lisa, too, then,” Dunbar said under his breath. Then he added, “In the morning.” 
 
    For the second time that night, Screech jumped as the door to DSLH flew open. A tired Damien Drake strode in, with Hanna on his left and Sergeant Yasiv on his right. 
 
    “What do you need to speak to Lisa about?” Drake asked. 
 
    Screech waited for the three of them to join him behind his computer monitor. 
 
    “About this man… because he wasn’t supposed to be there last night. He wasn’t supposed to be at the gallery.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    “You sure?” Drake asked. 
 
    Screech nodded, and Dunbar confirmed it. 
 
    “Yeah, this guy speaks to Lisa, they disappear, then…” Dunbar waited for Screech to fast-forward the video. “He’s gone. His picture wasn’t taken by the NYPD and, before you say it, I checked the video footage of the waitstaff while in the lobby and he doesn’t show up there either.” 
 
    Drake’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Well, where the hell did he go?” 
 
    “This is probably him. Snuck out with the half dozen or so patrons who saw the thing and decided to hightail it out of there.” 
 
    Drake leaned closer to the computer monitor and watched a figure in a dark coat slip out of the front door. He seemed calm and collected while those around him panicked.  
 
    “Did he get in a car?”  
 
    Dunbar shrugged. 
 
    “Don’t know. He just vanishes.” The detective looked at Yasiv and the man nodded. 
 
    “I’ll instruct some of the grunts to look for any video footage from storefronts around the gallery, see if we can track this guy down.” 
 
    “The back, as well,” Drake instructed. 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    “Sure, the back parking lot. In the meantime, Dunbar, grab a shot of this guy’s face and send it to our boys in 62nd for facial recognition.” 
 
    Drake cleared his throat and stood up straight. 
 
    “We need to speak to Lisa again, ask her who the hell this man is.” 
 
    Yasiv cocked his head to one side. 
 
    “We will, Drake, but not tonight.” 
 
    Drake bit back a curse and worked his jaw.  
 
    Even though he’d been hired specifically because he was outside the influence of those in power, Drake still found himself bowing to their rules. He looked up and was surprised to see that everyone was staring at him—Dunbar, Screech, Leroy, Hanna, and Yasiv. He knew what they expected him to say, too, that Yasiv could go fuck himself, that he was going to wake Lisa up in the middle of the night and make her tell him who the hell this unknown man was.  
 
    There had been a time when Drake would have done just that, but two new skills, underdeveloped as they were, kept nagging at him, teasing him like a comb through heavily knotted hair: patience and tact.  
 
    People like Norm and Lisa Fairchild, those with nearly unlimited funds, couldn’t be strong-armed the same way a deviant like Tobin Tomlin could. The walls they’d already erected would only get thicker and their dipshit lawyer would quickly become an entire law firm. 
 
    “What time is it?” Drake asked, giving himself another moment to think. 
 
    “Two-thirty,” Leroy answered. 
 
    “You have autonomy, Drake, but I—” Yasiv started, clearly thinking that Drake was going to revert to his old ways. 
 
    Drake waved his hand. 
 
    “In the morning,” he confirmed. For some reason, he felt like he was letting his crew down and averted his gaze. The truth was, he had some shit to take care of in the meantime. And in the morning, they’d be more prepared, have more focused questions for Lisa. And perhaps Dr. Nordmeyer would come up with something concrete on the skins, mannequin, or sutures that they could use as leverage. “Let’s all go home, get a couple of hours of sleep, then meet back here at seven.” 
 
    To his surprise, nobody complained. 
 
    Hanna and Leroy left first, offering tired farewells on the way out.  
 
    “You need a ride?” Drake offered Screech.  
 
    “I’m okay.” Although he left it at that, they both knew what he meant. Screech was going to stay here, probably all night, trying to track down this mysterious waiter. Judging by the dark circles under his eyes, Drake would have thought the man’s time better served doing as he’d suggested, but he wasn’t going to argue with him. 
 
    Yasiv’s walkie-talkie burst to life, breaking the uncomfortable silence. 
 
    “Shit.” The sergeant turned the volume down and took a step backward. He listened for a moment, then he eyed Dunbar. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “We gotta go,” Yasiv said quickly.  
 
    “I’ll—” Drake stopped himself. He was about to say, I’ll go with you. He’d been a cop for much longer than a PI, and something about tonight, more than any of the other cases he’d been involved in, had put him back in those shoes. 
 
    In the blue and white uniform. 
 
    “—see you in the morning.” 
 
    Yasiv and Dunbar hurried off and Drake observed Screech again.  
 
    In many ways, the skinny man with short blond hair and stringy goatee reminded him of his late partner, Clay Cuthbert. Not so much physically, other than both being thin, but they were similarly loyal and reliable. They were also both stubborn and determined—good qualities to have in a partner.  
 
    “You asleep?” 
 
    Drake blinked and then rubbed his eyes. 
 
    “Naw, just heading out. You sure you don’t want a ride?”  
 
    This was a not-so-subtle encouragement for the man to just go home—to get some rest. 
 
    Screech stared at him for a moment longer but didn’t take the bait. 
 
    “I’m good. Thanks.” 
 
    As Drake left DSLH and headed to his car he couldn’t help but think that Screech wasn’t good at all. 
 
    And that maybe his partner wouldn’t ever be ‘good’ again.  
 
    What the hell happened to you, Screech? What the hell is going on? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    As Drake drove across the city, his thoughts kept turning back to what the ME had said, about how the women were likely alive when they’d been stripped of their skin. He wasn’t a religious man, but he still felt compelled to pray that the girls were at least sedated before the animal who had done this to them had gotten started.  
 
    An itch under his left arm distracted him, and Drake scratched greedily. When he was done, he looked at his hand surprised to see several orange hairs stuck to his fingers.  
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    It took him a moment to figure out where they’d come from.  
 
    Cosmo.  
 
    An unexpected sadness overcame him then. What was supposed to be an easy case—find a cat, collect the cash—had ended up in Drake hunting a murderer across the Internet. What bothered him more, he realized now, wasn’t what had happened to Tobin Tomlin—that piece of shit got exactly what he deserved—and not even the fate that befell the poor cat, as horrific and savage as that was.  
 
    It was the fact that he’d lied to the old woman. Poor Mrs. Schmidt, clearly suffering from the beginnings of dementia, who loved that cat more than anything else in the world. 
 
    And Drake had lied to her, replaced the woman’s dead cat with a lookalike, hoping that she wouldn’t notice.  
 
    It seemed almost reprehensible to get emotional over such a thing, considering the morally and ethically questionable deeds that Drake had carried out over the past few years. Lying to an old lady? Hell, that didn’t even crack the top fifty.  
 
    You’re getting soft, Drake.  
 
    But the violence, the brutality, and the sheer intensity of emotion underlying each of those other acts set them apart. It didn’t take sophisticated mental gymnastics to justify measures that were fueled by a drug that caused your blood pressure to increase, pupils to dilate, and your lungs to expand. Adrenaline could make sane people do crazy things and crazy people to act in ways that were incomprehensible.  
 
    Drake had decided to trick Mrs. Schmidt when he’d been stone-cold sober, even before Patty had shown him Cosmo’s doppelganger. This choice had been made when he’d offered the woman a promise, something that a cop, or PI, should never do.  
 
    Yeah, I’m going to find Cosmo… I promise. 
 
    He wiped his hand on his jeans and focused on the road. For a city that never slept, New York was fairly quiet at three in the morning. Still, Drake drove slowly, not just because he was tired but because he was delaying the inevitable.  
 
    After about fifteen minutes, he pulled up to the curb next to a small bungalow. The lights were off inside, which came as no surprise. He stared at the still house for a while, unknowingly fingering the key in his pocket. 
 
    It took him several more minutes to convince himself to get out of the car. The night air was chilly, sending a small shudder down his shoulders. He reached the door and slipped the key into the lock but didn’t turn it immediately.  
 
    You’re like King Midas, but everything you touch turns to shit.  
 
    The words were so vivid, so perfectly Beckett, that Drake glanced over his shoulder to make sure that the man wasn’t standing on the stoop beside him.  
 
    He wasn’t—Beckett was gone and never coming back. 
 
    Fuck you, Beckett. 
 
    Drake turned the key and then opened the door and walked in. A nightlight guided his way down the hall, through the kitchen, and to the first door, which was partly open. He glanced inside for a second, before heading to the second room. 
 
    Clay Cuthbert lay on his back in a crib, his legs and arms splayed like a starfish. Drake took one step into the room, then cringed and froze when the floorboards beneath his foot creaked. Baby Clay stirred, his tiny, heart-shaped mouth mimicking suckling, but did not wake. Breathing deeply now, trying not to hyperventilate, Drake carefully walked up to the crib.  
 
    He couldn’t believe that this was his son. It just didn’t seem real. Drake had spent a grand total of maybe half an hour with the child since his birth. During that time, the pink lifeform had cried, shat, and cried again. If you poked it, it reacted.  
 
    An over-sized amoeba, more or less. 
 
    But now Clay looked like a human being.  
 
    Drake cocked his head and leaned over the child. It still had the generic characteristics shared by most babies: a small, slightly upturned nose; large eyes, which he could note even though they were closed, and perfect, puckered lips.  
 
    Drake’s breath caught in his throat. 
 
    Clay had Jasmine’s complexion, slightly darker than Drake’s own, and his hair, short as it was, was pitch black.  
 
    He couldn’t see his own features in the child—a five o’clock shadow and red-rimmed eyes didn’t come until later—but Drake thought he saw some of the baby’s namesake in him. It was Clay’s ears; they were a little too big for his head. 
 
    Drake had often teased his late partner Clay about his ears, even though they were nowhere near Dr. Nordmeyer status.  
 
    It was a trait that even Suzan carried, although hers were usually hidden behind her hair, which she preferred to wear down.  
 
    A tear dropped onto Clay’s face and the baby stirred. Drake pulled back and roughly wiped his cheeks. 
 
    How much time had Suzan spent with her half-brother? Was it a month? Three? Or, like Drake, had it been less than an hour? 
 
    He had no idea. 
 
    But what Drake did know, is that it wasn’t likely Suzan would ever see Clay again. 
 
    I fucked up… goddamn I fucked up so bad. 
 
    A sound from behind him made Drake straighten. It was Jasmine. She was wearing gray pajamas, and her long dark hair was pulled into a messy bun.  
 
    He didn’t know what to say or what to do.  
 
    Thankfully, Drake wasn’t prompted to do anything. Jasmine simply walked over to him and looked down at Clay, her hand finding it’s way to Drake’s spine where it rested comfortably.  
 
    “Stay,” she whispered.  
 
    Drake watched Jasmine as she stared at her son. She was several years older than him, but most people were apt think that the opposite were true.  
 
    Not that that mattered.  
 
    Not to Drake, anyway. But he realized, at that moment, that he didn’t love Jasmine Cuthbert.  
 
    Drake liked her, he liked being around her, liked hanging out with her, liked her enough to have a baby with, as unplanned as Clay had been. But he didn’t really know her. Almost everything he’d learned about Jasmine had come through the lens that was his late partner.  
 
    And Clay Cuthbert wasn’t the type of man to boast. He spoke highly of her, often commenting on how smart she was, but that was pretty much it. 
 
    No need to speak about her beauty—that much was obvious. 
 
    Drake turned his attention to baby Clay. 
 
    He loved that child, though. Drake knew less about Clay than he did Jasmine, but just glimpsing his cherubic face… 
 
    “Stay with us,” Jasmine said softly.  
 
    Drake reached into the crib and gently caressed the baby’s cheek with two fingers.  
 
    Then he backed away. 
 
    “I can’t,” he said, wiping more tears from his cheeks. Jasmine’s hand fell away from his spine. “I’m sorry, I just can’t.” 
 
    Jasmine opened her mouth, but Drake silenced her with a single word. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    And then he hurried out of the house, chased by the sound of his own footsteps. After locking the door behind him, he slid the key in the mailbox.  
 
    Beckett was right, Drake thought as he got into his car. They’re better off without me. Pretty much everyone is. Whatever I touch turns to shit, and I won’t ruin that boy’s life or Jasmine’s any more than I already have.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The man grunted as he stretched his legs and tried to get comfortable. The car was too small for him, too small for most people, but he would never consider getting rid of it. 
 
    It was, after all, the only thing she had ever given him. A parting gift of sorts, a big fuck you, here, take the car, and don’t forget my guilt—it’s in the trunk.  
 
    But it was from her, and that’s what mattered. 
 
    On long stakeouts such as this one, however, the man wished he’d rented or borrowed something a little bigger. Soreness ran from his thighs all the way down to his calves. 
 
    As much as he wanted to get out, he couldn’t do that either. Not this close to the club. 
 
    He’d been inside before, about a month ago. That was his first time hunting in years.  
 
    And he’d fucked up. Fucked up bad. 
 
    He wasn’t about to make the same mistake twice.  
 
    His second hunt at the campsite had gone much better—nearly perfect, in fact. 
 
    Dad would’ve been proud.  
 
    The man was right; women were an easier target, that was just the reality of his business. They also reminded him of her, which was an added bonus. 
 
    All he had to do now was wait. 
 
    And hope his legs didn’t cramp up when the time to move came.  
 
    The crowd that filed out of the nightclub slowed as late evening transitioned into early morning. A smattering of drunk college boys, followed by a large group of girls. Neither would suit his purpose. Just as the man thought the last of the club-goers had left the building and was about to hunt elsewhere, he saw them: two girls in their early twenties, clearly intoxicated. 
 
    One was short with dark hair and a bright smile. 
 
    That one reminded him of his sister, only without the smile. 
 
    The other, a blonde in a white dress, was the drunker of the two. She flirted with the bouncer as she left the club, giggling madly, and groping his massive biceps. 
 
    The bouncer didn’t seem to mind.  
 
    The man in the car watched the two girls cross the street and make their way to the parking lot. Their vehicle, a black BMW, was one of only a handful left. 
 
    The bouncer’s eyes lingered on them for a moment longer, a grin on his face, before ducking back inside. 
 
    That must be it, the man thought, that must be the last of them. 
 
    A jangling of keys drew his attention to the girls again. The brunette had dropped her car keys and nearly smacked her head on the car door trying to pick them up. This brought about another bout of giggles from the blonde.  
 
    As he continued to observe, a plan began to formulate in the man’s brain. His initial idea had been to replicate what he’d done at the campsite—offer drugs—but that wouldn’t work here. These girls were already wasted. They had no interest in flooding their systems with more toxins. 
 
    Instead, he came up with something else, something even better. 
 
    As the blonde collapsed into the backseat, lying on her back, eyes closed, her friend started the car. The man did the same with his much smaller vehicle.  
 
    “This one is going to good,” he whispered to himself. “This one’s gonna prove to you that I can do it. That I’m good enough.” 
 
    The girls’ route was easy enough to predict as there was only one road leading away from the club and toward the highway. Knowing where they were going made it easy for the man to get in front of them, especially considering that the girl behind the wheel was being extra careful, trying her best not to draw attention to herself.  
 
    Little did she know that the person she should really be afraid was right in front of her eyes.  
 
    A stop sign loomed, and the man sped up only to slam on the brakes well before the white line painted on the road. A sober person would have still been able to stop in time, but the driver of the midnight black BMW was anything but.  
 
    Her bumper collided with the man’s car, jolting him forward. It was only a minor bump, barely enough to leave a scratch, but that wasn’t the point.  
 
    The man got out of the car and stretched his legs. The girl followed suit, her eyes wide with fright. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked, rubbing his shoulder. 
 
    She was drunk and nervous, but uninjured. 
 
    “Oh, shit, I’m sorry,” she said, slurring her words. “I just—I mean, you slammed on the brakes.” 
 
    The man groaned.  
 
    “It’s a stop sign. I just stopped.” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “Listen, so long as you’re okay, that’s what matters.” 
 
    “I’m—I’m fine.” 
 
    The man looked over the blond’s shoulder and observed her car.  
 
    “And your friend?” 
 
    The girl followed his gaze. 
 
    “She’s fine. Passed out in the back seat. But about—” the girl paused, and then looked back at him. She must have realized that her friend couldn’t be seen through the tinted windows.  
 
    The man smiled.  
 
    “I’ve been watching you,” he said. “I’ve been watching you and your friend. Have you been watching me?” 
 
    The girl’s thin eyebrows crossed, and she started to back away from him. 
 
    “What? What are you talking about? If you’re from the club, Frannie didn’t mean—” 
 
    “You have, haven’t you?” His arm shot out. The girl’s reaction time was slowed, and he had no problem grabbing a fistful of her hair. “And now you’re going to tell me what I want to hear.” 
 
    She shrieked and he spun her around, pulling her tight to his chest. Then he cupped a hand over her mouth and said, “You’re going to tell me you love me.” 
 
    She shook her head and tried unsuccessfully to bite him. 
 
    The man laughed. 
 
    “Oh, you will. Trust me, you and your friend are both going to tell me you love me. And then I’m going to prove to them that I am good enough. That my work speaks for itself. Just like daddy showed me.” 
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    “You look like shit,” Screech said the moment Drake stepped into DSLH. Startled that his partner was already present, Drake jumped and spilled some coffee on his jacket.  
 
    “Fuck,” he grumbled, wiping the liquid off. After doing the best he could with just his hand, Drake observed Screech.  
 
    “You look like shit, too, by the way.” 
 
    Screech shrugged but before he could offer another barb, someone else spoke up.  
 
    “You both look like shit. Two big fucking dookies holding hands at the bottom of a toilet bowl.” 
 
    Truthfully, Hanna appeared as if she’d gotten the least amount of sleep of them all. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her hair was a mess. Unlike with Screech, however, Drake decided to keep his opinion about the woman to himself. He valued his testicles, after all.  
 
    “What the hell are you guys doing here so early?” Drake asked as he tossed his jacket on the hanger near the door. It was one of the few items that had made the move from their old location, and it was out of place with the rest of the modern decor, but so was his desk. Leroy, Screech, and Hanna had given him the worn wooden thing as a joke, and Drake had kept it partly to spite them and partly because he liked it. Unlike his partners’ chic glass desks, not every coffee or scotch stain needed to be instantly cleaned up. 
 
    It was old, worn, and comfortable—the inanimate version of himself.  
 
    “Couldn’t sleep,” Screech and Hanna said in unison. They both looked at each other, and Drake raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I couldn’t either.”  
 
    Drake had just sat down at his desk when the door opened, and the final member of their crew came in. It was hard to believe that the thick man with a passable five o’clock shadow that entered DSLH was the same person Drake had met in the prison infirmary.  
 
    “I come bearing gifts,” Leroy said, holding up a tray full of coffees. He went to Hanna first, then Screech, and lastly Drake. When he noticed the coffee already in Drake’s hand, he made a face.  
 
    “Put it on the desk, I’ll get to it.” 
 
    “With this?” Leroy asked holding up a thick yellow envelope. 
 
    Drake’s eyes narrowed. His name was scrawled on one side, written with a thick black marker. 
 
    “Where’d you get that?” 
 
    “Out front. I guess you guys were just too lazy to pick it up.” 
 
    It wasn’t there a moment ago, Drake thought.  
 
    “Yea, desk is fine,” he said absently. 
 
    Leroy tossed it roughly onto the wood surface.  
 
    “Looks like you have a secret admirer,” Hanna said. 
 
    There was something about the way Drake’s name was written—in all caps—that was familiar. 
 
    “You going to open it?” 
 
    As he reached for the envelope, his phone started to ring and Drake, grateful for the distraction, answered it. 
 
    Nothing good came in a yellow envelope with just a name on the front of it.  
 
    Fucking subpoena, debt collector, ransom photographs. Hell, it could even be a body part curtesy of Tobin Tomlin. 
 
    “Drake? It’s Yasiv. Something’s come up. Won’t be able to make it until this afternoon at the earliest.” 
 
    Drake frowned. 
 
    “What? What do you mean?” 
 
    After the way the DA had reacted the night prior, Drake had assumed that this case would take top priority. The faster that it was dealt with, the less likely it would make a splash on the news. 
 
    That’s the way the DA thought, anyway. 
 
    Yasiv hesitated before answering.  
 
    “I’ll—I’ll meet up with you this afternoon. I don’t want to tell you how to run your case, but if you bash heads, it’s only going to—” 
 
    Drake closed his eyes and pictured Lisa Fairchild’s resting bitch face. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I got it. I’ll be nice and sweet.” 
 
    Drake hung up and addressed his partners. 
 
    “Yasiv’s not going to make it.” 
 
    “For real?” Leroy asked. 
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
    “For real.” 
 
    “Why not?” Hanna followed up, sipping on her coffee. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Drake admitted. “Said something came up.” 
 
    “Something more important than a fucking human skinsuit?” 
 
    Drake shrugged and Hanna cursed. 
 
    His partners were more upset with this news than he was. Truth be told, it was a blessing in disguise. 
 
    “At least they won’t get in our way.” As he spoke, Drake picked up the envelope. He turned it over in his hand and felt something hard inside. This triggered a memory and he realized why the writing had seemed familiar. 
 
    He’d seen it before. 
 
    Warmth flooded his cheeks and his ears started to burn. 
 
    I warned you. I told you to stay away from me and my friends. 
 
    “Drake?”  
 
    Drake grunted and tossed the package into a desk drawer. He would deal with this, and the person who sent it, later. For now, Hanna was right. There was something more important to take care of. He took a deep breath and then downed the rest of his coffee.  
 
    “I’m fine,” he said, answering the unasked question. Even though he’d just arrived, Drake suddenly felt the need to be out of there. The last thing he wanted to do was sit at his desk and twiddle his thumbs while some freak hunted more women. 
 
    This often happened on a case, especially one that progressed slowly—an uncomfortable antsy feeling that only went away when one moved. The destination wasn’t as important as just becoming mobile, a simple, yet effective method of tricking your mind and body into thinking that you were doing something productive.  
 
    Without glancing at Leroy, Screech, or Hanna, he strode to the door and grabbed his jacket. He was partway out the front door before a nagging voice in the back of his head reminded him that these weren’t his employees, but his partners. 
 
    And his friends. 
 
    He sighed, then turned and looked Screech square in the face.  
 
    “Well? You just going to stay there and let me do all the work? We’re a team, remember? Get your shit on and let’s go figure out what happened to those women, shall we?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    “You really think they’re going to talk to us? I mean, wouldn’t it be better to wait for the cops?” Leroy asked. They had opted for two cars, with Drake and Leroy in one and Hanna and Screech in the other. Screech was driving the second car because, like Drake, the man was terrified to be in a vehicle with Hanna behind the wheel.  
 
    Drake was glad to have Leroy for company as ever since Yasiv had called, Screech had appeared on edge. And after what had happened with Jasmine last night, and his decision to return to Patty, Drake wasn’t in the mood for anything that might further irritate him.  
 
    “Maybe,” he said, trying not to be intentionally obtuse. “Or maybe they’ll open up more.” 
 
    Leroy folded his hands onto his lap, then immediately unfolded them. 
 
    “And what if they don’t?” he asked.  
 
    “Then we go to the media, tell them about how fucked up the Nuit du Femme or whatever the fuck it’s called went.” 
 
    Leroy offered an affirmative grunt, but Drake could tell that the man was apprehensive.  
 
    Drake was, too. 
 
    The last time they’d involved the media in a case, the streets of New York had nearly become the scene of a riot. But recourses when it came to people who owned places like the one that they pulled up in front of now—a sprawling estate with an intricate wrought iron fence guarding a long, bricked drive—were limited.  
 
    “Maybe we won’t be without the cops after all,” Leroy remarked. 
 
    Drake spotted the NYPD cruiser a second later and cursed himself for not noticing it before. Hanna was right. For a PI, Drake’s observational skills were lacking. He parked and exited his Crown Vic, instructing Leroy to follow. As he neared the cop car, an officer he didn’t recognize stepped out.  
 
    “Mr. Drake?” the cop said. “The Fairchilds are expecting you.” He gestured toward the iron gate that hung open. 
 
    Drake’s eyes narrowed. It wasn’t entirely clear who had summoned this police officer: Yasiv or the Fairchilds.  
 
    “Just Drake. Is the—” 
 
    “I thought you said the cops weren’t coming?” Hanna asked, appearing behind them. Screech was at her heels. “Who’s this?” 
 
    “Officer Pete Macallister, ma’am.” 
 
    Hanna rolled her eyes and put her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    There was an awkward silence as the officer’s dark eyes shifted to all four members of DSLH.  
 
    “Sorry,” the cop grumbled. Then, focusing on Drake, repeated, “The Fairchilds are expecting you.” 
 
    “Good.” Drake turned to his team and spoke in a voice low enough that the officer couldn’t overhear. “Screech, you and I ask the questions. Leroy, they might have—” he paused, knowing that what he was going to say next wouldn’t go over well. “—hired help, maids, that sort of thing. Try to spark up a conversation with them. They might be more receptive to you because you’re younger. Hanna, look around but don’t—aw, whatever, just do your thing. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it,” Screech confirmed. 
 
    When Drake stepped toward the gate, the officer moved in sync with him. 
 
    “No, you stay here,” Drake instructed. The cop might have been summoned by the Fairchilds, but this was part of the case and Drake was the one in charge. The officer must have realized this as he made a face but allowed them all to pass and remained by the gate. 
 
    “Gee, thank you, sir,” Hanna said in a thick Southern accent. 
 
    As Drake walked up the driveway, he took in his surroundings, forcing himself to observe so as to not be chastised by Hanna later if he missed something. It was about fifty meters or so from the front gate to the door. The right half of the driveway was framed by topiary, but the left opened up, continuing down the side of the brick mansion to allow for additional parking. There were two foreign cars were sitting directly ahead of them, but it was a third car that held Drake’s interest. An old, gray Chevy hatchback from the late eighties was parked off to one side. It didn’t look as if someone were trying to hide the vehicle, but it was parked in a way that indicated they weren’t keen on advertising it, either.  
 
    “Hello, Drake,” a woman with tanned skin sporting a white blouse and dark uniform trousers said from the doorway.  
 
    “Hi,” he said, smiling back. She was pretty, with full lips and shiny black hair that was pulled into a tight bun. “I believe the Fairchilds are—”  
 
    “—expecting you,” a grinning Burt Lancaster finished for him. “Thank you, Sylvie.” 
 
    The maid left and Burt held the door wide.  
 
    “Come on in.” 
 
    Drake wasn’t surprised that the lawyer was here, but Hanna was. 
 
    “Hey, Burty, you know why they bury lawyers fifteen feet underground?”  
 
    “Hanna—” 
 
    “Of course,” Burt said, his grin growing. “Because deep down we’re good people.” 
 
    Hanna blinked. 
 
    “No, it’s because you guys are fucking assholes.” 
 
    Leroy chuckled and Drake felt a smirk forming on his lips. 
 
    “Okay, okay, rocky start, I get it. But like I said last night to Drake, we’re all here to help.” 
 
    Always posturing.  
 
    “Well, you can help by telling me where the bathroom is because I have to piss. I presume that you have at least two per penis in this house. So—” Hanna made a point to cast an exaggerated look over Burt’s shoulder. Norm Fairchild was standing in the hallway, pretending not to have noticed his visitors. “—I guess that means you have two of them.” 
 
    Burt’s smile faltered but didn’t vanish completely. 
 
    “Sylvie? Can you please direct Mrs. Hanna to the restroom?” 
 
    “Missus?” 
 
    Thinking that the temperature of the room was about to change, Drake finally stepped in.  
 
    “You’re right, we all want the same thing.” 
 
    Hanna sneered but remained silent while being led off by the maid. 
 
    “Good. Please, come with me.” 
 
    Burt led them through a massive marble foyer and beneath a spectacular crystal chandelier. The two winding staircases that rose on either side were equally impressive. But they mounted neither. Instead, Burt took them down a hallway and into a separate room. 
 
    Drake had seen luxury before, had seen wealth of the sort he had no business ever casting eyes upon. Ken Smith had that sort of money, but this was different. If the late mayor had fuck you money, the Fairchilds had fuck everybody raw, no reach around, no fancy lubrication or even spit required, money.  
 
    They were untouchable.  
 
    Drake could see this now.  
 
    And that was the real reason why Burt Lancaster was always flashing his veneers—it wasn’t just because of the Botox. 
 
    “Good morning,” Norm said, extending his hand. Drake shook it. He looked to Lisa next, but she didn’t even bother rising from the couch. Norm introduced himself to Leroy and Screech. “And this is my wife, Lisa. It was her exhibit and as you can imagine, she’s quite—” 
 
    “Did you find the prick who ruined my night?” Lisa demanded. 
 
    Drake was glad that Hanna was in the bathroom because he didn’t think he would’ve been able to control her if she’d been present.  
 
    Or if he’d even try.  
 
    Drake sighed and looked toward the wall of windows off to the right. 
 
    “Please, sit,” Norm pleaded.  
 
    Maybe Leroy’s right, he thought. Maybe this is all just a big waste of time. 
 
    Screech sat on one side of the couch and Drake on the other. Leroy elected to stand behind it. The Fairchilds and Burt took up the exact same positions, with the lawyer remaining on his feet. 
 
    “It wasn’t a prank, Mrs. Fairchild,” Drake said, breaking the uncomfortable silence.  
 
    Lisa pursed her lips. 
 
    “Hmm, well, that’s too bad,” she said, not meaning a word of it. 
 
    Fuck.  
 
    “How can we help?” Burt offered, as unimpressed by Lisa’s comments as Drake was.  
 
    “Well, we went through the work manifest and found an anomaly with the catering staff.”  
 
    “What kind of an anomaly?” Lisa suddenly seemed interested.  
 
    Drake nodded at Screech and the man produced a photograph and held it out. Burt reached for it, but Lisa beat him to the punch. 
 
    “I don’t—I don’t know who this is,” she said after no more than a casual glance at the manifest and photograph that Screech had printed from the art gallery’s security cameras. She held it out, but Drake didn’t take it back. Eventually, Norm relieved his wife of the burden. 
 
    He spent a good minute looking it over before passing it on to Burt. 
 
    “Yeah, I—I dunno. I don’t remember seeing him either. Did he—did he do this?” 
 
    “All I know is that he wasn’t supposed to be there.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never seen him before,” Lisa again. 
 
    “You sure?” Screech asked. 
 
    Lisa’s upper lip curled. 
 
    “Are you just going to sit there and ask me the same questions over and over again? Because if you are, I have more important—” 
 
    “My clients have answered you already. Is there anything else that you would like to ask?” Burt said, his smile gone now. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Drake saw Screech reaching into his pocket for the other photograph that they’d brought along with them, the one that showed Lisa speaking, and getting close, to this very waiter. He reached out and gently grabbed the man’s wrist, staying his hand. 
 
    One thing that he’d learned as a detective was that you didn’t play cards with victims, suspects, or politicians while wearing mirrored glasses.  
 
    There would be a time to show that picture, but that time wasn’t now. 
 
    “Well, he was present during the exhibition, but he wasn’t supposed to be there—he wasn’t on the work list. And he snuck out before we could get his name,” he reiterated. 
 
    “Drake, my clients do not recall seeing this particular individual at the exhibition.” 
 
    Lisa’s scowl intensified and Drake took note.  
 
    “There were, like, a dozen waiters there… you expect me to know every one of them?” 
 
    “Eight.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Drake raised his eyes.  
 
    “There were eight waiters at the gallery.” 
 
    Lisa looked over her shoulder at Burt. 
 
    “Is this guy for real? How am I supposed to—” 
 
    Norm quickly changed the subject. 
 
    “Did you find anything on the security cameras? Did you get a shot of the person who did this? Whoever made that… thing?”  
 
    “Unfortunately, the cameras were switched off before the exhibit.” 
 
    “I guess you’re going to blame that on me, too?” Lisa said. 
 
    It was a curious choice of words given that Drake hadn’t blamed the woman for anything, yet. 
 
    Other than being a colossal asshole.  
 
    Lisa perceived his silence as a threat and became even more defensive. 
 
    “You know what, Burt? I’m done with this. I’m not going to sit here and be berated by these people in my own home. They’re not even cops.”  
 
    “Lisa, we said we would—” Norm put a comforting arm on Lisa’s shoulders, but she shook free. 
 
    “Please, ask these men to go,” she snapped. 
 
    When Norm failed to oblige, Burt stepped up. 
 
    “I’m sorry but my clients have answered your questions. Now, if you have any other requests, please address them to my office.” 
 
    “Really? We’re just getting started,” Leroy said. “We asked one question. What the hell is going on here?” 
 
    Drake stood. 
 
    “No, it’s fine. We’re done.”  
 
    “Drake…” Leroy protested. 
 
    “No, we’re done. Thank you for your time.”  
 
    Drake guided Leroy and Screech to the foyer and was unsurprised to find Hanna waiting for them there. He heard Norm speaking in hushed tones to his wife behind them, but it was Burt who followed them to the door.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Drake. As you can see, I tried to get them to help. You’re welcome to talk to any of the other guests, I’m sure they’ll be more… how should I put this… cooperative.” 
 
    Drake stared the man in the eyes, trying to determine if he was still posturing or if he was genuinely trying to help. 
 
    It was impossible to tell.  
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Drake said. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    “Oh, shucks, just when the party was starting to get fun,” Hanna said in her fake accent again. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    Officer Pete Macallister met them at the bottom of the driveway.  
 
    “I hope you found what you were looking for.” 
 
    “What we found was a complete waste of time,” Screech grunted. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that. And I’m also—” the officer’s radio crackled, and he excused himself, turning his back to answer. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Ten-thirty: 5443 Doherty Ave. Level Three.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Hanna remarked. 
 
    Drake looked at her as they moved toward their respective vehicles. 
 
    “Maybe not what?” 
 
    Hanna glanced toward the cop, but he was already in his car. Whatever had been relayed to him over his radio clearly took precedence over babysitting the Fairchilds. 
 
    Hanna, looking more than a little suspicious, produced a thick shoelace from her pocket and held it up. 
 
    “Maybe it wasn’t a complete waste of time,” she said with a sheepish grin. 
 
    Drake blinked. It wasn’t a shoelace, he realized. 
 
    It was a suture. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “I have to go,” Screech said suddenly. He did his best to keep the tremor from his voice. 
 
    “What?” Leroy asked. 
 
    “I have to go,” Screech repeated, trying to inject more confidence into his voice. He looked at Drake whose attention was split between him and Hanna. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Drake asked. 
 
    “I just—I forgot I had to do something.” 
 
    Screech swallowed hard as the words that had squawked over the police radio echoed in his head: Ten-thirty: 5443 Doherty Ave. Level Three. 
 
    Hanna wagged the suture. 
 
    “Are you blind? Did you not see what I found? This links the two—” 
 
    “Put that away,” Drake hissed. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Screech replied. “I saw it. But look, I gotta go. I’ll catch up later.” 
 
    With no experience in law enforcement, he had no idea what a ten-thirty was or what level three meant. But that didn’t matter; what mattered was the address he’d overheard. 
 
    5443 Doherty Ave.  
 
    Drake, Hanna, and Leroy didn’t recognize it.  
 
    But Screech did.  
 
    Located in Little Italy, 5443 Doherty Avenue housed a small Italian restaurant called Taglia’s. And this restaurant just happened to be owned by Nick Petrazzino, the head of the Casata Sacra, the largest crime family in New York City. 
 
    The very same organization that Leroy had become indebted to, a debt that had since been passed on to Screech.  
 
    “Am I missing something? What the fuck is going on here?” Hanna asked, looking around. “First Yasiv backs out and now you? I’m no expert like Drake here, but I’m thinking that this guy isn’t going to stop at just one skinsuit. I think he’s going to try and make an entire fashion line. We have to find him before he kills again.” 
 
    Screech winced. He felt bad about leaving his team in the lurch, but he had to see what was up with Nick Petrazzino.  
 
    Why were the cops called to his restaurant? 
 
    “I’m sorry, I just gotta go,” he muttered moving toward his car. “Hanna, can you… can you ride with them?” 
 
    The last time Screech had seen Nick, the man had ordered him to follow Tommy Wilde, a man who ran a crime scene clean-up company. This had nearly resulted in a car accident and being killed by Tommy’s strange Russian henchman. Screech’s most recent interaction with a member of the Petrazzino clan had been with Nick’s daughter, Aurora, for whom he’d wiped a cell phone.  
 
    And that had nearly put him straight in the DA’s crosshairs.  
 
    “Just… I-I’ll-I’ll meet you later,” he said quickly. 
 
    Screech got into his car and started to drive, trying not to look at the gawking faces of his partners as he sped off. 
 
    Suture or not, he had to find out what was going on at Taglia’s. Even though he’d only been to the restaurant a couple of times, he’d committed the route to memory knowing that it might come in handy someday.  
 
    Like today. 
 
    But even if Screech had only known the general area of the city that it was in, the dozens of flashing lights and blaring sirens would have led him right to it.  
 
    “What the hell is going on here?” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    In addition to the squad cars, he noticed two large black vans, the rear doors of which were open wide. He was still at least a block and a half away and yet Screech could see Nick’s right-hand man, the monster of a human with a long gray ponytail, being dragged out of the restaurant. It took two SWAT officers and three uniformed NYPD cops to contain him. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    Screech squinted and leaned over the steering wheel, trying to get a better look. 
 
    “Hey!” someone shouted. “Hey!” 
 
    Screech glanced up just in time to swerve to the right and avoid running over a police officer who was standing in the middle of the road.  
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    He hammered on the brakes and the officer was immediately at his window. 
 
    “Open it!” the man ordered. 
 
    Screech looked from the cop to the restaurant, desperately trying to figure out what was happening.  
 
    Was this it? Are they bringing Nick down? 
 
    “Open the fucking window or I’ll break the glass!” To emphasize his words, the officer tapped the glass with the barrel of his gun. 
 
    Screech quickly rolled down the window and then placed both of hands on the steering wheel.  
 
    “You almost ran me over! What the fuck are you doing here?” 
 
    “I—I—I—” 
 
    “I—I—I,” the officer mocked. “Get the fuck out of the car.” 
 
    Screech swallowed but the lump in his throat failed to go down. He couldn’t get arrested now.  
 
    Not here. Not while there was a madman out there skinning women and fashioning their skins into dresses. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I was just—” 
 
    The officer scowled. 
 
    “You hard of hearing? Get out of the car.” 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    Seeing no other option now, Screech reached to open the door.  
 
    “I know Sergeant—” 
 
    “Hey! Draper! Get the fuck over here!” Another officer shouted.  
 
    “This guy—” 
 
    “I don’t care, get your ass over here!” 
 
    The cop outside Screech’s car window horked and spat a thick wad onto the pavement. 
 
    “You’re one lucky asshole… turn your car around and get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m—I’m sorry.” 
 
    Not wanting to give the man a chance to change his mind, Screech slammed his foot on the accelerator and quickly pulled a U-turn. Despite the officer’s orders, Screech slowed as he noticed a second person being dragged out of Taglia’s. This man wasn’t as large as the first, but he was big, with a huge boiler of a gut that threatened to rupture all of the buttons on his white shirt.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on here?” Screech whispered as Nick Petrazzino’s red face faded in his rearview mirror.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    “Where the hell is he going?” Hanna asked, slipping the suture into her pocket. 
 
    “I have no fucking idea,” Drake said as he watched his friend drive off. He wasn’t sure what had happened; Screech had gone from being his usual, sour self one minute to looking like he’d seen a ghost the next. And now he was gone. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Weird,” Leroy murmured. 
 
    “Well, Screech is weird.” Drake opened the door to his Crown Vic. “Just get in.” 
 
    Drake waited for them all to file into his car before turning to Hanna in the passenger seat. 
 
    “Where did you find that?” he demanded.  
 
    Hanna’s expression made it clear that she didn’t care for his tone of voice. 
 
    “In the fucking house. Where do you think?” 
 
    “And you just picked it up?” 
 
    Hanna’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Is that a real question? No, I used the power of the Force to raise it from the ground. Of course I fucking picked it up. What is with you? This is the first piece of evidence that we’ve come across—you should be happy.” 
 
    “Evidence?” Drake asked. “It’s not evidence anymore. It won’t be admissible in court.” 
 
    Hanna’s upper lip curled. 
 
    “Listen, Poirot, you’re not a fucking cop anymore. I don’t know what this case is doing to you guys but all of you twats are acting out of your minds. We’ve got a madman out there… all I care about is stopping him before he kills again. Who gives a shit if this is admissible?” She pulled the suture from her pocket and held it up for all to see. When Drake predictably went to push her hand down, she moved it out of reach. “I’m no doctor, but this looks exactly like the one used on the mannequin, does it not?” 
 
    Drake couldn’t argue with her on that point.  
 
    “Looks the same to me,” Leroy confirmed from the backseat.  
 
    Hanna was also right about this case doing something to them. Drake wasn’t sure why, but everything about it felt different. Unlike with Tobin, he had an uncanny impression that their best course of action was to play by the rules, by the book, and bring this guy down legally. 
 
    This wasn’t at all like him, which was why he felt compelled to pay attention to the feeling.  
 
    “If we can’t use it in court, then what good is it?” he asked. 
 
    “Are you fucking serious right now?” Hanna asked with such conviction that Drake had to pause and consider his words before answering. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m serious,” he said after a moment of reflection. “If it can’t be used in court, then—” 
 
    “In court, really? Like with Tobin Tomlin? Everything you did—including getting your buddy at the Times to set up a fake news article and then, well, ‘accidentally’ running into Tobin in the alley, that was for… court? Is that right? Do I have that right? Because I just want to be a hundred percent sure I understand where you’re coming from, that we’re on the same page here.” 
 
    Drake looked away and put the car into drive. Hanna had a point, of course, but she was also missing the point. 
 
    “This is different.” As soon as Drake had spoken those words, he wished he could take them back. With some people—most people—you get away with dropping comments such as the one that Drake had uttered. But not with Hanna. She wouldn’t let you off the hook that easily. 
 
    It was something that he admired about the woman and also something he loathed. 
 
    “Oh, realllly. It’s different because… let me take a wild guess here… because this case involves rich assholes while Tobin Tomlin was trash? Is that it?” 
 
    Drake bit his lip.  
 
    “I mean, you’re not lying.” 
 
    Hanna turned her body completely around to look at Leroy. 
 
    “What do you mean, you’re not lying?” 
 
    “Well, whoever did this, it’s not gonna be like it was with Tobin. You aren’t going to trick them into meeting up in a dirty alley. And if you do? You’re going to have to push through an army of lawyers to get to them.” 
 
    Hanna huffed and glared at Drake before falling back into her seat, the suture resting on her lap. The fact that Leroy was right didn’t take the sting out of his words. And the man was speaking from experience. People from his world didn’t get out on bail, didn’t have an army of lawyers working day and night trying not just to prove their client’s innocence, but to overburden the crown. Drake knew firsthand that public defenders, even those appointed for murder trials, often didn’t meet their client until minutes before the proceedings began. They did their best, but they were novices playing in the all-star game. 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about evidence,” Hanna said, mostly to herself. “All I care about is catching whoever did this.” 
 
    “That much we can agree on,” Drake replied.  
 
    “So, let’s say that those are the same stitches, what does it mean?” Leroy asked, changing the subject. “Did Lisa do this herself? Was it her husband? Why?” 
 
    Drake mulled these questions over. 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t get the impression that they’re behind this, though.” 
 
    Hanna inhaled sharply, and for a second Drake thought that she was once again going to contradict him.  
 
    “I don’t think so either,” Hanna said, surprising him. “Doesn’t make sense. These people are all about image, about clout, keeping up with the Joneses, or whatever. Lisa might be a cunt but is she messed up enough to fuck up her own event?” 
 
    Hanna seemed so sure of herself that even if Drake disagreed, which he didn’t, he wouldn’t have uttered a sound.  
 
    “Yeah. I don’t get it. Where did you find the suture?” 
 
    Drake’s eyes drifted to Hanna’s lap. It certainly looked the same as the ones that Dr. Nordmeyer had pulled from the mannequin. 
 
    “It was under a table near the bathroom. I tried to snoop around more but Jeeves was all over my ass.” 
 
    “It can’t be a coincidence—no way. You heard Dr. Nordmeyer, she’d never seen anything like those sutures before. They’ve gotta be rare. But I agree with Hanna, the motive for Lisa or Norm to do this… I just can’t imagine it.” 
 
    “Maybe the help?” Leroy offered. “One of the maids couldn’t take Lisa anymore and decided to get back at her by ruining her little gallery event?” 
 
    Drake considered this. 
 
    “Maybe. But why not just kill Lisa, then? Why kill three other women and sew them together? Seems like a lot of work just to make some sort of cryptic message.” Drake sighed. “First things first: let’s get this suture to Dr. Nordmeyer, see if she can confirm that it’s the same.” 
 
    Hanna nodded in agreement and Drake sensed Leroy lean back into his seat. The three of them fell into silence as Drake pulled onto the main road. The longer he drove, the more the houses around them seemed to contract. After about ten minutes, Drake doubted that the Fairchilds’ foyer would fit inside the apartments that flanked them.  
 
    “Did either of you see how weird Lisa got when you showed her the picture?” Leroy asked. “The photo of the waiter?” 
 
    Drake pictured Lisa’s face and recalled how it had instantly gone red after just a quick glance at the image.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And let me guess, she said she had no idea who he was?” Hanna remarked. 
 
    “Naw, and she acted all weird about it.” 
 
    “Not surprised.” 
 
    Drake let the two discuss the finer points of Lisa Fairchild’s personality as his mind turned inward. He found himself not thinking about his most recent meeting with the Fairchilds, but the one prior, the one that took place in a broom closet.  
 
    Something in his brain suddenly clicked.  
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
    Drake ignored Leroy and reached into his jacket pocket. He pulled out his tape recorder and rewound it. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Just listen.” 
 
    Drake pressed play and Lisa Fairchild’s whiny voice filled the Crown Vic’s cabin. She was mouthing off about something and Drake quickly fast-forwarded. He played another section and then shook his head and rewound the tape again. 
 
    “What are you searching for?” Hanna asked. 
 
    Drake opened his mouth to answer when he heard something on the tape. 
 
    “That,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “I didn’t hear anything,” Leroy said. 
 
    Drake went back a few seconds then played it again, this time turning the volume to maximum. The first voice they heard was Lisa, followed by Drake himself, then Lisa again. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so. I think they’re all here.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. Thanks.” 
 
    “Can we go now?” 
 
    Hanna snatched the tape recording from Drake’s hand. 
 
    “I don’t get it… are you guys talking about the waiters? Because she—” 
 
    “No,” Drake shook his head. “Not the words, but the sound. Play it again and listen to the sound right after I say thanks.” 
 
    Hanna did as instructed, and Leroy immediately piped up. 
 
    “Glass. Sounds like tinkling glass.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was glass alright. Lisa leaned up against a bookshelf and there was some broken glass on the floor beneath it. What do you think someone like Lisa would do if she saw glass on the floor at her exhibition? Even if it was in a closet?” 
 
    Leroy’s reply was immediate. 
 
    “Tell someone to clean it up. Order someone to clean it,” Leroy corrected himself. 
 
    “Yeah, only she didn’t do that. She pushed it under the bookshelf with her foot.” 
 
    Hanna’s eyes shot up and met Drake’s. After holding her stare for several seconds, a grin started to form on her lips. 
 
    “You’re shitting me.” 
 
    “Nope. Didn’t even look down.”  
 
    Hanna whistled.  
 
    “Little slut.”  
 
    Leroy pushed his head between the two front seats waiting for them to elaborate. When neither did, he spoke up. 
 
    “What the hell are you guys talking about?” 
 
    “You wanna do the honors?” Drake asked Hanna. 
 
    Hanna, her grin wide now, turned to face Leroy. 
 
    “Well, sweetie, sometimes mommy and daddy aren’t getting what they need from each other. Sometimes they go shopping at a new grocery store just in case their local shop was missing something.”  
 
    Leroy made a face. 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Hanna chuckled. 
 
    “Lisa Fairchild was fucking the help.” 
 
    “No way. No fucking way.” 
 
    “Yes, fucking all the way.” 
 
    Leroy looked to Drake for confirmation, and he offered it. 
 
    “And you came to this conclusion how? Because she didn’t want to clean up broken glass?” he asked, still incredulous. 
 
    “That, and the fact that she got angry when she saw the photograph. It also explains her mysterious disappearance right after addressing everyone at her exhibit.” 
 
    Leroy’s eyes bulged as he finally came around. 
 
    “And that’s why you stopped Screech from showing Lisa the picture of her with the mysterious waiter.” 
 
    Truthfully, Drake wasn’t sure why he’d done that. If this was the reason, it hadn’t been a conscious decision. 
 
    “Chalk it up to instinct, I guess.” 
 
    “Cop gut?” Hanna asked. 
 
    Nope, she wouldn’t let him get away with anything. 
 
    “IBS—I don’t know. All I know is that Lisa’s lying. She knows the waiter.” 
 
    Another chuckle from Hanna. 
 
    “Knows his every ridge and vein.” 
 
    Drake frowned and applied more pressure to the gas pedal.  
 
    “We need to split up,” he said. “And we need to find out who the hell this waiter is.” 
 
    He pulled his cell phone out and dialed Screech’s number. He wasn’t expecting the man to answer and was surprised when he did. 
 
    “Screech? Everything alright?” 
 
    The man on the other end cleared his throat. 
 
    “Yeah, fine. Just—just had to take care of something.” 
 
    Drake knew better than to press.  
 
    “I think we’ve got a lead. You still busy or can you meet us at DSLH?” 
 
    “I’m two minutes out. What’s up?” 
 
    Drake glanced over to Hanna and then at Leroy in the rearview. 
 
    “I need you and Leroy to put pressure on Yasiv, to see if they have any hits on the waiter using that face recognition software or whatever.” 
 
    “Yeah, I have a feeling that Yasiv’s going to be busy for some time.” 
 
    Drake felt his forehead crease. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Never mind. I’ll try, but no promises. What about you and Hanna?” 
 
    Drake looked at the suture in Hanna’s lap. 
 
    “We’re going to be paying our favorite medical examiner another visit. Wish us luck.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t be here,” Detective Dunbar hissed as he pulled Screech aside. The man’s eyes darted to Leroy and then around 62nd precinct. “You guys shouldn’t have come.” 
 
    The place was abuzz with activity as most of the officers who had attended the DA’s press conference were still hanging around. The only reason that Screech and Leroy were able to slip into the precinct without being noticed was that the NYPD and DA’s collective excitement was giving them blinders.  
 
    “Why? Is it—” 
 
    Dunbar pulled Screech into a side room and Leroy closed the door behind them. 
 
    “—because of Drake?” Screech finished. “I thought the gallery thing would take top priority. We’re four people, Dunbar. That’s it. We need as much help as we can get.” 
 
    Dunbar chewed the inside of his cheek. 
 
    “No, it’s not about Drake—maybe not, anyway. But something’s come up. The DA’s going all in on Nick Petrazzino’s arrest. Did you see the presser?” 
 
    Screech wanted to say that not only had he seen the presser but that he’d also witnessed the NYPD dragging Nick and his men out of Taglia’s. In the end, he decided that it would be in his best interest to distance himself from the head of the Casata Sacra. Even if he hadn’t seen it live, it was running on a loop on the TV behind them. Twenty-four-hour news networks were desperate for content, and the DA was more than happy to supply them with images of his wide, grinning face. 
 
    “Yeah, well, what Trumbo didn’t say is that the police officer who OD’d? The third one they found dead?” 
 
    Screech nodded, concentrating hard as he tried to follow along. The press conference had been brief and overwhelming. Screech wasn’t up to date with everything going on in the NYPD and DA’s office—he had his own shit to take care of—but he’d taken note when he heard that Officer Scott Spencer had been murdered by Vinny, one of Nick Petrazzino’s favorite henchmen. The two had gotten into a shootout in the suburbs and both had ended up dead. Officer Spencer’s partner, Officer Marvin Pendergast, had been missing… until today. According to the DA, Officer Pendergast had met the same unfortunate fate as his Spencer. A third, as of yet unnamed police officer, had also been found dead from a suspected overdose. The DA had glossed over the exact link between these police officers and the infamous mob organization, but he had suggested that they were the ones who were responsible for Nick and his men being in custody.  
 
    For Screech, however, this package was wrapped too neatly, with all loose ends being tied up in a nice little bow. The timing was curious, as well, coinciding with DA Trumbo’s bid to become the next mayor of New York City. If he were to bet, Screech would have put his money on the officers being involved with the Casata Sacra and not working a sting operation against it.  
 
    And what Detective Dunbar said next did nothing to dissuade this idea.  
 
    “The officer who OD’d was Officer Kramer.” 
 
    Screech’s eyes bulged. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Officer Kramer was a certified asshole, someone who had it out for Drake for years. But a drug addict? 
 
    “Yep—he died from a drug overdose. Oxy,” Dunbar continued. 
 
    Screech still couldn’t believe what he was hearing. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    Dunbar made a face. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure. And now the DA’s main focus is on prosecuting Nick and his men. And because of Drake and Kramer’s history, it’s probably best if—” 
 
    “What about the women?” All eyes were on Leroy now. He looked angry. “Doesn’t the DA give a shit about three women who were skinned alive?” 
 
    Dunbar inhaled sharply and his gaze went to the conference room windows. The blinds were closed. 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” he said, which only further enraged Leroy. Screech couldn’t remember the last time the man had been this angry. 
 
    “I’m not going to keep my voice down. I don’t care about the DA and his politics. I care about these women.” 
 
    Leroy was starting to sound more like Hanna than Hanna. 
 
    Dunbar took a deep breath. 
 
    “We all want that, Leroy.” Leroy started to interject, but the detective quickly followed this up with, “But what the DA doesn’t want is any bad press right now. He wants this case solved, but he wants to keep it out of the media. And you guys being here… well, it just raises more questions.”  
 
    Leroy scowled and Screech spoke up. 
 
    “We don’t want to be here, either. The faster you give us what we need the faster we can get out of this circus.” 
 
    This seemed to be an acceptable proposition for the detective. 
 
    “What do you need? I can’t give you more men right now.”  
 
    “We don’t need more men. We need the results of the facial recognition software. We need to know who the waiter is.” 
 
    “I don’t have anything yet. Did you ask the other wait staff? Maybe they knew him?” 
 
    Screech was suddenly embarrassed. Despite their disdain for the insulation that Lisa and Norm Fairchild, and their guests, had received, DSLH had fallen into the same trap and had treated them differently because of the number of zeros in their bank account. Of course, the detective was right: talking to the other wait staff was the quickest way to find out who this man was. But instead of spending their morning asking them questions, they’d been dealing with Norm and Lisa and their lawyer. 
 
    And where had that gotten them? If it hadn’t been for Hanna finding that piece of suture, the answer was nowhere. 
 
    More than twelve hours after the abomination was discovered at the gallery, they were no closer to finding out who the victims were, let alone the perpetrator. 
 
    “We’re on it,” he lied. “What about missing persons? Do you have a list of women who have recently gone missing?” 
 
    Dunbar nodded. 
 
    “One sec,” he said, making his way to the door. “Please, just wait here.” 
 
    The man slipped out of the room and closed the door behind him. Screech half-expected him to lock it, but the detective didn’t. 
 
    “What the fuck was that all about?” he asked Leroy, referring to the man’s outburst. 
 
    “Nothing—I dunno. Just pissed off. Fucking DA only wants his smiling face on the news, doesn’t give a shit about these dead women.” 
 
    There was more to it than that, thought; Leroy was confused about the whole Nick Petrazzino situation. So far as he was concerned, Leroy still owed the head of the Casata Sacra a favor.  
 
    He was unaware of how Screech had usurped his debt. 
 
    “Don’t worry about all that other stuff,” Screech said. “Just concentrate on this case. We’ll figure the rest out later.” 
 
    Leroy seemed relieved. 
 
    “What about Kramer? We going to tell Drake about what happened to him?” 
 
    Screech thought about this for a moment before shaking his head. 
 
    “Naw, I think it’s best if we just keep this to ourselves for the time being.” 
 
    Leroy’s expression suggested that he didn’t like the idea of keeping anything from Drake, but he reluctantly deferred to Screech.  
 
    “You really think that Kramer was working a sting or something? Out to get Nick?” 
 
    “Between you and I, I think that’s a crock of shit. I think…” 
 
    Screech fell silent as the door opened and Dunbar quickly entered, a thick stack of papers in his hand. 
 
    “Here,” he said, holding the pages out to Screech. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” 
 
    “The missing women.” 
 
    Screech took the stack. There must have been thirty or forty pages, all full of names. 
 
    “From when? The last twenty years?” 
 
    “Try this year.” 
 
    Screech couldn’t believe it.  
 
    “This many missing women?” 
 
    Dunbar nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, about thirteen thousand people go missing from New York City every year, most of which are women. The majority aren’t missing long, but I’ve included all of the names in case they might be helpful. The ones that have a check at the end of the row have been located.” 
 
    Screech identified the column that Dunbar was referring to and was grateful that the first twenty or so pages were full of names of women who had been found. This still left at least several hundred missing, however. He flashed the list at Leroy. 
 
    “This is going to take forever.” 
 
    “Well, most of them have their last known location listed, which might help.” 
 
    Screech wasn’t sure how this would help, given that the NYPD also had this information, and the women still hadn’t been located. 
 
    “Several hundred are still missing? Every year?” Leroy sounded as incredulous as Screech felt. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not like all of them were kidnapped. Some people just don’t want to be—” Dunbar was interrupted by his phone ringing. “Sorry, give me a sec.” 
 
    As the Detective turned his back on them, Leroy leaned closer to Screech. 
 
    “How the fuck are we going to find three women in that pile of names?” he asked.  
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Can we send out like an APB or something? I bet Dr. Nordmeyer can tell us what their skin color was like when they were alive. It’s not much, but it’s something.” 
 
    Screech glanced down at the list. It contained a minimal number of columns—DOB, height, weight, that sort of thing. There was a section for ethnicity but like most of the other information, and the people themselves, it was missing. 
 
    Recalling what Dunbar had just told them, Screech said, “No chance the DA approves an APB.”  
 
    “This is going to be impossible, then.” 
 
    Dunbar suddenly turned and looked at them. 
 
    “You’re in luck.” 
 
    “You know who the girls are?” Leroy asked. 
 
    The detective frowned. 
 
    “No, but I know who the waiter is.” 
 
    Screech straightened.  
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Dunbar turned his phone around and thrust it in Screech’s direction. On the screen was a photograph of a man’s face. It was clearer than the art gallery security camera footage, but it showed the same man.  
 
    Screech pulled back. 
 
    “That’s him,” he confirmed. “Leroy?” 
 
    But Leroy was suddenly focused on the TV mounted on the wall behind them. 
 
    “Leroy, this is—” 
 
    “Robert Tiedeman,” Dunbar interrupted. “Date of birth, June 12, 84.” 
 
    Screech turned his attention back to the detective. 
 
    “The software matched him?” 
 
    “Yeah, he was in the system for petty theft.” 
 
    “Petty theft? That’s it?” Screech might not know police codes from Adam, but he was aware that violent crimes, like stripping the skins off of women and sewing them back together, were the result of a progression, not a one-off.  
 
    “Hey, guys, you should check this out,” Leroy said. 
 
    “What?” Screech snapped. The lack of sleep and the Nick Petrazzino ordeal had taken a bite out of his patience. 
 
    “Just look at the TV.” 
 
    The man’s tone demanded respect and both Dunbar and Screech glanced at the television. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Dunbar groaned.  
 
    The near-constant loop of DA Trumbo standing in front of the podium, his long red tie dangling from his neck, was gone. In its place was a deliberately blurred image taken through the window of what appeared to be a department store.  
 
    The form in the middle of the frame, pixelated as it was, was still distinguishable mainly because Screech had spent the better part of last night staring at something similar. 
 
    It was a mannequin and the headline read: Mannequin covered in human skin found in NYC shopping mall.  
 
    “Well, I guess the DA isn’t going to be able to keep the media out of this one after all,” Leroy whispered. “And it looks like his priorities might have just shifted.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    “You okay?” Drake asked. Hanna had been pissed back in the car, not unusual for her, but had since gone quiet the moment they’d arrived at the morgue.  
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Even this response was out of character. Hanna would have typically snapped at him, told him that she wasn’t a child, that she didn’t need to be consoled or cajoled, especially by him.  
 
    Hanna wasn’t a ‘fine’ type of woman.  
 
    There was something about being here, Drake realized, in the morgue with the skins that bothered Hanna. If it were anyone else, he would have understood, chalked it up to a normal human reaction to the atrocity. But this was Hanna—Hanna who had worked in the psychiatric facility, had been tied up in the basement of the Loomis Estate, and had been stabbed in the chin with a metal chopstick, nearly skewered to death. 
 
    But Drake knew that there was another side to Hanna, one that had been exposed when her claim to have been raped by the Download Killer had been summarily dismissed as a hoax. 
 
    The most troubling thing about Hanna’s story was that she’d thought the man she’d slept with, whom she’d seduced, was the Download Killer.  
 
    The real question was why? Why sleep with a man you believe to be a mass murderer, then report the crime as a rape? Was the reason as simple as needing attention? Or had Hanna orchestrated the entire ordeal as a convoluted way of bringing the man to justice? 
 
    “I just want to catch this guy,” Hanna said softly, a follow-up that was as much unlike her as the initial claim that she was ‘fine’.  
 
    Like with Screech earlier, Drake didn’t press the issue. Besides, given his current personal situation, he was in no position to offer advice or solace. 
 
    “Me too,” he said simply.  
 
    Drake had memorized his way through the twisting bowels of the morgue and for once Hanna was content in just following behind him. The second they pushed through the same doors they’d entered yesterday, Dr. Karen Nordmeyer’s head snapped up. 
 
    She was hunched over the corpse of an obese man with a large red burn mark beneath his left arm, which was raised above his head as if eager to answer an unspoken question.  
 
    “I didn’t expect to see you again so soon.” Judging by her tone, expect was synonymous with desire in this context. “But I do have an update for you.” 
 
    Drake raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “What is it? Did you identity one of the victims?” 
 
    The woman’s chin dissolved into her neck. 
 
    “I sent the DNA off to get tested, but that could take weeks. I told you that yesterday.”  
 
    “What is it then? Did you find out where the shoelaces came from?” Hanna asked, pushing in front of Drake.  
 
    “The what?” 
 
    Hanna rolled her eyes and reached into her pocket, and then held up the brown suture that she’d taken from Lisa’s house. 
 
    “Where did you get that from?” Dr. Nordmeyer’s eyes narrowed. “Did you get that from evidence?” 
 
    Hanna shook her head. 
 
    “This one’s mine.” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer scrutinized the string dangling from Hanna’s fingers.  
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m fucking sure. And it doesn’t matter where I got it from, I just need to know if it’s the same as the others.” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to have to do some tests to be sure, but it looks similar. It is a suture; I know that much for certain.” 
 
    “I thought you said—” Drake began, but the doctor predicted his comment and cut him off. 
 
    “It’s not a medical suture,” she raised a finger.  
 
    Drake tried his best not to let annoyance show on his face.  
 
    “What kind of suture then?”  
 
    “Well, technically—” 
 
    “What is it used for?” Hanna demanded.  
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer’s face turned red, but she finally got to the point. 
 
    “A long time ago, these were used in taxidermy, mostly to keep thick pelts together. They aren’t used much anymore, though; there are less obvious sutures of equal strength available.”  
 
    Drake screwed up his face.  
 
    “Taxidermy?” 
 
    “Yes, the practice of—” 
 
    “I know what taxidermy is,” Drake said, shaking his head. “You sure?” 
 
    “I’m positive.” 
 
    “So, this is from some old school taxidermy kit?” Hanna asked, raising the suture even higher.  
 
    “Well, I can’t be certain without properly inspecting this new one, but the others from the mannequin, yes.” 
 
    Hanna held the suture out to the woman but now she seemed hesitant to take it. 
 
    “Just put it on the table and I’ll compare the samples later.” 
 
    Drake looked at the corpse on the gurney.  
 
    Later? He’s not going anywhere. This case should take priority. 
 
    “Is that it?” he asked. “Is that what you wanted to tell us?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Drake sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. Dealing with the woman was infuriating. 
 
    “You said that you had something to update us on.” 
 
    The doctor turned and walked toward a small desk with a laptop sitting on top. 
 
    “Ah, yes—and no, that wasn’t it. I have something else to show you.” 
 
    They followed her to her computer, and she intentionally blocked their view of the screen while typing in her password. 
 
    “Do you remember the markings on the epidermis on the lower back?” 
 
    Drake was hungover, exhausted, and frustrated the last time he’d been here.  
 
    “Remind me.” 
 
    “She said it looked like a brand of some sort,” Dr. Nordmeyer continued, indicating Hanna with a gloved hand. 
 
    Drake vaguely recalled the conversation that the ME was referring to now. 
 
    “Yeah, and what about it?” 
 
    “Well, I think,” the woman paused to pull up a monochrome image on her computer. “That I know what this is.” 
 
    Drake moved to get a better view of the screen.  
 
    To him, it didn’t look that different than the first time he’d seen it, in real life. The shape—a square or diamond with extensions like a hashtag—was more pronounced, but he still didn’t know what he was looking at.  
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer must have read the confusion on his face because she said, “It’s a fence. I think it’s from a chain link fence.” 
 
    “No,” Hanna breathed. She was suddenly pale and slowly started to back away from the computer. 
 
    “Well, I am fairly certain that this mark was made by a chain link fence.” Dr. Nordmeyer started typing on her computer again, but Drake’s eyes were firmly locked on Hanna. “If you look here, you’ll see—” 
 
    “It’s not a fence,” Hanna whispered. She bumped into the gurney and the cadaver’s massive belly on top of it quivered like undercooked Jell-O. 
 
    “Hanna? You okay?” 
 
    She was definitely not okay. 
 
    “I found these images,” Dr. Nordmeyer continued, oblivious to what was going on around her. “They aren’t a perfect match, but the fence pattern—” 
 
    “It’s not a fence,” Hanna barely gasped. “It’s a goddamn cage. These girls were held in a cage.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    The next display would be his best. It was going to be so good that nobody would be able to tell where the skins were sutured together. The whole family would be proud.  
 
    The man was sure of it. 
 
    It was more difficult to find his prey now that they were searching for him, and that women were more cautious, but not impossible. In fact, he was surprised that more people hadn’t come looking for the girls. They were too busy with their lives, he supposed, with whatever else they had going on, to even notice they were gone. 
 
    Until they were put on display. 
 
    And then they noticed.  
 
    The man was far from the city now, closer to where he did his best work. Again, he was in his car, but he didn’t have to wait nearly as long as he’d been forced to outside the club. 
 
    The winding path that cut through the woods was a favorite running spot, and after watching a couple walk their dog and a man clearly training for a long-distance race, he spotted her. She was alone, earbuds jammed in her ears, and while she was in good shape, it was clear that she was only just getting into running. 
 
    Her face was red, and she was panting hard despite a languid pace. 
 
    The man got out of his car after she passed him and left the door ajar. Then he cut through the woods, careful not to lose his footing.  
 
    He’d been here many times before and knew these woods, knew the terrain, knew how the path doubled back just ahead, allowing him to get in front of the woman.  
 
    In the city, people, especially women, might be wary of a man like him, if only because he was alone. 
 
    But not here.  
 
    In the country, people just wanted to get exercise, fresh air. The last thing on their mind was that they were being hunted. 
 
    The man emerged from the woods and then sat, his back to the path.  
 
    When he heard the woman approaching—her breathing shallow, her footsteps shuffled—he groaned and rubbed his ankle.  
 
    “Aw, man,” he muttered.  
 
    The footsteps slowed further, then stopped completely. 
 
    “You okay?” the woman asked. 
 
    The man looked over his shoulder and smiled. The runner was keeping a respectable distance from him, one of her earbuds in her hand. 
 
    “Yeah,” he sighed. “Just twisted my ankle.” 
 
    He expected her to come closer, but she didn’t—she kept her distance. 
 
    “You want me to call someone?” she asked between deep breaths. 
 
    “I think I’ll be okay. Can you help me up?” he asked, letting go of his ankle and reaching toward her.   
 
    She was cautious and made no move to help him. 
 
    “Just use the tree. What are you doing out here, anyway?” 
 
    The woman was observing his jeans and T-shirt, a confused expression on her face. This wasn’t the most well-thought-out plan, he realized, but that didn’t matter. 
 
    She was already dead, she just didn’t know it yet. 
 
    “I was just going for a walk and I twisted my ankle.”  
 
    “Well, I can call someone if you want.” She’d grown uncomfortable and was casting quick glances over her shoulder, clearly hoping that someone else would come along. 
 
    “No, that’s not necessary. I just need a hand to get to my feet. I think I can walk it off.” 
 
    “Yeah, I gotta go,” she said, backing up.  
 
    “Please, just—” 
 
    The man sprang to his feet. He was quick, but she was ready. 
 
    The woman dropped her earbud and started to sprint back the way she’d come. 
 
    “Help!” she screeched. “Help me!” 
 
    If she’d been at the start of her run, and not already exhausted, she might have gotten away. While fear and adrenaline fueled her first few steps, fatigue soon took over. 
 
    The man reached her in less than a minute. The easiest thing to do to incapacitate her was to shove her from behind, but that was unacceptable. 
 
    She’d almost certainly scrape her knees and elbows, ruining her otherwise perfect skin.  
 
    And this one was going to be perfect.  
 
    It had to be.  
 
    They were all depending on him. 
 
    He took another three steps and then grabbed the back of the woman’s sweat-soaked shirt and yanked.  
 
    She screamed again and the man smiled. 
 
    “Save your breath,” he said calmly. “Save your breath, because you’re going to need it.”  
 
    

  

 
 
    PART II 
 
    The Girl in the Cage 
 
   



 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Fourteen Years Ago 
 
      
 
    Hanna Whitmore lay on her bed, staring at the ceiling. She had been lying there in the exact same position for nearly three hours, ever since her mother had ordered her to go to her room without dinner. 
 
    At nearly sixteen years old, this method of punishment was one of the worst that Lucy Whitmore could employ. Hanna was nearly an adult, after all, and her mother treating her like a petulant preteen stung deeply.  
 
    The only reason the scowl on Hanna’s face had faded was because her chin and cheeks had started to ache. But she could remain here, silent, unmoving, for hours, which would piss her mother off even further. In the past, Hanna always broke first. 
 
    That wouldn’t be the case this time.  
 
    Soon, pale blue light slipped through the open blinds and streaked Hanna’s face. Shortly after the moon had reached its apex, she heard her parents make their way to the room at the end of the hall. Unlike in the movies, no shadow appeared beneath Hanna’s door, an indication that her mother was standing outside, fist raised, inches from knocking, only to change her mind at the last second and walk away. 
 
    No, not Lucy Whitmore. She was far too stubborn for that. 
 
    But Hanna could be stubborn, too.  
 
    She waited for another ten minutes after hearing the faucet in her parents’ en suite bathroom shut off. A quick glance at her phone showed that it was just a few minutes after midnight. Lucy Whitmore was as predictable as she was stubborn.  
 
    Hanna grimaced as she put her stiff muscles to work, rising off her bed and planting her feet on the floor. Pausing to listen for any sound—she didn’t expect any and wasn’t surprised when there was none—Hanna reached beneath her bed next.  
 
    Her small backpack had everything she needed already inside: her wallet, complete with credit cards and bank cards; a pack of cigarettes that were probably stale; a lighter; and a bottle of water.  
 
    Slinging the bag over one shoulder, Hanna moved to the window. She held her breath as she opened it concentrating hard on not making any noise. Despite her efforts, however, the window creaked loudly, and Hanna cringed.  
 
    Still no sound from down the hall. 
 
    She had thought about leaving her home, her mother’s insane attitude, her complete lack of involvement in Hanna’s life unless it came to punishing her, many times, but today was the first day she was actually going to do it. 
 
    Today was the day that she was going to leave this all behind and become her own boss. 
 
    She slipped one pale leg out the window, followed by the other. But she didn’t jump just yet. Foolishly, Hanna let her eyes drift downward. It was about a six-foot drop to the top of the awning over the porch and eleven feet from there to the grass below.  
 
    It was the eleven-foot drop that scared her. If she broke her legs, not only would she not be able to get away, but her mother would be even more pissed at her.  
 
    In the end, Hanna decided that it was worth the risk. 
 
    Fuck you, mom. 
 
    She slid her bum on the sill, moving toward the edge while at the same time extending her long legs. A moment of doubt crossed her mind—If I drop down to the awning, I won’t be able to climb back up—but before it could take hold, Hanna slipped. 
 
    A gasp escaped her mouth, and then a whoosh as she landed unexpectedly on the awning. She teetered, but sat back, her backpack banging hard into the brick wall behind her. Then she froze, becoming as still as she had been on her bed moments earlier. 
 
    What would her mother do if she rushed into Hanna’s room and didn’t find her there? Would she wake her dad? Would she call the cops—not to find her, but to report her? Would that bitch even do anything at all? 
 
    Hanna bit her lip and moved toward the edge of the awning. In her mind, she counted down. 
 
    Three… two… one…  
 
    Then she did nothing. 
 
    “Come on Hanna,” she chastised herself. “Just do it.” 
 
    This had been her plan for months and tonight was the last straw. And yet for the second time that night, Hanna hesitated. 
 
    She also looked down again, which was another mistake. If she jumped straight, she would most certainly land on the deck and either crash through or, perhaps worse, simply collapse on top of it. If she went to the right and missed her mark, Hanna would probably break some ribs on the railing. 
 
    The left was more open, almost all grass, but it was a bit of a leap to get there. Hanna shifted her hips and aimed her shoulders to the left. 
 
    And then she started counting down again, this time from ten. 
 
    With every number, she bit her lip a little harder.  
 
    By one, Hanna tasted blood in her mouth, which served as the final motivation she needed.  
 
    Releasing her lip from between her teeth, Hanna pushed off the shingled roof and was airborne once more.  
 
    The grass came much faster than expected, so much so that she didn’t get a chance to brace herself as much as she wanted. Her toes struck first, propelling her forward. Then her face slammed into the grass and she found her mouth now filled with blood and dirt. 
 
    Hanna spat and rolled onto her back. All she could think of as she stared up at the stars and tried to catch her breath was how lucky she’d been not to break her legs.  
 
    And her bed. 
 
    How comfortable her bed was compared to the hard ground beneath her now.  
 
    Hanna slowly sat up, did a rudimentary check of her body to confirm that nothing had indeed been broken, and then stood. 
 
    She looked up to her room and saw that the light was still off. Whatever series of noises she’d made on her rough descent hadn’t been sufficient to wake her mother. 
 
    Hanna spat again and then hurried across the manicured lawn.  
 
    She didn’t look back. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Hanna tucked her chin to her chest and walked briskly. It was almost three in the morning now and her legs were getting sore. She’d also finished her water long ago and knew that it would be a good idea to pick up more as soon as possible.  
 
    In addition to her cards, she had cash, but not much. And as soon as her mother barged into her room in the morning and found her missing, the credit cards would be cut off. Her dad would probably argue that they should keep them active, that it was safer that way, but her mom would have none of it.  
 
    Hanna could almost hear her mother’s voice in her head. 
 
    So long as she lives in my house, she lives by my rules and can use her credit cards. But she chose to leave, so that’s her decision. Hanna leaves, so do the cards.  
 
    It was always about her, of course—about Lisa Whitmore. 
 
    Her needs. 
 
    Her wants. 
 
    Not Hanna’s. Not the spoiled only child who wanted just a little attention. 
 
    Nobody gave a shit about her. 
 
    Hanna grunted and picked up her pace again. It dawned on her that her ‘plan’ was flawed in one major way: she had nowhere to go. There was no friendly aunt or compassionate teacher whom she could stay with. She had no job and no close friends, aside from Jill.  
 
    The latter, of course, was her mother’s fault. Her mother with her rules, which kept Hanna from having any sort of social life.  
 
    Be home before ten, no parties, no going to friends’ houses if their parents aren’t home. 
 
    The very first party Hanna had gone to had been Nancy Culligan’s. Nancy’s parents were away at their country house and she had decided to invite pretty much everyone in their entire school over Friday night. Hanna had made it home by ten—just barely—but some dickhead eleventh grader had spilled beer on her jeans. Hanna had thrown them into the wash immediately after slipping into her PJs, but her mother had somehow sniffed it out.  
 
    And then she’d called Nancy’s parents. 
 
    Apparently, Lucy Whitmore wasn’t the only one with rules. 
 
    Nancy had gotten grounded, but it hadn’t stopped there. Word got around and many other parents found out about the party and grounded their kids, too. Thanks to her mother being anything but subtle, it didn’t take long for her fellow classmates to figure out who was responsible for them being locked in their rooms for the next three Fridays. Deemed a narc, Hanna had felt the collective wrath of the ninth graders. While high school boys liked to get into fights to settle their differences, girls often resorted to far more vicious and sinister tactics.  
 
    Destination or not, Hanna wasn’t going home tonight or maybe even ever.  
 
    “Hey!”  
 
    Startled, Hanna looked up. She didn’t recognize the neighborhood but immediately knew that it wasn’t the posh surroundings she was used to. Gone were the houses that required a slew of landscapers to keep the lawns looking perfect and in were the city workers hired to partake in the never-ending task of painting over graffiti. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Three figures stood on the other side of the street, identical glowing red dots between their lips. It was difficult to tell as they were just out of the direct light of the streetlamp, but if Hanna had to guess, she would have put them around her age.  
 
    One was tall and lean, wearing a muscle shirt that hung off his frame. Another was wearing baggy camo shorts and a white T-shirt. The third was wearing a hoodie and jeans. This last boy was closest to the light and Hanna could make out his blue eyes and peach fuzz of a goatee. 
 
    And his smile.  
 
    It wasn’t pleasant, and Hanna shuddered and averted her gaze.  
 
    “Yo!” 
 
    Her heart started to race in her chest. She wasn’t in Tremont—that would have taken more than a few hours of mindless walking—but this neighborhood didn’t seem much of a step above the notorious gang territory.  
 
    Where the hell am I? Where’s a fucking gas station? A convenience store? 
 
    “Hey, you got a smoke?” 
 
    The voice was closer now, but Hanna resisted the urge to turn and look at the boys. 
 
    It was three a.m., and they were still up.  
 
    There was only one type of person who was up at this hour.  
 
    “No, sorry,” she hollered over her shoulder. “I—I don’t smoke.” 
 
    Don’t run, Hanna. If you run, they’ll chase you. 
 
    “A light then? Do you have a light?” 
 
    This question made cold sweat break out on Hanna’s forehead. She had seen the lit cigarettes dangling from each one of their mouths, including the boy with the smile twisted around the white cylinder.  
 
    They wanted something alright, but it wasn’t cigarettes or a lighter.  
 
    Her thoughts took a one-eighty. 
 
    Run! Just run!  
 
    But Hanna’s legs were tired, and she was mentally exhausted. Against her better judgment, she stopped and swiveled.  
 
    The boys had since crossed over to her side of the street and were much closer than she’d expected. 
 
    They were also younger than she’d first thought. The one with the peach fuzz goatee couldn’t have been more than fourteen. Even the creepy smiling guy was fifteen at the most. 
 
    They were just kids while Hanna was almost an adult.  
 
    “You got a light?” the boy in the muscle shirt asked. 
 
    “What do you need a lighter for?” she shot back, her eyes drifting to the nub of a cigarette in his hand.  
 
    “What are you? The fire department?” Cargo Shorts snickered.  
 
    “No, it’s just—” 
 
    The boy in the muscle shirt reached out and grabbed her backpack. It still hung over one shoulder, but Hanna must not have closed it after finishing the last of her water. 
 
    “Hey!” she cried, but his hand was already inside. He pulled out her pack of smokes. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t smoke, huh?”  
 
    “I forgot,” Hanna said desperately.  
 
    Cargo Shorts made a face. 
 
    “You forgot that you smoked?” he chuckled. 
 
    “No, I mean, I forgot they were in there. They’re not mine.” 
 
    “Then you won’t mind if I keep them then?” he asked, his dark eyes narrowing. 
 
    “No—no, go ahead. I have to go, though. I’m meeting someone up the street.” 
 
    It was a terrible lie, but Hanna didn’t know what else to say. She should’ve listened to her instincts and just run, but she stupidly stood there waiting to see if they would call her on her lie. 
 
    And they did. 
 
    “Yeah, sure.”  
 
    “No, it’s true. I—I—I gotta go. Have a good night.” 
 
    Hanna started to turn before the smiling boy grabbed her upper arm. 
 
    “Oh, we will,” he said, his smile growing.  
 
    “Let go of me,” Hanna gasped. She started to struggle, but then stopped. 
 
    Gone was the cigarette in the smiling boy’s free hand. Instead, it had been replaced by something similar in shape, only longer and considerably sharper: an eight-inch switchblade.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    “What do you… what do you want?” Hanna demanded, her eyes locked on the knife. 
 
    “Just what you said: to have a good night,” Cargo Shorts replied. 
 
    “Yeah,” the boy in the muscle shirt chimed in. 
 
    Despite their ominous words, the one who scared Hanna the most was the smiling boy. It wasn’t just the fact that he was the one holding the knife, either, but there was something dark behind his eyes.  
 
    “Please,” Hanna begged as she tried and failed to break free of the boy’s hold. “Let me go.” 
 
    “What else do you got in that bag there?” Cargo Shorts asked. 
 
    Hanna didn’t hesitate. She thrust the bag at the boy, and he stumbled backward.  
 
    “Take it,” she spat, tears welling in her eyes. “Take my credit cards, cigarettes, whatever—just let me go.” 
 
    “Oh, we will,” Cargo Shorts said, clearly answering the former part of her instructions and not the latter.  
 
    Hanna watched as the boy found her wallet and opened it up. Instead of going for the cash, he surprised her by pulling out her school ID. 
 
    “Hanna Whitmore, huh?” he said, inspecting the photo. “Cute.” He threw her ID on the ground and then went for the credit cards. He held both of them for his friends to see. “What’s the limit on these cards?” 
 
    Hanna sniffed. 
 
    “Five hundred bucks each. But it’s only for emergencies.” 
 
    “Each?” the man’s eyes bulged, and he looked at the boy holding the knife. “You hear that, Robbie, that’s a thousand bucks, man!” 
 
    The one named Robbie, the one with the knife, didn’t appear interested; his gaze was firmly locked on Hanna.  
 
    “Take the cards, please. Just let me go.” 
 
    “Shit, this is going to be a good night,” Muscle Shirt said. “Robbie? Robbie?” 
 
    Robbie was leering at her and the knife was inching ever closer to her face. 
 
    “Please,” Hanna sobbed. Her arm was starting to ache where the boy was holding her. 
 
    “Robbie, just let her go.” 
 
    Thinking that she was about to be released, Hanna tugged again, but Robbie tightened his grip. She whined and tears streamed down her cheeks.  
 
    “Robbie, come on,” Muscle Shirt said, backing away. “Let her go.” 
 
    “No,” Robbie said flatly. 
 
    “No?” Cargo Shorts said. “C’mon, Robbie. Let’s hit the gas station, get a couple cartons of smokes.”  
 
    “No,” he repeated. 
 
    “Please, I don’t care about the purse. I don’t, really.” 
 
    Hanna’s pleas went ignored. 
 
    “Robbie…” 
 
    “She said she wanted us to have a good night,” Robbie reminded his friends. “We don’t need no money for that. All we need is her.” 
 
    Hanna looked away from Robbie and stared at the other two boys. There was as much fear in their eyes as she felt building in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    I should never have left… I should have just stayed in my room. 
 
    “You’re hurting me,” she whimpered. “My arm… please.”  
 
    Robbie flicked his wrist and the knife shot forward. Hanna saw it glint and cowered. She expected it to slide effortlessly into the soft skin beneath her jaw, slicing through her carotid. Then Robbie would finally let her go and she would fall to the ground where she would slowly bleed out. 
 
    With her luck, Hanna’s last thoughts would probably be of her mother. 
 
    “No…” she moaned, but the blade didn’t slice her skin. Instead, in a surprisingly deft maneuver, one that indicated a high level of practice and or experience, Robbie cut her shirt from the collar all the way down to the end of her sleeve without even grazing her. 
 
    Horrified, Hanna watched as her T-shirt flopped open, revealing her left breast now only covered in the black fabric of her sports bra. 
 
    Cargo Shorts looked terrified. 
 
    “Robbie, what the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    Robbie turned and pointed the knife at his friend.  
 
    “I’m going to have some fun. What the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    “Leave her alone,” a voice demanded from the shadows. 
 
    All eyes turned to a figure that appeared at the side of the road.  
 
    Hanna hoped it was a police officer, but was quickly disappointed. Not only wasn’t it a cop, it wasn’t even a man. 
 
    It was a girl.  
 
    Hanna pegged her as about the same age, maybe a year or two older than herself, with black hair that spilled out from the sides of a hoodie that was pulled over her head.  
 
    “What the fuck are you going to do about it?” Robbie demanded, leveling his eyes at the newcomer. He made sure that the knife was in plain view. Hanna thought that she might use this distraction to finally break free of the boy’s iron grip, but he pulled her even closer. 
 
    “Call the police, just call the—” Hanna shut up when her arm was squeezed so tightly that she thought her skin was about to burst. 
 
    “What am I gonna do about it?” The girl stepped into the light and Hanna gasped when she saw the handgun. “Let her go. Don’t do nothin’ stupid.” 
 
    “Aw, fuck,” Muscle Shirt said. “She got a fuckin’ gun, Robbie. Goddamn. Let’s just get the fuck out of here.”  
 
    He started to back up, as did Cargo Shorts, but to Hanna’s horror, Robbie refused to move. 
 
    “Last chance.” 
 
    Robbie held the new girl’s stare for a couple of seconds longer before finally releasing his grip on Hanna’s arm. 
 
    Hanna gasped and immediately started toward the girl. 
 
    “And drop the bag,” the girl with the gun ordered.  
 
    Hanna’s bag and her credit cards fell to the sidewalk as the boys finally turned and started to run. 
 
    “Thank you,” she sobbed. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” 
 
    It was all Hanna could do to stop herself from jumping into her savior’s arms like the little girl that she was.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    “Are you hurt?” the girl asked. 
 
    Hanna sniffed and wiped the tears from her cheeks. Then she looked down at herself. She was likely to get a bruise from where her arm had been squeezed, and she felt exposed, but other than that, she was fine.  
 
    “No,” Hanna admitted. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Realizing that she had traded a boy with a knife for a girl with a gun, Hanna took a step backward. Her legs were weak, however, and she wobbled. 
 
    “Relax, I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    Trying to get a read on her savior, Hanna stared at the girl’s face. She was pretty, with petite features and a smallish frame that was disguised, perhaps purposefully, in the bulky sweatshirt.  
 
    “Thank you,” Hanna repeated as she started to collect her belongings off the road where the boys had dropped them. Her eyes drifted down to the gun in the girl’s hand and for some reason felt the need to state the obvious. “You—you have a gun.” 
 
    She’d never seen a gun before, at least not in real life. 
 
    The girl grinned. 
 
    “This ol’ thing?” she asked, raising the pistol. 
 
    Hanna cowered and held her backpack out in front of her face.  
 
    “Just take it—just take it!”  
 
    When Hanna heard nothing for several seconds, she looked through the arm loop of the backpack.  
 
    “I don’t want your bag,” the girl said, her voice suddenly hard. Hanna watched as she adjusted her aim and then her finger tensed on the trigger. 
 
    Hanna screamed and she closed her eyes. She felt warm wetness on her skin, but it wasn’t coming from her chest where the girl had pointed the pistol. Instead, it was between her legs. 
 
    I’m dead, she thought. I was killed by the girl who saved me.  
 
    The girl laughed. 
 
    “Get up. It’s not real.” 
 
    Hanna opened her eyes and patted her body. She couldn’t find any bullet holes. Nor could she see smoke coming from the end of the barrel. 
 
    “W-w-what?” she whimpered.  
 
    “It’s just a cap gun,” the girl informed her, now sounding bored.  
 
    Hanna could barely breathe. 
 
    A cap gun? 
 
    As if she’d voiced this question out loud, the girl strode forward and held the gun closer for Hanna to inspect, thankfully with the barrel pointed away this time.  
 
    “See? All toy guns have an orange rim around the barrel so that some jacked-up cop doesn’t shoot a six-year-old who’s just fucking around. All it takes is a little bit of black nail polish and ain’t nobody gonna know the difference.”  
 
    Hanna was trembling. 
 
    “Take it,” the girl urged. “Here, just take it.” 
 
    Hanna shook her head. She didn’t want to have anything to do with this gun, toy or not. 
 
    “Come on, just take it.” 
 
    Thinking that this girl wouldn’t leave her alone unless she did as she asked, Hanna reached up. The gun that was thrust into her palm was clearly plastic.  
 
    Hanna wasn’t sure if she was relieved or appalled. 
 
    “But… but… but what if they’d come at you with the knife?” Hanna asked as she turned the gun over in her hand. She raised her eyes and looked at the girl’s face. 
 
    “Then I’d deal with it, that’s what I do,” she replied with a grin. 
 
    “What? What do you mean? If they’d—” 
 
    “I’d deal with it. Besides, guys like that… guys like that just want to scare a girl. They’re the type that goes to the pharmacy and makes a scene about buying XL condoms that wouldn’t even fit their fist, let alone pecker. They weren’t going to do nothin’.” 
 
    Hanna contemplated this for a moment. 
 
    She felt that this was true of Cargo Shorts and Muscle Shirt, but there was something different about Robbie, the boy with the knife. His eyes were dark, dull. Even when the gun had been pointed at them, his expression hadn’t changed.  
 
    “Here,” Hanna said suddenly, holding the gun out. 
 
    The girl waved her hand dismissively. 
 
    “Naw, you keep it. This place…” she gestured around them, “…well, you might need a little protection.” 
 
    “I’m not coming back here to this shit—” Hanna stopped yourself, but it was too late. 
 
    “Shit hole?” the girl chuckled. “Yeah, it’s a shit hole.”  
 
    Hanna looked down. 
 
    “I’m sorry, it’s just—” 
 
    “You’re not from around here, are you?” There was no disdain in her voice, she was simply stating a fact. “I could tell by your fancy clothes and designer backpack. If you do come back to this shit hole, however, I suggest leaving those at home.”  
 
    Hanna frowned. She was wearing dark jeans, a now torn white T-shirt, and high-tops. Even her backpack was just run-of-the-mill generic. 
 
    “None of this is designer,” Hanna said, and then immediately felt stupid. 
 
    “Fine, whatever. Listen, there’s a bus stop at the end of the street. Won’t come for another hour or two, but I can wait with you if you want.”  
 
    Hanna felt uneasy in the girl’s presence but the prospect of dealing with those boys—with Robbie—again tonight, or ever, greatly outweighed her discomfort. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. Hanna jammed the fake gun into her backpack and was about to zip it up before changing her mind. She discreetly removed two twenties from her wallet and then raised them for the girl to see. 
 
    “Here,” she said. “These are for you.” 
 
    The girl eyed the bills. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “A present. A present for saving me.” 
 
    The girl looked at the money, then Hanna, and then the money again. 
 
    “I’m not gonna take money for saving you from those fucking creeps,” she said defiantly. 
 
    “Fine, then—then—then this is for the gun. I’m buying the gun off you.”  
 
    “It’s a dollar store piece of—” 
 
    “Just take the money, please,” Hanna begged. If there was one lesson from her mother that she’d taken to heart, it was this: never owe anybody anything. No matter how small the favor, make sure you offer them something in return.  
 
    The girl didn’t need to be told a third time; she grabbed the cash and shoved it into her pocket without so much as a thank you. They walked in silence to the bus stop, which was thankfully situated directly beneath a streetlamp that actually worked.  
 
    “My name’s Hanna,” she blurted after they had both taken a seat on the small bench littered with cigarette burns. 
 
    “I know,” the girl replied. “I heard.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    The girl kicked an empty bottle across the sidewalk.  
 
    “Robin,” she replied tentatively, as if ashamed by her own name. “Just call me Robin.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    “Hanna, what did you do to your shirt?” 
 
    Hanna looked up from her bowl of cereal and stared at her mother. The woman’s red lips were twisted in a sneer.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your shirt, Hanna. Is this some new sort of style?” 
 
    Hanna was too tired to follow along. 
 
    “Style? Mom, what are you talking about?” 
 
    Lucy Whitmore rolled her eyes, and she went back to pouring her coffee. 
 
    “I’m not going to spend good money on clothing for you if you’re just going to cut it up. There’s no way—Hanna? Hanna? You listen when I speak to you.”  
 
    Hanna was too busy inspecting her shirt to pay any attention to her mother. While waiting for the bus, Robin had graciously removed one of the thick safety pins from her torn jeans and used it to keep the two halves of her sleeve together.  
 
    “Hanna!” 
 
    She finally looked up and was unsurprised by her mother’s grim expression. 
 
    “I like it,” Hanna said flatly.  
 
    “Well, I don’t. Change it and put some make-up on, you look like you didn’t sleep at all last night.” There was a snap to the woman’s tone that suggested there was no room for negotiation. 
 
    I didn’t sleep, ma. I was nearly raped and stabbed and shot and who knows what else. All because of you. 
 
    “Change your shirt, Hanna.” 
 
    Hanna’s eyes went from her mother to her father, the latter seated at the far end of the table with a newspaper covering his face. 
 
    Can’t even look at me, can you, dad?  
 
    “I don’t need you to be my parrot, Dave.” 
 
    The newspaper ruffled, but the man behind it said nothing. 
 
    Hanna held her mother’s stare for as long as she dared. Then she shoved the bowl of cereal away from her and stood. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll change my shirt.” 
 
    As she stormed off, Lucy Whitmore’s words followed her. 
 
    “Keep it up, Hanna, and I’ll ground you for more than just this weekend. Try me.” 
 
    Hanna hesitated at the landing, her hand gripping the wooden newel post at the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    Grounded… there she goes again, treating me like I’m just a child. A fucking baby. Who gets grounded at sixteen?  
 
    Hanna took two steps and then stopped again. 
 
    No! 
 
    She had completely forgotten about this weekend.  
 
    “Mom, it’s Brett’s birthday this weekend. He’s turning sixteen. Can I please—” 
 
    Lucy Whitmore’s response was immediate and unforgiving.  
 
    “You’re grounded, Hanna. You’re grounded because of that stunt you pulled yesterday.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “But nothing. You should have thought about that before you acted up. And, besides, you know the rules. No parties.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I don’t care if it’s his fortieth birthday. You’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    Hanna growled and gripped the banister so tightly that her fingers turned white. 
 
    She can’t do this. She can’t fucking do this. This is my one chance to make up for what happened with Nancy. It’s my only chance.  
 
    “I’m—I’m sorry, mom,” Hanna said in a voice just loud enough for her mother to hear. 
 
    “I bet you are,” Lucy hollered from the kitchen. “But you’re still not going to any party. Now hurry up and get changed, you’re going to be late for school.” 
 
    “Bitch,” Hanna swore. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she replied, then, under her breath, added, “but I’m going to that party, mom. You bet your ass I’m going.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “There’s money on the counter for pizza, but on Saturday you’re on your own. Make a salad or something.”  
 
    Hanna’s eyes drifted from her mother to the two twenty-dollar bills on the counter. 
 
    “Your father and I will back on Sunday evening. If you have any problems, call Mrs. Alvez—her number is on the counter.” 
 
    Hanna pursed her lips and observed her parents. 
 
    They were heading away on another of her father’s business meetings for the second time this month. Hanna wasn’t entirely sure what her father did for work—something in finance, and something incredibly boring—but she didn’t think that whatever it was operated on the weekend. 
 
    Swingers… I bet they’re part of some swingers’ club for old people.  
 
    She shuddered at the thought. 
 
    “And no party,” Lucy said, wagging her finger in Hanna’s direction. “If I find out you went to Brett’s birthday, I swear, what happened with Mrs. Culligan will pale in comparison to what I do this time. I’ll call every—” 
 
    “Luce, we gotta go,” David Whitmore said. He checked his watch for effect. 
 
    “No party,” Lucy repeated. 
 
    “No party,” Hanna confirmed, her lips pursed so tightly now that she could barely get the words out. 
 
    “Love you, hon, see you in a few days,” her father said. For a moment, it looked like he was going to lean in and kiss her on the forehead, but when Hanna pulled back, he changed his mind. Instead, the man with the clean-shaven face and deep lines flanking hazel eyes tipped his cap like some old-timey servant paying homage to his master. 
 
    Only Hanna wasn’t the one in charge and neither was he. 
 
    Lucy Whitmore was the one with all the power, the one who made Hanna’s life miserable. 
 
    David was just the lackey who let it all happen, just a simple Nazi grunt following Hitler’s orders. 
 
    “Bye,” Hanna said with a snarl as she watched her mother and father make their way down the steps toward the waiting cab. “Don’t let the door hit you on the ass on the way out.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Hanna paid the pizza guy the forty bucks even though the total only came to less than twenty. He offered change, but she told him to keep it. Her mom never tipped pizza delivery boys, other than to say that they should stay in school.  
 
    Condescending cunt.  
 
    She was excited about the newest X-Files episode but sitting alone on the couch chewing on a slice of overly salty pepperoni pizza, Hanna couldn’t get through the opening scene without her mind wandering. Sure, she was pissed at her mother, but she was also thinking about the party. 
 
    Everyone was going to be at Brett’s, which was the allure as well as the problem. If her mom ever found out she’d gone, Lucy Whitmore would stay true to her word, only this time she wouldn’t just call every single parent from Hanna’s grade but the whole goddamn school. And if Hanna thought the Culligan fallout had been bad, this would be worse. 
 
    Much worse. 
 
    But then again, like her own, Brett’s parents were out of town and he’d managed to convince his brother to get him a keg.  
 
    How would Lucy ever find out?  
 
    The X-Files episode came to a close without Hanna taking note of anything that had happened. Mulder and Scully could have made out on screen and she wouldn’t even have batted an eye. 
 
    Everyone is going to be there… 
 
    If she didn’t go, however, then her position as a narc would be entrenched and she would never get another invite again.  
 
    But if she attended and nothing happened, if nobody found out about the party, Hanna could see her reputation start to make a comeback.  
 
    With a sigh, she switched off the TV and threw the rest of the pizza—she’d only had a slice and a half—in the fridge. Then she made her way upstairs to her bedroom.  
 
    “I can’t go,” she said to herself even as she rooted through her drawers for something to wear.  
 
    Typically a T-shirt and jeans kind of girl, for some reason, Hanna found herself digging beneath her stacks of denim for something a little more… special.  
 
    And she found it. A floral skirt that, despite coming nearly to her knee, her mother had told her was far too short to wear in public. Lucy had demanded she return it, but Hanna hadn’t. She’d kept it.  
 
    For tonight. 
 
    Hanna slipped it on and turned sideways inspecting her figure in the mirror. 
 
    Her legs had always been her best feature—tanned and lean from years of playing soccer and sitting out in the sun.  
 
    “Not too bad, Hanna.” 
 
    Finding a shirt proved more problematic. Unfortunately, like her legs, her chest was also long and lean. None of the shirts she tried on either matched the skirt or complimented her body. Frustrated, she balled each one of them—from low cut V-necks to puffy blouses—and threw them into a pile on the bed.  
 
    Maybe I should go just in a sports bra.  
 
    Hanna pushed her breasts upward, trying to achieve some semblance of cleavage. Then she frowned.  
 
    Maybe I shouldn’t go at all.  
 
    Hanna kicked a pair of jeans across her room uncovering a T-shirt that had been buried beneath. It was the one that Robbie had sliced, and Robin had repaired. 
 
    Robbie and Robin… 
 
    Without thinking, Hanna had picked up the shirt and thrown it over her head.  
 
    This time when she looked in the mirror, she liked what she saw. The T-shirt looked trendy and was a good contrast to the more upscale skirt.  
 
    There was still the matter of the dark circles beneath her eyes, which hadn’t quite recovered yet from her little soiree earlier in the week, but foundation took care of that. A little red on her lips further gave the impression that she was well-rested. 
 
    Hanna brushed her medium-length blonde hair straight and even though it fought every brush swipe, she came out on top. 
 
    And the results were more than satisfactory. 
 
    The only good thing her mother had given her was her looks. 
 
    But you’re still not going to that party, Hanna heard Lucy say in her head. You are not going to that party.  
 
    Once again, Hanna turned and looked over her shoulder at her reflection in the mirror. 
 
    To hell, I’m not. 
 
    After slinging her backpack, which was still full, over her shoulder, Hanna hurried down to the kitchen. She was reaching into the fridge for the filtered water when the phone mounted to the wall rang, startling her.  
 
    Hanna instantly knew who it was; it was her mother. It had to be her.  
 
    How did she know? How the hell did she know?  
 
    Heart racing, Hanna just watched and listened as the phone rang a second and then a third time. The last thing she wanted was to speak to her mother now, but she knew that the repercussions of letting it go to the machine would be worse. 
 
    Shit, Lucy Whitmore might haul ass to the airport and fly straight home just to further ruin her life. 
 
    Clearing her throat, Hanna reluctantly picked up the receiver. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey, who’s this?” The voice was muffled, hard to make out.  
 
    Hanna plugged her opposite ear. 
 
    “What? Mom? I can barely hear you.” 
 
    There was a chuckle on the other end of the line and Hanna felt her face going red. 
 
    “Mom? Ha! Hanna, it’s me—it’s Jill.” 
 
    Hanna breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Jill? Where are you?” 
 
    There was shouting and music playing in the background. 
 
    “I’m at Brett’s! And you should be, too!”  
 
    If I find out you went to that party… 
 
    Hanna closed her eyes and slumped up against the wall. 
 
    “Hanna? He’s asking about you.” 
 
    Her eyes snapped open. 
 
    “What? Who? Who’s asking about me?” 
 
    “Brett. He’s asking about you!” 
 
    Hanna sucked in a deep breath. 
 
    Fuck it. She’ll never know. 
 
    “Can you swing by and pick me up?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Jill, can you pick me up?” 
 
    “Wait, are you coming? For real?” 
 
    Hanna giggled.  
 
    “For real. Come swing by and grab me, k? And hurry.” 
 
    Before I change my mind.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    “It’s crazy—it’s absolutely nuts, Hanna. Roy already puked in the sink, and I heard—now, I’m not sure if it’s true, but I heard that Jeremy and Ashley went into Brett’s parents’ room and locked the door. Can you believe that? Ashley and Jeremy?” Jill said feverishly as she pulled into Brett’s driveway. 
 
    She probably shouldn’t have been driving—even though Jill claimed to have had just one drink, her learner’s permit allowed for zero alcohol in her blood—but they’d made it without incident. And Brett’s wasn’t that far, anyway.  
 
    They both hopped out of the car and Jill squealed as she smacked Hanna on the shoulder. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re here! I thought you were grounded! This is awesome, Hanna! Everyone is going to forget about that bitch Nancy and the whole party thing.” 
 
    Hanna wished her friend hadn’t mentioned her being grounded, and thus bringing about more guilt, but she wasn’t going to let this ruin her mood. 
 
    She also could have done without being reminded about Nancy Culligan’s party. 
 
    “Yeah, my mom decided—” 
 
    “Hanna! Hanna!” 
 
    Both girls turned to face the voice. 
 
    A lanky boy with a blond brush cut walked over to them, a goofy smile on his face. 
 
    “So glad you could make it,” Brett said. Some of the beer in his red cup splashed over the rim and landed on his shoes but he didn’t appear to notice. “Come get a drink with me.” 
 
    Hanna looked to Jill who smiled and cocked her head to one side. 
 
    Go, her friend mouthed encouragingly.  
 
    “Happy birthday, Brett,” Hanna said, turning back to the boy. She gave him a hug. He was wearing a loose-fitting muscle shirt, red with white trim, and smelled faintly of sweat. It wasn’t entirely unpleasant, though. 
 
    “Thank you, thank you. Sweet sixteen, baby! C’mon, let’s get you a beer.”  
 
    Brett wrapped his arm around her waist as he led her into the backyard. But instead of going toward the keg set up by the sliding door of the house, Brett flopped down onto an outdoor recliner. Once again, he spilled some beer, this time on his shirt. This too went unnoticed. 
 
    “Oh, shit, your beer,” he said, starting to rise again. 
 
    “No, it’s-it’s okay, I—” 
 
    “Wait, wait.” Brett looked past her. “Matt, grab Hanna a beer, would ya?” 
 
    Matt was chatting up a girl Hanna didn’t recognize.  
 
    “Matt? C’mon, it’s my birthday and my party. Grab her a drink, please?” 
 
    “I said, it’s okay,” Hanna tried to reason, but Brett had made up his mind. As had Matt, evidently. 
 
    “Only cuz it’s your party.” He raised his chin to Hanna. “Hey, Hanna.” 
 
    “Hey, Matt.” 
 
    While she waited for her beer, Hanna stood awkwardly beside Brett and looked around. Jill hadn’t been lying; it was one hell of a party. Nearly two dozen kids were standing in the backyard and perhaps half that many in the swimming pool itself. The latter were the more boisterous of the two, flopping around, splashing on top of inflatable toys. She saw several people she knew from class and gave half-hearted nods and waves that weren’t generally returned. Feeling even more uncomfortable, Hanna looked toward the back door of the house.  
 
    Inside she could see red-faced teenagers laughing with their mouths wide, tongues and lips whetted by alcohol.  
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Huh?” Hanna looked down at Brett. He was grinning. “Oh, yeah, I’m fine. Thanks for the invite.” 
 
    Thanks for the invite? Hanna cringed. Jill had been invited, not her. 
 
    “Hey, no problem.” 
 
    Where the fuck is Jill, anyway?  
 
    “Weren’t you grounded, though?”  
 
    Hanna felt her cheeks get hot. 
 
    Thanks, Jill.  
 
    “Yeah, I mean… I was, but you only turn sixteen once, right?” 
 
    Brett’s smile broadened. 
 
    “Speaking of which, isn’t your birthday coming up?” 
 
    “In a month or two,” Hanna replied coyly. 
 
    “Yo, we need to have a party at your place. It’s bigger than mine and there are at least sixty people here tonight.”  
 
    Hanna thought about her mother, about her classmates being in her house, leaning up against counters, being loud, being teenagers.  
 
    There is literally zero chance of that happening.  
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “Maybe. No pool though.” 
 
    “Here’s your drink, Hanna,” Matt said, appearing out of nowhere. He offered her a red cup and she took it.  
 
    Not much of a beer drinker, not really a drinker at all, Hanna hesitated but eventually took a sip. She needed something to make her feel less uncomfortable. She could also use a cigarette, but the asshole wannabe thugs had stolen those. 
 
    “You wanna sit?” Brett asked as he scooched over and tapped the plastic lounge chair.  
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Hanna smoothed her skirt and took a seat. The awkwardness she felt only increased when Brett started to comb his fingers through her hair.  
 
    What is he doing? 
 
    “Your hair is so pretty,” Brett said. 
 
    Hanna had to resist the urge to roll her eyes. She swallowed some more beer and then turned to face him, letting his hand fall away without embarrassing the birthday boy.  
 
    She still couldn’t seem to get comfortable. Even though Hanna was determined to repair her reputation, and had been genuinely excited for the party, something didn’t feel right about any of this. 
 
    Grow up, she scolded herself, but the feeling refused to go away. 
 
    “You have a cigarette?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? Coach would kill me if I even took a drag. Like seriously murder me. But I think… hold on a second…” 
 
    With a grunt, Brett pushed himself to his feet, whistled, and then gestured wildly at someone on the other side of the pool.  
 
    Hanna, grateful for the breathing room, glanced around once more. This time, her eyes seemed to be drawn to Jill. Her friend was inside the house, giggling and pressing herself up against what looked like a pair of seniors. When their eyes met, Hanna gestured for Jill to come over. The girl resisted, shaking her head, but Hanna insisted. 
 
    “I’ll be back, Brett. Gimme a sec.” 
 
    They met halfway. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jill, but I think I’m going to go.” 
 
    Jill gawked.  
 
    “What do you mean? You literally just got here. Like one minute ago.” Her words were heavily slurred. 
 
    Hanna glanced down at the cup in her hand and was surprised to see that it was empty. 
 
    “I know, but…” I feel weird. Something doesn’t seem right about this, Brett’s being a bit of a creep, and if my mom finds out I came here tonight, she’s going to lose it. “…I’m just tired.” 
 
    “No way, Hanna,” Jill protested. She looked over her shoulder toward the house. “Those are seniors. Seniors. And they can’t keep their eyes off me.” 
 
    “Who cares, Jill. They’re losers, eighteen-year-olds at a sweet sixteen party. I just—I just want to go. Please—you know I wouldn’t do this to spite you. I hate to do it, really, but something’s… off. And you always said that if one of us doesn’t feel comfortable…” 
 
    Jill scowled. 
 
    “C’moooon,” she pleaded. “I want to stay. Why’d you even make me pick you up if you were just going to leave?” 
 
    “I didn’t know. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Me, too. But this is the party of the year. They could be talking about this for months, Hanna. I’m staying until the very end. I told my mom I was crashing at your place—”  
 
    “Wait, you said you were sleeping at my house?” 
 
    Jill shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah, what does it matter? Your ‘rents aren’t even there.”  
 
    Hanna furrowed her brow. 
 
    “Because! If your mom calls my mom, I’m fucked. I wasn’t supposed to leave the house or have people over. You know that.”  
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake, lighten up, Hanna. Have some fun. Your ma isn’t going to find out.” 
 
    “Jill—” 
 
    “Just relax, hang out. We’ll go soon, promise.” 
 
    Before Hanna could protest further, Jill spun and headed back inside toward the two leering seniors. Only they didn’t look like seniors anymore. They looked like college kids. 
 
    “Forget this shit,” Hanna grumbled. She was about to toss her cup to the ground and storm off when Brett returned. 
 
    “Hey, girlie, found your smoke.”  
 
    “Thanks,” she said, accepting the cigarette. He also provided the lighter, and she was grateful that he offered to spark it. Her vision had started to blur a little.  
 
    Hanna inhaled deeply and immediately regretted it. She was forced to hold her breath to prevent from coughing, which only caused more nicotine to flood her system. Hanna’s blurred vision became worse and she was struck by a sudden bout of extreme lightheadedness. 
 
    Brett wrapped his arm around her shoulders to keep her steady. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa. Little too much to drink?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Hanna said, exhaling a thick cloud of smoke. The toxic air was followed by a small cough. “I think I need to sit.” 
 
    “Yeah, a little too much to drink,” Brett confirmed as if answering his own question.  
 
    He teased the cigarette from between her fingers, took a drag—so much for what the coach thought—and then dropped the nearly full smoke to the patio at his feet. He didn’t even bother stamping it out. 
 
    “I wanna go home.” Hanna hated the way she sounded, like a baby, the baby her mother had grounded, but she was more concerned with the fact that she was on the precipice of vomiting. Even though she didn’t drink often, Hanna had been drunk before—twice. This time felt different, though.  
 
    And she’d only had one beer. 
 
    “Maybe you should lie down, take a little rest,” Brett offered. 
 
    “Thanks, but I jjjjjus’ wanna go home.” 
 
    “You can’t let your parents see you this way, Hanna—they’ll call my folks. Take a quick rest, sober up, then I’ll take you home. Promise.” 
 
    Most of Hanna’s body weight was being supported by Brett now. 
 
    “My… parents… arrrrren’t… home…” 
 
    “Even better, you can just crash here for the night.”  
 
    Hanna blinked several times, each one slower than the last. And during those flashes, before everything went dark, she only saw one thing.  
 
    Brett’s big white smile. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Pain. 
 
    That was all Hanna felt. 
 
    Just pain, down low, between her legs, as if she were being repeatedly stabbed by a blunt object.  
 
    Hanna opened her eyes, but immediately shut them again; the world was spinning too fast, and it wobbled like a drunken dreidel.  
 
    Someone close to her was breathing heavily.  
 
    And grunting.  
 
    Hanna forced her eyes open, clenching her teeth against the pain and also in an attempt to center herself.  
 
    Her gaze immediately fixated on one thing, which caused the spinning to halt. A set of bright, gleaming, and perfectly straight teeth.  
 
    “Brett?” she gasped. “Brett? What are you doing?” 
 
    He wasn’t even looking at her; he was staring somewhere over her head.  
 
    “Brett?” 
 
    A drop of sweat from his chin landed on her open eye, causing Hanna to blink rapidly. Confusion filled her, washed over, flooded her senses. The last thing she remembered was taking a drag of a cigarette. 
 
    And then she’d woken up here, with Brett on top of her.  
 
    Fucking her. 
 
    Raping her.  
 
    “Brett, stop,” she ordered, but her voice was meek, tired. “Brett.” 
 
    The boy ignored her and kept on thrusting. 
 
    Hanna tried to push him off, but this only seemed to encourage him. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah… you like that,” he gasped.  
 
    Stop, her mind screamed, Brett, stop! 
 
    Hanna scratched Brett’s narrow chest, raking his tanned skin. Like her weak blows, this only served to add to Brett’s excitement. Knowing that there was nothing she could do, Hanna closed her eyes and lay back, allowing herself to go numb.  
 
    It didn’t last long. A few seconds later, Brett grunted and then shuddered. Three final jerks and the boy pulled out of her. His chest sticky with sweat, Brett flopped onto his back beside her.  
 
    Go away, Hanna thought, but didn’t say. Tears forced their way between her clenched lids and wet her cheeks.  
 
    “So, that was your first time?” Brett’s voice was normal again, regaining the same calm, and slightly jovial tone that he’d used when Hanna had first spotted him near the backyard gate.  
 
    She mustered all of her strength to roll onto her side, but this proved to be a mistake; Brett started playing with her hair again like he’d done on the lawn chair. 
 
    The feeling of his fingers near her made Hanna want to vomit. 
 
    “Is it? ‘Cuz it only hurts the first time, Hanna. Just the first.”  
 
    The implication was obvious: he was going to do it to her again. Maybe not now, not tonight, but someday.  
 
    Hanna swallowed the bile that filled her mouth. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I hurt you,” Brett said, his voice going softer still. 
 
    Hanna needed to hold something, to squeeze something, a sensation not unlike when she sucked a hard candy for too long and couldn’t resist crunching it beneath her teeth. She reached out, intent on grabbing a pillow but instead felt her backpack.  
 
    This was even more comforting than any pillow. Especially one that might have smelled like him. 
 
    Hanna wrapped her arms through the straps and pressed it against her chest. Something hard dug into her ribs and she found herself unzipping the bag and reaching inside without thinking. Her fingers quickly found the object of discomfort, but it took several more moments for her mind to comprehend what it was. 
 
    “Hanna? I’m sorry if I hurt you, but next time, it’ll be better. Promise.” 
 
    “Next time,” Hanna repeated. She grabbed the object in her hand and clutched it.  
 
    “Yeah, next time—you liked it, right? I mean, even if it hurt?” 
 
    That was it, the final straw. Hanna had had enough. 
 
    She pulled the object out, while at the same time rolling over and onto her knees. In one fluid motion, Hanna straddled Brett, surprised that the nausea and dizziness were almost completely gone.  
 
    “Hanna? What the fuck?” 
 
    Hanna, tears streaming down her cheeks, pointed the gun directly at Brett’s forehead. 
 
    “You raped me,” she said between clenched teeth. “You fucking raped me.” 
 
    Spit sprayed from her lips and landed on Brett’s sweat-soaked chest. The boy looked genuinely confused, which only angered her further. 
 
    “I didn’t… Hanna, you wanted it… you—” 
 
    “I wanted it?” Hanna spat. “I wanted it? I didn’t even know where I was.” 
 
    “But… but you wanted it,” Brett pleaded. “I—I—I thought you did.” 
 
    “I didn’t want it,” Hanna shot back, inching the gun closer to Brett’s forehead. His eyes were wide and wet now, much like her own. “I wanted to leave. I told you that.” 
 
    “Hanna, please…” 
 
    Brett was sobbing now. He truly was pathetic. 
 
    Hanna’s finger moved from the guard to the trigger. 
 
    “Please, please, don’t… no… I’m sorry. Oh, god, oh, god, please…” 
 
    If it had been a real gun, Hanna might have pulled the trigger, so intense were her feelings of violation and betrayal.  
 
    But it wasn’t real. It looked real, but it was just a plastic toy.  
 
    Hanna peeled herself off Brett and moved to the side of the bed. There, she quickly dressed, keeping him rooted in place with the barrel of the gun. 
 
    “I never wanted you,” she hissed. “You’re disgusting… a pathetic rapist.” 
 
    With these parting words, Hanna shoved the gun into her bag and hurried out of the room.  
 
    Jill was in the kitchen and saw Hanna rush by. 
 
    “Hanna? What’s wrong? Hanna?” 
 
    But Hanna didn’t stop.  
 
    She just kept on running.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Unlike when Hanna had run away from home, when she fled Brett’s, she knew exactly where she was going. And with every step she took away from the boy’s house and the boy himself, her feelings of pity started to dissipate. 
 
    This was quickly and fully replaced by anger. Her crotch still ached, a pain she was positive would never go away completely, but the rest of her had already started to heal.  
 
    She wouldn’t let Brett and his pathetic little prick ruin her. That was giving him even more than what he’d already stolen.  
 
    Hanna’s brisk walk soon became a jog. Then a full-out run. 
 
    She ran for a good hour and even when her feet were more blister than flesh, she kept on going.  
 
    When Hanna finally did stop, she nearly collapsed onto the familiar, cigarette-burned bus stop bench. No longer was she fearful of Cargo Shorts, Muscle Shirt, or even the knife-wielding Robbie. What could they do to her that Brett, a supposed friend, hadn’t already?  
 
    Besides, now she had the gun. 
 
    Robin had revealed to her that sometimes the power was in the showing and not the using, something she hoped continued to hold true else rendering the plastic toy in her purse useless.  
 
    Robin… 
 
    It seemed implausible that the hooded girl would be here now, past midnight on a random day of a random week, but she was. 
 
    Hanna squinted hard, not truly believing what she was seeing. 
 
    Robin appeared at the side of the road, or maybe she had been there all along and was just hiding in the shadows and chose this moment to slip into the light.  
 
    “Never thought I’d see you back here,” the girl said, pulling back her hood. Her short black hair was tied up in a ponytail this time, but other than that, she looked exactly as she had when Hanna had met her, right down to the clothes she was wearing. 
 
    “Neither did I,” Hanna replied in an oddly calm voice.  
 
    Robin smirked. 
 
    “Didn’t you learn your lesson last time? This place isn’t safe for you.”  
 
    Instead of answering, Hanna subconsciously reached into her backpack and fondled the fake gun.  
 
    “Ah, you’ve come with protection this time,” Robin said with a chuckle. 
 
    It was this word, ‘protection’, that broke Hanna.  
 
    She started to cry again, even though she felt dried up inside.  
 
    Brett hadn’t used protection. What if he has AIDS? What if he got me pregnant? 
 
    Incoherent thoughts rambled in her head until Hanna could no longer contain herself. She pulled her hand out of the bag and cupped her face as she sobbed.  
 
    “Shit,” she heard Robin mutter. 
 
    Then the girl was beside her, gently wrapping her in her arms. Somewhere deep down, Hanna knew that this was all insane, that she was seeking comfort in a person she’d only met once before. A person she knew next to nothing about. 
 
    Hanna lost it completely and she pressed herself into Robin’s sweatshirt, crying uncontrollably. The girl responded by caressing her head. 
 
    Moments passed and then Hanna really had run dry. Sniffling, she sat up and wiped her nose with the back of her arm. 
 
    Embarrassed, she said, “I’m sorry.”  
 
    Robin made a face as if she was confused by this remark. 
 
    “Don’t be. You couldn’t imagine how many times I’ve cried like that.” 
 
    Hanna couldn’t picture Robin crying at all. Not the girl who had stood up to three much larger boys, one with a knife, wielding only a toy gun. When Hanna had collapsed on Robin, she’d discovered that the girl was thinner than expected. But she wasn’t frail. 
 
    She was tough, strong.  
 
    She wouldn’t let anyone do to her what Brett had done to Hanna. 
 
    No fucking way. 
 
    As if hearing her thoughts, Robin said, “It’s true—I wasn’t always like this.” She paused, looking off into space. Then shuddered and returned her attention to Hanna. “Tell me what happened.”  
 
    Hanna lowered her gaze, but Robin forced her eyes back up.  
 
    “Your pupils are dilated.”  
 
    Hanna made a face. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, you’ve been dabbling tonight, haven’t you?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Robin lifted a finger to the bright streetlamp above. 
 
    “Pupils are dilated even in the light. You’ve taken something tonight. And I’m guessing by all the crying that either you didn’t mean to or you regret it.” 
 
    Hanna thought back to how fast the beer had hit her at the party. 
 
    Was I drugged?  
 
    “I was… I was raped,” she blurted. 
 
    Hanna expected Robin to recoil or maybe grow uncomfortable.  
 
    She did neither.  
 
    Robin remained calm as she produced a cigarette from her jean pocket and lit it. She offered one to Hanna, who declined.  
 
    “Fucking prick. We should get you home, Hanna.” 
 
    Hanna was surprised, and a little disappointed, by this response.  
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t want to go home.” 
 
    “People will be looking for you.” 
 
    Did she not hear what I just said? I’ve been raped. 
 
    “No, they won’t.” 
 
    Robin rose to her feet. 
 
    “Go home, Hanna. People care about you, people love you. Go home, tell them what happened. Don’t come back here.” 
 
    Hanna watched as Robin flipped her hood up and started to walk away. It took her several seconds before she could process what the girl had just said. 
 
    “People love me?” she shouted, her anger returning. Robin didn’t slow. “I tell you I’ve been raped, and you tell me that people love me? That I should just go home? What the fuck kind of advice is that?” 
 
    She took three large steps forward and Robin spun around.  
 
    The clenched jaw, the narrow eyes, the sheer volatility she saw in the girl’s face scared her. 
 
    “Then don’t go home.” 
 
    Hanna sighed. 
 
    “What do I—” 
 
    “Then don’t go home, and don’t sit on a bench and cry. Trust me, none of that shit works—didn’t for me. None of it will ever make you feel better… make you feel like you did before.” 
 
    “Then what? What do I do?” Hanna asked desperately.  
 
    Robin reached out and grabbed the safety pin holding her sliced shirt sleeve together. 
 
    “Get even. That’s what the fuck you do, Hanna. You get even.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think this is a good idea,” Hanna said.  
 
    “It’s a great idea,” Robin countered. “Look, you want to get back at that prick who raped you tonight?” 
 
    Despite everything that had happened to her, that word, ‘raped’, made her cringe. 
 
    “Of course, I—” 
 
    The question had been rhetorical. 
 
    “Then this is how we do it. There’s a beauty in the irony… no, don’t be scared. I do this by myself all the time. With your help, it’ll be twice as easy.” 
 
    Hanna was still angry, but she wasn’t so blinded by her fury that she couldn’t recognize that what they were doing was dangerous. And illegal. But what was the alternative? Go home?  
 
    Fuck that. 
 
    Go to the cops? They’d call her parents. Then her mother would come home and, sure, she’d be consoling at first, but eventually, she’d be pissed. 
 
    That was Lucy Whitmore’s way.  
 
    “Good. Then you know what to do, right?” 
 
    Hanna nodded. She looked down at the fake pistol in her hand and saw that it was shaking.  
 
    Robin noticed this, too. 
 
    “Relax, you’ll be fine. Just do exactly what I said.”  
 
    Hanna nodded again. It bothered her that she felt a tingle of excitement in the pit of her stomach, but then she realized why it was there. 
 
    It had to do with control.  
 
    Along with her virginity, Brett had stolen her locus of control. 
 
    This was her chance to get it back. 
 
    Maybe Robin is on to something.  
 
    “Okay, go on, get behind the dumpster,” Robin instructed. 
 
    Hanna skirted toward the foul-smelling dumpster. With the gun in hand, she crouched behind it. 
 
    Stay calm, Hanna. 
 
    Three deep breaths later, she mustered the courage to peek around the side of the metal container.  
 
    The girl had since removed her sweatshirt revealing a thin frame and small breasts that were thrust upward by a push-up bra. The white blouse on top had seen better days. Robin still sported the same jeans, but the way she moved in them, with a slight sway to her hips, made them look designer and not the bargain bin denim that they were.  
 
    Hanna was surprised by how quickly things happened. First, two cars passed by Robin who stood at the mouth of the alley opening, hand on her hip. The third slowed. The fourth, a beat-up indigo blue Ford Taurus stopped right in front of the girl. Robin strode forward and while Hanna knew that she was speaking, she could only pick up bits and pieces of what was being said.  
 
    Her heart started to gallop when Robin leaned on the open passenger window and it nearly burst when she gestured to the alley in which Hanna hid. When Robin had first described her plan, Hanna had secretly hoped that every single car passed them by. Even if nothing happened, the plan itself, coupled with the fact that she’d agreed to it, had brought some semblance of control back to Hanna’s life.  
 
    But when the car’s headlights went dark and a man got out of the driver’s seat, Hanna realized that this was actually happening.  
 
    The John who followed Robin into the alley was short and squat with a T-shirt that didn’t quite cover the lower half of his belly. As he neared, Hanna got a better look at his balding head, his untrimmed mustache.  
 
    Just leave… please, just leave… fuck. 
 
    The man had no intention of leaving.  
 
    Not until he got what he wanted.  
 
    Hanna debated turning and running, leaving Robin here to fend for herself. After all, the girl had told her that she’d done this before, that it was easy, that it wasn’t really dangerous.  
 
    The alley was dark, but not so dark that Hanna couldn’t see Robin’s face.  
 
    And the scintilla of fear buried beneath a mask of courage.  
 
    As planned, Robin guided the man towards the opposite side of the alley, just across from the dumpster, and pushed him up against the wall.  
 
    “Right here?” the John’s voice cracked with the word, ‘here’.  
 
    “Right here,” Robin confirmed. 
 
    She dropped to her knees and immediately began unbuckling the man’s belt. He started to moan even before she got to the zipper, his eyes darting nervously about the alley, not focusing on anything in particular. 
 
    The man’s tongue shot out and moistened the uneven mustache hairs that curled into his mouth. Feeling empowered, he reached for the back of Robin’s head, for her ponytail, but before his chubby fingers grabbed hold, she pulled back and looked up. 
 
    “Wait, let me see the money first,” Robin said. 
 
    The John was annoyed by this delay, but the prospect of having Robin’s hand or lips on his cock was so great that he fumbled with his wallet and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill without even mouthing a word of protest.  
 
    “We agreed on forty,” Robin said. 
 
    The man’s upper lip turned over. 
 
    “You said twenty.” No crack this time. 
 
    “For a hand job.” Robin leaned in close, rubbing her lips across the bulge in the man’s jeans. A sigh escaped him, and Hanna no longer felt excitement in her belly. All she felt was disgust. “Forty for a blowjob.” 
 
    The plan worked perfectly. Once more the man turned his attention to his wallet, trying with shaking fingers to pull out the requisite bills. That’s when Hanna stood, strode forward, and raised the gun in her hand. 
 
    “Twenty for a hand job, forty for a blowjob,” Hanna repeated, injecting as much strength into her voice as she could. “But it’ll be everything in your fucking wallet for being a goddamn pedophile creep.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Hanna’s aim was steady and true. Even Robin seemed surprised by this, judging by the expression on her face, but she wasn’t so taken aback that she didn’t complete her part of the scam. She removed all the cash from the John’s wallet and then threw the empty, worn piece of leather at his feet.  
 
    The man was so confused that not only had he lost his erection, but Hanna was fairly certain that he hadn’t even noticed the gun yet. He’d noticed her, though, that much was clear, but not the gun. Hanna decided to change that. 
 
    She took two steps forward, making sure that the gun fell directly into the weak orange light emitted by an ancient wall sconce.  
 
    The man started to lick his upper lip again, but in fear this time and not arousal. 
 
    “O-o-okay, o-okay,” the man stammered, “Take the money, okay? I-I-I don’t want any problems. I’m just going to pick up my wallet.”  
 
    “Damn right we’re going to take your money,” Robin snapped. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I just thought—I just—I’m sorry,” the man buckled his pants and slipped his now empty wallet into his back pocket.  
 
    “Now run,” Hanna ordered, flicking the gun toward the man’s parked Taurus. “Run back to your car and get the fuck out of here. And if I ever—ever—see you again, I won’t be waving the gun. I’ll be firing it.”  
 
    The man’s eyes went wide and then he did as Hanna bid. Given his proportions, however, running was not something he was accustomed to. He took three steps and then tripped, sprawling onto the asphalt.  
 
    Both Robin and Hanna laughed as the man picked himself up and then limped to his car. The tires squealed and the vehicle shot off, bumping the curb loudly as it went. Hanna continued to laugh until she couldn’t catch her breath. 
 
    “That was fucking gold,” Robin said as they backed into the alley. “Twenty for a hand job, forty for a blowjob, and everything in your fucking wallet for being a goddamn pedophile? Absolute gold.”  
 
    Hanna took several deep breaths and looked closely at Robin. She was smiling and Hanna realized that this was the first time she’d seen the other girl smile. 
 
    “How much did we make?” she asked, her eyes drifting to the cash in Robin’s hand.  
 
    Robin quickly counted the bills. 
 
    “Eighty-three bucks.” 
 
    Hanna had nearly that much in her backpack, and access to hundreds more in her account, but for her, it wasn’t about the money. Robin on the other hand…  
 
    “Not bad,” Hanna offered.  
 
    “Not bad at all,” Robin concurred. “Surprised that fucker had this much.” She looked to the gun in Hanna’s hand. “You going to put that thing away?” 
 
    Hanna turned it over in her palm. The power she’d felt when she’d aimed it at the John was something of the like she’d never felt before. 
 
    And this was with a fake gun. Hanna couldn’t imagine what sort of surge she’d experience with a real one.  
 
    Robin made two piles of cash and offered one to Hanna. 
 
    “Here’s your take,” she said. 
 
    Hanna shook her head. 
 
    “Naw, you keep it.” 
 
    “I ain’t no charity case,” Robin said, her tone hardening. “Take the money.”  
 
    Knowing that Robin would be insulted if she refused a second time, Hanna grabbed the bills and shoved them into her pocket without even counting them.  
 
    Robin did the same with her share and then pulled out a smoke. This time, Hanna asked for one and Robin obliged. 
 
    She smoked too quickly and got a head buzz, but it wasn’t at all like at Brett’s party. That had been foul, nauseating, but this was somehow uplifting. When she was done, Hanna stamped the butt out with her runner. 
 
    “You ready?” she asked. 
 
    Robin looked at her curiously.  
 
    “Ready for what?” 
 
    “To do it again.” Hanna couldn’t keep the excitement from her voice. “You want to do it again, right?” 
 
    Robin glanced down at the cheap Timex on her wrist. 
 
    “Naw, it’s almost three. I think we’re good for tonight.” 
 
    Hanna was surprised and disappointed by her friend’s reluctance.  
 
    “Come on, one more time.” She squeezed the gun. “That was… that was amazing. One more.”  
 
    Robin shook her head.  
 
    “It’s too late, and I’m tired,” she said. 
 
    The petulant child in Hanna, the one that her mother was previously only capable of bringing out of her, emerged. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll do it by myself, then.” 
 
    Robin’s arm shot out and she grabbed Hanna by the wrist. She squeezed so tightly that the gun almost slipped from her hand.  
 
    “No, you won’t,” Robin said. 
 
    Hanna struggled against the other girl’s grip, but Robin was too strong for her to break free. 
 
    This reminded her of Robbie, the knife-wielding thug who wanted to do to her what Brett had done a few days later. 
 
    “Promise you won’t do it by yourself, Hanna. Promise you’ll only do this with me.” 
 
    Hanna stared into Robin’s eyes. She wasn’t sure what the big deal was; this had been easy, and Robin said she did it by herself all the time. But it was clear that Robin wasn’t going to let go unless Hanna agreed. 
 
    “Okay, fine,” she said. “But only if we do it again—together.” 
 
    Robin held her stare for a few moments longer. 
 
    “Yeah, but not tonight. It’s late. Go home, Hanna. And if tomorrow, or next week or next month, you still want to do it again? You know where to find me.”  
 
    Hanna was disappointed but arguing wasn’t going to get her anywhere. That wasn’t how you dealt with someone like Robin. 
 
    “But you’re right,” Robin said, breaking into a grin. “That was fun. And I hope we get to do it again.”  
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    Robin slipped her hoodie back on, jammed her hands into the center pocket, and started to walk away. Hanna quickly put the gun in her backpack then watched Robin go. The girl was halfway across the street when something occurred to her.  
 
    “Wait, Robin?” 
 
    The girl stopped and looked over her shoulder at Hanna. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “How the heck do I get home from here?” 
 
    Robin laughed. 
 
    “You’ve got forty-two bucks burning a hole in your pocket. Take a cab.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    The first thing Hanna did when she got home was take a hot shower. Most of the euphoria that she’d felt after robbing the John had cleared her system, and she was hurting again. Only after washing off the day’s grime did she dare inspect her body.  
 
    There was no bruising, no bite marks, no sign of what Brett had done to her. The only physical manifestation of the rape was the pale pink stream of blood mixed with water that ran down her inner thigh to the drain below. Seeing this trickle caused Hanna to suck in a sharp breath. 
 
    She shut her eyes and let the water continue to flow over her. Her mind was filled with distorted images of Brett, sounds of him grunting, the pressure of him thrusting. 
 
    Her first instinct was to vanquish the images by opening her eyes, but Hanna fought the urge. 
 
    This is how they control you, she thought, remembering what Robin had told her. This is what they want—for you to be afraid. 
 
    The scene changed. No longer was Hanna the victim. Instead, she was back in the alley, gun in hand. Only it wasn’t the John staring back but Brett, and he was smiling, showing off his perfect white teeth. 
 
    His teeth parted and he said, “Yeah, next time—you liked it, right?” 
 
    Hanna’s imaginary finger squeezed the trigger. 
 
    “Yeah, I really hope there is a next time, Brett.” 
 
    She sighed and finally opened her eyes. The water flowed clear now, but Hanna washed her entire body a second time to make sure that none of Brett’s stink remained on her. After drying off, she popped two Advil for the pain, tied her still damp hair in a ponytail, and slipped on her pajamas.  
 
    It took all of three minutes lying on her back and staring at the ceiling for her to know that sleep wasn’t going to come, at least not yet. The Advil hadn’t done its magic and it felt as if her vagina had its own heartbeat. With a grunt, Hanna pulled herself out of bed and made her way slowly to the kitchen. In the freezer she found the faux fur wrapped ice pack that was reserved for her most uncomfortable periods. Back in her bed, Hanna placed the ice on her stomach, just below her pubic bone. That took care of the throbbing, at least. 
 
    Exhausted as she was, Hanna didn’t think that she was going to sleep at all that night.  
 
    She was wrong.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Is this your first time, Hanna? Is it? Is it?” 
 
    The voice was distorted, with a slight warble to it, and appeared to come from the darkness itself.  
 
    “It only hurts the first time, Hanna.” 
 
    They were Brett’s words, but it wasn’t him speaking them.  
 
    “Next it’ll be better… I promise.” 
 
    Now Hanna recognized the voice.  
 
    “Jill?” 
 
    Jill’s face materialized out of the dark as if summoned by Hanna. She had no body, no head, just a face. 
 
    “I’m staying, Hanna. Don’t be such a prude.” 
 
    “I’m—I’m not, Jill,” Hanna stammered. She knew that she was arguing with an apparition, a figment of her imagination, but she couldn’t help it.  “I’m not. But Brett—Brett he—” 
 
    “He what?” Hanna didn’t need to explain. Jill already knew what she was going to say because she was inside Hanna’s head. “You wanted it. You’ve always wanted it.” 
 
    “I didn’t—” 
 
    “It only hurts the first time, Hanna. The next time it won’t hurt at all. It’ll feel good.”  
 
    Jill’s face dissolved and was replaced by a set of teeth.  
 
    Big, giant, white teeth.  
 
    Brett’s teeth. 
 
    “You raped me,” Hanna gasped. 
 
    “You wanted it,” the boy mocked. 
 
    These words were repeated, but not by Jill or Brett, but a chorus of people. 
 
    “You wanted it,” they chanted. The faces of her classmates swirled about her, ebbing in and out of the black horizon. “You wanted it. You wanted it. You wanted it.”  
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Hanna shouted. She tried to shake her head, to close her eyes, to sit up, to do anything, but like those around her, she was just a face in the void. “No, I didn’t! I didn’t want it!” 
 
    “You wanted it. You wanted it. You wanted it.” 
 
    “I didn’t want it!” 
 
    Hanna’s scream shattered the reverie.  
 
    Finally, she thought. Finally, some quiet. 
 
    But the demons weren’t quite done with her yet.  
 
    “I told you not to go to that party, Hanna. I warned you.” 
 
    One final face, one that Hanna knew well filled her mind.  
 
    “Mom? Mom, I need to… we need to call the police.” 
 
    “I warned you, Hanna.”  
 
    Lucy Whitmore was angry now. 
 
    Furious. 
 
    “Mom?” Hanna whimpered. “Please… mom?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    “Hanna, wake up. Hanna, wake up.” 
 
    Hands were on her now, roughly shaking her out of her slumber. 
 
    Hanna sat up so quickly that the ice pack on her stomach slid off and fell to the floor. 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    It was her mom, in the flesh this time. Lucy Whitmore’s mouth was twisted in a frown and the woman’s arms were crossed over her chest. 
 
    Hanna was confused. She remembered everything that happened the night prior, starting with her decision to go to the party, to Brett raping her, to meeting up with Robin.  
 
    But that had happened on Friday night and Saturday morning and her mother wasn’t due back until Sunday. 
 
    “What—what day is it?” she asked. 
 
    Her mother ignored the question. 
 
    “What have you done?” 
 
    “What? Nothing. What are you doing here?” Hanna started to swing her legs over the side of the bed but stopped when the pain struck. She winced and held her stomach.  
 
    “What in God’s name have you done, Hanna?” 
 
    There was a look of disdain on Lucy’s face and Hanna carefully placed her feet on the floor.  
 
    “What do you mean? What day is it?” 
 
    “It’s Saturday morning—get dressed. Get dressed, now.” 
 
    None of this was making sense. She shook her head. 
 
    “I have to tell you—” 
 
    Lucy turned her back on Hanna. 
 
    “Just get dressed and come downstairs. Do it and do it now.” 
 
    Hanna watched her mother leave.  
 
    What the hell is going on? 
 
    The sound of male voices—two of them, one her father’s and one she didn’t recognize—got her moving. Hanna slipped on a pair of soccer shorts and a plain white T-shirt. Every step was painful, but she forced herself to move out of her room and onto the landing. When she peered into the foyer below, her heart jumped into her throat. 
 
    Her father was there, looking serious as ever, and her mother was annoyed as always.  
 
    The third person, the man whose voice she didn’t recognize, wore an NYPD uniform. 
 
    David Whitmore’s eyes met Hanna’s and there was an unexpected measure of softness in them. 
 
    It didn’t last long. 
 
    “Get down here, Hanna,” Lucy said.  
 
    “What’s—what’s going on?” 
 
    “That’s something I was hoping you could tell me,” the police officer said. Hanna was trying to get a read on the man, but her eyes were drawn to the object in his hands. 
 
    A backpack. Her backpack.  
 
    Hanna swallowed hard. 
 
    Her first thought was that the John had somehow identified her and called the cops. But that didn’t make sense. The man with the ratty mustache had tried to solicit a fifteen or sixteen-year-old girl, he wouldn’t have gone to the cops, especially not for eighty-odd dollars. That’s what made the scam so perfect.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Hanna said, making her way down the stairs. “I didn’t sleep well last night.” 
 
    She reached the bottom step and her knees wobbled. Her mother grabbed her by the shoulders and held her firm. 
 
    “What happened last night?” Lucy demanded. There was no softness in her eyes, only iron.  
 
    Hanna looked down.  
 
    Brett… this is about Brett. 
 
    She recalled what Robin had said to her when she’d stepped into the light and had seen Hanna crying on the bus stop bench.  
 
    People care about you, people love you. Go home, tell them what happened.  
 
    Did Jill say something? Someone else at the party, maybe? 
 
    Tears started to well. 
 
    “Hanna, can you please tell me what happened last night?” 
 
    Hanna focused on the police officer. She wanted to tell him what happened, what Brett had done, but wasn’t sure how to start. 
 
    When she opened her mouth to speak, no words came out. 
 
    The officer sighed. He looked tired.  
 
    “This will be much easier for everyone if you start talking, Hanna. Now, the only reason I haven’t taken you down to the station is because I know your father. But if you don’t explain what happened I will have no other choice.”  
 
    There was something wrong with the officer’s tone, his words. They seemed accusatory like she was the one that needed to be cuffed and not that asshole Brett.  
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Just tell us where you got the gun, Hanna. You tell us that, and we can make it all go away. But if you don’t, then Officer Bailer is going to take you in. I’m not letting you soil the family name. We’ve worked too hard to let you mess this up.” 
 
    “Gun?” she gasped, pulling free of her mother and backing away.  
 
    “Yes, the gun—” 
 
    “Mom, I was raped.” 
 
    Tears flowed, but only from Hanna’s eyes. Her mother’s response was unexpected, and it stung her deeply. 
 
    “No, no, no,” Lucy Whitmore said, wagging a finger. “I knew you’d pull something like this, make up a story. Tell us where you got the gun from. And don’t start that rape bullshit. Don’t start that with me. I won’t have it.” 
 
    Hanna couldn’t believe her mother’s words. 
 
    I won’t have it? Did she mishear? She must have misheard. That’s the only thing that makes sense.  
 
    “It’s not even real,” Hanna sobbed. “It’s not even a real gun, but mom, you’re not listening. I was raped—Brett raped me at the party!”  
 
    Officer Bailey was reaching into the backpack when she said this, and his eyes shot up.  
 
    “Brett? Brett McDowell? He raped you?” At least the officer was taking this seriously. 
 
    Hanna nodded. She was sobbing now, her face a wet mess. And yet nobody was offering her anything. Not a shoulder to cry on, not a fucking tissue. 
 
    “Hanna, please, I’ve known Brett since he was a boy. He would never do anything like that,” her father said, placating as ever. 
 
    Hanna swiped her nose with the back of her arm. Strings of spit and snot clung to her skin.  
 
    “Why the fuck aren’t you listening to me?” she said, hysteria setting in. “He raped me… he raped me!” Her parents’ deadpan expressions stared back. The officer looked extremely uncomfortable, his gaze darting nervously at David. “Why are you looking at him? You’re the cop! Do something! Why don’t you believe me?”  
 
    “Maybe because you brought a gun to a party, Hanna?” her mother said. “That tends to tarnish your credibility. And you’ve done something like this before, remember? When you went to Nancy’s? You said that she pushed you, that’s why you had scrapes on your knees. But that wasn’t true, was it? It was because you were doing… things… with that Trever boy. Isn’t that right? Isn’t that why your knees were all banged up? Hmm?” 
 
    “Mom! Mom, that was different!” Hanna pleaded. “That was—” 
 
    As if on cue, the officer pulled the handgun that Robin had given her out of the backpack. He held it with two fingers from the butt as if it were made of biohazardous material. 
 
    “It’s not real,” Hanna whined. “It’s a fucking fake gun.” 
 
    “It’s plastic,” the officer confirmed.  
 
    “See! See! I told you.” 
 
    “But I’m going to take it in, anyways. The McDowell boy—” 
 
    “He raped me!” 
 
    What happened next was nearly impossible for Hanna to understand. Lucy stepped forward as if to comfort her, but instead, slapped Hanna across the face. Her ear immediately started to ring, and she could feel a scalding hand imprint on her cheek and temple. 
 
    “Don’t you dare, Hanna,” her mother hissed, glaring at her. “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    That’s when Hanna understood. This wasn’t about the gun, or about the rape. It was about Brett McDowell, or, more specifically, it was about the Whitmores trying to save face with the McDowells.  
 
    She had one more shot. Hanna looked over her mother’s shoulder and focused on her father.  
 
    “Dad?” she whispered. 
 
    “Don’t,” Lucy said simply. 
 
    David turned his back on her, guiding the officer toward the door. 
 
    “You heard her. She didn’t get much sleep. If you can talk the McDowells down about this gun thing, especially now that we know it isn’t real, I can make sure that Hanna catches up on her rest.” 
 
    The implication in her father’s words was implicit, that he would make this rape ‘thing’ go away. 
 
    To the officer’s credit, he stopped and peeled David’s arm off him. Then he looked back at Hanna. 
 
    “You okay, Hanna?” 
 
    With her mother glaring at her, and Hanna’s face still hot and stinging from the slap, there was only one thing she could say. 
 
    “Yes.” The word was barely audible. “I’m just… tired.” 
 
    “See?” her dad said, replacing his arm on the officer’s shoulder. 
 
    “Not only that, but I’ll make sure that Hanna apologizes to Brett the next time she sees him. Isn’t that right, Hanna?” 
 
    “What?” A gasp. “Mom—” 
 
    “You’ll do what I say, Hanna. If you want to continue living in this house, you will do exactly as I say.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    Hanna returned to her bedroom in a daze. If she’d put thought into how her mother would have reacted to her rape, this result wouldn’t have been wholly unexpected. Still, there was always hope that for once, Lucy Whitmore would come to her defense.  
 
    Stand up for her. 
 
    Treat her like a real fucking human being.  
 
    Hanna was done crying, but she wasn’t done sleeping. After popping two more Advil, she put the ice pack, now lukewarm, on her lower abdomen and crawled back into bed. As before, she didn’t expect sleep to come, but running the emotional meter on red for so long had a way of exhausting you unparalleled by physical activity.  
 
    Hanna closed her eyes and sleep came fast and hard.  
 
    Sometime later, a voice pulled her out of her slumber.  
 
    “Hanna, you coming for dinner?” Her mother’s tone was unexpectedly warm, and the knock on her bedroom door was gentle.  
 
    Hanna rolled onto her side, once again sending the ice pack crashing to the floor.  
 
    Dinner? Really? With you?  
 
    “Hanna?” Her mother knocked again. “Hanna, can I come in?” 
 
    Hanna didn’t say anything; there was nothing to say. She knew little about motherhood—in fact, hadn’t thought about it at all, seeing as she’d never had sex until a few nights ago—but the idea of protecting one’s offspring was ingrained in human DNA.  
 
    It was a construct of evolution.  
 
    Lucy Whitmore’s DNA, however, was obviously methylated in all the wrong places.  
 
    Hanna watched as the doorknob turned and her mother stepped inside her room. When the woman sat on the edge of the bed, Hanna ignored the dull throb in her groin and pulled her feet up so as not to make contact with her. At least her mother had the courtesy to bring Hanna’s backpack up to her, which she laid on the floor. 
 
    “Hanna, I’m sorry,” Lucy whispered.  
 
    This was so unexpected that Hanna wasn’t sure how to react. Her mouth fell open and she gaped.  
 
    She’s sorry, she realizes she made a mistake and now she’s going to tell me that they discussed it with the officer and— 
 
    “I’m sorry that your first time wasn’t what you expected.” 
 
    Hanna’s eyes rocketed to her mother, but her gaze was not met. Lucy was staring at her small hands, which were folded in her lap.  
 
    “Mine wasn’t either. Can I… can I tell you about my first time?” 
 
    After what had happened downstairs, Hanna didn’t think that anything her mother did would surprise her.  
 
    She was wrong.  
 
    Once more, Lucy Whitmore did not wait for her daughter to answer before continuing. 
 
    “I was… well, it doesn’t matter how old I was, but this was before your father. I went to a high school party and there was this boy there, a boy I had a crush on. His name was Kurt, and he was big and strong and, my God, he was cute. But I was a late bloomer, Hanna, and wasn’t as developed as other girls. Just wasn’t lucky that way, I guess. Kurt didn’t even look at me.”  
 
    Please stop, Hanna pleaded. Please just make it stop.  
 
    “Then there was my friend Eliza—my best friend. She was more, how do I say this, outgoing. She knew that I liked Kurt, but that didn’t matter. She made out with him at the party and not even in a bathroom or anything like that. Right out in the open, as if she wanted me to see.”  
 
    Hanna pressed her chin between her knees and closed her eyes so tightly that she saw stars.  
 
    Stop!  
 
    “Anyways, I decided, what the hell, I’ll make Kurt jealous. Ha! Thinking about it now, this made no sense. After all, Kurt didn’t even know my name. But at the time I had like four beers, and I didn’t really drink that much. I was buzzed and found the first guy and we went upstairs and did the deed. He was chubby and awkward, and I don’t even think he enjoyed it. The point is, Hanna, not everything is going to turn out—” 
 
    “Stop,” Hanna begged, finally speaking out loud. “Just stop.” 
 
    “Hanna, I’m trying to help you,” Lucy said. “I’m trying to—” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” Hanna opened her eyes. “Seriously. What the fuck, ma?” 
 
    “That language is not befitting of a lady.” 
 
    Hanna’s anger was so potent that it stripped her of her words. The idea that what had happened to her was in any way remotely similar to her mother’s bungling first time was not just asinine but offensive.  
 
    And it was the final straw.  
 
    Lucy Whitmore’s DNA wasn’t just methylated, it was fragmented. 
 
    Her mother was frowning when she rose to her feet and started toward the door. On the way, she spotted the floral skirt that Hanna had worn to the party and she picked it up.  
 
    “I thought you returned this,” she muttered. Despite not saying anything else, the way she disapprovingly looked at the fabric in her hand spoke volumes. 
 
    When her mother made it to the door, still holding the skirt, she looked back. 
 
    “There’s dinner if you want it. Don’t let it get cold. And Hanna? This is the last I want to hear about your… adventures. Keep them to yourself from here on out, okay?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    Hanna let her dinner get cold. If it were up to her, she’d also let it rot. The very idea of leaving her room and having to interact with her parents was enough to keep her on her bed, knees to chest, chin to knees.  
 
    Hanna remained this way until around midnight when she heard her parents make their way to their bedroom. Judging by her father’s heavy gait, the man had gotten into his substantial scotch collection. And why wouldn’t he? After all, he had to cut his business trip short on account of his degenerate daughter. 
 
    And then, to top it off, he had to use his influence to make sure that she wasn’t charged with being raped.  
 
    Ho hum, how hard the man’s life must be.  
 
    Hanna waited for another half-hour before stretching her legs and groaning softly. She changed out of her soccer gear and donned a comfortable sweatshirt and a pair of jeans, recalling what Robin had said about her ‘designer’ clothes. It was a shame that Officer Bailey had taken her gun, plastic or not, but at least he hadn’t confiscated the whole bag. Hanna picked it up from where her mother had placed it and made sure her wallet, cash—including the forty-two dollars she’d ‘earned’, minus what she’d spent on the cab—and cards were still inside. She added a couple of pairs of fresh underwear and two clean T-shirts.  
 
    The jump from her bedroom window to the ledge below, and then the grass, proved much easier the second time. Hanna didn’t so much as grunt when she landed on the ground.  
 
    “Fuck you, Brett,” she whispered as she hurried across the lawn. Jumping over the fence proved more difficult, so Hanna turned sideways and squeezed through the opening instead. She almost got stuck but managed to wriggle her hips and slide between two wrought iron bars. 
 
    For some reason, it took longer to get to the bus stop this time around. Hanna even considered calling a cab but decided against it on account of not wanting to leave a record of where she’d gone. No point in making it easy for her parents when they came looking. 
 
    If they came looking.  
 
    There was always the possibility that the idea of having a runaway kid was so embarrassing that her folks would rather erase every trace of her existence than search for her. Was that even possible? Maybe… if they sold their home and moved out of New York City. Cite the rising alt-right movement, perhaps, and grab a nice place in California to start all over again.  
 
    Without child. 
 
    Eventually, Hanna made it back to the old faithful bus stop, and there she sat, waiting for the only person who understood her, the only person who could make her happy. Robin. 
 
    She needed Robin—needed her.  
 
    As she waited, Hanna thought about Jill, about how her friend wanted to stay and if she had only listened to Hanna and they’d left, Brett wouldn’t have raped her. Hanna’s swirling thoughts came up with the idea, the ludicrous notion, that after she’d run away Brett had told Jill about the gun incident and that she was the one who had gone to the cops. That didn’t make sense, but neither did Jill not calling or swinging by to see if she was alright after the party. Jill couldn’t have known what Brett had done to her, but she saw the way Hanna had run away. 
 
    And yet… nothing.  
 
    “Fuck her,” Hanna whispered. “Fuck her, fuck everyone.” 
 
    The bus came and went several times, but Robin didn’t show. Hanna waited another hour or two and had almost given up when she heard something. A laugh. It wasn’t high-pitched, but it wasn’t baritone, either. If the rest of the night hadn’t been so damn quiet, she wouldn’t have heard it at all. Hanna had no reason to believe that it was Robin making the sound, but she was nearly positive that this was the case.  
 
    Wishful thinking at its finest. 
 
    The laughter was coming from across the street, echoing up a narrow alleyway. Hanna cautiously crossed the road but hesitated when she reached the alley mouth. She could hear voices now, as well as laughter, both male and female. That sealed it; it was Robin, it had to be, and Hanna, imbued by the girl’s infectious courage, entered the alley. Chin up, she walked to the end, following the sound to a run-down, three-story apartment building. It was covered in graffiti and long since condemned.  
 
    The perfect place for someone like Robin. 
 
    Hanna imagined Robin peeling the plywood off the first-floor window herself. Naturally, the girl with the dark hair and hoodie was also the one who set the small fire in the center of the room, sending thin orange and yellow strands of light skyward to be devoured by the night. 
 
    Hanna was smiling when she stepped onto a cinder block and put her hands on the windowsill. 
 
    She’s going to be hella surprised to see me, was the last thought she had before silently pulling herself up, the pain in her lower half no longer a concern. 
 
    It took a second or two for Hanna’s eyes to adjust to the scene inside the foul-smelling apartment. But when they did, her smile grew. Robin was sitting on a couch that looked like it had spent years unprotected in the sun and rain.  
 
    But she wasn’t alone. 
 
    Seated on the floor across from her was a boy with a wide grin. 
 
    It was Robbie. 
 
    An involuntary moan escaped Hanna and her hands slipped. She managed to land back on the cinder block, but it toppled loudly and like the sounds that she’d followed into the alley, this noise chased her out.  
 
    As did Robin, who must have seen or heard her.  
 
    “Hanna? Hanna, wait!” 
 
    Hanna started to run, embracing the pain this time.  
 
    Fuck Jill, fuck everyone. And fuck Robin. 
 
    She was truly alone now; Hanna had no one to rely on, no one to look out for her. 
 
    Except for herself.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    Hanna kept her head down as she walked and, eventually, Robin either gave up or lost her. It was early Sunday morning now, which meant that while the stream of cars was minimal, they weren’t nonexistent. And there was some benefit to the infrequency of cars passing by the mouth of the alley: those who drove by and slowed were more determined, more desperate.  
 
    They weren’t window shopping; they had their wallets out and were ready to buy.  
 
    Hanna did exactly what Robin had done: she removed her sweatshirt, pulled her pants down to reveal the white waistband of her underwear, and strutted. But nobody stopped for her. One car slowed to a crawl but there was a woman inside and she rolled down the window to ask if Hanna was alright. 
 
    Hanna quickly waved her on. 
 
    What the hell am I doing wrong?  
 
    The more time she spent swaying her hips and thrusting her small chest high in the air, the longer Hanna had to think about what Robin had done to her. And the more foul the taste in her mouth became. 
 
    She’d been duped, plain and simple. What stung the most is that Hanna had fallen for the basic ruse.  
 
    A plastic gun… three degenerates with a knife…  
 
    It was all a scam—everything from the boys coming up to her to Robin being her ‘savior’ was part of a plan. Why Robin didn’t just let the boys take her entire purse instead of intervening was the only thing that didn’t make sense. And Hanna would never know, because she would never speak to the raven-haired bitch ever again.  
 
    They were probably laughing at me back in that shitty abandoned apartment. Robin probably told them what Brett did and they were all having a chuckle at my expense. Rich white girl from Manhattan crying about getting her cherry popped. Boo-fucking-hoo.  
 
    Hanna hated Robin and those three boys, but she hated herself more. She hated herself for being such a whiny bitch, for being used and abused first by her mother, then by Brett, then Robin.  
 
    How’d the old saying go?  
 
    Fool me once… 
 
    Determined to regain some semblance of control, Hanna undid the button on her jeans and folded the waistband down. It must have looked ridiculous—this had never been part of her plan and she was wearing an unflattering pair of white Fruit of the Loom underwear befitting of a toddler—but something clicked. Within minutes a gray Chevy slowed and then pulled over to the curb.  
 
    Inside was a man with blond hair pulled back from his forehead. He was in his mid-twenties, Hanna guessed, but it was too dark to tell for certain. 
 
    “You need some help?” he asked with a grin. 
 
    Hanna strutted toward the passenger window.  
 
    “Do you need some help?” she shot back. 
 
    The man cocked his head to one side and observed her strangely for a moment before nodding. He had odd eyes that were so pale a blue that they almost seemed to glow. Hanna’s heart thrummed when the man started to get out of the car. She hadn’t been able to overhear exactly what Robin had said to seal the deal but knew that establishing a price was critical. 
 
    She was frightened but also thrilled. 
 
    “Twenty for a hand job,” she said quickly. The man hesitated but then stepped out of the car. He was taller than she’d expected, six-three, maybe even six-four, and surprisingly handsome—nothing like the man with the gut and uneven mustache. “Forty for a blowjob.” 
 
    The man acted as if he hadn’t heard her. 
 
    “You out here alone?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Hanna replied, trying to be coy. 
 
    “Young girl like you out here alone… I’m alone, too. My mother left me, so did my sister. Just left me, you know? Said I wasn’t good enough, that my work was shit. Blamed everything on me. But my work is good…” he looked skyward and smiled. “It was the canvas that was shit.” 
 
    The John’s behavior and words were strange and confusing, and Hanna was intent on getting things back on track.  
 
    “Forty for a blowjob,” she repeated, backing into the alley.“And I need to see the money first.” 
 
    The man followed her into the alley and then pulled his wallet out and flashed it at Hanna. There appeared to be a wad of bills inside, and at least the outside one was a twenty.  
 
    “Only a blowjob,” Hanna said hesitantly. She didn’t want this John to get the impression that just because he had cash, she would do anything. 
 
    “Where?” the man asked. His voice was deep and oddly comforting. 
 
    Hanna indicated the dumpster with her chin. 
 
    “Just over here.” 
 
    She led the way, and the man assumed the position, his back against the wall. Hanna’s heart was pounding so hard now that she felt her body begin to rock a little. She knew that this was a dangerous game, but she was determined to see it through. 
 
    Fuck Robin, fuck mom, fuck Jill, fuck Brett. Fuck them all. 
 
    Hanna squatted. 
 
    “Close your eyes,” she whispered. As she fiddled with the John’s belt, Hanna looked up to make sure that the man had listened.  
 
    He had. 
 
    As she continued to work his belt, Hanna dropped her right hand to her waist. When the man didn’t react, she felt around beside the dumpster, touching her sweatshirt first then finding her backpack. She’d deliberately left it open but despite reaching inside, she couldn’t find the fist-sized rock she’d put in there. 
 
    Did someone take it out? Did someone— 
 
    Her fingers brushed against something hard, and Hanna breathed more easily as she squeezed the rock in her palm.  
 
    When she glanced up, she was shocked to see that the man’s eyes were no longer closed; he was staring down at her. What was even more startling was that there was no lust in his eyes like the red-faced John who Robin had robbed, but something else entirely.  
 
    “Is there—is there something wrong?” she asked. Hanna continued to work on the man’s pants, knowing that she had to get them down to his ankles before doing anything. Otherwise, he was apt to chase her. Then who knew what he would do to her.  
 
    It was the canvas that was shit. 
 
    What the hell did he mean? What canvas? 
 
    “You remind me of someone,” the man said. 
 
    “I hope she was good.” 
 
    “It’s not like that.” The man’s lip curled when he said this and there was an edge to his voice that hadn’t been there before.  
 
    A cramp suddenly flared in Hanna’s left calf and she instinctively started to rise. But the John had other ideas. He put his hand firmly on the top of her head and kept her down.  
 
    “Let go,” Hanna demanded. “Let go.” 
 
    The man’s strong fingers squeezed her skull and with all of his weight pushing down on her, Hanna couldn’t move her head to one side and slide free.  
 
    “Let go!” 
 
    Hanna pulled the rock out of her backpack and thrust it forward, aiming for the John’s balls.  
 
    She missed.  
 
    It seemed impossible, but with her head being forced down, almost between her knees, the angle was wrong. Instead of smashing the rock into the man’s groin, Hanna hit the wall instead, pinching the first two fingers of her right hand against the brick.  
 
    She screamed and dropped the stone.  
 
    “Now get up,” the man ordered. “Get the fuck up.” 
 
    Regret filled Hanna like air in a balloon. She didn’t want to get up, she didn’t want to be here. The man’s fingers tightened again, this time wrapping themselves in her hair, but a split second before she was yanked to her feet, someone shouted her name. 
 
    “Hanna!” 
 
    The grip on her head loosened enough for Hanna to glance to her right.  
 
    “Robin?” 
 
    The girl was running toward them, something dark in her outstretched hand. 
 
    “Let her go,” Robin said. “Let her go, now.” 
 
    The man untwisted his fingers from Hanna’s hair and raised both hands. Hanna immediately fell on her ass. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she gasped.  
 
    Robin shook her head.  
 
    “Just run, Hanna,” she said. “Run.” 
 
    But Hanna was sick of running. She found the rock near the John’s foot and grabbed it. It was tacky with her own blood.  
 
    “Hanna, what are you doing? Run!”  
 
    There was desperation in the girl’s voice, but Hanna was determined.  
 
    She stood, rock in hand. This time, her intention was not to smash it into the man’s balls, but the side of his head. The problem was that the John had other ideas. He grabbed her wrist before she could do anything and twisted.  
 
    Hanna cried out and the rock fell harmlessly to the ground.  
 
    “You tried to hit me.” The John sounded almost confused.  
 
    “Hanna—” 
 
    While still holding her wrist, the John spun Hanna around so that she was between him and Robin.  
 
    “Are you going to shoot me?” he asked. 
 
    It was a gun, Hanna realized. The dark object in Robin’s hand was a gun.  
 
    A fake gun. 
 
    “If you don’t let her go, I will.”  
 
    Robin looked mean, she looked like she was telling the truth, but the John wasn’t buying it. 
 
    “Then shoot me.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    As if to tempt her, the John pulled Hanna even closer.  
 
    “Please,” Hanna whimpered. She tried to push off the man but couldn’t even put an inch between herself and him.  
 
    “Do it,” the man said, shuffling forward. It wasn’t a threat, but more of a command. “You think you can just strut around here, parade yourself, make money that way? You think that I don’t know what you’re doing? That you’re doing things that I can’t? And because of that, mom is gonna pick you instead of me? Hmm? Well, what if I made you ugly… what if I made it so that you couldn’t do this, either? Couldn’t sell yourself? Maybe then mom would love me the way she loves you.” 
 
    Hanna started to sob. There was something seriously wrong with the man who was squeezing her to his chest. 
 
    Mom is gonna pick you instead of me? 
 
    The lump in Hanna’s throat refused to go down.  
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Robin snapped. 
 
    “Just shoot me.”  
 
    “Let her—” 
 
    Hanna felt the pain in her wrist subside, but it took more time to register that the John had released her than it did for his hand to shoot out and grab the side of Robin’s face. She saw the girl’s mouth go wide in a large ‘O’ an instant before her head was smashed against the brick wall.  
 
    The sound was even worse than the sight, somehow; it was a wet crack that seemed to echo forever.  
 
    Robin crumpled to the ground and the plastic gun, a replica of the one she’d once given Hanna, broke into several pieces.  
 
    “Yeah, I think I’ll make you my canvas—both of you,” the man whispered, seemingly undisturbed by what had just happened. “But first, you’re going to tell me you love me.”  
 
    “Please,” Hanna begged. “Please, let me—” 
 
    She didn’t even get a chance to finish her sentence. The John spun her by her hair and the next thing Hanna heard was a deafening hollow sound. She wasn’t sure if it had originated from the dumpster as her head collided with the metal or if it was from the inside of her skull.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    Hanna groaned and opened her eyes. 
 
    Or, at least, that was what she tried to do. Only one obeyed, however, as the other appeared glued shut. She reached up and gently probed the area.  
 
    Her fingers came back sticky with blood.  
 
    Where am I? 
 
    Hanna wiped enough blood away until she was able to open her eye. But even with both open now, and apparently functioning well, she still had no idea where she was. The only thing that was clear was that Hanna was in a dark room that smelled of fresh dirt. A single bulb dangled from what appeared to be worn wooden joists above her head, but the light it produced was a pale yellow that barely reached her. 
 
    “Hello?” she croaked. 
 
    Hanna wished she’d kept her mouth shut. It felt as if someone had put her head in a vice and was trying to shorten the distance between her ears.  
 
    Talking seemed to speed up this process.  
 
    With a moan, Hanna stood, only to bump the top of her head against something that forced her back down again. 
 
    “W-what?”  
 
    Hanna reached up and pressed her hands against what felt like a wire fence of some sort. Panic set in and this rush of adrenaline somehow triggered her memory. 
 
    Everything about the alley, the John, and Robin came roaring back.  
 
    “Help,” she cried. “Heeeeeeelp me!” 
 
    The cage that surrounded her appeared to be made up of sections of chain link fence. She wrapped her fingers between the sections in front of her face and pulled. It held fast.  
 
    No longer concerned about her headache, Hanna cleared her throat and then shouted at the top of her lungs. 
 
    “Help! Help me!” Tears streamed down her face, mixing with the blood around her eye. “Heeeeeelp!” 
 
    “Save your breath.”  
 
    Hanna jumped back and pressed her lower half into the metal cage, moving as far away from the voice as possible.  
 
    “Hello? Who’s there?” 
 
    “It’s me.” The voice was raw and hoarse, but recognizable.  
 
    “Robin? Robin, wha-what happened? Where are we?” 
 
    She wiped pink tears from her face and focused. There was another cage beside hers, separated by a gap of two or three feet. Inside, Robin sat cross-legged, her hands on her milky thighs, her head hung low.  
 
    She was completely nude. 
 
    This wasn’t the confident girl that Hanna had met, plastic gun or not. She’d been reduced to a terrified fifteen-year-old. It dawned on Hanna that she was also naked, and while this came as a surprise—mostly that she hadn’t noticed earlier—it wasn’t as big a deal as it might have been a few days ago.  
 
    What could this John do to her that Brett hadn’t already?  
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Robin said softly, not even looking up from her lap. 
 
    “I was in the alley and then… did he take us somewhere?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Hanna.” 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” Hanna said, her desperation mounting. She grabbed the wire cage and rattled it again. The metal flexed and bowed between her fingers but gave no indication that it would break. “Where are we?”  
 
    “I don’t know, Hanna. I don’t know what happened. That guy, the guy you tried to trick, he hit me and then…” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “And then I woke up here,” Robin said dully, finally raising her eyes to look at Hanna. 
 
    The fear in the girl’s flat expression heightened Hanna’s terror. Desperate not to be overwhelmed by this emotion, Hanna forced it into the pit of her stomach and focused on something else, something more grounding.  
 
    “You tricked me,” she said, clenching her jaw. “You tricked me. That whole thing with those… those assholes… was all a trick, a scam.”  
 
    Robin lowered her gaze. 
 
    “It wasn’t supposed to be like that… I didn’t know there was going to be a knife. That wasn’t—they weren’t supposed to do that, Hanna.” 
 
    “But they did. They pulled a knife on me and—” 
 
    “I’m sorry. They were just supposed to scare you, that’s all. Fucking Robbie…” 
 
    Hanna closed her eyes for a second and thought back to how terrified she’d been when the boy, Robbie, had slashed at her T-shirt. It seemed like baby games now, after what she had been through—was still going through. 
 
    “How could you?” 
 
    Robin’s eyes shot up.  
 
    “How could I? What do you mean, how could I? You’re a rich girl with a loving family, more money than you can spend in five lifetimes. I have nothing—I live in the streets. A fucking boarded up apartment building with no running water or lights. So, yeah, when we saw you walking along with your fancy-ass purse, we decided to scan you. But the boys were just supposed to scare you a little bit before I came in to save the day.” 
 
    “You stole my money.” 
 
    “I didn’t steal anything, Hanna. You gave it to me. There’s a difference.” 
 
    “But… but you tricked me.” 
 
    Robin pressed her lips together. 
 
    “It wasn’t about you. It was about me. I needed that money to survive. Anyways, if it weren’t for me, they would have taken it all. The credit cards, the cash, everything.” 
 
    Hanna opened her mouth to reply but closed it again.  
 
    None of that mattered now. So what if she’d been scammed out of some cash? That paled in comparison to having her head bashed against a dumpster, being stripped naked, and thrown in a cage designed for… for what exactly? It was hardly big enough for a bear but a mountain lion, perhaps?  
 
    This, too, seemed unlikely, given that the population of mountain lions in New York City, if that’s indeed where they still were, had to be incredibly low. Or zero. Hanna had read once that coyotes had been sighted in every major city in the United States, including New York. 
 
    That was the only animal that made sense. 
 
    “Coyotes,” she whispered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Hanna ignored Robin, who was still sitting in place and started to search the cage for weaknesses. She might not have the same strength as a coyote, but they weren’t known for their ability to open doors.  
 
    If whoever made this wasn’t—shit. 
 
    The cage door was firmly padlocked shut.  
 
    “Check your door, see if there’s a lock on it.” 
 
    When Robin didn’t move, Hanna repeated her instructions. 
 
    “It’s locked,” Robin said, still seated. “I already tried. We’re not getting out of here unless he lets us go.” 
 
    Hanna checked her own lock and found that, rusted as it was, there was no way to pry it open.  
 
    Unless…  
 
    She started to look around the cage, hoping to find a piece of scrap metal or something that could be used to pop the lock. But all she saw and felt was dirt. Dirt and small piles of straw. If it weren’t for the wooden joists above their heads, Hanna would have thought that they were in a cave of some sort. There was also a workbench toward the back of the room, but it was too dark for Hanna to see what tools might be sitting on top of it. 
 
    Not that it would matter; if she squeezed her hand through the diamond-shaped openings in the fence, she could reach to her elbow, but that was it. 
 
    If anything was sitting more than a foot and a half from her, Hanna wasn’t getting it. The only thing she could grab were two large silver buckets resting just outside the door. Robin had an identical pair by her cage as well, but Hanna couldn’t think of a way that she could use them to break out.  
 
    Dejected, she slumped against the cage again, feeling the metal dig into the skin on her lower back.  
 
    “I don’t have a loving family,” Hanna said unexpectedly. Robin surprised her with a reply. 
 
    “Yeah, well, the only family I had was a mother who left me at the side of the road when I was eleven.” 
 
    This shut Hanna up pretty quick. They remained silent for several minutes before the overwhelming sensation of dread became unbearable. 
 
    “How long have we been here?” Hanna asked. 
 
    “A day, maybe less.” 
 
    “And what does he want?” 
 
    When Robin didn’t answer, Hanna looked over at her. The girl must have sensed that she was being observed because she shrugged several times.  
 
    “Robin? What does this guy want?” 
 
    More shrugging. 
 
    “What do all men want?” Robin said at last. 
 
    A sudden flurry of movement from near the workbench caught Hanna’s attention and she pushed herself even harder against the cage. 
 
    “What I want,” a man said as he emerged from the shadows, “is for you to love me. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    Now that he was standing in the light, there was no question that this was the same man who had driven the gray Chevy, the one who had accosted them in the alley.  
 
    Only he was different. 
 
    In the alley, he’d been wearing jeans and a T-shirt. Those were gone now. In their place was a thick black apron and nothing beneath. The man’s face was different, too. When he’d first pulled over to the curb, Hanna had seen kind features behind the wheel. 
 
    Now, the John’s expression was hard.  
 
    “Let us out of here,” Hanna begged. “Let us go. We won’t tell anybody.” 
 
    The man tilted his head as if Hanna’s request was surprising.  
 
    “Tell me you love me,” the man repeated. His voice was almost childlike and didn’t fit his tall and lean frame. 
 
    “I’m not telling you shit,” Robin snapped. 
 
    Hanna cringed.  
 
    A growl came from deep within the man’s throat and he continued forward, eventually dropping down so that he could be on Robin’s level.  
 
    “You will submit,” he said again in his childlike voice. “You will tell me you love me. And then I will show them how good my work can be.” 
 
    Them? Who is he talking about? Is he insane? 
 
    Unlike Hanna, who wanted to put as much space between her and this man as possible, Robin scooted closer to the front of the cage.  
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    A smile crossed the man’s lips, which quickly vanished when Robin spat in his face. 
 
    Hanna gasped, expecting the man to lash out violently like he had in the alley. But he didn’t. He just reached up, calmly wiped his face clean, and then stood. There was a lopsided grin on his face that was somehow more terrifying than any snarl Hanna had ever seen.  
 
    “You’re going to tell me you love me,” the John whispered as he backed away.  
 
    Hanna couldn’t take her eyes off the man until she lost sight of him in the darkness. 
 
    “Where did he go?” she whispered.  
 
    Robin didn’t get a chance to answer before the man reappeared, standing directly below the bare bulb. He flicked his wrist, making sure that the light reflected off the long blade clutched in his right hand.  
 
    A machete… he’s got a fucking machete. He’s going to chop us up into tiny pieces and put us in those buckets.  
 
    “No, please.” Hanna was hyperventilating now, and the metal cage was biting painfully into her flesh. “Please.” 
 
    “You will tell me what I want to hear.” 
 
    The man flicked the blade once more, then retreated into the shadows. Hanna watched him go, expecting him to head back to his workbench, perhaps to retrieve another implement of torture. Something sharper, more violent, exceedingly sadistic. But the sound that Hanna heard next wasn’t a mace or a cattle prod.  
 
    It sounded like the man was heading up a set of stairs that she couldn’t quite see. Her suspicions were confirmed by a door opening and closing. 
 
    Hanna, convinced that this was just some sort of trick, a ruse, waited in silence. Time passed—how much, she had no idea. 
 
    Minutes, probably, but it could’ve been close to an hour. When she didn’t hear anything except for hers and Robin’s breathing, she finally built up the courage to speak.   
 
    “Robin?” 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    “Robin, we need to get out of here… we need to get out of here before that psycho comes back! I don’t want to die,” she sobbed. “Oh God, I don’t want to die. Please, help us. Somebody help us. Mom, Dad… anybody?” 
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    Hanna’s hands ached. Her fingers were raw and her nails torn from hours of trying to stretch, damage, or otherwise destroy the cage that held her. 
 
    It was impossible. Hanna had heard about people gaining superhuman strength in life and death situations, and this most definitely qualified, but as of yet, she hadn’t so much as widened even one section of the wire cage.  
 
    Robin was either conserving her energy or had simply given up. After the man had left them, she’d assumed a posture similar to Hanna’s when he’d threatened them with the blade: knees to chest, her chin nestled between them.  
 
    As her hunger grew, Hanna began to regret her decision to try and break free. 
 
    How long has it been since I’ve had something to eat? To drink? she wondered. 
 
    Without a window to see the sun set and with only the same constant glow from the bulb overhead, Hanna couldn’t be sure how long she’d been here. Robin had said she thought a day had passed when Hanna had first come to, which felt about right. 
 
    But that had been a while ago. 
 
    Hanna glanced down at her naked body. Thanks to years of playing soccer, she’d developed muscular legs.  
 
    How long would it be before her body started cannibalizing those muscles to survive? A week? Two? 
 
    More pressing than that was the fact that Hanna could feel white paste forming on the corners of her lips. Every time she opened her mouth, she heard an audible separation—a tacky smack.  
 
    She might be able to survive three, perhaps four weeks, without food, but another day without water and she would lack the strength to even move away from the John when he returned. 
 
    And Hanna knew that he would come back. 
 
    Tell me you love me. Submit.  
 
    Why was he doing this? What the hell was he talking about? 
 
    She thought back to what he’d said in the alley.  
 
    “You think you can just strut around here, parade yourself, make money that way? And because of that, mom is gonna pick you instead of me? Hmm? Well, what if I made you ugly… what if I made it so that you couldn’t do this, either? Couldn’t sell yourself? Maybe then mom would love me the way she loves you.” 
 
    Hanna’s stomach growled. 
 
    What did it mean? What did any of this mean? 
 
    “I’m hungry,” Hanna said. There was no intention behind these words; they’d just slipped out of her mouth. “I’m hungry and I have to pee.” 
 
    Robin grunted something incoherent, the first sign in hours that she was still conscious. 
 
    “Robin? Robin, I can’t do this alone. I need you.” 
 
    There were tears in Robin’s eyes.  
 
    To Hanna, she looked like the eleven-year-old who had been abandoned by her mother, which was strange because she hadn’t known the girl then. How had she survived for so long alone? Surely, she couldn’t have been scamming men at that young an age, could she?  
 
    Hanna hated her mother, hated the woman for trying to control her, for not believing her about what Brett had done, that she’d been raped. But Robin was right, at least she knew where her mother was, and the woman had put a roof over her head and food in her belly. 
 
    I’m so hungry… 
 
    Hanna pictured her mother standing in the doorway of her room, the skirt that she’d worn to Brett’s party draped over her arms.  
 
    “There’s dinner if you want it. Don’t let it get cold.” 
 
    Hanna sobbed. 
 
    Why didn’t I just apologize? Why didn’t I eat the damn dinner? Why— 
 
    “Don’t do it, Hanna,” Robin said softly. 
 
    “Don’t do what?” Her lips seemed to cling together between each word. 
 
    “Whatever you do, don’t tell that psycho you love him.” 
 
    Hanna grimaced. 
 
    She’s quiet for hours and when I say I’m hungry, that I’m starving, that we’re going to be hacked to bits by a pervert in an apron, she says, don’t tell that psycho you love him? That’s all she has to say? 
 
    “I won’t,” Hanna promised. “I won’t.” 
 
    She sighed and leaned up against the cage. She was forced to adjust her positioning so that the wires nestled into the grooves they’d already made in her skin. That area was numb.  
 
    But maybe I will, she thought. Maybe I’ll tell the John what he wants to hear, and maybe he’ll let us go. I’ll tell him that I love him, that I’ve always loved him, and then he’ll say thank you. I’ll say that mom loves him, too, and that he did a good job, whatever that job was. Then, after opening the cage, he’ll hug me, and I’ll promise never to tell—  
 
    The sound of a door opening was nearly deafening in the dirt basement. Exhausted or not, Hanna’s heart began to pound again. The man’s footsteps came next, moving slowly down the stairs. When he reached the bottom, Hanna could make out most of his outline, but then he disappeared into the shadows near the workbench. 
 
    Another sound joined their collective breathing. 
 
    A squeak, some sort of squirrel or small rodent, perhaps. Hanna’s first thought was that there was a rat near her cage, but she quickly realized that the sound was coming from the workbench.  
 
    What the fuck is going on? 
 
    The animal sounded larger than a rat, and its squeals grew more intense when the man grunted and raised something above his head. The machete caught the light at the perfect angle and Hanna saw the reflection of the John’s face in the blade seconds before it came crashing down. 
 
    He didn’t look like the man in the alley. He didn’t even look like the man who Robin had spat on. 
 
    This man looked feral.  
 
    The blade hit something solid, and the squealing immediately stopped. Hanna managed to keep it together even after hearing the sound of something thick and wet start to drip on the dirt ground. But once the tearing started, she lost it. 
 
    The first thing out of her mouth was a moan, but this soon transitioned into a pained wail. She didn’t stop even when the man turned and rushed to her cage.  
 
    In his hand, he held the headless corpse of a small raccoon. The only way that Hanna could tell what it was amidst the blood and gore was by the striped tail.  
 
    “Fuck you!” she screamed. “Fuck you! Let us go!” 
 
    Blood still pumped from the raccoon’s neck, coating the John’s arms in blood. 
 
    “Tell me you love me,” the man demanded. “And I’ll show you that I can do good work, mama.” 
 
    In her entire life, Hanna had never seen or heard something so chilling. 
 
    Sobbing, she only saw one way out of this place, this cage. 
 
    “I lo—” she began, but Robin cut her off. 
 
    “Fuck you, you piece of shit!”  
 
    Robin, just tell him, just tell him what he wants to hear, tell him you love him.  
 
    The man smiled and then began eviscerating the animal with his bare hands. Hanna’s stomach lurched and she gagged, but she had nothing in her stomach to give up. 
 
    The horror only lasted a few seconds, which in and of itself was terrifying, before the man pulled the raccoon’s internal organs free in a single glistening wad. He tossed them into one of the buckets in front of Robin’s cage and the girl jumped back, but she wasn’t fast enough. 
 
    Blood splattered her feet and calves. 
 
    “Tell me you love me,” the man said, for what felt like the hundredth time. “Submit and tell me you love me.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    It was the smell, Hanna realized, that made the basement unbearable. Not the cage, not the lack of windows, but the pervasive cupric odor of blood and the underlying funk of organ meat.  
 
    There was the hunger, too; despite the horrible smell, Hanna’s hunger hadn’t completely subsided. Robin, even though she was thinner than Hanna, was clearly accustomed to going without and seemed less bothered by the lack of food. Both were sitting with their knees to their chests, but Hanna was doing this to try and keep her stomach as small as possible, while Robin appeared to be trying to conserve her energy.  
 
    Sleeping had become difficult. Hanna would close her eyes only to jolt awake sometime later. It couldn’t have been hours, more like minutes, because she never felt any reprieve from the exhaustion that gripped her.  
 
    Sometimes she thought about Brett, but not with the same disdain she’d felt even while strutting in the alley, trying to draw a John in, to regain control. Brett had drugged her and raped her, but he’d let her go after. 
 
    There was no guarantee that this would happen here and the more time that passed the more unlikely being set free became.  
 
    Submit. Tell me you love me. I do good work, mama. 
 
    Hanna also thought about her parents and wondered if they were out looking for her. Part of her wanted to think that they would be, but there was no guarantee of that, either. After all, she was an embarrassment, a nuisance.  
 
    And after Jill or Brett had reported her, and the cop had found her plastic gun, she was basically a criminal, too. 
 
    She pictured her dad lowering the newspaper from his face, a look of concern on his features. He would suggest searching for her, quietly at first, but her mother would probably shoot him down. 
 
    Hanna made her choice, now she has to live with it. She’s old enough to sneak out at night, carry a weapon, have sex, then she’s old enough to take care of herself.  
 
    Robin must have noticed her wiping tears from her cheeks because she spoke up for the first time in… a long time. 
 
    Forever, it felt like. 
 
    “Don’t say it, Hanna.”  
 
    Hanna wondered if Robin had lost her mind, that she had latched onto this idea of not giving their captor what he wanted as a final act of control, because this was all the girl ever said: don’t do it, don’t tell him you love him, don’t give in.  
 
    But Hanna didn’t care about control anymore. All she wanted was to be back in her room, in her comfortable bed.  
 
    She would listen to hours of her mother berating and chastising her, if that’s what it took to get out of here.  
 
    “Whatever you do, don’t tell him you love him.”  
 
    Hanna looked down at her shivering, pale body, and ignored her friend. 
 
    I need to eat, I need to drink something.  
 
    She was almost certain that these words had only been spoken in her mind, but a second later she heard a door open, followed by the unmistakable sound of their captor’s footsteps descending. 
 
    The man was back.  
 
    And this time, he wasn’t alone. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    The man had brought the raccoon with him again, only now it was stuffed. 
 
    But it wasn’t just a raccoon anymore, dead or alive. Hanna couldn’t recall their captor bringing any other animals down into the basement, but he must have. 
 
    The abomination had a raccoon’s tail and face, but part of the body belonged to another animal. The other creature had red fur, suggesting that it was part of a fox, but there was no way to know for certain. Thick sutures held the two different animal parts together, but it was shoddy work, with the arms of the different creatures not lining up correctly. 
 
    It was a hideous, Frankenstein, abomination. 
 
    He showed it to both Hanna and Robin, clearly proud of his work. It made Hanna sick, mostly because she could still smell the animal’s intestines rotting in the bucket in front of Robin’s cell. 
 
    “See, mama? I do good work. I just need… I need better canvases. Like the ones dad had. Like when we’d come here together. He showed me his work, what he’d do with those girls.” 
 
    Hanna couldn’t make sense of the man’s insane ramblings, could barely follow along. 
 
    Why was he doing this? Why keep them in a cage? Why make that… thing? 
 
    None of it made any sense. Maybe if Hanna had been well-rested, and not dehydrated and starving, she might have been able to see the connection.  
 
    But as it was, it was just confusing.  
 
    And terrifying.  
 
    The man’s grin, somehow similar to Brett’s even though their teeth were nothing alike, didn’t help, either. Not knowing what kind of response the John wanted, Hanna resisted the urge to either condemn or compliment his work. After making sure that they had sufficient time to observe the raccoon-fox, the man nodded and left. 
 
    “What does he want?” Hanna whimpered when they were alone again. “What the fuck does he want?” 
 
    Robin didn’t answer because they both knew, deep down, exactly what he wanted. 
 
    Tell me you love me.  
 
    The interval following the raccoon-fox display was the longest to date, Hanna was sure of it. Even Robin broke. At one point, Hanna watched her friend pull the bucket full of raccoon guts toward her. The girl went as far as to put her hand inside, but thankfully brought it back out empty. 
 
    But just the fact that she was desperate enough to reach into the bucket said volumes about Robin’s state of mind.  
 
    They were both starving now, and Hanna was so dehydrated that her muscles were in a constant state of contraction.  
 
    Twice she’d had to urinate; one time the feeling went away, the other it did not. Hanna was forced to squat, which was incredibly painful on her thighs and calves, and relieve herself. Her piss was a dark yellow, almost brown, and it burned on the way out. It also stunk something foul, and she was forced to use some dried straw to soak it up in order to dampen the odor.  
 
    When the man finally returned, Hanna used the last of her strength not to move away from him this time, but to get as close to the front of the cage as possible. She pressed her face against the chain links, feeling the metal bite into her cheeks and splitting her dry, cracked lips.  
 
    “Please…” 
 
    The man stepped into the light and revealed that he was holding two bottles of water, one in each hand.  
 
    Hanna tried to swallow but couldn’t.  
 
    “Please…” 
 
    Grinning, the John placed one bottle in front of Robin’s cage and one in front of Hanna’s.  
 
    “Tell me you love me,” he said.  
 
    Hanna slipped her hand through the cage and stretched as far as possible. She was thinner and could reach even further than before, but not quite far enough.  
 
    She sobbed. 
 
    “Oh, God, please…” 
 
    To her surprise, the man picked up the bottle and placed it closer to her searching fingers. Thinking that this was a trick and at any second the man would pull the bottle back, Hanna closed her hand around it and yanked it into the cage. She did this so quickly that she nearly dropped it when the top snagged. Turning it on its end, Hanna managed to twist it through and then, clutching the bottle to her chest, she scooted to the back of the cage. 
 
    It was heavy, like a piece of lead and not sixteen ounces of fluid. She knew that it was in her best interest to check the cap, to make sure that it was sealed, especially after what had happened at Brett’s party. But what difference did it make if it was drugged? If she didn’t drink it, Hanna knew she’d be dead soon, anyway. 
 
    After three tries, she finally managed to remove the cap. 
 
    Hanna slurped from the bottle, her eyes rolling back as the lukewarm liquid touched her lips, tongue, and the inside of her cheeks.  
 
    A moan escaped her, and she tilted the bottle even further. More water spilled on her chin and bare chest than she would have liked, but Hanna was unable to control herself.  
 
    She was like a fiend who had gone days since her last hit.  
 
    In seconds, the bottle was empty and in under a minute the feelings of nausea and extreme bloat struck her. 
 
    “Tell me you love me.” 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Hanna saw Robin drinking, albeit with more control than she’d been able to muster. Watching the liquid pour from the bottle and into the girl’s outstretched mouth did something to Hanna. Something horrible.  
 
    Her stomach lurched and she lunged for the front of the cage. She grabbed one of the buckets and threw up most of the water she’d just consumed. 
 
    “No…” 
 
    And then the rest came up. 
 
    Sobbing, Hanna thrust the bucket away from her, spilling its contents onto the dirt floor. The ground lapped it up as eagerly as she had moments ago. 
 
    “Don’t do it,” Robin whispered. It didn’t even sound like her anymore. It sounded strangely like Hanna’s mom, trying to control her. “Please, don’t do it, Hanna. If you give him what he wants, he’ll kill you. And then he’ll do horrible things to your body… to your skin.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    The John must have known that the end was near as he didn’t wait nearly as long to visit again. This time, as before, he came bearing gifts: a slice of bread and another bottle of water.  
 
    Hanna crawled to the front of her cage as he approached, her movements slow and deliberate. To her right, she heard Robin say something, but couldn’t make out the words. Her head felt swollen, her ears clogged. 
 
    Not that it mattered what Robin said. Nothing mattered now. Nothing but food and drink. 
 
    And getting out of here. 
 
    “I love you,” Hanna croaked without provocation. She hadn’t planned on saying those words, they just slipped out of her mouth. In fact, they were so unexpected that they startled her. But now that she’d spoken them, relief washed over Hanna. “I love you,” she repeated, a little louder this time.  
 
    “No,” Robin gasped, but it was too late. She’d already said the words. She’d already given the man what he wanted. “Hanna, no.” 
 
    The John smiled and he handed Hanna the bread through the cage. Having learned her lesson with the water, Hanna was sure not to gorge herself. She took small bites but even still, her mouth was so dry that it was difficult to chew. The water that the man slipped through the cage next solved this problem.  
 
    It was a strange experience, eating after having gone so long without. And it took over everything. Somewhere, deep down, Hanna knew that Robin was shouting now, screaming at her, but this took a backseat to her consumption. She also heard the sound of keys, which was a more pressing issue, but still insufficient to draw her attention away from the piece of stale bread and the water. Never in her entire life had she been so focused on any one thing as she was now. 
 
    Not during her obsessive pop music days, when learning the exact words of every song of her favorite group robbed her of all her free time. Nor was it as important as passing her sixth-grade geography exam, when failure would mean that not only would she feel her mother’s wrath but also waste her summer in remedial classes.  
 
    “Leave her alone! Leave her the fuck alone!”  
 
    Half the bread was gone by the time the John opened the cage and reached inside. The water was a third done when Hanna felt his arm wrap around her thin waist. As before, in the alley, she was surprised by how strong he was. A man who worked with his hands, no doubt.  
 
    She didn’t resist when he flipped her effortlessly over his shoulder, bare ass in the air. Her entire focus, her being, was a piece of bread and a bottle of spring water.  
 
    “I love you.” This time, the words came out all gummy on account of the bread stuck to her teeth and the roof of her mouth. Hanna wasn’t even sure who, or what, she was referring to in this context, but the words felt somehow right.  
 
    Robin screamed again, this time an incoherent stream of high-pitched vowels.  
 
    Hanna didn’t even look over at her. 
 
    “I love you, too,” the John said, and then slowly started up the stairs. “And you are going to make a beautiful tapestry.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 49 
 
      
 
    Robin would’ve cried. She would’ve cried when she saw Hanna’s limp body being carried away, but she had no tears left. 
 
    Unlike Hanna, however, she’d retained strength. Over the week or so that they’d been held captive, Robin had done her best to conserve her energy—this wasn’t the first time that she’d gone a long stretch without having anything to eat or drink.  
 
    After her mother had abandoned her when she was only eleven, Robin had gone three weeks drinking only stale rainwater and a few scraps of dumpster food. But Hanna didn’t have the same experiences. The most important thing that Robin had learned about survival was to never give in, to never give others exactly what they wanted. Once you did that, you were of no use to them anymore. Robin often became whatever the men she surrounded herself with wanted her to be, but as a means to her own end and not theirs.  
 
    This John was no different.  
 
    Robin had seen what the man had done to the raccoon and the fox. And to him, Robin and Hanna were just animals. If you gave in, if you said whatever twisted thing he wanted you to say, Robin feared their fate would be similar: decapitated, eviscerated, and stitched back together again.  
 
    She heard the door close somewhere above her and Robin took a deep breath, collecting herself. This was her chance—she knew the John would be occupied with Hanna for the next little while, at least. 
 
    If I can just get out of here, get to her… 
 
    But that was impossible. She’d already tried, and Hanna had put in five times the effort she had. The cage was well built, solid, designed to hold a wild animal. There wasn’t much a fifteen-year-old, hundred and five-pound girl could do.  
 
    Robin’s eyes drifted over to Hanna’s now empty cage.  
 
    “Why did you say it?” she whispered through clenched teeth. “Why?” 
 
    The John had left Hanna’s cage door ajar. It took Robin a few seconds to focus on the lock, which also hung open.  
 
    And that’s when she realized that the key was still in the lock.  
 
    Robin blinked several times, trying to confirm what she saw.  
 
    There was indeed a rusted key jammed in the old-fashioned padlock.  
 
    Robin looked to the lock on her own cage next and confirmed that they were the same type, same age, too, if the rust was any indication. 
 
    What are the chances the same key will work in my lock?  
 
    She had no idea, but it was worth a shot. Robin scooted toward her left and then slipped her arm through the diamond-shaped opening in the cage. Despite all the weight she’d lost, she still couldn’t reach far enough. Grunting, Robin ground her shoulder into the chain links, forcing her fingers as far as possible. Blood started to trickle down her bare chest, but this didn’t stop her; if anything, it encouraged her to push even harder.  
 
    “Come on,” she urged. “Come on.” 
 
    Robin shoved harder still, driving her feet against the opposite side of her cage. Something in her shoulder tore but she didn’t give up.  
 
    This was her—their—only chance. Hanna didn’t deserve whatever the psychopath in the apron was doing to her. She was a good kid, a kid who wouldn’t be in this situation if it hadn’t been for Robin. 
 
    And Robbie…  
 
    The fuck were you thinking, pulling a knife on her?  
 
    The pad of Robin’s index finger brushed against the metal key, but she couldn’t quite grasp it. One final, desperate shove and Robin managed to hook the tip of her finger into the hole on the back of the key. Breathing heavily now, she pulled. 
 
    It didn’t budge.  
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Robin shook her head.  
 
    Turn it, turn it! her mind screamed. 
 
    Robin twisted the key until it was straight up and down and then pulled again.  
 
    This time, it came out so fast that she fell backward and landed hard on her bare ass. She nearly passed out from the shock of the impact but knowing that this would spell not just her end, but Hanna’s too, kept her conscious. Scrambling, ignoring the pain in her ass and her shoulder, Robin slid the key into the padlock on her own cage. She half expected it to jam halfway, but it didn’t. It slid in easily. Robin allowed herself one final breath and then turned the key. 
 
    The lock popped open.  
 
    She was even more startled by this than when she’d fallen.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    It couldn’t be.  
 
    Trying to free herself of crippling disbelief, Robin unhooked the lock and eased her cage door open. 
 
    The man never came bounding down the stairs as she expected, machete in hand. And with every silent second that passed, Robin inched more of her naked body out of the cage.  
 
    Then she started to crawl, and the further she made it from the cage, the faster she moved. Their clothes were wadded in a pile by the workbench. Robin grabbed the first sweatshirt and pair of jeans she found, not caring if they were hers or Hanna’s, and slipped them on. 
 
    They were loose and ill-fitting, but they offered her warmth, something she’d been without for days. Robin stood up tall, stretched her back, and noticed that in addition to the clothes on the ground, Hanna’s purse was also there.  
 
    For some reason, she picked this up and slung it over one shoulder. 
 
    Then she started to search for another way out of the dirt basement other than heading up the stairs. Robin hesitated when her eyes fell on the workbench. If there had been anything in her stomach, anything at all, Robin would have vomited then. 
 
    In addition to the raccoon, there were a half dozen other animal corpses in various stages of dissection on display. They had been mostly reduced to piles of gray, brown, and orange fur, all matted with blood and viscera.  
 
    The sight froze her in place but a pained howl from somewhere above forced Robin to move again. Seeing no other way out of the basement, she started up the stairs, wincing with every creak. The door at the top was unlocked and Robin opened it.  
 
    Bright sunlight seeping in through gaps in wooden slats instantly blinded her. But Robin kept moving forward, feeling her way with her free hand in front of her. 
 
    Hanna… I have to save Hanna. 
 
    But when she heard a scream, a loud, ear-piercing shriek, any courage or sense of responsibility left Robin like the squirt of urine that soaked the front of her oversized jeans. 
 
    Robin ran, crashing into a dusty couch and a small table, before finding another door. This one was also unlocked, and she burst through, not caring where it led. The sun was brighter now, and the air fresher, an indication that she was outside. 
 
    Robin continued to run, not looking back, only concerned with one thing: putting as much space between her and Hanna Whitmore’s blood-curdling screams as quickly as possible.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That’s good, drink… drink slowly.”  
 
    Her eyes still closed, Robin sipped the cool liquid that entered her mouth. She reached for the bottle, but someone gently brushed her away.  
 
    “No—not too much, not too fast.” 
 
    Robin wanted to chug the water, but this asshole wasn’t letting her.  
 
    “It says here her name is Hanna Whitmore,” a second voice said. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah, found her ID in the backpack. Lives in New York City. Jesus, she’s a long way from home.” 
 
    The bottle met her lips again and Robin lapped at it. This time when it was pulled back, she opened her eyes.  
 
    Two young men, blond and clean-shaven, stood over her. The closest, the one with the water bottle, had pockmarks on his cheeks and nose.  
 
    “Is that your name? Is your name Hanna?” he asked. 
 
    Robin swallowed and just sat at the base of the tree, confusion washing over her.  
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s okay,” the man holding Hanna’s wallet said. “We called an ambulance. They’re on their way. But out here, it might take a while.”  
 
    Out here… where am I? 
 
    Robin glanced around. She was sitting against the only tree at the edge of some sort of field. There was no sign of Hanna or the John. Just her and these two men.    
 
    “I don’t need an ambulance,” she croaked. 
 
    “It sure as hell looks like you do,” the man with the water said.  
 
    “Hanna, do you know your phone number?” the other man asked, interrupting his friend. He looked over his shoulder. “I don’t live that far from here… I can give them a call.” 
 
    Robin shook her head. 
 
    “No, please. I can’t go home.” 
 
    Both men stared at her as she started to work her way to standing by pressing against the tree.  
 
    “Whoa, whoa, you don’t look so good. Just sit down, wait for the ambulance.”  
 
    Robin ignored the request even though her knees nearly buckled.  
 
    “Please, just give me my backpack,” she said with an outstretched hand.  
 
    The man looked down at the picture on the ID card in Hanna’s wallet, then squinted at Robin. He repeated this action several times. 
 
    “This is you, right?” he asked, doubt in his voice. “Your name is Hanna Whitmore, yeah?” 
 
    Robin swallowed hard, stared the man directly in the eyes and said, “Yes, that’s me. I’m Hanna Whitmore. Now give me my fucking bag.” 
 
    

  

 
 
    PART III 
 
    Straw Man 
 
   



 

 Chapter 50 
 
      
 
    “Straw man? For real? Who the hell comes up with this shit?” Sergeant Yasiv grumbled. “What do they do? Just throw something at the wall and hope it sticks?”  
 
    Drake stared at the mannequin on display in the storefront window. Like at La Nuit des Femmes, this one was also comprised of three separate skins all sewn together using those thick, taxidermy sutures. During his tenure as an NYPD detective, Drake had clashed with the media too many times to count when it came to their glorification of violence and their perpetrators. From the Butterfly Killer to The Chad, Drake couldn’t stand any of the monikers the media came up with. But Yasiv was right, what he described was exactly what the media did, at least according to Drake’s friend Ivan Meitzer at the Times: they just tossed names against the wall and hoped one of them stuck.  
 
    “I guess Scarecrow was taken,” Screech said softly. 
 
    Drake glanced at his partner, squinting disapprovingly. Whatever was bothering Screech, it went well beyond this case.  
 
    “Straw man… a fake argument that is easily debunked or a person with no integrity. I mean, it kinda works? Also, didn’t you guys say that the ME found some straw on the first mannequin?” 
 
    “Could be a coincidence,” Drake suggested with a shrug. 
 
    “Or not,” Yasiv countered. “Someone could be leaking information to the press.” 
 
    “Yeah, like what?” Drake paused and then shrugged again. “Who cares—we don’t have information. What we have are three dead bodies—three more dead bodies, and nothing to go on. Straw man… well, I fucking hate the name but maybe getting this out in the media will help generate some leads.”  
 
    Drake was suddenly reminded of Tobin Tomlin and how the man’s deranged psychopathy had been fueled by his desire to become famous. Drake preferred unknown subject, or unsub, over any of the monikers the media came up with. It was generic, unsexy, and banal, which were fitting adjectives for the criminals he hunted. 
 
    “The DA is going to hate it, as well,” Yasiv said with a sigh.  
 
    “And he won’t be able to sweep it under the rug as he did with the Nuit of Femmes or whatever it’s called,” Screech pointed out.  
 
    Drake nodded in agreement. It wasn’t just that the media had taken an interest and dubbed whoever was responsible the Straw Man, which had, indeed, appeared to stick, it was where the current morbid display was placed: in the window of a designer store in a high-end shopping mall.  
 
    The location was no accident and hinted toward a motive. 
 
    As well as the desire for media involvement.  
 
    “When’s the ME getting here?” Yasiv demanded, his tone matching his obvious displeasure. “We need this taken down.” 
 
    When nobody answered, the sergeant grabbed the closest police officer and ordered him to put another call into the ME. 
 
    Even though they’d all come from the same morgue, Drake and his team had already been at the shopping center for nearly twenty minutes. He suspected that Dr. Nordmeyer was lagging on account of her coming to a complete stop at every stop sign and never exceeding the speed limit by even a fraction of a mile per hour. Or maybe she was devising another plan to fuck Beckett and Suzan.  
 
    Who knows? 
 
    All Drake knew for certain was that while the ME was taking her sweet ass time, they were standing here with their thumbs up their asses. 
 
    And the unsub was on the hunt for more victims. 
 
    “Fuck,” Drake muttered as he glanced around. He knew little when it came to high-end fashion but wasn’t so ignorant that he couldn’t recognize that these stores were orders of magnitude outside his budget. These weren’t your typical department stores with dozens of identical jeans stacked to the ceiling. Instead, most of them had a single rack or two of unique items, giving the shopper the impression that they were special, even though they were probably pumped out of the exact the same factory in China as the discount shit.  
 
    The advantage for Drake and his team was that these types of stores were big on security; he’d already noticed three cameras just in the small section of the mall that he’d walked through on his way to the display. Drake thought about this for a moment before raising a finger and indicating the closest one.  
 
    “Anybody looking into camera footage?” he asked. 
 
    Yasiv was about to answer, but he deferred to Dunbar who had just approached from the rear. 
 
    “I have one of my techs on it right now,” he informed them. “Shouldn’t take long.” 
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Yasiv wasn’t the only one growing impatient. Everyone seemed to be on edge, including Hanna and Screech, the former of whom had gone quiet ever since her ominous comment back in the morgue. 
 
    It’s not a fence… it’s a cage. 
 
    Drake massaged his temples. There was nothing else they could do here, he knew, and he had no intention of hanging around for when the district attorney arrived. And Mark Trumbo would show up, eventually. Even though Yasiv hadn’t said as much, there was no way that the man would be able to stay away. 
 
    It just wasn’t in his nature.  
 
    Even though Drake had been given control of the operation, butting heads with the DA again wouldn’t end well for one of them. 
 
    Perhaps even both. 
 
    Drake glanced back at the mannequin. While the display at the art gallery had been for a specific group of people, a more intimate one, this was more of a public demonstration. 
 
    The intended audience was similar, however.  
 
    “Yasiv, did you get an address for Robert Tiedeman?” Screech asked, referring to the only real lead they had—a waiter who wasn’t supposed to be working the gallery that night. 
 
    After his partner had told him about the match, and they’d wrapped up at the morgue, Drake’s plan had been to go see Robert first, but they’d been sidetracked by the newest mannequin.  
 
    “Yeah, I have some uniforms heading over there now, they’re going to—” The walkie-talkie affixed to Yasiv’s hip crackled and interrupted him. It was one of the officers the sergeant was just speaking of, informing him that they were set up outside Robert’s house. And that the man was home. “Speak of the devil.”  
 
    Yasiv started to bring his walkie to his lips, but Drake held up a finger, indicating for him to wait. His hangover might have been gone, but things still seemed to be moving far too quickly. He had to slow everything down, take a moment to think. 
 
    This was, after all, Drake and his team leading the investigation.  
 
    “What’s the play here, Drake?” Screech asked.  
 
    All eyes on him, Drake chewed the inside of his cheek. A moment to think would have to come later. Instinct was what he had to rely on now.  
 
    He said, “Yasiv, tell your men to fall back, keep an eye on the house, but don’t enter. I’m going to take Leroy with me to ask Robert a few questions. If he puts up a fight, I’ll call in your men and they can drag his ass back to 62nd.” 
 
    Yasiv looked as if he was going to protest, so Drake added, “It’s better this way—quieter, which is what everyone wants.” 
 
    The sergeant eventually acquiesced and passed the message on.  
 
    “Good,” Drake said with an approving nod. “Screech, you and Hanna stay with Dunbar, review the security footage from the mall.”  
 
    Screech frowned. They all knew that this course of action was unlikely to bear fruit. If their unsub was smart enough to delete the footage from both the local server at the art gallery as well as in the cloud, the likelihood of him doing something similar here at the mall was high. Still, they had to try.  
 
    “If that doesn’t pan out, I want to start looking into different taxidermy places around the city.” Drake recalled Dr. Nordmeyer’s comment about the type of suture that had been used on the mannequin at the gallery. “Especially ones that have been around for a while. We good?” 
 
    Screech grunted a reluctant affirmative, but Hanna had other ideas. She stepped forward and shook her head. It wasn’t like her to be quiet for so long, but this, disagreeing and speaking her mind, was true to her character.  
 
    Only she didn’t look like Hanna. She was pale and her usually vibrant eyes had dulled a little. There was also a thin layer of sweat on her forehead and cheeks. On the way from the morgue to the mall, Drake had asked her twice about her comment, about how she could be so confident that the marks on the skins had been made by a cage and not a fence, but Hanna had remained mum.  
 
    On more than one occasion, Hanna’s strong will and character had gotten Drake out of a jam, and it was the primary reason he’d recruited her to DSLH. But it also complicated things when she had information that she wasn’t sharing. There was nothing Drake could do about it, however. He couldn’t push Hanna. Like with whatever was bothering Screech, he just had to wait for her to reveal the information on her own time. 
 
    Time, unfortunately, wasn’t on their side. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Drake said a little more sharply than he’d intended. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Hanna said.  
 
    Drake didn’t like this idea. Whatever was wrong with Hanna had the potential to seriously fuck up their investigation. But if he said no, if he tried to shut her down here, it would only make her more determined. There was no doubt in his mind that Hanna would just find her own way to Robert Tiedeman’s house.  
 
    Then the shit would really hit the fan. 
 
    “Okay,” he said begrudgingly. “Leroy and Hanna, you come with me. Screech with Dunbar. Now that everyone has a fucking partner, let’s do-si-do and stop this asshole before he makes another outfit.” Drake looked directly at Sergeant Yasiv. “Oh, and could you please tell Dr. Nordmeyer when she gets here to hurry her ass up with this one, would you? Fucking high priority?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 51 
 
      
 
    “I’ll knock—Leroy, you stay behind me in case I need backup. You two,” Drake indicated the two police officers who had been stationed outside Robert Tiedeman’s house, “go around back in case he tries to sneak out. Hanna, you’re with Leroy.” 
 
    Hanna didn’t like being relegated to the backseat, but Drake had a bad feeling in the pit of his stomach. If Robert was behind the sick mannequins, the man’s capacity for savagery held no bounds. Drake worked his jaw as he stared at Hanna. 
 
    Neither did she, he knew. 
 
    “Got it?” 
 
    Hanna grunted something that could be construed as agreement, which was good enough for Drake. As the two officers headed around back, he approached the door with Leroy and Hanna seamlessly falling into step behind him. The windows flanking the door were heavily frosted, allowing no glimpse of the interior. As much as Drake hated the idea of going in blind, they needed to talk to Robert, and given that the only thing they had to go on was a discrepancy with the catering logs, they also required his cooperation. 
 
    Drake knocked twice.  
 
    “Who is it?” A male voice asked from inside. The response was so quick that Drake suspected Robert had either seen them approach or had made the two officers stationed outside his residence. 
 
    “My name’s Damien Drake, and I’m a private investigator.” 
 
    Drake glanced over his shoulder at Leroy, but the man didn’t look back. He was ready for action. Leroy’s dark fists were balled, and his stance was typical of a boxer’s, with one foot in front of the other and his body slightly turned. 
 
    “Oh, okay. Just gimme a second, I need to get dressed,” the man, presumably Robert, said from behind the door.  
 
    Drake’s eyes narrowed. Even the most inexperienced of beat cops knew that ‘need to get dressed’ was perp code for ‘I’m making a run for it’. 
 
    “Go,” he instructed Leroy. Now the man did look at him, his hardened expression becoming one of confusion. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Go around back, help the cops… he’s going to run,” Drake whispered. Finally catching on, Leroy slunk away, leaving Hanna in his place. Her posture was not all that different from Leroy’s.  
 
    She too was primed.  
 
    “I just need to ask you a few questions,” Drake said.  
 
    “Yeah, sure, no problem,” Robert replied. His voice sounded more distant. “Just need to throw on some shorts.”  
 
    Fuck, Drake thought, so much for getting the man’s cooperation. 
 
    “Robert? Robert?” 
 
    There was no answer, and Drake instinctively tried the door. 
 
    It was locked. 
 
    “Robert, I just want to talk, ask you a couple of—” 
 
    Shouts came from somewhere in the distance. 
 
    “NYPD, hands in the air!”  
 
    Drake swore and took off, sprinting down the side of the house while reaching for his gun. There were more shouts and curses, followed by the sound of something falling to the ground—hard. The second Drake turned the corner of Robert’s bungalow, he let his hand fall to his side.  
 
    Then he grinned. Unsurprisingly, Leroy had gotten his man. Robert was lying facedown, his hands pinned behind his back with Leroy kneeling on top of him.  
 
    “Hey, would you look at that,” Drake said. “You managed to get dressed after all. Leroy, turn him over.” 
 
    Leroy flipped Robert onto his back. It was indeed the man from the art gallery, the one who had been messing around with Lisa Fairchild in the broom closet.  
 
    “I didn’t do it,” Robert whined. He tried to sit up, but Leroy forced him back down. “Dude, I didn’t do it… I swear to fucking god, man. I didn’t do it.” 
 
    Drake moved forward until he was hovering over the man. 
 
    “Didn’t do what, Robert? What is it that you didn’t do?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 52 
 
      
 
    “Fucking hell,” Detective Dunbar cursed. He slapped the desk and shoved himself away from his laptop.  
 
    Screech was also annoyed and disappointed, but unlike Dunbar, the result was the one he’d expected.  
 
    “Did you check them all?” he asked, mostly as filler. Screech’s attention was divided between catching the man the media had dubbed the Straw Man and wrapping his mind around what had happened to Nick Petrazzino. 
 
    And what the mobster’s arrest meant for him and Leroy.  
 
    “Yeah, all of them,” Dunbar replied. “All the cameras went down last night right around closing, then came back online as soon as the first employees got to the mall.” 
 
    Screech had seen the footage of the woman who had opened the high-end department store. She hadn’t even noticed the mannequin. If it hadn’t been for a customer who had asked about it, who knows how long the skinsuit would have been left up. Unfortunately for them, the customer had decided to snap a few pictures before alerting the salesclerk. These quickly made their rounds and were plastered all over the news. The hoopla might have died down shortly thereafter if it weren’t for someone leaking information about the art gallery exhibit. This brought about mentions of a possible serial killer, which was pretty much the holy grail for the media.  
 
    Screech shook his head, trying to clear himself of the morbid thoughts. 
 
    “What about janitors, a night watchman, that sort of thing?” 
 
    “Janitor left about two hours after the mall closed. He was there again this morning and my men already questioned him. Says he didn’t see or hear anything suspicious last night.” 
 
    Screech grunted. 
 
    “Any idea how the man got into the mall after hours?” 
 
    Dunbar shrugged. 
 
    “No broken windows or locks.”  
 
    “So, he probably had a key, then. How did he access the cameras?” 
 
    They were just tossing ideas around now. 
 
    “I don’t know. Like the mall doors, the security room was locked last night. It was also locked when he went to get the footage today.”  
 
    “Whoever did this locked the door behind them?” 
 
    “Guess so.” 
 
    Screech scratched his chin. 
 
    “We gotta find out who has a key to the mall and the security room.” 
 
    Dunbar said, “On it.” 
 
    “Also, see if you can go back to before the cameras went dark, look for Robert or anyone else who was acting suspicious around the security room and the store.” 
 
    Once again, Dunbar agreed. It was strange telling an NYPD detective how to do his job, but Screech was the one with the authority here. 
 
    I could get used to this.  
 
    Screech recalled what Drake had said before he’d run off with the rest of DSLH.  
 
    “Oh, and I’ll do some research into local taxidermists.” Screech cocked his head. “On second thought, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Dunbar looked up at him, expecting clarification, but Screech left the man hanging. He exited the makeshift command center that they had set up in the manager’s office at the mall and walked down the hall toward the department store. He passed ten NYPD officers on the way but none of them so much as nodded in Screech’s direction. They knew who he was, of course, Sergeant Yasiv had seen to that, and they were clearly not happy that an outsider was in charge of this investigation, especially now given the heightened media attention. Still, they gave him space and respect, which was all he needed. 
 
    Screech wasn’t surprised to discover that Dr. Nordmeyer hadn’t even taken the mannequin down yet. She was still dusting the skins as if they were the fossilized bones of some long-extinct beast.  
 
    “Dr. Nordmeyer?” 
 
    Predictably, the woman went about her business as if Screech wasn’t even there. 
 
    “Dr. Nordmeyer?” 
 
    This time, the ME turned and glared at him, upset that she’d been interrupted. Screech had no interest in wasting anyone’s time and got right to the point. 
 
    “Might seem like a stupid question, but this is the same guy, right?”  
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer’s expression remained flat. 
 
    “I won’t be able to tell for certain until I finish up here and get back to the morgue.”  
 
    If the police officers were pissed that DSLH had taken over the investigation, the ME was absolutely livid. Dr. Karen Nordmeyer’s deep-seated hatred for Beckett extended to anyone who thought favorably of the late doctor. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s the same type of sutures, the same stitching pattern, am I right?”  
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer shrugged. 
 
    “Typically, I can only ascertain cause and manner of death, and in this case, I believe that both are going to be very difficult to know for certain.” 
 
    Screech sighed, losing his patience.  
 
    “Yeah, sure, but if you were to guess—” 
 
    “I’m not in the business of guessing, Mr. Thompson.” 
 
    Mr. Thompson… for fuck’s sake. 
 
    Screech massaged his forehead. 
 
    “Listen, I just want your opinion, not a fucking affidavit.” 
 
    The curse must have shocked the woman because she answered the question, for once.  
 
    “I’m not one-hundred percent sure, of course, but this pattern is similar to what I found on the other display.” 
 
    It took Screech a moment to realize that Dr. Nordmeyer was pointing at something toward the rear of the mannequin. He moved to get a better look and saw a diamond-shaped shape made with dirt or charcoal on the mannequin’s lower back.  
 
    “What is that?” he asked. 
 
    “Pre-mortem bruising, made from what I suspect was a fence of some sort.” Screech opened his mouth to ask more questions, but Dr. Nordmeyer wasn’t done yet. “But your friend—your colleague—is convinced that these marks were caused by pressing up against a cage. Was quite rude about it, in fact. But I, for one, have never seen a cage like this. Typically, cage bars are vertical, not diamond-shaped. I think it was made by a fence.” 
 
    For someone who wasn’t keen on speculating, Dr. Nordmeyer had a fairly strong opinion on this fence versus cage debate.  
 
    Screech didn’t know why it mattered either way.  
 
    “Wait—my colleague? Who said it was a cage? Drake?”  
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer shook her head. 
 
    “No, the other one. The foul-mouthed woman.” 
 
    Despite the circumstances, Screech smirked. There really was no better way to describe Hanna. The smile quickly vanished, however. 
 
    Cage? Why would Hanna be confident that these marks were made by a cage?  
 
    Screech had been distracted by the whole Petrazzino saga, but he had noticed that Hanna had been quiet when they’d all convened at the mall. Until she’d insisted on heading with Drake to question Robert Tiedeman, that is. Screech made a mental note to ask her about this later, and to confront Drake about why he didn’t feel it prudent to mention this cage issue. It could be nothing, but it could also be something. And they were partners, not employees. 
 
    “Thanks,” he muttered, backing away from the mannequin. “You find anything else, please let me know.” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer ignored him and returned to dusting.  
 
    Screech went back to the command center, deep in thought. Dunbar was busy working on his laptop and didn’t look up when he entered the room.  
 
    With his mind still on Hanna, Screech pulled up a list of taxidermists in NYC. There were only a handful, which didn’t surprise him. Killing animals for sport and mounting their carcasses on the wall had fallen out of favor with the general public. He made a note of these companies and then decided to search for something else, instead: cages.  
 
    Cages that were large enough to contain animals, such as bears, wolves, and maybe even tigers. 
 
    And humans, of course.

  

 
   
    Chapter 53 
 
      
 
    For the first few minutes after Robert Tiedeman had been handcuffed and thrown onto his sofa, Drake said nothing. As per his request, the two police officers, and Leroy and Hanna, also remained silent. Normally, Hanna would have scoffed at both the nature of the request and the request in general, but not this time. She seemed to be inspecting Robert closely as if she had some way of peering into his mind to determine if he was the sick bastard behind these skinsuits. 
 
    It was almost clichéd the way Hanna squinted at him, first with one eye then the other, taking in the bruise on the man’s cheek, courtesy of Leroy who must have let up, the clean-shaven face, and the overall handsome appearance. Drake knew that there was no insight to be gleaned from this old-school tactic—he’d seen murderers who were stoic, others who were brazen, and practically every possible personality type in between—but there was a benefit to letting Robert squirm. The more uncomfortable the man became, the more likely he was to speak out of turn. But after nearly five minutes of silence, it was clear that this wasn’t going to be the case with Robert. 
 
    “I want you to tell me what you were doing at the art gallery the other night,” Drake asked in an even tone.  
 
    Robert answered immediately.  
 
    “Serving cocktails just like everyone else. Doing my job, keeping the one percent happy.” 
 
    Hanna grunted but Drake ignored her. 
 
    “What else were you doing at the party, Robert?” 
 
    “That’s it, just serving drinks.”  
 
    Everyone in the room knew that this was a lie, but Drake didn’t press Robert on it. Not just yet, anyway.  
 
    “Where were you at the end of the night? Why weren’t you with the rest of the wait staff?” 
 
    Robert shrugged. 
 
    “My shift was up, so I left. Just took off, you know? Tried to beat traffic.” 
 
    The man lowered his eyes. None of this made sense. Lisa’s art exposition was scheduled to last four hours; no shift would end right in the middle. As for traffic? It was around midnight when the mannequin was discovered. Leaving later would have been the smarter play if avoiding traffic was your actual goal.  
 
    And this didn’t even consider the most important fact that Robert seemed to have overlooked.  
 
    Drake cleared his throat. 
 
    “Your shift was up? Yours?” 
 
    Robert didn’t look up. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, but his reply lacked the enthusiasm of his previous answers. He was cornered and knew it.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” Drake continued. “In fact, you weren’t supposed to be there at all, were you, Robert?” 
 
    Robert sighed. Drake could see in the man’s face that he’d given up the ruse. 
 
    “Fuck… I mean, I just wanted some extra cash, man. That’s all. I need the work.” He waved his hands around the family room, which was messy and disorganized. It reminded Drake of a frat house. “I got bills, man. I mean, I can’t even get a good job because of some trumped-up bullshit charges, and that—”  
 
    Drake silenced the man with a wave of his hand. 
 
    More lies. 
 
    “Bullshit. You weren’t going to get paid. Your catering company had been commissioned for eight waiters to host the exhibit, not nine. And guess who the ninth was?” 
 
    “Naw, I mean, I might have not, like, punched in or anything, but I was there… and the guy in charge? He said if I—” 
 
    “Why don’t you stop fucking lying to us?” 
 
    Drake didn’t immediately recognize the voice and craned his neck around. 
 
    It was Hanna. 
 
    It’s not a fence… it’s a goddamn cage. 
 
    “I—I—I’m not. I—I—I—” The man collapsed into himself. 
 
    “Tell us about the girls,” Drake demanded. “About the mannequin.”  
 
    Robert stiffened. 
 
    “No. No. I don’t know anything about that. Man, for real, you gotta believe me. I don’t know nothin’ about that.” 
 
    “Believe you? Everything you’ve said since I knocked on your door has been a lie.”  
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No, no ‘buts’. You lied to me about why you were at the gallery… it wasn’t about extra cash, was it?” 
 
    Robert’s eyes widened.  
 
    “It—it was! I swear… it was just about the money, but…” he looked skyward. His expression was a cross between someone trying desperately not to cry and someone with chronic constipation trying to squeeze out a turd.  
 
    Drake decided that it was finally time to lay his cards on the table, face up. 
 
    “It was also about having sex with Lisa Fairchild in the broom closet, am I right?”  
 
    “Ohhh,” Robert moaned. “You know about that?” 
 
    Drake leaned forward.  
 
    “Robert, you need to start telling me the truth. One more lie out of your mouth, and I will instruct these officers to haul your ass away. You want to go back to prison? Do you what they do to people who hurt women in there? You think—” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” Robert really was crying now. He was trying to hide it, but his cheeks were wet with tears. If this was an acting job, it was an Oscar-worthy performance. “I was there for the money, but—” 
 
    “Robert—” 
 
    “—no, no, for real. I swear. But you’re right, I wasn’t going to be paid for the work. Not that work, anyway. A man—aw, fuck—a man came up to me, asked me if I was working the gallery event. I wasn’t scheduled to work it, but I was curious, you know? Like who is this guy? Why does he care? So, I lied, said I was, and he said—get this—he said that I was the person in charge’s ‘type’. I didn’t even know what the fuck he meant at first, but then he said that if I sleep with her, with Lisa, he’d give me a thousand bucks. I know, fucked up, right? Some real indecent proposal shit. But what the hell, I needed the cash. Thing was, I couldn’t get anyone to swap shifts with me. Like, nobody. Dude, every event people want to swap out, but not this one. So, I thought, fuck it, I’ll just go anyway. I mean, usually, there’s a manager, this fucking twat Ben Dokes, who gets his little fucking checklist out and marks off when employees show up. Then he goes and whacks off in the parking lot or whatever, comes back and clocks everyone out when the shift is up. All I had to do is wait for Ben to leave then slide in. I was wearing my uniform… nobody said nothing. And—and that’s all I thought I had to do. Just go. I mean, how the fuck was this guy gonna know if I actually banged this Lisa broad? So long as I had proof of being at the event, I could just lie. It wasn’t like he was going to be there, know what I mean?”  
 
    Drake had no idea what Robert meant—he was still three sentences behind. This was either the most elaborate lie that had ever been contrived, or Robert had lost his mind. 
 
    “Why in the world would a stranger pay you to sleep with Lisa?” Leroy asked, and Robert glared at him. 
 
    “How the hell should I know?” 
 
    “Didn’t think of asking?” Leroy continued. 
 
    Robert crossed his arms over his chest and sank even deeper into the couch. 
 
    “Needed the money.” 
 
    “Yeah, you said that—many times.” Leroy licked his lips. “And you did it, right? Sleep with her?” 
 
    Robert made a face and refused to answer. Drake was about to demand a reply when his phone buzzed. Thinking that this was as good a time as any for a break, he gave Leroy a signal to remain silent, and then stood and left the room. 
 
    “Yeah?” he said, answering his cell.  
 
    “Drake, the footage from the mall… it’s the same as the art exhibit: the cameras went black last night and came back on after the mall opened,” Screech informed him.  
 
    Drake was disappointed, but he knew that even though he was speaking in a low tone, everyone in the room behind him was listening in. He glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    “Good, that’s good,” he said into his phone. 
 
    “Good? What are you talking about, Drake?” Screech said, anger creeping into his voice. “Cameras were all black, no footage at all. We have no idea who set up that… thing.” 
 
    “Yeah… great. Anything else?”  
 
    “Is… is Robert there with you?” Screech asked, finally catching on. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. Get this, though. Dunbar rolled back the tape and two days ago a man stopped in front of the department store. He never went in, just stared at the window where the mannequin was placed. Wanna guess who this man was?” 
 
    “Robert Tiedeman,” Drake said without hesitation. 
 
    “Robert fucking Tiedeman,” Screech confirmed. 
 
    Drake’s grin became genuine. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said and then hung up. Still in the hallway leading to the family room, Drake looked directly at Robert.  
 
    “What? I told you the truth. I don’t know who that was, or what they said, but they’re lying.” 
 
    Drake slipped his phone into his pocket and walked over. Hanna and Leroy were staring at him expectantly, as were the two cops.  
 
    “Robert, you ever been to Eastwood Mall?” 
 
    The man’s face contorted. 
 
    “Eastwood? Yeah, I guess. Sure. Everyone has.” 
 
    “What about Lexington Designs?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Lexington Designs… it’s a high-end clothing store in Eastwood.” 
 
    “No, I never—” he paused as if changing his mind mid-sentence, “—I mean, I’ve never been inside the store, but I know of it. But listen, you gotta listen, I didn’t do this crazy shit, this Straw Man or whatever skinsuits… man, that fucking shit is nuts. I didn’t do it.”  
 
    “I believe you, I do,” Drake said mockingly. “Some random guy told you that he’d pay you a thousand bucks to sleep with Lisa Fairchild and a mannequin shows up there, that very night. A couple of days before that, you’re on camera in front of the very department store that becomes the site of the next mannequin. All just a shitty coincidence.” 
 
    “Naw, naw, I know what you’re tryin’ to do here,” Robert said. He started to rise, and one of the officers instantly stepped forward and grabbed him by the arms.  
 
    “I’m not doing anything. I’m not even a cop.” Drake nodded at the police officers. “But they are. Take Robert to 62nd precinct, have Yasiv interrogate him.” 
 
    Robert struggled. 
 
    “You can’t do this, man. You can’t.” 
 
    “Take him away.” 
 
    Robert was fuming when the officers dragged him down the hall. They were almost at the door when Hanna spoke up. She was behind Drake and had to project her voice. 
 
    “What did he look like?” she asked. 
 
    “Yasiv will get all the details,” Drake informed her. But this wasn’t enough for Hanna. 
 
    “Hey, Robert, what did the man look like? The one who asked you to fuck Lisa?”  
 
    Robert turned and Drake signaled for the officers to let the man answer. 
 
    “I don’t know. Tall—he was tall, middle-aged. Had blond hair, slicked back. Had these weird gray-blue eyes. Fuck, I dunno. Just some regular guy.” 
 
    When Hanna didn’t say anything, Drake looked over his shoulder at her. The woman’s mouth hung open  
 
    “Take him,” he said quickly. “Take him to the station.” 
 
    The officers nodded and pulled Robert outside.  
 
    “I didn’t do this, man. I didn’t do this crazy shit.” 
 
    Drake waited for the door to close behind them before addressing Hanna directly. 
 
    “What is it, Hanna? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s him,” she gasped. 
 
    “You mean it’s Robert? He’s the one behind this?” Leroy asked. 
 
    Hanna shook her head. 
 
    “No, not Robert. The other man, the one who told him to sleep with Lisa. That’s the Straw Man. He’s—he’s back.” 
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    In the hour or so that Drake and his team had spent with Robert Tiedeman, their case had exploded. Seemingly every radio station was reporting on the Straw Man and his macabre skinsuit displays, and Leroy had informed them that hundreds of dot com sleuths were posting about it on their blogs.  
 
    This upset Drake nearly as much as Hanna’s haunting words, both at the morgue and then as Robert was being taken away. Even though he had joked about the media being helpful for garnering more leads, this explosion in press coverage had just made their task infinitely more difficult. It had nothing to do with the fact that their unsub now knew that they were gunning for him—clearly, anonymity wasn’t a major concern, given the very public presentations—but rather a numbers game. The more people who knew about these crimes, the more people who would offer their opinions. And opinions were like assholes: everyone had one and, in Drake’s experience, most of them fucking stank.  
 
    What the hell is wrong with you, Hanna?  
 
    As before, the woman had refused to elaborate on her comments. Drake thought that Leroy might have been able to coax something out of her, but even he was unsuccessful.  
 
    That’s the Straw Man. He’s—he’s back.  
 
    The fact that Hanna suffered from some sort of PTSD was no revelation. Hell, the woman had pretended to be raped by who she thought was the Download Killer and had also helped Drake break out of a mental institution. She’d even facilitated Dr. Kruk’s escape and participated in the ensuing mayhem.  
 
    If that didn’t fuck with your head, then maybe you were the one who belonged in the institution. 
 
    Drake switched off the radio and tried to focus on the case. 
 
    All killers had an objective, a goal, and while their motivations were often basic, and sexual in nature, this one felt different. It felt more pointed and specific.  
 
    The placement of the displays, for instance, was anything but random.  
 
    But what story was the killer trying to tell? Was he making a statement against the fashion industry? Or was it broader, a condemnation of the materialistic nature of the filthy rich?  
 
    Drake grunted, lost in his head.  
 
    Neither of those reasons felt convincing, and he cast doubt on them the same way he did on Robert Tiedeman as their perpetrator. Maybe Yasiv’s search warrant, easily obtained following Robert’s arrest, would yield some valuable evidence, but Drake didn’t think so. 
 
    The man was a piece of work, there was no doubt about that, but a mass murderer? Someone capable of stripping women of their skins while they were still alive? 
 
    Unlikely. 
 
    Drake pulled into the DSLH parking lot and was pleased to see that Screech’s car was already there. Once the media got a hold of Robert’s name, things would really get ugly. And even though Yasiv had promised to keep the arrest under wraps, there had been leaks in this case already. 
 
    It was only a matter of time before this information got out, too.  
 
    “Let’s regroup inside,” Drake suggested to his passengers as he got out of his Crown Vic.  
 
    Like him, they too were lost in thought.  
 
    The trio had just entered DSLH and were starting to get settled when the door behind him blew open. 
 
    “Screech? What’s wrong?” 
 
    The man looked as if he hadn’t slept in days. 
 
    “No, nothing’s wrong, but get this, I found a link between the department store and the art exhibit,” Screech said, his eyes going wide.  
 
    “What? What’s the link?” Drake asked. 
 
    Screech threw his jacket onto Hanna’s desk and then went to his computer.  
 
    “Get this—I did some digging and found that the same person who has a financial interest in Lexington Designs, the department store, is also part owner of the whole goddamn mall. Wanna take a guess at who this might be? Oh, and spoiler alert, it ain’t Robert Tiedeman.” 
 
    “Norm Fairchild,” Leroy said. 
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    Screech opened a tab for a real estate firm and scrolled to the bottom. Drake found himself staring at Norm’s pinched face.  
 
    “That can’t be a coincidence,” Leroy offered. 
 
    “No shot,” Screech confirmed. “They were targeted.”  
 
    Drake couldn’t argue with this logic and found himself second-guessing Robert Tiedeman’s involvement. Could he be a disgruntled ex-employee, perhaps? These two businesses were just the tip of the iceberg when it came to the Fairchild’s investment portfolio. And given Lisa’s attitude, Drake wouldn’t be surprised if she had no idea who Robert was, even if he had worked for her in the past. Could Robert be so driven by his resentment that sleeping with the woman wasn’t enough? That he needed a more prominent, and grotesque, display of his displeasure?  
 
    Drake stopped himself before his runaway thoughts derailed objective thinking.  
 
    The narrative didn’t make sense. 
 
    If Robert was behind this, why not just kill Lisa and Norm, hang them up for everyone to see? Wouldn’t that be the ultimate shaming? Why involve these other women? What did they do? 
 
    “Yeah, but check this out, there’s more,” Screech continued. “I was looking into taxidermists in the city like you suggested, Drake, but nothin’ stood out. There are less than a dozen in New York and the surrounding area, and moist are just mom-and-pop shops that mount big fish, that sort of thing. But then I started searching for taxidermy places that went belly up. That’s when I found this.” Another click, and a new website replaced Norm Fairchild’s real estate firm. “This is like from a hundred years ago, and the domain has long since been abandoned, but I managed to recover some cached images.” 
 
    Gone were the fancy logos and professional head shots. This new website was antiquated to the extent that Drake thought that even he might have been able to improve on it. There were photographs of several stuffed animals across the top that looked like they had been taken using a Polaroid camera from the seventies. 
 
    “Now look at this.”  
 
    More mouse clicks and the header became ‘We Specialize in Large Game’. But it wasn’t the words that caused Drake to inhale sharply—it was the low-resolution image of two large cages beneath them. “Now, I’m no expert, and I know that Dr. Nordmeyer said—” 
 
    There was a loud crashing sound from behind them, and Drake turned just in time to see Hanna collapse, knocking her computer off the desk and onto the floor in the process. 
 
    “Hanna!” He yelled as he ran to her. “Hanna!” 
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    “Get her some water, for Christ’s sake—get Hanna some water,” Drake ordered. He had carried Hanna over to the couch and sat her upright, but the woman, while conscious, still wasn’t speaking. As Leroy went to fetch the water, Screech hovered over them and Drake gently pushed him backward, trying to give Hanna air to breathe. 
 
    “She needs space,” he said. 
 
    Leroy returned with the water and handed it to Drake. He put it to her lips, but Hanna took it from him and did it herself. With every sip, she seemed to regain more strength and color started to return to her face.  
 
    “You okay?” Leroy asked. “You want an ambulance?” 
 
    “No, no… my name is Hanna Whitmore,” she replied. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Hanna shook her head. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “No, this isn’t nothing,” Drake said. “This is far from nothing. I don’t know what’s going on with you, but if you want me—us—to help you have to start talking, Hanna.” 
 
    “I don’t need it… I don’t need your help,” she said, but the tremor in her voice suggested differently. 
 
    Drake had given Hanna a pass at the morgue and at Robert’s house, but he wasn’t going to do that here. Things had escalated and he feared that they would continue to do so unless they tackled this—whatever this was—head-on. It wasn’t just that he was worried that their case was in jeopardy with Hanna acting even more erratically than usual, but he also cared about the woman.  
 
    They’d been through a lot together, and she was one of only a few people that Drake trusted with even his darkest secrets. 
 
    “Hanna, you have to tell us what’s going on.” 
 
    The woman took a deep shuddering breath, and then lowered her gaze. 
 
    “I was fifteen when I was taken,” Hanna began. This handful of words seemed to make the air in the room thicker, harder to breathe. “A man abducted me and threw me in a cage. Stripped me naked, forced me to shit and piss in a bucket. No food or water for days. He would come down the stairs wearing only this black apron and taunt us. Sometimes…” Hanna paused to wipe the wetness from beneath her eyes. “Sometimes he would bring these animals—squirrels, foxes, I dunno—with him and butcher them in front of us, throw their guts in one of the buckets. And then he would sew them together, make these horrible creatures…” 
 
    Drake felt sick to his stomach. A fifteen-year-old girl stripped, thrown in a cage, and tortured.  
 
    It was every father’s ultimate nightmare.  
 
    Baby Clay surfaced in his mind, but he forced the image away. 
 
    “I escaped,” Hanna shuddered. “Somehow I managed to get away. And I ran… fuck, I ran forever.”  
 
    She stopped then and while Drake thought there was still more to this horrifying tale, Hanna was done for now.  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Screech said after a loud exhale. “Did the cops ever find this guy? The savage who took you?” 
 
    Hanna shook her head.  
 
    “They never found him?” Screech asked, incredulous. 
 
    Drake didn’t need to hear her answer; they hadn’t found the man because Hanna hadn’t told anyone about her ordeal. He wasn’t sure how he knew this, but Drake was certain it was the case, and instead of making her admit it, to bring shame to Hanna, he spoke up.  
 
    “And that’s why the pattern on the skins got to you. Because you recognized them.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Hanna’s voice was dry, and she paused to sip more water. “I had that exact same pattern on my back. It was from us trying to get away from him, from pushing up against very back of the cage.” 
 
    It was from us trying to get away from him… 
 
    Drake had noticed Hanna’s previous use of the term ‘us’ while telling her story but had passed it off as accidental. This time, however, it seemed deliberate. 
 
    “Hanna, was there someone else with you? In the cage?” he asked softly. 
 
    Hanna looked at him, then lowered her gaze. Tears flowed freely down her cheeks now.  
 
    This was answer enough. 
 
    “Hanna, what happened to the other person?” 
 
    She shook her head and while Drake hated putting her on the spot like this, he had to know.  
 
    “What happened, Hanna? What happened to the other girl?” 
 
    “I got away,” Hanna whispered. “I got away, but she didn’t. The Straw Man got her.” 
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    Screech wasted no time in calling Dunbar, asking him to look into cold cases of missing girls from about fifteen years ago. Drake wasn’t confident that the detective would come up with anything useful given that they couldn’t even identify the recent missing women, but he didn’t stop Screech. Like his partner, Drake knew that doing something, even if it had little to no chance of bearing fruit, was better than nothing. 
 
    In the very least, it felt as if they were helping Hanna.  
 
    Screech hung up the phone and looked over at Drake. 
 
    “He’s looking into it, but—fuck—he says the DA isn’t going to be happy about linking these recent events to cold cases. Trumbo just wants to move forward with the charges against Robert Tiedeman.” 
 
    “What?” Drake snapped. “Robert would have been just a kid back then. I don’t know what his connection is—wait, why are you making that face?”  
 
    Screech’s Adam’s apple bobbed and Drake grimaced. 
 
    “Tell me he’s not planning on doing a press conference. For the love of God, Screech, tell me he’s not going public. We’re working our assess off trying to stop this fucking maniac from grabbing more girls, from killing them, and he’s going to fuck up the only lead we have?” 
 
    “Not today,” Screech said, sounding as dejected as Drake felt. “But Dunbar thinks he’s gonna do it tomorrow.” 
 
    This was a massive mistake. If the man who had hired Robert found out he was in custody, he would sever all ties with him. Any evidence that could potentially link the two would either be destroyed or trampled on by the press. 
 
    “It’s not him,” Hanna said from the couch. She was sitting up a little taller now. “It wasn’t Robert.” 
 
    Drake wasn’t sure if she was referring to the man who had taken her or the man who was responsible for the recent murders, but that didn’t matter—to Hanna, they were one and the same. While this seemed incredibly unlikely to Drake, his opinion was irrelevant. What had happened to Hanna was real, which meant that there was someone out there, someone who had kidnapped Hanna and another girl years ago.  
 
    It could be the same person, or people, or it might not be.  
 
    Either way, Drake was still going to find him or them.  
 
    There was also the undeniable link to Lisa and Norm Fairchild to consider. Where did that fall into the narrative that included Hanna’s abduction in the early two-thousands? 
 
    Drake’s phone rang. The number was unlisted and while he typically wouldn’t answer, he was grateful for the distraction.  
 
    “Yeah?” he barked.  
 
    “Is this the Private Investigator Damien Drake?” 
 
    The fucking press found me already. Those vultures— 
 
    “Mr. Drake, this is Dr. Karen Nordmeyer from the Medical Examiner’s Office.” 
 
    Drake’s eyes narrowed. If there was one person he wanted to talk to less than a member of the press, this was her. 
 
    “You have something for me?” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer paused and Drake could almost see her shake her head in disapproval. But he didn’t have time for niceties or formalities. Not with a murderer on the loose.  
 
    “Yes, a couple of things that I would like to discuss in person.” 
 
    “It’s gotta be over the phone.” Drake glanced at Hanna. “I don’t have time to drive out to you today.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure that protocol—” 
 
    Drake lost his cool. 
 
    “Protocol? Really? I’ve got six dead girls stripped of their skins and a killer whose only protocol is to keep on killing. So, if you have something to tell me, something that’ll help stop this sadistic piece of shit, then you’re going to have to tell me over the goddamn phone.” 
 
    All eyes were on him, and Drake pulled his cell away from his ear and put it on speaker.  
 
    “Well, these are unusual circumstances, so I suppose that—" 
 
    “Good,” Drake interrupted. “Now go ahead, tell us what you’ve found.” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer cleared her throat,  
 
    “Yes, well, I compared the three sets of sutures—one from each of the mannequins and the third that your colleague provided—and I can confirm that not only are they identical, but the mannequin sutures are contiguous.” 
 
    “Contiguous?” Drake asked, unfamiliar with the word. 
 
    “From one single strand,” Leroy said. 
 
    Drake nodded, then indicated for the man to remain silent. He didn’t want to spook Dr. Nordmeyer and give her a reason to stop sharing over the phone. 
 
    “Thanks,” he grumbled. 
 
    The fact that the mannequin sutures were from one strand was interesting, as was the confirmation that the section Hanna had lifted from the Fairchilds was part of the same set. 
 
    All of this evidence was starting to point at one person. 
 
    And it wasn’t Robert Tiedeman.  
 
    “Mr. Drake?” Dr. Nordmeyer asked. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I also got the DNA results back from the epidermis from the art gallery.”  
 
    Drake’s ears perked. The suture information he’d been expecting, the DNA results he had not.  
 
    “And? Any hits?” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer continued as if she was speaking to herself. 
 
    “I entered the four DNA signatures into every database I could think of, but only one came back with a single match.”  
 
    Drake’s jaw hung open. 
 
    Why the fuck wouldn’t you lead with that?  
 
    “What’s her name?” he nearly shouted into the phone.  
 
    “Marjorie Wilson. One of the girls’ names is Marjorie Wilson.” 
 
    Drake snapped his fingers and pointed at Screech and then his computer, indicating for him to look up Marjorie Wilson. 
 
    “What database did you get a hit on?” 
 
    “CODIS—Marjorie’s DNA was in the database from a suspected date rape case. Charges were never filed, and the case was put on low priority when Marjorie changed her story more than once. The strange thing is that I could only find her date of birth. For some reason, the woman’s forwarding address was redacted. Do you want the date of birth?”  
 
    “Yeah, of course. Give it to me.”  
 
    As soon as he had this information, Screech started hammering on his keyboard. 
 
    “What about the others? No hits at all?” Drake asked. 
 
    “Negative. But if you have anything to compare these signatures to, I can very easily—”  
 
    “Four,” Hanna said softly.  
 
    Drake ignored her. 
 
    “What about the straw? Is there anything special—” 
 
    “Four DNA signatures,” Hanna said, rising to her feet. 
 
    Drake gestured for her to sit down, but she was having none of it. Before he knew what was happening, she walked over to him and pulled the phone from his hand. 
 
    “You said you entered four DNA signatures,” Hanna repeated. 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Nordmeyer admitted hesitantly. “Who’s this, please?” 
 
    Hanna didn’t even acknowledge the question. 
 
    “There were three skins—you said there were three skins! Where is the fourth DNA sample from?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, well, I managed to pull a signature from a hair off one of the sutures—it belonged to a male. At present, it’s not clear if it is from contamination at the scene, but—” 
 
    “No, it’s not contamination. It’s him. We have to find a match for that DNA,” Hanna whispered. 
 
    “As I said, I put it through all databases without any results.” 
 
    Hanna held the phone out and Drake took it back from her. She looked even paler than when Screech had shown her the pictures of the cages from the ancient taxidermy website.  
 
    “We need to find a match, Drake.” 
 
    Drake nodded and then let Leroy guide Hanna back to the couch. She collapsed into it, her eyes glazing over.  
 
    “Anything else?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes, just one more thing,” Dr. Nordmeyer continued, and Drake shook his head. He’d give half his share of the business to deal with Beckett right now instead of her. The woman was beyond infuriating.  
 
    I kinda wish Suzan had killed her, he thought.  
 
    “Yeah—yeah, what?” 
 
    “Like the sutures, the mannequins are from years ago. I traced the serial number on one of them to a company that sold this model in the mid- to late-nineties, but they’ve been out of business for more than a decade. No records of who might have purchased them.” 
 
    “Send any information you’ve got, and I’ll see if my guy can dig up anything else. Is that all?” 
 
    “That’s everything I have for now.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Drake hung up the phone and walked over to Screech. 
 
    “Wilson… Wilson… I recognize that name,” Leroy muttered. 
 
    It was also familiar to Drake, but he couldn’t place it either.  
 
    Screech who was annoyed at not being able to find a hit on Marjorie Wilson suddenly snapped his fingers. 
 
    “The fucking art gallery!” 
 
    “What?” Drake and Leroy asked in unison. 
 
    “Wilson, from the art gallery,” Screech said, sitting up straight. Instead of offering additional clarification, he leaned into his computer. Only this time, Screech didn’t search the Internet. Instead, he brought up an image of a handwritten sheet of paper that appeared to be mainly a list of names.  
 
    Drake squinted at it, and then read the header out loud. 
 
    “La Nuit des Femmes.” 
 
    Drake couldn’t read any more on account of Screech’s furious scrolling but thankfully the man stopped three-quarters of the way down and highlighted two names, one on top of the other. 
 
    “You have to be shitting me,” Drake said. “Tim and Stephanie Wilson—they were guests at the exhibit?” 
 
    Hanna surprised everyone by suddenly appearing behind them.  
 
    “It’s their daughter,” she said, with a flatness to her voice that gave Drake chills. “One of the skins belongs to Tim and Stephanie Wilson’s daughter.”
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    “No way,” Drake muttered under his breath. He repeated the sentiment, louder this time. “No fucking way.” 
 
    “Yes way,” Screech countered. “It’s gotta be her.” 
 
    The more evidence they uncovered, the more confident Drake became that the trail would lead back to the Fairchilds. Norm and Lisa were destined to receive another visit, and there was nothing Burt Lancaster Esq. could do about it. 
 
    The only question left to answer is whether they were victims or culprits.  
 
    “Screech, did Marjorie’s name show up on the list of missing people the NYPD provided?” 
 
    “Nope. I’ve had literally zero time to look into any of the names on the list, but the first thing I did was search for anyone related to the art gallery. Nothing popped.” 
 
    Drake scratched the back of his head. 
 
    “That makes no sense.”  
 
    Screech spun around and addressed his computer. 
 
    “Let me do something here…” 
 
    Drake watched as the man logged into the NYPD database using Dunbar’s credentials. At this point, he didn’t even question it. A few seconds later, Screech looked over his shoulder at him. 
 
    “Nope—just like I thought. No report of a Marjorie Wilson going missing.” 
 
    “What the hell is going on here?” Leroy asked. 
 
    Drake bit his lip as he thought about the question for a moment before asking one of his own.  
 
    “How old is Marjorie?” 
 
    “Seventeen—no, wait, just turned eighteen two months ago,” Screech replied. 
 
    “Well, then I’m guessing the reason she was never reported missing was that either her parents don’t speak to her on a daily basis or this thing—whatever the fuck it is—is happening much faster than we thought.” 
 
    “You think the Straw Man is picking these girls up and killing them right away?” Leroy said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Drake grimaced at the use of the media label. 
 
    “Could be our unsub’s MO.” He cast a glance at Hanna as he said this, remembering her story. She’d told them that the man in the apron had kept her locked up for days and had starved her. This new revelation, if it were true, put a wrench in the idea that this was related to Hanna’s past, something that Drake was already doubtful of. Most killers escalated, but in the opposite direction: the first kill is messy and quick, as the fear of getting caught is overwhelming. The killer takes his time with their subsequent victims and often becomes more sadistic as they chase the high of their first kill.  
 
    While the time between murders typically shrinks, the time with each victim before death increases. 
 
    This is the opposite of what Hanna was suggesting.  
 
    “Or maybe the Wilsons are like the Fairchilds.” Drake was surprised that Hanna had spoken and turned to look at her. She was still pale but looked stable. As stable as Hanna ever was, that is.  
 
    “Meaning what?” Screech asked. 
 
    “Meaning that they’re so worried about their reputation that they’d rather just forget about their little girl than face the embarrassment and public shame of reporting her missing.” 
 
    It was an unduly harsh assessment, but Drake couldn’t deny the possibility. 
 
    He sighed heavily, knowing, and resenting, what needed to be done next.  
 
    “Only one way to find out.” Drake cursed under his breath and then added, “We’re going to have to break the news to Tim and Stephanie Wilson.”  
 
    Once again, the air in the room felt heavy.  
 
    “Alone?” Screech asked.  
 
    Drake was about to instinctively answer in the affirmative but then changed his mind. 
 
    “It’s probably best if we get someone in the NYPD to come with us.” 
 
    “Dunbar?”  
 
    “I was thinking Yasiv.” 
 
    It was no secret that breaking terrible news to loved ones was almost universally considered the worst part of a police officer’s job. Drake had hated it back when he was a detective and now, seeing as he was no longer in the NYPD, he could easily pass the responsibility off entirely to Yasiv. 
 
    But he wouldn’t do that. This was his case, and it had been ever since he’d signed that fake contract. But after what Hanna had told him, it would be his case even if the sergeant fired him.  
 
    Or threw him in jail.  
 
    Drake would never stop until he found whoever had taken her, taken them.  
 
    Sensing his discomfort, Leroy said, “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    Drake declined the offer.  
 
    “No, you guys stay here. I want you to focus on looking deeper into Norm and Lisa Fairchild.” 
 
    “As suspects or victims?” Screech asked. 
 
    The question was a valid one. 
 
    As was Drake’s response. 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    With that, he turned his back on his team and called Sergeant Yasiv.  
 
    “Have you heard the news?” Drake asked, not bothering with preamble.  
 
    “Yeah.” Yasiv sounded tired. “Just got a memo from the ME. The DA is going to lose his shit.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Drake left it at that, there was no need to keep repeating that he didn’t care what the DA did or how the man felt. Everyone knew his position by now. “I’m going to speak to Marjorie’s parents, and I thought it best if the NYPD joined me.”  
 
    “Of course,” Yasiv said, his tone returning to one of clipped professionalism. 
 
    “Any update on Robert?” 
 
    “He’s been cooperative. I’ve asked him for a DNA sample to compare to the fourth signature that the ME found, and he’s agreed.” 
 
    This surprised Drake. He didn’t think that the NYPD had enough to keep Robert more than a few hours, which made it even more telling that the man was willing to give up his DNA. Even with the district attorney threatening to give a press conference, a public defender would have Robert out on the streets before nightfall.  
 
    “Be ready in ten,” Drake said. “I’ll pick you up.” 
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    After all these years, he was back. 
 
    Hanna had never referred to the man who had grabbed her, stripped her, and thrown her in a cage next to her friend as the Straw Man. She hadn’t given him a name at all, as that would lend itself to her remembering. And most of what Hanna had done since the day she’d escaped was to try to forget. 
 
    And to survive. 
 
    To this end, she’d become a chameleon, designing and redesigning herself into something that others wanted, as this was the fastest way to attain what she desired.  
 
    Hanna’s goals weren’t elaborate and didn’t revolve around any sort of financial gain. 
 
    All she wanted was a new life: a new past, a new present, and a new future. 
 
    This was why she couldn’t be Robin. Robin had been abducted and Robin had seen and done horrible things. 
 
    Hanna was different, though, because she no longer existed.  
 
    Yet, despite her best efforts to forget, once a year, usually around the anniversary of her escape, Hanna would do whatever she had to in order to gain access to police and medical records. She needed to know if he’d returned. 
 
    But there was never anything that fit his MO. 
 
    No girls reported being locked in a cage inside a musty, dirt basement, no nude man in a black apron torturing them.  
 
    No girls stripped of their skins. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    Drake had once told her that there were only two reasons violent criminals ceased fulfilling their needs for mayhem: they were either incarcerated, or they were dead.  
 
    But Hanna knew better. 
 
    In a different life, she’d completed a Master’s degree in human psychology, which gave her insight into a third motivation. Even if she had no education, however, Hanna would have known this other reason because she was intimately familiar with it: a killer could stop killing if they became someone else.  
 
    It had happened before. 
 
    The East Area Rapist terrorized California for nearly a decade, raping and murdering dozens in the late seventies through the mid-eighties. And then, all of a sudden, he stopped, as if becoming the perfect citizen overnight. He never struck again. 
 
    Everyone assumed the East Area Rapist was either dead or in prison, but neither was the case. Decades later, a distant relative sent their DNA to be analyzed to build an ancestral tree or to determine if they should stop eating dairy or gluten. 
 
    This signature was then linked to the rapist, which eventually led to the arrest of an octogenarian living in the suburbs.  
 
    When asked to provide a reason for why he stopped his killing spree, the man said simply that he had a child of his own. 
 
    He had started living a new life, he had become someone else.  
 
    Someone who didn’t kill. 
 
    Just like the Straw Man. Only, the man in the black apron didn’t get arrested or die.  
 
    He had returned.  
 
    This time, Hanna was determined not to run or reinvent herself. Now, she had people who cared about her, and she cared about them. 
 
    She liked this life and wasn’t going to let the Straw Man take it from her. 
 
    Tell me you love me. 
 
    Hanna shuddered and rose from the couch. Her first few steps were awkward, as if her leg muscles were fatigued from a long run, but this eventually dissipated.  
 
    “Where you headed?” Screech asked, leaning away from his computer. 
 
    Hanna was nearly at the door when she turned back to look at him.  
 
    “Out,” she said simply. 
 
    “But Drake said—” Leroy began, but Hanna shot him a look that immediately made him stop speaking. 
 
    She knew that Drake meant well and that he was looking out for her. But she didn’t need his help. She also knew that Drake was in charge of this case, but that was just a technicality. The cat caper and everything related to Ken Smith was Drake’s domain. 
 
    The Straw Man was hers. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” she said, and then left. 
 
    In her car, she dialed Detective Dunbar’s number. 
 
    “Hanna? Are you with Drake?” 
 
    “No, he’s meeting Yasiv—I’m alone. Dunbar, I have a favor to ask.” 
 
    The man sighed heavily into the receiver. 
 
    “Yeah, Hanna, it’s really busy here, what with the DA and…” the detective let his sentence trail off. 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t really important.” 
 
    “Related to the case?” 
 
    Hanna said nothing and the detective sighed again. 
 
    “Okay, I might be able to help you out. What do you need?” 
 
    “Access to some cold case files.” 
 
    “How old?” 
 
    “Fifteen years, give or take.” 
 
    “Those will be in storage. If you want, I can get someone to go down there for you maybe tomorrow morning. If you give me something more specific, I can—wait, are you driving right now?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Hanna, it’s crazy here. It’s a fucking zoo at the station. You can’t—” 
 
    “I can, and I am. I’ll be there in fifteen, Dunbar. If you don’t want me to make a scene, you should probably consider meeting me at the door.” 
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    “Is the DA gonna hold off on the presser at least until Robert’s DNA results come in?” Drake asked as he pulled up outside the massive two-story Brownstone. 
 
    “He wouldn’t say,” Yasiv replied. There was still tension between the two of them, but Drake refused to let his emotions cloud the case. “Hopefully, we get the results back tonight and then the DA can decide whether or not to go ahead with it. We secured a search warrant for Robert’s house but came up empty aside from some weed and a small amount of cocaine. Not enough to charge him, but enough to hold him.” 
 
    That answers that, Drake thought.  
 
    “Wait—what do you mean if you get the results back, the DA will decide then? If it’s not a match, he is going to back off, right?” 
 
    Yasiv screwed up his face. 
 
    “I fucking hope so.” 
 
    Drake couldn’t imagine putting Robert on the cross if his DNA didn’t match the sample that Dr. Nordmeyer pulled from the suture, but he wasn’t Mark Trumbo. The DA had already proven that he was only out for one person: himself. And with the election upcoming, the DA was better off putting Robert up on charges, even if a grand jury failed to issue an indictment. By the time the square wheels of justice started to move, the election would be over, and Trumbo would have secured his victory. Then he could resume the search for the actual killer.  
 
    The problem with this scenario was that in the interim, the real killer would still be out there, hunting.  
 
    Killing. 
 
    Skinning. 
 
    Drake got out of his car and stretched his back. While he loved his Crown Vic and was grateful for his team who somehow found and returned it to him, it lacked any sort of lower back support.  
 
    And he was thirty-eight going on seventy. 
 
    “How do you want to do this?” Yasiv asked, once again deferring to Drake. 
 
    “I’ll take the lead.”  
 
    Like the Fairchilds’, the walkway to the Wilson house was blocked by a wrought iron gate. Drake walked up to the intercom embedded in the brick adjacent to the gate and pressed the button.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Detective, but I’ve been instructed by my lawyer not to speak to you without him being present,” the voice in the box informed him.  
 
    Drake assumed that this was Tim Wilson and decided against correcting him on the use of the term ‘detective’.  
 
    “I understand, but this isn’t about—” Drake hesitated. He was about to say that his visit wasn’t about the art gallery, but that would have been a lie. It was about the art gallery, just not in the way that Tim Wilson thought. “It’s about your daughter.” 
 
    Unlike when Drake had first spoken into the intercom, Tim hesitated this time around. 
 
    “My daughter? Marjorie? What about her?” 
 
    Drake felt his frustration at talking through a plastic box rising but he forced himself to remain calm. While these people might be assholes, they were about to receive the worst news that a parent could ever get, and it would do none of them any good if Drake was pissed off while he delivered it. 
 
    Thankfully, Yasiv detected the change in Drake, and he pushed his way forward. 
 
    “Mr. Wilson, this is Sergeant Henry Yasiv of 62nd precinct. We have some news about your daughter that you’re going to want to hear in person.”  
 
    There was a short pause before the lock on the gate disengaged. Drake and Yasiv wasted no time hurrying up the walk and when they were halfway to the door it opened. Stephanie Wilson stood in front of Tim, a phone pressed to her ear, a concerned look on her face.  
 
    As Drake neared, she lowered the phone and then said to her husband, “She’s not answering. Tim, she’s not answering.”  
 
    Tim Wilson was a diminutive man, about five foot six if Drake had to guess, with a five o’clock shadow and dark, squinting eyes.  
 
    “Detectives, if this is some sort of trick—” 
 
    “It’s not,” Drake said so sternly that the man immediately stopped speaking and took a step back. “May we come in?” 
 
    “Did something happen? Did something happen to Marjorie?” Stephanie asked. 
 
    Yasiv repeated Drake’s question.  
 
    “May we come in, please?” 
 
    Stephanie had looked concerned as they’d approached, but now she looked downright terrified. She brushed a strand of blonde hair from her face and opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. Tim put a hand on her back and said, “Yes—yes, come in.” 
 
    The man guided his wife backward, giving them space to enter. The entrance and foyer were grandiose, made of polished tile, and accented with glittering lights. It seemed that every rich person in this part of New York had the same interior designer. 
 
    “Did Marjorie get herself into trouble again?” Stephanie asked, finding her voice. “I swear to God, that girl—” 
 
    “We should sit,” Drake said flatly. 
 
    Both Tim and Stephanie swallowed hard and the former quickly led them to an adjacent room. Drake and Yasiv stood while the Wilsons sat beside each other on a leather couch.  
 
    Based on his experience, Drake knew that the best thing to do in uncomfortable situations such as this one was just get to the point. 
 
    “There really is no good way to tell you this, but—” 
 
    Before he could even finish the sentence, something inside Stephanie Wilson broke. She shrieked and tried to rise to her feet. Tim held her down and attempted to comfort the woman, but the shrieking, while it decreased in intensity, didn’t stop. This wasn’t a case of an estranged daughter, someone that the Wilsons regretted, perhaps, and wanted to forget. 
 
    Marjorie Wilson was loved.  
 
    And that made it even harder for Drake to utter the next words that came out of his mouth, loud and clear, to ensure there was no misunderstanding.  
 
    “Your daughter is dead. I am very, very sorry.”  
 
    The wailing stopped, but what happened next made Drake wish the sound would return. Stephanie seemed to collapse inward, as if all of her bones had become jelly at the same time. It was a haunting sight, one that would stick with Drake forever.  
 
    “No, no, it can’t be,” Stephanie sobbed. “It can’t be. No, no, no…” 
 
    Tim’s face reddened and he wrapped his arms around his wife. They both cried together, oddly in sync. 
 
    Drake cast a glance at Yasiv, hoping to meet the man’s eyes and signal for him to intervene, but he was staring at his toes and didn’t notice. To his surprise, it was Tim who spoke next, pulling his wife to his chest and then wiping his eyes as he did. 
 
    “It was her, wasn’t it? She was one of the… Marjorie was… she was on the mannequin.” Tim’s voice was barely audible by the end of the sentence.  
 
    Stephanie shrieked and Drake pursed his lips. 
 
    He wanted to lie. He wanted nothing more than to tell these grieving parents that their child died peacefully in her sleep, that she’d felt no pain.  
 
    But Drake couldn’t do it.  
 
    “Yes. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Tim’s expression transitioned from sorrow to anger. Before he could lash out, Yasiv came alive. 
 
    “I can’t imagine what this must feel like, how much pain you’re in right now. And if I could hold my questions to another time,” the sergeant shook his head, “or not ask them at all, I would. But it’s important—we have to stop this guy before he hurts someone else. When’s the last time you saw Marjorie?”  
 
    Tim’s jaw locked. 
 
    “About a week and a half ago, maybe twelve days. She went camping with some friends.” 
 
    Drake’s eyes went wide.  
 
    “How many friends?” 
 
    Tim glanced over at him. 
 
    “Two. Melissa Tanner and Janice Brookfield.” 
 
    For some reason, the mention of the names of her daughter’s friends reignited Stephanie’s sobs and wails. This time, Drake barely noticed. He was lost in thought, trying to recall the list of art gallery attendees from Screech’s computer. It turned out that he didn’t have to. 
 
    “Their parents were also at the gallery,” Yasiv whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Fuck,” Drake grumbled, then winced. He hadn’t meant to curse or say anything at all. But he had, and loud enough for Tim to overhear. The man glared at him. “I’m very sorry again for your loss,” Drake said quickly. “We’re going to find out what happened to your daughter.” 
 
    I promise, was on the tip of his tongue, but unlike with Ms. Schmidt, Drake refrained. Still, he’d come close to breaking the cardinal rule of private investigation: making promises.  
 
    What the fuck is wrong with you?  
 
    Drake started backing toward the door and Yasiv offered some parting words before following him out.  
 
    “I’ll have a couple of officers swing by. They’ll be able to answer any questions you may have and what to do next.” 
 
    “Do next? What the hell do you mean, do next?” Tim shouted. 
 
    Drake left Yasiv to deal with the man’s anger and hurried outside. He made it to the gate and then called Screech.  
 
    “Screech, I need you to confirm something for me.” 
 
    “Yeah, what is it?” 
 
    “I need you to tell me if any of the guests at the gallery had the surnames Tanner or Brookfield.” 
 
    “Gotcha.” Drake waited a handful of seconds. “Yep, both. Tanner and Brookfield. Why do you ask?”  
 
    “Because,” Drake said as he got into his car and waited for Yasiv to join him, “I think we just found out who the other two girls on display were.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 60 
 
      
 
    Even though Hanna left well after Drake, she had no problem catching up with him before he made it to 62nd precinct. She had to make a deliberate effort not to pass him and waited for Yasiv to get in his car and them to drive away before she got out.  
 
    Hanna didn’t feel like explaining to Drake why she was here, why she needed Dunbar to help her access old case files. Part of her felt like she already said too much. 
 
    Sixty-second precinct was bustling. There were cops everywhere, dozens outside and Hanna suspected a magnitude more inside the station.  
 
    Her expression soured. She’d told everyone who would listen that it wasn’t Robert, that the waiter wasn’t the Straw Man, but they refused to listen. 
 
    Mark Trumbo had a hard-on for the guy, which was strange given Hanna and the DA’s previous interaction at the hotel. 
 
    Well, it wouldn’t be the first time a man pretended to like the bun while secretly craving the sausage.  
 
    Slipping large sunglasses over her eyes, Hanna got out of her car and scanned for Dunbar. When she didn’t immediately notice him, she shrugged and started across the street anyway. With every stride, her posture became more adroit. 
 
    Even if Dunbar wasn’t here, Hanna would still find a way inside and gain access to the cold case files. The whole Robert Tiedeman circus would actually benefit her, as every cop here was probably just stroking his cock, moaning about how he’d brought the Straw Man to his knees. 
 
    Hanna was halfway across the street when she finally saw Dunbar. The large man pushed his way through the crowd and met her on the sidewalk. His breath reeked of coffee. 
 
    “Hanna, I know I said to come, but this isn’t—” Hanna pulled her sunglasses down and stared the man in the eyes. “Aw, fuck. Screech asked me to look into cold cases, but I’ve been way too busy with this Robert Tiedeman and Nick Petrazzino mess. Please, just keep your head down and stay close. Let’s hope no one notices you.” 
 
    Hanna grinned. 
 
    “Lead the way.”  
 
    Still shaking his head, Dunbar entered 62nd, with the cops gathered outside parting to allow both of them to pass. Hanna could see several of the officers eying her up, but she just kept her chin high.  
 
    She’d been right, the inside of the station was jammed with officers. 
 
    Sorry to make you go soft, boys, but you got the wrong guy.  
 
    Despite the sheer mass of people, someone still managed to pick Dunbar from out of the crowd. 
 
    “Detective Dunbar, we need you in here,” a man with a military haircut and sporting a Tartan blazer said from the doorway of a conference room. He noticed Hanna next and asked, “Who’s this?” 
 
    Dunbar, as Hanna predicted, just blubbered. 
 
    “Hanna,” she said without hesitation. 
 
    The man’s face twisted. 
 
    “Hanna? Just Hanna?”  
 
    “N-no, no, it’s—it’s okay. She’s been cleared,” Dunbar stuttered. “Working with Yasiv.” 
 
    The man in the jacket looked at Hanna, challenged her, but when she didn’t back down, he shrugged. 
 
    “Sure, okay, whatever. We need you in here, though.” 
 
    “Detective Dunbar is just going to show me some old files. I’ll have him back to you in just a minute.” 
 
    This was Dunbar’s cue to say something and lead her away, but he just stared. 
 
    “Detective Dunbar?” she asked. 
 
    Take me to the fucking files, already.  
 
    “Yeah—yes, yeah. Okay, I-I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Finally, the detective led her away, first down a hallway then to a set of stairs. They descended past a room full of computers and arrived at a door marked ‘Cold Cases’. Both words were written in capitals, except for the ‘C’ in cold which was scrawled in lower case.  
 
    “Hmm, clever,” she remarked. 
 
    Dunbar opened the door, and they entered a small waiting area. In front of them was a wall of floor-to-ceiling fencing, broken only by a small section of weathered countertop. 
 
    Hanna inhaled sharply at the sight. 
 
    “You okay?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    “Fine, just tired,” Hanna lied. She lowered her gaze from the fence to the counter. It was clear that this area was typically manned, but there was no one here now. 
 
    “Everyone is either upstairs or outside Robert’s house, looking for something to nail him with,” Dunbar informed her, reading her thoughts.  
 
    There was a clipboard on the counter on the other side of the fence that the detective managed to tease through the opening with his chubby fingers. He scrawled his name on it using the pen that was attached by a pink string and then wrote Hanna’s beneath. 
 
    Dunbar used a key on his belt to unlock a small door in the fence next, revealing a much larger space full of metal shelves.  
 
    Shelves that were overflowing with boxes. 
 
    But when Dunbar held the gate open and gestured for her to enter, it wasn’t the boxes that gave Hanna pause.  
 
    It was the fence itself.  
 
    Suck it up. You can do this. You have to do this. 
 
    Hanna took a deep breath, nodded at Dunbar for some reason, then stepped into the cold case room. The odor of wet newspapers struck her immediately, and Hanna scrunched her nose.  
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Dunbar said, making a face of his own. “We’ve got interns digitizing everything, but they’re slow. They’ve only done the last seven or eight years. If you want something from a crime that took place ten years ago or more in New York City, then this is the place.”  
 
    Dunbar sounded daunted, but these words actually gave Hanna hope that she might find what she was looking for. Her previous annual investigations into the Straw Man had been done through a computer.  
 
    This was different.  
 
    This was old school. 
 
    Hanna let Dunbar continued to speak while she looked around. Multiple cameras lined the walls of the room and she noticed at least three fire extinguishers. Whoever was in charge should have invested in some dehumidifiers as dampness was the real hazard. 
 
    Hanna doubted that a flame thrower could ignite the boxes or files within, damp as they were. 
 
    “I hope you know what you’re looking for, otherwise you can expect to be here all day.” Dunbar scratched his chin. “But you can’t be here all day—sorry. You’ve got an hour or two, tops. Oh, and you absolutely can’t take anything out of this room, Hanna. Nothing. I mean it. If anyone comes asking, just tell them you’re working the Straw Man case, under Yasiv and Drake. On second thought, don’t mention Drake. Not here, anyway.” 
 
    Dunbar was rambling as he tried to shake the uncomfortable feeling that was settling over both of them. 
 
    “Where’s the dope? The good shit?” Hanna joked as she started down the row in front of her, examining the labels on the boxes as she went. There was a date and a name on each as well as other digits that meant nothing to her. 
 
    “Hanna…” 
 
    She ignored Dunbar and read the information on the first stack of boxes that went nearly to the ceiling. The name listed on about half of them was ‘Jane Doe’. 
 
    All these missing women who nobody cared enough about to even come looking for. 
 
    While working at the psych facility Hanna had heard cops talk about the ‘lesser dead’ on many occasions. They were referring to prostitutes and other women whom society deemed as less worthy. 
 
    Drug addicts, orphans, mentally ill. 
 
    And that’s what Hanna was looking at now: boxes that contained the only traces of the lesser dead. 
 
    The Jane Does.  
 
    “You said you wanted files from the early two-thousands?” Dunbar asked from somewhere behind her. He sounded a mile away but couldn’t have been more than ten feet. 
 
    “Yeah,” Hanna said dryly. She realized then, looking at those boxes, just how easily she could have become one of them. 
 
    “Over here.” 
 
    Hanna migrated to the row that Dunbar was standing in front of. 
 
    “Rough few years,” he remarked, indicating the overflowing shelves. “Good luck—I have to get upstairs to that meeting. And, please, do not take anything out of this room.” 
 
    Hanna looked at him until he nodded and walked away. 
 
    “Dunbar?” she hollered when the detective neared the counter. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Please don’t close the gate. Just leave it open, okay?” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 61 
 
      
 
    Drake was wrong. Telling a parent that their child was dead wasn’t the hardest thing that you had to do as a cop or PI. Informing them that their child was almost certainly dead, but to confirm you needed a DNA sample, was even more difficult. 
 
    It was the twisted perception of hope that made it so. Drake couldn’t rightly tell the Brookfields or the Tanners that their little girls were unequivocally deceased, which led to uncertainty. And with that, came the nightmares.  
 
    At least the Wilsons could start their grieving process, as painful as that would be.  
 
    “I need a fucking drink,” Yasiv said after they’d finished getting hair samples from both families. He slumped against the worn passenger seat of Drake’s Crown Vic. “A drink and a cigarette.” 
 
    Drake didn’t smoke, but he could definitely use a drink.  
 
    “I don’t mind if you smoke in here,” he said. 
 
    “You sure?” Yasiv asked, but he was already rolling down the window and pulling a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    Drake put the car into drive and Yasiv lit up. They had work to do: Drake had to get the hair samples to the lab, they had to continue to grill Robert Tiedeman, and they had to find this bastard. But he was exhausted. Although never much of an athlete, when he’d been younger, Drake had managed to somehow run a marathon with minimal training. He’d completed it in under four and a half hours, no Herculean feat by any means, but no crawl, either. The level of fatigue he felt now rivaled that day all those years ago. But back then he’d been younger, could bounce back faster. He’d spent more than a decade punishing his body since. 
 
    Drake cursed under his breath. Despite all of these pressing issues, however, he found his thoughts drifting the way an exhausted mind tended to do.  
 
    Hanna’s face, not with her snarky, pretty expression, but the way she looked when telling her tale, suddenly appeared and grabbed hold. So far, Drake kept the horrifying story from the sergeant. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe her—despite Hanna’s checkered past when it came to serious lies, he didn’t doubt her here—but it was more that Drake remained unconvinced that what had happened to her was related to their current case. And if it wasn’t, then it was none of Yasiv’s fucking business.  
 
    Still, there was always the chance that the man who had taken Hanna was responsible for the mannequins. Drake hoped it wasn’t, for a variety of reasons, not least of all for the sick bastard responsible.  
 
    He had learned long ago that Hanna wasn’t someone whose bad side you wanted to be on. Not if you intended to keep your soft bits attached to your body, that is. 
 
    “I’m going to take an officer and visit the campsite tomorrow,” Yasiv said, exhaling a cloud of smoke out the window. “The one that Marjorie and her friends were staying at.”  
 
    Drake nodded. He debated whether or not he should go with the man but decided to leave it open-ended by not answering. 
 
    “After I drop off the hair samples,” Yasiv continued, smoking feverishly, “I’ll run the fourth DNA sample from the gallery mannequin, the male one, and pump it through every database I can find.”  
 
    “I thought the ME already ran it through CODIS?” 
 
    “She did, but I’m going to broaden the search. We have… uhh… relationships with many of the genealogical websites out there. You know, the ones that people use to draw their family tree?” 
 
    Drake was vaguely familiar with the service. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Well, maybe someone, a relative, who knows, maybe even the asshole who’s behind this, uploaded their DNA to one of these sites.” 
 
    It was unlikely, but worth a shot. 
 
    As Drake pulled up to 62nd precinct, he noticed two things: one, the sheer number of police officers hanging around, at least triple or four times as many as he was used to seeing, and two, a dark VW double-parked across the street.  
 
    It looked exactly like Hanna’s car, the one that he’d driven on many occasions after he’d abandoned his Crown Vic.  
 
    The same one that Hanna had repaired after the Dr. Kruk incident. Drake thought he even noticed a slight difference in coloring on the front bumper that had been replaced compared to the paintjob of the rest of the vehicle. 
 
    But that must’ve just been his mind playing tricks on him because it couldn’t be Hanna’s car. 
 
    Hanna was back at the shop, with Leroy and Screech. 
 
    “Probably best if you let me off here,” Yasiv said, lighting another cigarette.  
 
    Drake couldn’t agree more. Heading this investigation or not, he planned to avoid the precinct as much as possible. He pulled over and Yasiv hopped out. The man started to walk away before pausing and turning back.  
 
    “Thanks for your help today, Drake,” the sergeant said, the cigarette jammed into his mouth twitching with every word. 
 
    It was an olive branch if Drake had ever seen one. But no matter how Yasiv acted today, no matter how much they needed each other to solve this case, nothing would make Drake forget what the man had written on that sheet of paper.  
 
    Suzan Cuthbert murdered Dr. Nordmeyer. 
 
    Drake nodded, keeping his lips pressed firmly together. 
 
    They would never be friends again, he realized. Acquaintances, colleagues, friendly, but not friends.  
 
    “I’ll let you know if I get any hits on the DNA. If you need manpower for anything, just let me know. Oh, and I’ll be heading to the campsite early if you want to join.”  
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Yasiv wanted more from him, but Drake wasn’t prepared to give it.  
 
    Not now. Not ever. 
 
    Nobody fucked with his friends and family. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Hanna?” Drake asked the second he stepped through the front door. 
 
    Leroy and Screech both looked at him, startled expressions on their faces. 
 
    “She went home,” Screech said. “She was tired.” 
 
    Drake glanced at Leroy, who immediately averted his eyes.  
 
    There was no doubt that they were lying—Hanna was at the police station, no doubt about it—but Drake decided not to press them on it. Hanna must have told them not to say anything, and they were more scared of her than him. 
 
    Drake didn’t blame them.  
 
    Besides, they were just kids. 
 
    “Find anything else about Lisa or Norm?” he asked. 
 
    “Not really. I know what you’re thinking, though; all I can say is that Norm is from old money. Family has roots in New York that go back decades. He’s on the board of several companies, donates a fuck ton to hospitals and that sort of shit. Never been arrested. Can’t even find any dirt on the guy on social media.” 
 
    Drake made a face. Screech had been right to assume that he was most interested in the husband. It was unfortunate that the man was clean, but clean didn’t mean not guilty. If you had money, you could hire people to scrub the dirt from your face and your Internet profile. 
 
    “What about Lisa?” 
 
    “That’s a little different. Lisa Fairchild had another husband before Norm. Two kids with the man, too. He works as a manager at a local hardware store now, but only takes a few shifts a week.” 
 
    Drake’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Yep, looked into that, too,” Screech offered preemptively. “Angry ex-husband goes on a killing spree to shame now rich wife, right? But I don’t think so—not in this case. The guy lives with his two kids in a massive house just outside the city. We’re talking seven figures big. Not only that, but both the boys, Jacob and Lennox—twelve and ten—go to a private school. Only way he affords that is if Lisa is footing the bill.” 
 
    “Or Norm,” Drake suggested. 
 
    “Or Norm. But if the man was pissed at his ex-wife, he would have to be mighty pissed to wanna cut off his lifeline. All he does is post pictures of him golfing at fancy clubs.” 
 
    Drake sighed. 
 
    “Okay, probably not either husband, then,” he admitted. The men couldn’t be ruled out entirely, but they had minimal time and had to focus on the most likely suspects. The problem with that is that they were running out of suspects. “Well, the attacks weren’t random, that’s for sure—the Fairchilds are being targeted. And having met the two of them, I’d bet that it’s Lisa who is the primary target.” 
 
    “You’re not lying,” Leroy grumbled. 
 
    “You find out anything else about Lisa, other than the fact that she has an ex-husband? What are their kids like? Columbine in the making?” 
 
    “Nope. The kids are preppy AF. Squeaky.” Screech hesitated.  
 
    “What?” Drake asked, knowing that his partner was holding something back. 
 
    “I dug into Lisa like you asked, but I couldn’t find anything about her prior to her meeting her ex-husband.” 
 
    Drake did some mental math. 
 
    “Her oldest kid is twelve, so let’s imagine that she met her husband two years before having kids… that puts us back to what? Two-thousand three? Four?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Leroy said. 
 
    “Well, not surprising that you couldn’t find much, then.” 
 
    “Much?” Screech raised an eyebrow. “Not much, nothing. I don’t know who her parents are, if she had siblings, where she grew up, that sort of thing. No school records. No Myspace, ICQ, Napster. Nothing.”  
 
    Drake knew that his own online record would be scant—minus several unsavory news articles written about him while he’d been a detective—but he was sure that someone as talented as Screech would be able to dig something up. 
 
    “Best case scenario is that she has a checkered past, one that Norm spent a few bucks covering up,” Screech said, sounding frustrated now. “But I dunno.” 
 
    “Thanks. Keep on it.” 
 
    Drake went to his desk and sat down on the hard plastic. He spent a moment just collecting his thoughts and his breath before saying, “I think you two should go home.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Leroy asked. 
 
    Drake raised his head.  
 
    “This has been a trying two days and we can just sit here, bashing our skulls against the computer, or we can get some sleep and get at it again tomorrow when we’re fresh. Go home, guys. I’ll see you in the morning.”  
 
    “You sure?” Screech said. 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    The two men didn’t need any more convincing. They quickly packed up their things and headed to the door.  
 
    Leroy left first and Screech quickly followed, offering muted goodbyes. They were tired. 
 
    And so was Drake. 
 
    I should go home, too, he thought when he was alone.  
 
    But which home?  
 
    Should he go to Patty’s place? His bachelor? Or maybe visit his son? 
 
    Drake cursed.  
 
    Instead of leaving, he just sat there, motionless. Drake remained still for so long that he must have dozed off because the next thing he knew, he was falling backward, tipping in his chair. His arm shot out blindly and Drake managed to grab the middle drawer of his desk to keep from toppling. 
 
    After righting himself, and offering a string of curses, his eyes fell on the drawer that had saved him from a nasty headache. 
 
    It took Drake the better part of ten seconds to figure out that he was looking at a thick yellow envelope. 
 
    Sweat had already broken out on his forehead after the near fall, but now the drops began to coalesce and drip down onto his eyebrows. He swiped the moisture away, then licked his lips, before picking up the envelope. After confirming that he was indeed alone, Drake tore into it and was unsurprised to find no note, just a USB key inside.  
 
    Drake wanted nothing more than to throw it in the garbage, to never look at what was on that USB, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. 
 
    He wasn’t ready to watch it, just yet, either. 
 
    With the USB in hand, Drake went to Screech’s desk. The man had left his computer on, confirming that he must have been exhausted. The first thing Drake did was open the drawer on the man’s desk and pull out the bottle of Johnny Blue he knew was inside.  
 
    The familiar sight brought a smile to his lips, which remained until after pouring himself a drink.  
 
    The first sip brought back bad memories, but this didn’t stop him from swallowing half of what was in his glass.  
 
    Only then did Drake slide the USB into the computer. There was a single file on it—a video file. 
 
    “It’s now or never,” he said out loud. Drake took one final gulp of the scotch, then clicked play. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 62 
 
      
 
    Hanna sat on the floor of the cold case room with boxes strewn all about her. Dunbar had said she could stay here for an hour or two, but it quickly became obvious that that wasn’t near enough time. A rough estimate put the number of unsolved murders in New York City for the year two-thousand and seven at three hundred and change. The problem wasn’t even the sheer number of murders, it was that other violent crimes—rapes, shootings, home invasions—were also boxed and placed on the same shelves. Some of the boxes were marked with the type of crime, beneath the series of digits that Hanna realized was some sort of classification code, but not all of them. This meant more files, terrible photographs, and unsolved violence to root through. 
 
    Most of the victims were Black and Hispanic, which sped things up a little. Hanna knew enough about the psychology of serial killers to know that they didn’t often stray from their own ethnicity.  
 
    Still, she felt guilty closing up most of the boxes after just glimpsing a photograph of the victim. That’s what the cops had done, shoved everything in a box, put it on a shelf, and let the file rot in a room the way the dead rotted in the dirt.  
 
    But like the NYPD, Hanna had limited resources and time.  
 
    And both were running out. 
 
    Only a handful of crimes from two-thousand and seven came close to the MO Hanna was looking for, but they didn’t quite match up. 
 
    One was a twenty-year-old jogger who had been stabbed in the chest before her breasts had been sliced off. They never found the missing organs or skin. The other was a sex worker who had her throat slit and the flesh on her neck peeled down nearly to her collar bone. She’d also been raped post-mortem. 
 
    Hanna set these aside to review again later and then continued her search. 
 
    Another hour passed and then another. Just as she was giving up hope, Hanna opened a box labeled Jane Doe, identical to all the rest, and froze. 
 
    Her throat narrowed, and it became difficult to swallow and breathe. She wanted to reach out and grab the photo but couldn’t do it. Her hand hovered over the box, her eyes blurry with tears, her entire body shaking on the cold floor. 
 
    The photograph showed the body of a woman, although you would never have been able to tell the gender from the woman’s face—or lack thereof. From the neck up, everything was just a bloody, battered mess.  
 
    This alone would’ve been haunting enough, but it was the rest of the image that gave Hanna chills. 
 
    The feet and hands had been crudely removed, leaving ragged, bloody stumps in their place. But this wasn’t the end of the horror. The bastard had further desecrated the young woman’s corpse by removing a huge swatch of skin from shoulders to sternum, revealing a sticky red mess beneath. There was also a large rectangle of skin taken from her left thigh. 
 
    It was him. Hanna knew. 
 
    It had to be him. 
 
    And it was her.  
 
    Hanna double-checked the date just to make sure and confirmed that the body had been found around the same time that she’d escaped from the cage. 
 
    This was one of the Straw Man’s first kills, perhaps the first kill—and it was Hanna. The real Hanna Whitmore. 
 
    Tears spilled from her cheeks and dripped onto the photograph. 
 
    Tell me you love me. 
 
    “Stop it,” Hanna scolded herself.  
 
    She hated that this animal still held power over her, all these years later.  
 
    Hanna cleared her throat and wiped the tears away. 
 
    You might have run then, Hanna, but you’re not running now. You’re here—you’re here, and you are going to find him. 
 
    Spurred by this unexpected aggression, she finally removed the photo and the coroner’s report. The latter was short and simple, with the ME describing pretty much exactly what could be seen in the photo. 
 
    Manner of death was listed as blunt force trauma to the head and face. Cause of death was homicide. The victim’s skin had been removed with a sharp knife, listed as likely being a scalpel—there was no comment as to whether or not the skin had been flayed pre- or post-mortem. Hands and feet were severed by a different knife, much thicker in nature, possibly a machete, and these cuts were less precise.  
 
    The responding officer had been as brief in his report as the ME had. A dog walker had discovered the body in a park and immediately reported it. The victim’s hands and feet, as well as the missing sections of skin, were never discovered. Likewise, the body had never been identified and never claimed. There was a single sentence speculating on the possibility of two killers working together, based on the different knives and apparent skill used, but Hanna knew differently.  
 
    And it made her sick to her stomach. 
 
    I should never have left you. I should never have run. 
 
    But even as these thoughts entered her mind, she forced them away. If she’d stayed, Hanna was certain that there would have been two Jane Does in this box and not one.  
 
    A photograph of the victim, a coroner’s report, and a police report… that was all her friend had been reduced to. The Straw Man had taken a human being and turned her into nothing more than an afterthought. 
 
    Except, there was more—there was something else buried in the bottom of the box that she hadn’t noticed at first. Something that wasn’t listed on any of the sheets of paper. 
 
    Once again, Hanna’s breath caught, but she didn’t hesitate this time. She reached inside and pulled an evidence bag out, and then held it up to the light to see through the thick plastic. 
 
    “No…” Hanna moaned, realizing exactly what was in the bag.  
 
    A thick, brown suture—a taxidermy suture. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 63 
 
      
 
    Drake only needed to see a total of three seconds of the video before he knew exactly what it was all about. 
 
    Still, he forced himself to watch to the end, his frown deepening with every passing moment. 
 
    The video was shot from one end of an alleyway and it featured two individuals: Damien Drake and Tobin Tomlin. The camera moved every so often, but for the majority of the filming, the two men were surprisingly centered in the frame. 
 
    They tussled, and Drake eventually ended up on top of the much smaller and weaker Tobin. It should have ended there—that’s when he should have called for backup.  
 
    But Drake didn’t. 
 
    Instead, Drake drove his thumbs into Tobin’s forehead and pressed until the man’s face practically collapsed inward. Then he shouted, but not for the cops.  
 
    Drake managed to slink away just before the crowd descended on the fallen psychopath.  
 
    He remembered these moments vividly, of course, but not the camera—he hadn’t noticed anybody videotaping him. And even though there was no shot of the person behind the lens, he knew who it was.  
 
    Mackenzie Hart.  
 
    The PI had it out for him, had threatened him, had demanded that Drake turn over Nick Petrazzino’s business.  
 
    There was no menacing note accompanying the video, no ransom demand, no additional information at all. 
 
    But there didn’t need to be.  
 
    Mackenzie Hart had already told Drake what he wanted: his business. Now that Nick was out of the picture, Drake assumed that the man wanted all of his business. His eyes drifted back to the computer screen, to the last frame of the video. It showed the profile of his face, his chin tucked to his chest, his hands deep in his pockets. 
 
    What worried Drake was the sheer flatness in his eyes, the lack of expression on his face. 
 
    Disgusted with himself, and at what he’d just seen, Drake pulled the USB key and removed it from the computer. He held the small device between two fingers, twirling it, as he thought about Mackenzie Hart. 
 
    What the fuck is this guy’s problem?  
 
    There was something deeper to Mackenzie’s obsession with Drake than simple jealousy, but he had no idea where this came from. He had never met the man during his time in the NYPD, or at least he couldn’t remember meeting him. Mackenzie seemed to have just come out of nowhere and started gunning for him. 
 
    Eventually, Drake’s thoughts turned to their most recent altercation, to Jimmy, Leroy, and Brock Page. If that hadn’t been indication enough of how serious Mackenzie was, then this video sealed the deal. But the man had overlooked one very important fact.  
 
    Sighing loudly, Drake rose to his feet, USB still in hand, and walked over to his desk. But instead of sitting, he raised his plastic chair and placed the USB beneath one of the feet. Then he sat down hard, lowering all his weight at once.  
 
    There was an audible crunch as the USB was crushed beneath him. Drake didn’t even bother picking up the pieces. There was no question that Mackenzie had other copies, but that didn’t matter because the fact that the PI had overlooked was that Drake just didn’t give a fuck.  
 
    He didn’t care if the man aired his dirty laundry, so long as he stayed away from Screech, Leroy, Hanna, and everyone else he cared about. If Mackenzie Hart wanted to hand this video over to the NYPD or even upload it to the Internet, then so be it. 
 
    Drake wasn’t ashamed of what he’d done and if he could go back in time, he’d do it again. Tobin Tomlin’s fate was only part of what the sick bastard deserved. This video didn’t change that, nor was it going to force Drake to give up any business or do anything at all that would negatively affect his partners. 
 
    “You fucked up, Mackenzie,” he said as he went back to Screech’s desk to retrieve his drink. “You fucked up again.”  
 
    Drake slumped into his chair and sipped his scotch.  
 
    Sometime later, he fell asleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 64 
 
      
 
    Hanna wasn’t sure how long she stared at that suture, but it was long enough that her vision kept going in and out of focus. 
 
    Eventually, when her ass had become numb from sitting on the hard concrete, she knew that she had to move. 
 
    The first thing Hanna did was reread the reports and confirmed that there was no mention of the suture in any of them This meant that whoever had found it wasn’t sure if it was related to her friend’s body. 
 
    Hanna knew it was. 
 
    It was also the key that definitively connected everything.  
 
    Hanna replaced all of the pages exactly as they’d been, and then set the photo on top. The only thing she didn’t put back was the plastic evidence bag. It was sealed and signed, and while she knew she could just take the whole thing with her—it wasn’t much larger than a sandwich bag—that wasn’t enough. 
 
    She needed to touch it.  
 
    Hanna used one of her nails to slice through the tape then opened the bag. She sucked in a sharp breath before reaching inside.  
 
    This taxidermy suture was rougher than she’d expected. It was similar to the one that she’d found at Lisa Fairchild’s place, but having been exposed to the elements, this one was coarser, drier. 
 
    Hanna twisted it around her fingers, wrapping it over one, then under the next, until it covered all of them. Then she made a fist, squeezing the suture so tightly that her hand turned white.  
 
    “Fuck you,” she whispered. With the suture still wrapped around her fingers, she put the lid back on the box and then slid it onto the shelf. Hanna did this with all the boxes, replacing the Jane Does in the same relative position they’d been when she’d entered the room.  
 
    She wondered briefly how many times other people had done this, put these woman back on the shelf. 
 
    Ten times? Twenty? A hundred? 
 
    The more important question was when would someone take them back down again? 
 
    With a heavy heart, Hanna left through the still open gate and retraced her steps upstairs to the main lobby. It had been busy when Dunbar had come to get her, but now it was so packed that Hanna had to actively push her way through the crowd. The good news was that with this many people, she didn’t think that anyone would notice or recognize her.  
 
    She was wrong. 
 
    Hanna had nearly made it to the door when someone shouted. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Hanna kept on walking. 
 
    “Hey!”  
 
    This time, she was positive that the person was calling out at her, so Hanna responded by picking up the pace. 
 
    Someone grabbed her arm and Hanna instinctively, and violently, pulled free. 
 
    It was the man in the tartan blazer. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, holding his hands up. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    The man frowned. 
 
    “Relax, you just dropped something.” 
 
    Hanna looked down at her hands and her heart skipped a beat. 
 
    The suture was gone.  
 
    “What? Where?” she gasped.  
 
    How could I have dropped it? I was squeezing it… holding it so tight… 
 
    The man’s frown turned into a smile and he dangled something between two fingers. 
 
    “What is this, anyway? A shoelace? Hippy bracelet? Ha!” 
 
    Hanna snatched the suture from him.  
 
    “It’s nothing,” she said, and then slipped into the crowd. 
 
    The man grumbled something about her being a bitch, but she ignored it. Hanna made it to the doors without further incident and then burst outside.  
 
    It was a relief to breathe fresh air after being holed up in the basement for so long. Hanna inhaled deeply while hurrying to her car. There were two parking tickets on her windshield, which she promptly crumpled and threw to the ground.  
 
    She had no time for tickets. 
 
    There were only a few hours of light left and there was still one more thing she had to do before the sun set. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hanna got as close as she could to the park before pulling over. For some reason, she was inclined to look at herself in the mirror and instantly regretted it. Usually not one for much makeup, Hanna had gone a little heavier than usual in preparation for her trip to the precinct. Her tears had caused it to run, and she spent a few minutes doing her best to correct the damage. The end result wasn’t perfect, but if anybody saw her, she doubted they would run away screaming, thinking she was some sort of escaped mental patient.  
 
    The last thing Hanna did before getting out of her car was wrap the suture around her fingers.  
 
    It hurt, but it also felt good and comfortable. 
 
    The park looked different than it did in the photograph, which was to be expected given that it was taken more than a decade ago. The one tree that was in the image was more mature now, but Hanna had no problem finding it: she’d memorized the position of the body, the shape of the land beneath it, and the way the tree was nestled in the grass.  
 
    Hanna removed both her shoes and socks before stepping into the park. She left them on the side of the curb and reached out with her bare toes. 
 
    The grass itself was soft and cool beneath her feet. Hanna moved swiftly, but not desperately toward the tree in the photo, which was located near the rear of the park. When she reached it, Hanna had to touch it. And the instant she felt bark beneath her fingers, her eyes slowly closed. 
 
    In her mind, she pictured Hanna Whitmore, the real Hanna Whitmore, not as the girl had been in the cage, naked and terrified, but when she’d been smiling after they’d robbed the pervert with the mustache.  
 
    Eyes still closed, Hanna turned and lowered herself slowly onto the grass. She shifted her body a little, lay down, and then finally opened her eyes. 
 
    No, not quite—this isn’t quite right. 
 
    Hanna slid her torso to the left, looked at the tree, then shimmied a little more. 
 
    Yeah, this is it. This is the exact spot that the Straw Man left Hanna’s body.  
 
    Still gripping the suture tightly, she stared up at the sun until it dipped beyond the horizon. And then, after the moon had risen and the stars came out to play, Hanna shut her eyes again. 
 
    She slept more soundly that night than she had in decades.

  

 
   
    Chapter 65 
 
      
 
    A door opened and Drake jolted awake. He made some sort of cross between a grunt and a groan and tried to stand but failed. His legs were numb and his back ached. 
 
    Where the fuck am I? 
 
    “Problems at home?” Hanna asked as she stepped into DSLH. Her voice was hoarse, and it didn’t look as if she’d gotten much sleep last night. 
 
    “Something like that,” Drake replied in a tone that matched hers. He tried to stretch, but his back spasmed. “How about you?” 
 
    “Problems at home,” Hanna answered.  
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    Drake eventually got some feeling back in his legs and then managed to knead the knot out of his spine.  
 
    “I’ll make some coffee,” Hanna offered. “I’m pretty sure we could both use it.” 
 
    As she prepared their drinks, Drake picked up the pieces of the smashed USB key from the floor and tossed them in the garbage. Either Hanna didn’t notice this or didn’t care. In addition to fancy new computers, someone, Screech, probably, had purchased a state-of-the-art instant coffee maker that was rarely used. For some reason, they all preferred to get their caffeine fix from one of the many shops that lined the street leading to DSLH Investigations. Drake wasn’t sure if this was because their coffee was better—it probably wasn’t—or if they just used the short drive as an excuse to get out of each other’s hair for a bit. 
 
    Today, however, he was grateful for the shiny gadget. Within minutes, Hanna returned to his desk with a piping cup of coffee in hand. He took it, and despite the steam rising from the black mug, he took a sip. Hanna did the same, and they both silently drank for several minutes.  
 
    When Drake was three-quarters done with his cup, Hanna reached into her pocket and pulled out something that Drake was familiar with.  
 
    “Where did you get that?” he asked, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    Hanna turned the object over in her hand several times before wrapping it around her fingers and making a fist. 
 
    “62nd precinct,” she replied casually. 
 
    Drake waited for Hanna to expound, but she appeared lost in thought and added nothing further.  
 
    “You gotta give me more than that.” 
 
    Hanna sighed and looked him right in the eyes. 
 
    “Dunbar let me into the cold case room, and I did some searching. I know what you were thinking, that what happened to me isn’t related to the Straw Man, that it can’t be. But I’m right, and this is proof.” As she said this last part, Hanna dangled the tan-colored suture in front of Drake.  
 
    He resisted the urge to grab it. 
 
    “You got that from evidence? Hanna, didn’t we have this chat before? If you take evidence…” When it became clear that his words were becoming a lecture, Drake stopped himself. “Fuck it.” He sighed. “Just… you don’t have to be like me, you know.”  
 
    In an attempt to get comfortable, Drake shifted in his seat and he heard shrapnel from the USB key that he must have missed crunch beneath the chair leg. 
 
    Did you think of the potential consequences of what you did to Tobin Tomlin? What that might have done to the case? To you? 
 
    Hanna hadn’t said the words, but she might as well have. 
 
    “Don’t be like me,” Drake repeated.  
 
    Hanna, who had been staring at what was left of her coffee, suddenly looked up, a confused expression on her face. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “You could have just taken a picture of the suture. And, for the record, I believed you.” 
 
    “I needed to hold it,” she said softly. 
 
    They fell silent for a moment, and despite knowing that he’d already said enough, Drake just couldn’t help himself.  
 
    “I made mistakes, Hanna, mistakes I can’t take back. Don’t do—” 
 
    Hanna’s expression hardened. 
 
    “You’re getting pretty good about this lecturing thing, aren’t you, daddy?” 
 
    “Fuck, I just—” 
 
    “No, stop. Just fucking stop. I don’t give a shit about a trial or evidence about what happens to me.” The words were so much like ones that Drake might have said that he was taken aback. “What this animal did to her, to us… he’s going to pay, Drake. He’s going to pay in the worst possible way.” 
 
    And there it was again, Hanna’s use of the word us.  
 
    “Who was there with you, Hanna?” Drake asked, trying to change the subject. “And what happened to her?” 
 
    She looked away. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “I think it does.” 
 
    “Well, it fucking doesn’t, alright? The only thing that matters is finding this asshole.” 
 
    Drake exhaled loudly, trying to force his frustration out with the breath. 
 
    “We’re not vigilantes, Hanna. We have to do this the right way, because if we don’t—” 
 
    “Really? Like we did with Tobin? Like we did with Ken Smith? Tell me something, Drake, why is it that when a case is personal to you, we do whatever it takes to fix it, solve it, whatever. Remember Dr. Kruk? You came to me, asking to help break this fucking psycho out, and I did it. I didn’t even ask why. I just knew that you needed him out, so I helped you.” 
 
    “That was different. I was different.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? Let me guess, you’re a changed man now,” she adopted a mocking tone. “How pathetic. How clichéd.” 
 
    Drake lost his cool and jumped to his feet so quickly that the chair fell over behind him. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fucking changed,” he shouted. “You know what fucking changed me? Telling a mother and father that their kid was skinned alive, and their flesh was sewed together with two other girls and put on display. If that doesn’t change a person, then you weren’t even fucking human to begin with!” 
 
    Despite his anger, Hanna refused to back down. She extended a finger of the hand with the suture wrapped around it and pointed to his chest. 
 
    “You wanna talk about change? How about being left at the side of the road when you were eleven with no money, no house, no food, nothing—nowhere to go. That changes you. You know what else changes you? Being stripped naked and locked in a fucking cage! That fucking changes you! Watching your friend being carried away to be skinned alive changes you! That all fucking changes you!”  
 
    Hanna’s face had gone beyond red to a shade of purple and Drake knew that he should go to his friend, hold her, comfort her, but that somehow felt fake. Hanna’s haunting words also seemed to have a paralyzing effect on him.  
 
    The spell was broken by a heavy thud on the door.  
 
    Instinct took over and Drake reached for his gun as he moved around Hanna. She didn’t meet his eyes as he passed.  
 
    “Yeah?” he hollered as he approached. There was a tall figure on the other side of the door. “Who is it?” 
 
    “Yasiv.” 
 
    Drake let go of his gun and opened the door, wondering if the sergeant was here for Hanna, if he’d found out about her theft and was coming to arrest her.  
 
    Yasiv looked exhausted but didn’t have his handcuffs out. Still, out of precaution, Drake blocked the open doorway as he said, “What is it?” 
 
    “Lab results came back,” Yasiv informed him, his eyes drifting to the several sheets of paper in his hand. 
 
    “And let me guess, Robert Tiedeman had nothing to do with this,” Hanna snapped. 
 
    Confident now that Yasiv wasn’t here to arrest either of them, Drake let the man inside.  
 
    “Well, I don’t know if he had nothing to do with this, but it wasn’t his DNA on the mannequin.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Drake cursed.  
 
    “It’s not all bad, though,” Yasiv said. He flipped to another sheet of paper. “Robert gave us a description of the man who paid him to go to the art gallery. Didn’t know his name or anything, but here’s what our sketch artist came up with.” 
 
    Drake was closest to Yasiv and he managed to get a glimpse of the image before Hanna did. 
 
    It showed a man in his mid- or early 50s, with short hair that was brushed back, a square jawline, and light-colored eyes. He was handsome if a little generic. 
 
    “Let me see,” Hanna demanded. 
 
    Drake was hesitant to let her see, thinking that it might further aggravate her PTSD, but there was no reasonable way to stop her. Especially now that she’d found a link between what happened to her and what happened at the gallery and the mall. 
 
    He reluctantly stepped aside, and Hanna snatched the paper from Yasiv. Drake watched as she scanned the image and the blood drained out of her face.  
 
    This time, Drake did reach for her, but she pulled back.  
 
    She didn’t need to say that this was the man who had taken her and her friend—it was written all over her face. Before, Drake had wanted to keep Hanna’s story from Yasiv because he was unsure if they were connected. But now, his motivation was different. 
 
    He wanted to keep his partner’s story a secret to protect her.  
 
    Thinking that Hanna might say something in her current state that would raise questions, Drake quickly changed the subject. 
 
    “Hanna, the Wilson girl and her friends were probably taken from a campsite just outside the city. I was thinking of heading there with Yasiv this morning. You can either join us or wait for Leroy and Screech to arrive. Up to you.” 
 
    Yasiv was in the process of taking the sketch back from Hanna’s fingers when his phone started to ring. 
 
    “They’re expecting us,” he said as he answered the call.  
 
    While the sergeant was distracted, Drake sidled up next to Hanna. 
 
    “It’s him,” she whispered.  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Hanna looked up. 
 
    “It’s his eyes, Drake. It’s his fucking eyes. It was so long ago, and I was so hungry and thirsty that I couldn’t remember what he looked like—but I can remember those eyes.” 
 
    Drake didn’t know what to say but thankfully didn’t have to come up with anything because Yasiv ended his call. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think the campsite visit is going to happen,” the sergeant said with a snarl. 
 
    Drake swallowed hard, his thoughts once again turning to the stolen suture. He subtly moved in front of Hanna. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because,” Yasiv continued, a look of gloom crossing his features, “that was Dunbar.” 
 
    “And? What’d he say?”  
 
    Drake felt Hanna tense behind him.  
 
    “He said that Tobin Tomlin just came out of his coma.” 
 
    Drake’s jaw went slack, and his heart seemed to squeeze the blood out of it like an iron fist juicing an orange. In his mind, he replayed the scene from the video that Mackenzie Hart had sent him.  
 
    “Yeah?” he said dryly. 
 
    Yasiv nodded. 
 
    “Yeah. The man just woke up and guess what? He says he only wants to talk to you, Drake.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 66 
 
      
 
    “What the hell does he want with me?” Drake asked, trying to ignore the thrumming in his chest. 
 
    Yasiv held up his hands as if to say, ‘I’m just the messenger’. 
 
    “That’s what Dunbar told me.” Yasiv shrugged. “If I had to guess, Tobin probably overheard someone saying that you were the one who helped bring him in. Or not—I don’t know. Anyway, you don’t have to go.” 
 
    “Oh, I have to,” Drake blurted. Yasiv raised an eyebrow and he quickly added, “I wanna see this prick go down for what he did.” 
 
    In reality, Drake shared Dunbar’s sentiment that it was best if Tobin Tomlin never woke up. Best for him, best for the NYPD, best for everyone. But now that the little prick had come out of his coma, things had changed. If Tobin started running his mouth, talking about what Drake had done, and then the video surfaced… 
 
    “Fuck.” Drake rubbed his eyes. “What kind of timing—” 
 
    He tensed as the door behind Sergeant Yasiv opened, a feeling that persisted even after seeing that it was only Screech and Leroy.  
 
    Leroy took one look at him and said, “What’s up? What happened?” 
 
    “Long story,” Drake grumbled. He glanced at Sergeant Yasiv. “We were just leaving.” 
 
    “What? Where?” Screech asked. 
 
    “We—” Drake suddenly changed his mind. “I have something I need to do. Some old business I need to wrap up. Yasiv, why don’t you take Leroy with you to the campsite? See if anybody remembers our guy.” Screech looked confused, so Drake explained. “Robert gave us a sketch of our unsub.”  
 
    He expected Hanna to hold the image up for the others to see, but she still had a death grip on the page and didn’t raise it an inch. 
 
    “Drake, I should probably—” 
 
    Drake cut the sergeant off. 
 
    “Tobin Tomlin is chained to a hospital bed—he’s not going anywhere. Our unsub, however, is still out there. Which do you think takes priority?” He knew that this statement was hypocritical, given that he was the one leading the investigation, but he had to find out what Tobin knew. Drake wasn’t concerned about his own fate but had started to reconsider the consequences for his partners should something like the Tomlin incident blow up in their faces. 
 
    “What about us?” Screech asked. “Drake? Drake?” 
 
    But Drake was already out the door and halfway to his car.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck does he want, Dunbar?” Drake asked as he and the detective walked briskly down the hospital corridor.  
 
    “I don’t know. I instructed the nursing staff to call me if he ever opened his eyes. He did, and they did. Not only that, but they also said that Tobin was moaning your name when he woke up. Then he said he wanted to speak to you, to the cop who arrested him.”  
 
    “I’m not a cop,” Drake remarked. 
 
    Dunbar let this hang in the air as they navigated the hallway, passing between several nurses pushing carts and a doctor with his face buried in a clipboard.  
 
    “And you have no idea what he wants?” Drake asked, for what felt like the tenth time. 
 
    “No clue.” 
 
    Why couldn’t you just stay dead? 
 
    Dunbar cleared his throat. 
 
    “But I’ll tell you one thing, Drake. I can’t—I can’t protect you, now that he’s awake. That whole sting operation that you—” 
 
    “I don’t need your protection,” Drake shot back.  
 
    Didn’t Hanna say that? Didn’t she utter those exact words? 
 
    While their histories couldn’t have been more different, their presents, and futures, appeared to be merging onto the same path. 
 
    And Drake feared that there was nothing he could do to stop his friend from descending into Hell alongside him. 
 
    As they neared Tobin’s room, the two police officers stationed outside stood and nodded at Dunbar. They didn’t even acknowledge Drake, which was all the same to him.  
 
    “Lewis and Trevor, go take a break,” Dunbar suggested. 
 
    “But I was told—” the younger officer began. 
 
    “You were told to take a break.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Come on, let’s go,” the older cop interjected. He grabbed his partner’s arm and together they left their post. 
 
    “Full-time surveillance?” Drake remarked. “Bit much for a man in a coma.” 
 
    Dunbar shrugged. 
 
    “You saw what he did to that poor exchange student.” 
 
    Drake’s upper lip curled into a sneer, and he reached for the door. Dunbar was right behind him, and Drake hesitated. 
 
    “Give me ten minutes,” he said, looking over his shoulder at the detective. 
 
    “Drake…” 
 
    “Ten minutes. I won’t touch him. I promise.” 
 
    Dunbar grimaced. Drake knew that he was putting the detective in a bad spot, but it was best if the man stayed out of earshot. If Dunbar overheard Tobin’s account of what had happened, there might be a time when the detective would be called to testify.  
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Dunbar took two steps back. 
 
    “Ten minutes,” he reluctantly agreed. “Just don’t do anything… aw, fuck… just don’t hurt him, okay?” 
 
    Drake nodded and then stepped inside the room of the man he’d tried to murder. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 67 
 
      
 
    The moment the door closed behind Drake, Hanna snapped out of her stupor. She still couldn’t believe that the picture in her hand was the man who had killed her friend all those years ago. 
 
    The same man who would’ve killed her if she hadn’t gotten away. 
 
    But it was just a picture.  
 
    A picture, like the one she’d found in the cold case room.  
 
    Hanna clenched her jaw.  
 
    “I’m going with you.” Her mouth was so tight that the words came out as little more than a whisper. “I’m going with you,” Hanna repeated, louder this time. 
 
    Yasiv turned to face her.  
 
    “Fine by me.” 
 
    “Wait, w-w-wait,” Screech interjected. “Maybe you should stay here with me—” the man stopped speaking when Hanna glared at him. “Okay, fine. Whatever. Go with them, then.” 
 
    “I can stay with you,” Leroy suggested. “Help you dig deeper into Lisa Fairchild’s past.” 
 
    “There, that settles it. Let’s go,” Hanna said, gesturing toward Yasiv.  
 
    “Can we at least see the picture of the guy we’re chasing?” Leroy asked. 
 
    Hanna flipped the sketch over and flashed it to both Screech and Leroy. 
 
    “There’s a copy in every single beat cop’s car in the city. If this guy gets so much as a speeding ticket, he’s going to be brought in.” 
 
    If only it were that easy, Hanna thought. 
 
    “I’ll get you a copy,” the sergeant said. “And I’ll keep you guys updated. Who knows, maybe this guy works at the campsite.” 
 
    Once outside, Hanna instinctively started toward her car, but then changed her mind. She wanted to drive but thought that in her current state, she was apt to mow someone down. 
 
    And then she would never find him. 
 
    “I’ll ride along with you,” Hanna said, following Yasiv to his civilian vehicle.  
 
    The man remained silent until they were on the road.  
 
    “You really think this is our guy?” Yasiv asked, casting a glance at the sketch that Hanna still held in her hands, the one that she couldn’t bring herself to put away.  
 
    “It’s him,” she replied instantly. “There’s no question in my mind that it’s him.” 
 
    “Really? What if Robert is lying? What if he just made this guy up?” Yasiv hesitated. “What the fuck does it all mean, anyway? If this guy is real, why did he want Robert to sleep with Lisa? What’s with the skinsuits? What does any of it mean?”  
 
    It was clear that the sergeant was just thinking out loud at this point, but Hanna couldn’t help herself. 
 
    Tell me you love me.  
 
    “Why do any of these sick bastards do what they do? Why did Tobin Tomlin chop his roommate up? To get famous? Really? Why did Marcus Slasinsky kill all those people? What about Craig Sloan? Boris Brackovich? That cunt, Ryanne Elliot? To sell books? Gimme a break. No one reads anymore.” 
 
    Sergeant Yasiv chewed the inside of his lip and spent the next ten minutes mulling over her words.  
 
    “You think they’re born this way?” he said at last. “The people you mentioned, as well as thousands of others. I’m not talking about the guy who gets wasted and punches someone at the bar too hard, puts them in the hospital, maybe the morgue. And I don’t mean the gang banger who mows down his competition. I’m talking about the ones who premeditate, who seem to get a thrill out of taking another person’s life. The psychos who do things that make others, normal people, vomit just thinking about. The absolute crazies. Are they just born this way? Do they even have a choice? A chance at a normal life?”  
 
    Hanna’s thoughts turned to Beckett and the doctor’s extracurricular activities.  
 
    “Some are bullied, some get their peckers fondled, some just can’t get laid and are pissed off at the shitty world we live in. Others have the perfect life, so much money that they’ve already seen and done everything. Nothing turns their crank except the visceral thrill of violence. Others happen upon it by accident, I suppose. Nature, nurture? Who knows? Both, I guess. Fucking lazy answer, sure, but the real question is, does it matter?” Hanna thought back to her psychology days, to her experience at the psychiatric institution. “Someone once told me that you can’t apply rational thought to irrational people or acts. Normal people don’t do these things, so a normal person couldn’t possibly understand their motivation. The only thing I know for sure is once you cross that line, you don’t go back. You never go back.” Hanna paused as her eyes focused on the image of the Straw Man in her hands. “You wanna know the truth? What I think? You do those things—you chop up a body and put it in a box, send it to people, you stuff fucking caterpillars in your victims’ mouths—you stop being human. You change into something else. Something nobody can understand.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Yasiv grunted. Hanna couldn’t tell if this was a grunt of agreement or of incredulity. Either way, it was a clear indication that the conversation had ended. 
 
    And Hanna was fine with that—there was no philosophical ground to gain with discussing any of this.  
 
    Her eyes remained locked on the sketch for the entire drive to the campsite but at some point, her free hand slipped into her pocket and found the suture. 
 
    You’re not fucking human.  
 
    Drake had been right to be worried about her. But his concerns about a trial were unfounded.  
 
    There would be no trial, Hanna would make sure of that. 
 
    Yasiv pulled off the main road, following the signs to the campsite. He flashed his badge to a security guard at the front gate and the man called ahead, announcing their arrival. He parked in front of a white clapboard building that had the words “Head Office” hand-painted on a sign above the door. Hanna was already halfway up the gravel walk before realizing that Yasiv was no longer with her. She turned and saw the sergeant standing half in and half out of his car. 
 
    “You going to be okay?” the man asked. 
 
    Hanna hated when people asked her that. 
 
    Are you going to be okay, sweetie? Is the little girl going to be able to control her emotions? Can you keep it together? Or do you need a big man to protect you?  
 
    “The only thing I’m not okay with is how much time we’re wasting.” 
 
    Hanna didn’t wait for an answer or the man to follow. After all, this was her case, her investigation.  
 
    And she was going to be the one who found the Straw Man. What happened after that was still up in the air.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “They’re… they’re wiped. I mean, the tapes are blank. I-I—detective, I don’t know—” 
 
    “Sergeant,” Yasiv corrected. 
 
    “Yes, uhh, Sergeant, I-I don’t know what happened. We have the tapes, but they didn’t record for some reason.” 
 
    Hanna sighed. They should have seen this coming. 
 
    “But you have a record of the three girls?” Hanna asked. “Marjorie Wilson, Melissa Tanner, and Janice Brookfield were all here, correct?” 
 
    The man behind the desk, who still had acne on his cheeks and couldn’t grow a beard if his life depended on it, pulled his head back from his computer and grabbed a paper folder from the desk.  
 
    Video tapes and paper records… I know this is a camp and funding must be tight, but still… what decade are we in? 
 
    The camp manager opened the logbook and then used his shaky finger to trace three names.  
 
    “Yeah—yep, all three. Right here. Arrived two weeks ago.” His voice cracked. “Usually, we record everyone who enters this office on video. But like I said, the camera must have been broken or forgot to be turned on. I-I dunno. I’m sorry. If you want, you can try it yourself. The recording system is old, but I can show you—” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Yasiv said, making no effort to hide his displeasure.  
 
    “What about check out?” Hanna asked. “You said that everyone has to check in, do they have to check out when they leave?” 
 
    The manager shook his head. 
 
    “Naw, you can just take off.” 
 
    Hanna considered this for a moment. If the Straw Man grabbed the girls from here, which was the most likely scenario, what happened to their gear? Their car? 
 
    “What about their campsite?” 
 
    “One sec.” 
 
    The manager went back to his computer and began typing away. 
 
    “A-33. Booked it for a full week.” 
 
    “Which means that their campsite reservation is already up.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah—actually A-33 has already been booked twice since.” 
 
    “So what happened to their stuff?” Hanna asked. 
 
    “I don’t do park maintenance.” 
 
    She sighed. This was starting to get frustrating. 
 
    “Okay, fine, but what happens if someone leaves their stuff here past their reservation date.”  
 
    “Lost and found.” 
 
    Hanna looked at Yasiv and raised an eyebrow. Maybe there would be some sort of evidence in the girls’ tents or amongst their clothes. 
 
    The manager’s next words dashed these hopes. 
 
    “Gotta warn you, though, we don’t catalogue which stuff comes from which campsite. And the room? The lost and found room?” he whistled. “We call it The Hoarder’s Den. Ten years of gear. Ha, I could probably sell it and I’d make more than my annual salary.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Hanna cursed. 
 
    “I’ll send an officer up here to take a look, comb through the stuff, see if they can find the girls’ equipment,” Yasiv suggested. 
 
    Hanna nodded. She wasn’t confident they would find anything, but it was worth a shot.  
 
    “What about their car?” she asked. 
 
    “You need to put your reservation ticket on the dash. A-33 isn’t far, I bet they just parked in the lot out front.” 
 
    “I’ll have a unit come and check that out, too,” Yasiv confirmed. 
 
    This was turning out to be a waste of time, Hanna realized. But she hadn’t given up all hope just yet. 
 
    “Have you—have you ever see this man before?” she asked, turning the police sketch around so that the manager could see it.  
 
    He leaned over the counter, cocked his head to one side, squinted, then said, “No, I don’t think so. Sorry. I mean, we get so many visitors—” he paused, then leaned so far forward that more of his body was on the counter than off of it. “Can I see that again?” 
 
    Hanna reluctantly let him have the paper, noting that it was crumpled and damp on the side where she’d been clutching it. 
 
    “Hmm.” The man inspected the image as if it were abstract art. “You know what? I think I do remember this guy. And he-he—yeah, yeah—he-he was here, around the time that these girls were here. Was wearing a faded Yankees cap, that’s why I didn’t recognize him. Had these eyes though. Gray or something.”  
 
    Hanna’s heart started to pound her chest. 
 
    “Did he put his name in the book?” 
 
    “Of course, everyone puts their name in the book. It’s mandatory.” 
 
    “What about ID? Do they have to show ID?” 
 
    The man nodded again. 
 
    “Yeah, you gotta show ID.” He sounded excited and reached for the logbook, but Yasiv got to it first and started to scan the list of names.  
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to remember his name, would you?” Yasiv asked out of the corner of his mouth.  
 
    “No, sorry. Just so many people, you know?”  
 
    Hanna frowned, and turned her attention to the book, and read along with Yasiv. The problem was, they didn’t know what they were looking for. Still, she thought that something might jump out at them. Wishful thinking, but that’s all they had right now. 
 
    “Hey, this isn’t about that—” 
 
    “Shh,” Hanna hushed the manager.  
 
    After flipping through the first two pages—the day the girls had arrived was a particularly busy one—Yasiv looked as if he were about to give up.  
 
    “We can take this back to the station, get—” 
 
    “There,” Hanna gasped.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    She dropped a finger onto the page, indicating a familiar name.  
 
    “Look right… there.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 68 
 
      
 
    The man lying in the hospital bed wasn’t Tobin Tomlin. It wasn’t Chad, it wasn’t Lucas Lionelle, it wasn’t any of these people. 
 
    The man in the bed was a sickly creature whose face was nearly unrecognizable. Apparently, murderers didn’t get New York City’s best plastics surgeons when it came to reconstructive surgery.  
 
    Even Dr. Alex Cratom, the corrupt veterinarian, could have done a better job, Drake surmised.  
 
    The patient’s forehead where his scalp had been reattached had been sutured too low and the skin sagged, giving Tobin an almost Neanderthal appearance. This was offset by the sunken area that housed his eyes—they appeared to be set back at least an inch compared to how Drake remembered them. 
 
    The doctors had had to shave Tobin’s head prior to surgery and while his hair had started to grow in now, it was patchy and completely bald in some places. Whatever excess skin bunched on Tobin’s brow had evidently been borrowed from the back of the man’s head and neck. The flesh there was so taut that Drake thought that if the man turned his head too quickly, it would snap like deep-fried pork skins.  
 
    Something must’ve happened to Tobin’s ears as well, as while they looked relatively normal from the outside, the man didn’t seem to hear Drake enter the room despite him making a considerable amount of noise.  
 
    Drake cleared his throat and continued toward the bed. As he did, Tobin finally turned to look at him. 
 
    The sight was even more horrific head on.  
 
    The outer corners of Tobin’s eyes were pulled downward revealing far too much empty space to be considered anything even close to normal. His jaw, previously strong and defined, now looked like raw pizza dough. 
 
    “Drake,” the man said. His voice matched his appearance: tight, deranged, and broken.  
 
    Drake couldn’t even look at him, his features were simply too unnerving. He focused on the myriad of hospital equipment that surrounded the bed instead. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    On the drive over, Drake could only come up with one possible reason why the man wanted to talk to him: to get on TV again, to have his face plastered all over the news. Although, seeing him now, Drake wasn’t sure if the media channels could post Tobin’s image, at least not without an NC-17 rating.  
 
    “I know who you’re looking for,” Tobin croaked. 
 
    Drake fixated on an IV bag.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not looking—” 
 
    “The man with the stuffed animals.” 
 
    Drake froze. 
 
    Stuffed animals? 
 
    “The taxidermist… the Straw Man. I know who you’re looking for.” 
 
    Drake held his breath for a moment.  
 
    How the hell could he know about that?  
 
    Then Drake remembered the cops stationed outside the door. They were probably the only two officers not at 62nd precinct and they likely weren’t happy about it. Drake could almost hear them griping about not having a chance to see Robert Tiedeman in the flesh.  
 
    “If you think this is some sort of game, if you think you can leverage me to get your face on TV again—” 
 
    A series of strange noises came out of Tobin’s throat and Drake’s first thought was that the man was choking. His second was, good, and the third, that this sound was actually a laugh.  
 
    “You think this is funny?” 
 
    Drake was suddenly struck with a strong sense of déjà vu. He was back in the alley, mounting Tobin, his thumbs pushing down on the man’s rotten skull.  
 
    Tobin wheezed and coughed, putting an end to the horrible laughter.  
 
    “You think I want to be on TV looking like this?” 
 
    Drake didn’t answer. 
 
    “No way. I just want to help.”  
 
    If Drake had been suspicious before, he was downright flabbergasted now. So much so that he was unable to contain his disbelief.  
 
    “Help? And what do you want in return? A shorter sentence? Access to your Instagram profile? What?” 
 
    Tobin shook his head from side to side in a movement that looked painful enough to make Drake cringe. 
 
    “Nothing. I don’t want anything in return.” 
 
    Their eyes met and Drake forced himself to hold the murderer’s demented gaze. Tobin was a master manipulator, but if he had to put money on whether or not the man was being deceitful, Drake would have bet on not.  
 
    “How would you know who I’m looking for? Other than what you overheard those cops saying?” 
 
    “I knew as soon as they mentioned that the skins—” another horrible chuckle, “—were tied together like some sort of stuffed animal. I know, because he attacked me. The Straw Man attacked me.” 
 
    Drake’s patience was wearing thin. So far, Tobin had offered nothing that wasn’t common knowledge. If the man didn’t say something soon, something that proved he wasn’t just blowing smoke up Drake’s ass, he was going to leave.  
 
    And maybe he’d accidentally unplug some of the equipment on the way out.  
 
    “I see it in your eyes, Drake. You and me—” 
 
    “If you say that we’re alike, so help me God I will tear that foreskin right off your skull.” 
 
    Tobin snickered again. This was somehow even more grating than his laugh. 
 
    “Okay, okay. I won’t say it. But I do know the man you’re looking for. He was wearing an apron, a black apron, thick, like rubber, and was naked underneath. And there were these animals, stuffed, all around… fucking creepy.”  
 
    Black apron, naked underneath.  
 
    That was exactly how Hanna had described him.  
 
    “Grey eyes. Nice, but weird, you know?” 
 
    “Where?” Drake snapped. “Where did you see him.” 
 
    Tobin took his time, relishing Drake’s interest. He swallowed once, twice, then spoke. 
 
    “He took me to this big house, huge. The kind with a gate out front, you know? It was in the city, but I don’t remember exactly where.” 
 
    Drake snarled. 
 
    “But—but I got the impression that he didn’t actually live there. He was renting or something. There were these animals—bears, fucking wolves, everywhere.”  
 
    Drake made mental notes of all the information Tobin gave him, no matter how thin. Recalling Hanna’s story, he asked, “Were the animals stitched together? Arms from one, head from another, that sort of thing?” 
 
    Tobin appeared confused. 
 
    “I-I don’t know. I don’t think so, but it was dark, and I was scared. There were so many of them, too. This guy—” 
 
    Drake held up a hand. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I don’t want to hear your whining. What was this guy’s name?” 
 
    “He said it was Caine, but I’m pretty sure that was made up.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because he was feeding me cocaine all night.” 
 
    Drake grunted, unimpressed. 
 
    “Why were you at his house?” Drake had seen the squalor that Tobin lived in. As much as he wanted to, the man didn’t run in crowds that owned big houses with gates out front. And never would. “You meet him on an app or something?”  
 
    “No. At a club. We met there first, and then he took me back to his—or whoever’s it was—house.”  
 
    Most clubs in New York City had cameras everywhere these days. And while their unsub had planned his displays at both the art gallery and the department store, and wiped out their security footage, what were the odds he’d done the same at this club? Given what Tobin had said about the cocaine, maybe it was just the unsubs night.  
 
    “What club?” 
 
    “Focal. It’s a nightclub. And before you ask, I know that there are cameras in there. Scroll back two weeks or so and you’ll find him. He’ll be with me.”  
 
    Tobin was pining for thanks or at minimum some show of appreciation, but Drake refused to give it to him.  
 
    “You drive a car? How did you get from the club to the house?” 
 
    As he asked the question, Drake moved even closer to the IV bag.  
 
    “We took a cab. He paid cash for everything.” 
 
    So, even if we do catch the unsub on camera, we won’t have a name, credit card statement, address, anything like that, Drake thought. 
 
    “Why are you telling me this? I think you know by now that you’re not getting anything in return.”  
 
    Tobin turned his face away from Drake.  
 
    “Because I’m sorry for what I did. I should never have hurt those animals, burned down that building.” His voice hitched. “I’m sorry for what I did to Ken.”  
 
    Tobin looked back. Tears were pooling in his eyes, but because the sockets were so deep and warped, they failed to run down his misshapen face.  
 
    Drake felt no pity for this man. But even if this was all made up, if this Caine guy was just a figment of Tobin’s twisted imagination, one good thing could still come out of it.  
 
    “Where are the other body parts, Tobin? Where’s your roommate’s head and his arm?” 
 
    Again, Tobin looked away, but this time, Drake wasn’t going to allow him to collect his thoughts before answering.  
 
    “You say you’re sorry, that you didn’t mean it, or whatever, so tell me where you sent his head and arm.” 
 
    “If you forgive me.” 
 
    Drake wasn’t sure if he’d heard correctly, so he stepped aggressively towards the man’s bed. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    Tobin’s head whipped back, fear in his lopsided eyes. 
 
    “I’ll tell you, Drake, but only if you say you forgive me.” 
 
    Drake pictured Patty on all fours, breathing smoke in and out of her mouth, coughing. 
 
    “If you say you forgive me, I’ll tell you where the rest of Kenneth Leung is,” Tobin repeated. “I’ll tell you where I sent those packages.” 
 
    “Fine,” Drake said. 
 
    “You forgive me?” 
 
    “No, no, not like that. I’m not going to fall for that. You tell me who you sent those packages to, then I’ll say what you want.”  
 
    Tobin was skeptical, but it wasn’t like he had any options. The man whispered something so softly that Drake had to move up to hear. It sickened him to be this close to Tobin again, and it wasn’t solely on account of the smell.  
 
    “Repeat it.” 
 
    When Drake heard the two names, he sucked in a deep breath.  
 
    “Now tell me you forgive me.”  
 
    Drake cocked his head to one side but said nothing. Then he started to back up. 
 
    “Drake, tell me you forgive me,” Tobin pleaded. 
 
    Drake grabbed the tubing from the IV bag and pulled. Tobin cried out as the needle tore out of the back of his hand. Whatever liquid was in the bag started to leak onto the floor. He hoped that it was something that Tobin needed to survive but would settle for just pain meds that the bastard would no longer be getting.  
 
    “Drake? Tell me you forgive me. Tell me—”  
 
    Tobin started to cough. 
 
    “The only thing I’ll tell you,” Drake said as he reached for the door. “Is that I wish I had pushed my thumbs in just a little bit harder.”  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 69 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” Yasiv said, his brow knitting.  
 
    Hanna was equally as confused.  
 
    “Robert Tiedeman was here?”  
 
    She read the name on the page again then looked at the manager. 
 
    “Is this the guy in sketch?” she asked. “Is this Robert Tiedeman?” 
 
    The man’s lips and nose moved around his face, reminding Hanna of something a mouse might do. 
 
    “I don’t remember exactly.” He looked at the date on the top of the page. “Could be?” 
 
    Hanna scowled and turned to Yasiv. 
 
    “You have a picture of Robert on your phone?” 
 
    Yasiv quickly pulled one up and showed it to the manager. 
 
    “You ever see this guy before?”  
 
    Like with the sketch, the man cocked his head at an odd angle as he observed the phone as if this would help him remember better.  
 
    “I don’t—maybe? Like, he looks like someone—shit, he looks like pretty much half the people who camp here.” 
 
    “Helpful,” Hanna grumbled. She grabbed the sketch off the counter and watched as Yasiv put a business card on the table. 
 
    “In case you remember anything else.” 
 
    “Sure, man. You want me to put it on the board?” He indicated a cork board off to his left, which was riddled with everything from ads for dog walkers to menstrual cups. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Hanna huffed. 
 
    “Keep it with you,” Yasiv said as Hanna made her way to the door.  
 
    She was nearly there, with the sergeant right behind her, when the manager’s squeaky voice called her back. 
 
    “Wait, wait,” he said urgently. The man snapped his fingers and Hanna looked over her shoulder at him. “I don’t remember if that guy’s name was Robert whatever, but I’m pretty sure—yeah, pretty sure—that I remember his car.” 
 
    Hanna glanced at Yasiv, certain that they were sharing the same thought: Why the fuck didn’t you tell us this before? 
 
    “What kind of car did he have?” 
 
    “Like, this old one? Chevy, light gray, hatchback. From the eighties, man. Real old. I remember ‘cuz I was like, I can’t believe that thing is still running. The guy in the picture there, he said it ran just fine, but I dunno.” 
 
    “You get a license plate on that car?” Yasiv asked. 
 
    “Naw. Usually, that’s what the cameras are for,” the man replied with a shrug. 
 
    “The cameras that don’t work.” 
 
    With that, Hanna retreated to Yasiv’s vehicle.  
 
    “At least it wasn’t a complete waste of time,” Yasiv said as he got behind the wheel. Hanna wasn’t sure if she agreed. “I’ll call my guy back at the station, see if he can look up an old Chevy. If it’s from the eighties, we might get lucky. Can’t be too many of those still registered and on the road.”  
 
    “I’ll let Screech know, too. Tell him to go over the parking lot footage from the mall around when the mannequin showed up to see if the car was there.” 
 
    After making their respective calls, the sergeant started the drive back to DSLH, while Hanna tried to wrap her mind around what the manager had told them.  
 
    “Poindexter back there said that you had to show ID when you signed the book. We know that the Straw Man was there, but was Robert? Or did the Straw Man just steal Robert’s ID?” 
 
    “They don’t look that much alike,” Yasiv remarked. “And the guy we’re searching for is at least fifteen years older.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you heard what the manager said: Robert kinda looks like everyone.” 
 
    Hanna rubbed her eyes and sunk deeper into her seat, fatigue catching up to her. 
 
    “So, they were either working together or they weren’t. They’re either partners or they aren’t. The only thing that we know for sure, is that the Straw Man followed those girls here. But how did he get them out? Three young girls, rich girls… they can’t that stupid, can they? To go with some random old guy?” 
 
    “You’re asking me what young rich girls do?” 
 
    Hanna ignored Yasiv’s comment and answered her own query. 
 
    “Drugs. Drugs and Instagram. Rich old guy… it’s gotta be drugs,” she concluded. 
 
    This felt like a revelation, but it still didn’t get them any closer to finding the Straw Man. 
 
    “He turned off or disabled the camera,” Hanna muttered, mostly to herself. 
 
    “Yeah, just like he did at the art gallery and the mall.” 
 
    Hanna frowned. 
 
    “But that was different. He was doing that on his own time, his schedule. He decided when to set up these mannequins. With these girls, they planned the trip. We know it probably wasn’t random, that these girls were specifically selected beforehand. So, not only did the Straw Man have to know that they were going camping, but he also had to plan ahead to knock out the camera. Either the Straw Man somehow knows these girls, deals to them, maybe, or has a connection with one of their parents.” 
 
    “Maybe… the answer could be simpler than that, though.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, when I spoke to Marjorie’s parents with Drake, they said that this camping trip was meant for them to get away from their phones. Apparently, they left them behind. And what does an addict do right before they enter rehab?” 
 
    “Go on a bender?” Hanna suggested. 
 
    “Yep, go on a bender. I bet they posted all over the Internet when and where they were going camping. Our guy probably found out about their trip from their Instagram posts. Just in case, I’ll have an officer swing by the girls’ parents’ houses, show them the sketch, see if they recognize him.” 
 
    “Show them a photo of Robert, too, while you’re at it. Who knows, maybe he was dealing drugs to them, as well,” Hanna suggested. 
 
    Yasiv sighed. 
 
    “I sure hope so. At least then we can lock that greasy bastard up for something. Because the longer this thing goes on, Hanna, the more likely he’s just going to walk. And if he does that, I doubt we’ll ever see him again.”  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 70 
 
      
 
    “He said what?” Detective Dunbar stopped walking.  
 
    Drake had hoped that this could wait until they were back in his car but based on the utter shock on the detective’s face, there was no chance of that happening.  
 
    “Tobin said that the man we’re looking for, our unsub, almost killed him about two or three weeks ago. Took him to a house full of stuffed wildlife, got naked, threw an apron on, and chased him around. Said he barely got away.” 
 
    “Too bad,” Dunbar said absently, then shook his head. “The same guy, though? For real? What are the odds of that?”  
 
    Drake just looked at the detective. 
 
    “You believe him?” 
 
    Drake did but, unfortunately, he couldn’t tell Dunbar why. He was still determined to keep Hanna’s story between him and the other members of DSLH. The names that Tobin had mentioned, the names of the people he’d sent his roommate’s arm and head, were also going to remain with him. 
 
    For now. 
 
    “C’mon. For real?” 
 
    “He described the sutures on the stuffed animals,” Drake lied. “Sounded exactly like the ones on the mannequins. The same sutures that the ME said were extremely old and rare.” 
 
    Dunbar still looked doubtful, but Drake kept on talking.  
 
    “Tobin told me that the man’s name was Caine—likely fake—and that he met him at a club called Focal. We have nothing else to go on, might as well check it out. Maybe they caught him on camera.”  
 
    Finally, Dunbar started walking again.  
 
    “What about—what about the other thing, Drake? About what happened in the alley?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about it. I think Tobin is done talking for a while.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    Drake pictured Tobin’s horrible face. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure. Focal… you ever heard of it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have, actually. It’s one of Nick Petrazzino’s joints. Owned and operated by the Casata Sacra.” 
 
    With everything that had happened, Drake had completely forgotten about the mob boss’ arrest. Judging by the coverage devoted to the Straw Man, so had the media.  
 
    “With the fat bastard locked up, what do you think the chances are that we can get access to the video footage from a few weeks back?”  
 
    Dunbar blinked twice. 
 
    “We don’t have to.” 
 
    “Look, I don’t trust Tobin either, but what do we have to lose?” 
 
    “No, it’s not that. I mean, I’d be surprised if Tobin wasn’t just talking shit, but we don’t have to waltz into Focal to get the video footage.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I already have it.” 
 
    Drake was lost and Dunbar clarified. 
 
    “The NYPD scooped up pretty much every computer that Nick Petrazzino owns, including those from his clubs when he was arrested. It’s back at the station.” 
 
    Drake couldn’t imagine the kind of tantrum that the DA must be having. Mark Trumbo had refused to offer him any support, any help, and had generally made things difficult for Drake the moment Yasiv had hired him back at the art gallery. But ever since the very public display at the mall, things had changed. The sad fact was that society didn’t care about a mobster being arrested. Not anymore. What they cared about was an active serial killer, about slurping up as many details of these heinous crimes as possible. The Straw Man movie was nearing the climax, currently in the rising action phase, while the Nick Petrazzino film was already rolling the end credits.  
 
    “Tobin was pretty adamant that they were at the club together, so if you see him on those cameras, which shouldn’t be too hard given the man’s proclivity for them, maybe we’ll see the Straw—” Drake caught himself. “—our unsub, too.” 
 
    “Will do—I’m heading to the station now.” Dunbar gave him a quick once-over. “You look tired, Drake. Want me to drop you off at home?” 
 
    The prospect of sleep—proper sleep, not in a chair—was nearly irresistible. 
 
    “Naw, I’m good,” he said. “Take me to DSLH. There’s still more work I gotta do.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Drake was surprised to discover that not only had Yasiv returned from the campsite, but it didn’t look as if Leroy had ever left. 
 
    Hanna, on the other hand, appeared disheveled.  
 
    “Let me guess, you went with Yasiv instead of Leroy,” Drake said. 
 
    Nobody replied, which was answer enough. If there was one person on this earth who was as stubborn as he was, it was Hanna Whitmore. 
 
    “Well, tell me then, tell me what you found out.” 
 
    Yasiv relayed their conversation with the manager and shared what they’d found about the unsub’s potential vehicle. When it was Drake’s turn, he skimped on most of the details, focusing primarily on the possibility that their unsub was at a nightclub a few weeks back.  
 
    When they were both finished, it was Screech chimed in. 
 
    “While you guys were on your vacations, me and Leroy here were searching deep on the Internet. And you’re not going to believe what we’ve found.” 
 
    Screech directed them over to his computer but before waking it up, he offered Drake a curious glance. Then he subtly indicated to Hanna with his chin. When the image on his screen came into focus, Drake realized what these clandestine looks were all about: it was the taxidermy web page, the one that had gone out of business, the one with the header that read ‘We Specialize in Large Game’.  
 
    Drake cozied up next to Hanna just in case she needed support. In case she was going to fall again. 
 
    “Remember these cages? Well, because they matched the bruising patterns found on the skins, I looked a little deeper. Get this, the taxidermy company was originally registered to a Monty Duggar way back in the early seventies. It has long since gone out of business, and before you ask, no, the shop is no longer there. I mean, it is, but it’s a discount grocer owned by a Lebanese couple now.” 
 
    “Duggar?” Hanna asked.  
 
    “Yep. Duggar. I did some more digging—har, har—into our friend Lisa Fairchild. Remember when I said that I couldn’t find out anything about her before she became a Trotter?” 
 
    “The fuck? A Trotter and a Duggar?” Hanna said. Whatever intense feelings this website had once elicited in her had since vanished. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Sounds like the beginning of a bad joke. But I’m not done yet—see if you plebes can follow along. Lisa’s first husband’s last name was Trotter.” Screech exhaled loudly. “Plug your ears, Yasiv. Leroy and I practically doxed this woman, went deep on the same websites that that freak Tobin was on. And I finally found what Lisa’s maiden name was. Maiden, maiden name, I guess. Anyone feel like—” 
 
    “Just tell us, Leroy,” Drake snapped, his patience finally spent. 
 
    Screech frowned. 
 
    “Duggar. Lisa Juliana Duggar.” 
 
    An eerie silence fell over DSLH. 
 
    “No way,” Yasiv said. “No fucking way.” 
 
    “Yep.” To prove his point, Screech pulled up a photograph of Lisa’s birth certificate. Her father was listed as Monty Duggar.  
 
    “Why the fuck didn’t she say anything?” Yasiv nearly gasped. “What in the hell…?” 
 
    In a movement that startled all of them, the sergeant started walking toward the door.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Drake asked.  
 
    “To have a little chat with Mrs. Fairchild or Duggar or whatever the hell her name is.” Drake made a face and Yasiv grew defensive. “What?” 
 
    “Maybe not yet.” Everyone looked at Drake. “You guys think Lisa really did this? Skinned those girls? Because I don’t.” 
 
    “I’d say unlikely,” Screech offered. “But with the mannequins showing up at her art show and in the store her husband owns, and the girls, at least the first three, being daughters of the rich people who attended? And now this? The defunct taxidermy business? Oh, and let’s not forget about the suture that Hanna found at the Fairchilds’ house. This is about Lisa, that’s for sure. But did she do it? I mean…” he let his sentence trail off.  
 
    Everyone in the room knew that murderers came disguised in pretty much every type of human being, but the level of sheer depravity exhibited by the Straw Man meant that the likelihood of the unsub being a woman was exceedingly low. Of it being a woman who had no priors and who lived in a multi-million-dollar home in one of the richest neighborhoods in New York City? 
 
    Well, that lowered the odds even further.  
 
    “The what?” Yasiv asked, obviously focusing on something else. 
 
    Screech’s face started to turn red. 
 
    “The… defunct business?” 
 
    Yasiv shook his head. 
 
    “No, the suture from their house.” The sergeant turned to face Hanna and Drake saw her hand slip into her pocket. “Tell me you didn’t take something from their house, Hanna. Especially not something like a suture. Something that could be used as evidence.” 
 
    Hanna clenched her jaw and once again everyone fell silent. 
 
    “Umm, there’s more?” Screech said, clearly trying to diffuse the tension in the room. 
 
    “More?” Drake and Yasiv asked in unison. 
 
    Screech swallowed hard. 
 
    “Yep.” His lips smacked audibly. “Monty’s wife—Lisa’s mom—Beth-Anne Duggar committed suicide less than a year after Monty died of a heart attack.” 
 
    “So? What does—” 
 
    Screech silenced Hanna by holding up a finger. 
 
    “Dunbar says that it was around this time, before Beth-Anne died, that the police started asking the Duggar family some questions.” 
 
    “Questions about what?” Drake demanded. 
 
    “Missing women.” 
 
    Drake’s mouth fell open. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Screech nodded. 
 
    “Yep—I’m not fucking with you. The files are old and no charges were ever laid, but our good friend Monty Duggar was listed as a person of interest in at least three missing women.” 
 
    “Fuck. Fuck—that’s it. I’m going. I’m going to have a chat with Lisa Fairchild.” With that, Yasiv moved toward the door again, but Drake slid in front of him, blocking his path. 
 
    “No, you’re not.” 
 
    Yasiv’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said, you’re not going to her house. Not yet.” 
 
    “You can’t tell me what to do.”  
 
    “Sure, I can,” Drake corrected. “This is my investigation, remember? And I’m telling you not to go. We have nothing on Lisa Fairchild. You go to her house and start running your mouth, she might pack and leave. Or worse, call that dickhead lawyer of hers.” 
 
    “Well, we would have evidence if Hanna here—” 
 
    “Watch it,” Drake warned.  
 
    Yasiv was fuming, but he knew better than to challenge Drake when he was in this state. 
 
    The two men stared at each other, an impasse that endured until Hanna spoke up. 
 
    “Yeah, I took the fucking suture I found at Lisa’s house and gave it to the ME. It was a match. You guys standing here, seeing who can get the bigger boner without injecting Cialis into your shafts isn’t going to change that. Move on.” 
 
    This was the Hanna that Drake knew, but there was something wrong with her voice. The comment was expected from her, but it lacked her typical mirth.  
 
    The two men stared at each other for another few seconds before Screech slid between them, breaking their gaze as well as the tension. 
 
    “Let’s just dig up a little more before we go all Lone Ranger on Lisa, alright? Yasiv, see if your guys can send the surveillance video from the club to my computer and we can start looking for Tobin. Does that work? Everyone happy? Dicks still hard or whatever Hanna said?” 
 
    Yasiv sucked his teeth but took a step back and pulled out his phone. 
 
    “Good,” Screech said, breathing a sigh of relief. “Leroy, you wanna make us some coffee?” 
 
    “Sure thing, Massa,” Leroy hollered back and Drake finally unballed his fists. 
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    For the better part of four hours, every member of DSLH Investigations, and Sergeant Yasiv, scanned video footage from Focal nightclub. They collectively reviewed more than eighty hours of tape on four computers, swapping out when eyes started to blur, or backs began to throb. During that time, Drake had personally witnessed at minimum one hundred infractions, from minor drug possession to distribution, to underage drinking, to sexual assault. 
 
    But no Tobin, no unsub, nothing to suggest that a serial killer ever stepped foot in the place. Nor were there any sightings of Nick Petrazzino either, a curiosity that Drake noted but didn’t know what to make of. 
 
    They were exhausted when this exercise began and after the fourth hour, they were ready to give up. Drake was going to have to come to terms with the fact that Tobin had duped him, which meant, unfortunately, that the information the twisted little man had given him pertaining to the whereabouts of his roommate’s body parts was probably also a lie.  
 
    Just as Drake felt his frustration peak, Screech rose to his desk and came over to him. There was a seriousness to the man’s face that was becoming more and more common.  
 
    “Drake, can I talk to you for a sec?” 
 
    Grateful for any distraction, Drake said, “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    Given that there were no closed offices in DSLH, other than the broom closet, their options for a private conversation were minimal. Screech led him toward the coffee maker at the back of the room and pulled him in tight.  
 
    “We have a bit of a problem,” Screech said, sounding even more serious.  
 
    This could mean any number of things, so Drake stayed silent and allowed his partner the opportunity to continue. 
 
    “A financial problem,” the man clarified. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What I mean, is that we are low on cash. Like, real low.” 
 
    Drake’s eyes narrowed. It was times like these that he missed the simplicity of the NYPD: you went to work, clocked in, then clocked out at the end of the day, and got paid.  
 
    “I thought we were good after the Brock Page case?” 
 
    “We were… but that was a while ago. The cat case set us back. Small paycheck for a massive operation. I paid out everyone after the sting, from Vanessa to the damn newspaper shop owner. And this place,” Screech gestured to their surroundings, “ain’t cheap. I hate to bring it up now, but I just got hit with the rent. We’re two months overdue. Did you… did you even discuss payment for this job with Yasiv? With anyone in the NYPD?” 
 
    This was rhetorical—they both knew that he hadn’t—and Drake resisted the urge to snap back at him.  
 
    “Look, I know this case is important, trust me, it would be important even it wasn’t for Hanna—” 
 
    “Drake?”  
 
    Drake looked over Screech’s shoulder and saw an uncomfortable-looking Sergeant Yasiv approaching. 
 
    “Yeah? What is it?” 
 
    “I couldn’t help but overhear what you guys were saying. I know that I roped you into this, and we never got a chance to discuss your fee.” The sergeant’s tone was different from the one he’d used during their confrontation. It was conciliatory… almost. “But you know as well as I do, the NYPD is cheap, and we just don’t have much cash. So, I’m not going to lie, whatever money I can scrounge up isn’t going to be much. But—” he emphasized the word to cut off Screech before the man protested, “—but I can promise you this: when we catch this guy, I will make sure that you are up there on the stage, planking on the fucking podium if you want, when the DA announces the arrest. You know how many media outlets will be there? Hell, the DA will be so happy that he might even give DSLH a shout-out.” 
 
    Drake grimaced.  
 
    “I don’t want any part of that—” 
 
    “That would be great for business,” Screech said, interrupting him. “A positive story about DSLH? Who woulda thunk it?” 
 
    “Screech—” 
 
    Screech looked at him. 
 
    “Drake, I know you don’t want to be mixed up in this media shitstorm, but we need it. We need the coverage, the press. This could be huge for us.”  
 
    Drake hated the idea, but he wasn’t the finance guy. Besides, there was no reason that he had to be there. Let Hanna and Leroy and Screech flash their pearly whites while he sipped his scotch in the background. 
 
    “Okay, okay, whatever. A little cash and a shout-out.” 
 
    Yasiv nodded and a small smile crept onto the man’s face, something that Drake hadn’t seen in a long time. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Alright,” Screech said, clapping his hands together. He was also smiling for once. “Let’s get back to work and find this asshole as quickly as we can, because we are bleeding cash fast.”  
 
    “Speaking of which, I think I found something,” Leroy said. He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes.  
 
    Drake yawned and walked over to Leroy’s desk. Screech and Yasiv followed. 
 
    “If this is just another celebrity, I swear—” 
 
    “No—well, maybe,” Leroy said quickly. “It’s hard to tell because of his stupid white hat, but I think I might have found Tobin Tomlin. Watch this.”  
 
    Leroy clicked play and a thin man wearing a long denim T-shirt and white hat appeared on screen. He pushed through the front doors and entered the lobby. Then the man looked up and grinned at the camera.  
 
    “Fucking hell, it is him,” Drake said.  
 
    “You sure?” Hanna asked. 
 
    Tobin looked very different than he had earlier in the day, but it was him alright. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s Tobin. Leroy, can you find him again inside the club?” 
 
    “Gimme a sec.” 
 
    They’d all become masters at working their way around the fourteen cameras placed throughout Focal, so it didn’t take much time for Leroy to locate Tobin again. 
 
    “There’s the white hat,” Leroy stated. The camera in question was located behind the bar. Drake watched Tobin Tomlin accept a drink from the bartender before turning his back to the man. The bartender didn’t look pleased and appeared to call out to Tobin. There was some sort of exchange, which clearly revolved around money, or lack thereof. Just when it appeared as if things were about to escalate, another man came into the shot. He was taller than Tobin and had blond or gray hair—it was hard to tell because of all the flashing lights in the club—but he kept his chin tucked low and the camera never caught his face.  
 
    “Who’s that?” Drake asked. 
 
    Nobody answered. 
 
    Leroy jogged forward and eventually, the two moved to the dance floor. A handful of times the man turned, and it looked as if he was going to face the camera only to glance away at the last moment.  
 
    “Shit,” Leroy swore. 
 
    Tobin and his new friend spoke for a little while longer then left down a dark hallway and out of sight. 
 
    “Where are they now?” Hanna asked. 
 
    “The bathroom,” Screech answered. “No camera in there.”  
 
    Leroy moved the video forward by ten minutes, but the duo still hadn’t emerged from behind the closed door.  
 
    “What the hell are they doing in there?” Yasiv asked. 
 
    Again, no answer. 
 
    They’re getting high and doing whatever else men did in the bathroom together, Drake thought. 
 
    Five more minutes and they finally came out. Tobin’s eyes were wide, and he was jittery—clearly, he was stoned. The other man looked the same as when he’d entered the bathroom.  
 
    “There, stop it there,” Drake said. 
 
    Leroy paused the video. 
 
    “Now move it forward a little.” 
 
    Leroy did as he was asked, but no matter how far forward, or backward that they went, the man’s face never appeared on the camera.  
 
    “What is with this guy?” Yasiv asked. “It’s like he knows where all the cameras are.” 
 
    “And is deliberately avoiding them,” Screech added. 
 
    Leroy let the footage play out, shaking his head the entire time.  
 
    “Goddamn it.” 
 
    Tobin and the mysterious stranger were preparing to leave the club, but they still had no clear shot of latter’s face. Then, by some stroke of luck, just as they entered the hallway that led to the front entrance, the disco-style lights flickered, and the man looked up.  
 
    Before Drake could analyze the man’s features or compare them to Robert Tiedeman’s sketch, Hanna gasped.  
 
    “That’s him,” she said breathlessly. “That’s the Straw Man.” 
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    “Holy shit,” Leroy gasped. “It is him.” 
 
    There was no doubt in any of their minds that the man on the monitor was the Straw Man. Not only had Hanna’s reaction sealed it, but the resemblance to the sketch was uncanny, right down to the oddly light-colored eyes. 
 
    “Freeze that—freeze that photo and print it out,” Yasiv barked. “I’ll have it playing on every news station within the hour.”  
 
    Leroy gave the computer helm to Screech, who started clacking away at the keys so furiously that his fingers started to blur. 
 
    “Let’s just calm down for a second,” Drake said. He wasn’t sure if plastering this man’s face all over the news was a good idea. After all, that tactic hadn’t worked so well with Tobin Tomlin. 
 
    Yasiv glared at him, a mixture of confusion and anger on his face. Drake wasn’t sure if it was the pressure the sergeant must be getting from the DA, but the man seemed to have only one gear as of late. He’d gone all-in with Robert, tried to do the same with Lisa, and now he wanted to do it with this man… whoever he was. 
 
    They needed to slow down, to think. Come up with a plan. They might only have one shot at catching this guy and they didn’t want to blow it. 
 
    “I know you can’t stand the media, Drake, but if we show this photograph with Tobin in the same frame? The DA will have no choice but to shift his focus from Robert to this guy.” 
 
    “Wait—you want to put Tobin’s face back on the news?” Drake asked, incredulous. 
 
    Yasiv squirmed. 
 
    “No, I don’t want to, but if we have everyone in the city looking for this guy? I guarantee somebody will spot him.” 
 
    “Oh, someone will spot him alright,” Hanna interrupted. “Along with a thousand other men with blond hair and light eyes. This guy?” she tapped the screen. “This guy will get into his old, shitty Chevy and hightail it out of New York. We might never see him again.”  
 
    Yasiv scowled.  
 
    “Look, you know as well as I do how the DA’s mind works. Even though he hasn’t given his little press conference yet, hasn’t publicly released Robert Tiedeman’s name, you saw all the cops outside 62nd. How long before one of them leaks it to the news? That Robert Tiedeman is the Straw Man? Hell, I’m surprised it hasn’t happened already. To get the DA to change his mind, we’re going to need something more concrete than a sketch from Robert and a description of a car from a campsite. To get the DA to eat crow, we’re going to need a photo like this one… our suspect with Tobin Tomlin. If we get this out there? The DA would look like a bigger asshole if he didn’t shift gears. And with the entire NYPD at our—” 
 
    “DA this, DA that,” Hanna mocked. “I’m fucking sick of this DA talk. I don’t care what he wants. We release this photo to the media and the Straw Man is as good as gone.”  
 
    She looked to Drake for support, and he provided it. 
 
    “Hanna’s right, we need to slow down. We have no idea who this guy is. All we know is the type of car he drives and that he likes to hang out in nightclubs. That’s it.” 
 
    “The longer we wait, the more likely another one of those fucking skinsuits will show up!” Yasiv was furious now. “And I don’t want—” his phone started to ring. “Fuck!” Likely because he was on the verge of saying something that he was going to regret, Yasiv answered it. “What?” 
 
    As the sergeant spoke on the phone, Drake thought about what the man had just said. Sure, the DA gave the impression that he was convinced Robert Tiedeman was the Straw Man, but he was holding off going public. That could only mean one thing: that he felt the same as they did. Robert was, at best, a moron who had been roped into something he didn’t understand, didn’t know anything about. And that got them no closer to finding the unsub.  
 
    “It’s Dunbar.” Yasiv pulled the phone away from his ear. He was still fuming but appeared to have calmed a little. “He says the parents of the deceased have never seen Robert or the sketch of the unsub before. And Robert claims his ID was stolen, too.” 
 
    “Figures,” Drake grumbled. “Tell Dunbar that we have another image for him to pump through his facial recognition software. Maybe the unsub is in the system.” 
 
    Yasiv nodded and relayed the information to the detective over the phone. 
 
    “If we get lucky and can get a name, then—”  
 
    “What about Lisa?” Hanna said, interrupting Drake. 
 
    “What?” Yasiv asked. 
 
    “Lisa? You know, Lisa Fairchild? Did Dunbar show the sketch of the Straw Man to Lisa and Norm?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, fucking ask him then!”  
 
    Drake gave Hanna a look, but she was beyond reproach.  
 
    Yasiv scowled and asked Dunbar. Then he shook his head. 
 
    “He says they only showed the sketch to the victims’ parents. They didn’t—Hanna? Hanna, where are you going?” 
 
    Hanna’s sudden movement took Drake by surprise and even though he attempted to intercept her, she managed to slip by him and burst out the door.  
 
    “Shit,” Drake swore. “Hanna! Hanna!” 
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    Hanna lay the pistol on her palm and inspected it closely. This was no replica. There was no orange lining on the barrel that had been crudely covered with black nail polish. This was a real gun. Instead of giving her confidence, however, her mind threatened to return to that day in the alley. 
 
    The day the Straw Man took her. 
 
    Hanna raised her eyes from the gun and peered up at the massive estate through the iron bars. The house, as well as the street, was quiet. This would change, Hanna knew, once the news broke. Once some investigative reporters put the pieces together as she and Drake had. 
 
    That all this violence and mayhem was related to Lisa Fairchild. That this woman was somehow the target, even though it was others, innocent people, who were the real victims. 
 
    Hanna slid the pistol into her purse and then got out of the car. She made sure that the sketch of the Straw Man was still in her pocket before making her way to the gate. 
 
    She didn’t have a plan, didn’t know what she was going to say to get inside. But that was okay. Hanna was an expert at winging it, at saying or doing whatever was needed to get her way. 
 
    Whatever the other party needed.  
 
    She’d spent her entire adult life being someone else, so acting had become second nature to her.  
 
    Hanna reached the gate but paused before activating the intercom.  
 
    Drake had been right, of course; if they came here on official business, Lisa would just lawyer up. There was no chance they’d get anywhere near the front door. But this wasn’t official. 
 
    And it wasn’t about the case. 
 
    This was about Hanna and her friend.  
 
    And she was going to get into that house, no matter what it took.  
 
    Hanna inhaled deeply, shook her shoulders out, then pressed the button. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but we are not accepting visitors at this time,” a male voice informed her. It didn’t sound like Norm Fairchild.  
 
    “I’m not a visitor,” Hanna said quickly. “I’m a private investigator. I’m working the art gallery case with Sergeant Henry Yasiv and Damien Drake.” 
 
    The pause that ensued was longer than the first one. She suspected that the butler or whoever was on the other end was informing Norm and Lisa who was at the gate. They were probably all huddling around the security footage, verifying her claim right now.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” it was Norm this time, “but we have been instructed not to speak to you, or anyone, without our counsel present.” 
 
    “I figured as much. But this isn’t about the art gallery or the department store. I need to speak to Lisa. This is about… it’s about her sons.” The word came out of nowhere, from deep within her subconscious.  
 
    Just get on the intercom, Lisa.  
 
    If she could get Lisa on the box, Hanna would be able to convince her to let her in.  
 
    The woman was a cunt, no doubt about it, but she was still a mother. And mothers always had soft spots for their children.  
 
    Except for Hanna’s own, of course. Maybe the woman had had one, long ago, when Hanna went by another. But that spot had been replaced by a weeping ulcer from heroin injections and blisters on her lungs from smoking too much meth.  
 
    “Give me… give me one second,” Norm said.  
 
    Hanna suppressed a smile as she waited. Less than a minute later, she heard Lisa’s voice.  
 
    “What about my sons?” the woman snapped, sounding more irritated than concerned. 
 
    “Not sons, but son,” Hanna corrected. “This is about—” she paused for just a fraction of a second, trying to remember the name of Lisa’s youngest. “—Lennox. It’s about Lennox.” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    Hanna looked around, then deliberately moved closer to the intercom. 
 
    “I-I-I don’t want to say here, just in case.” 
 
    “Tell me what happened to Lennox.” 
 
    “Well, we are still—I mean, nothing is confirmed yet but—” 
 
    “Just spit it out.” 
 
    Hanna sighed for effect. 
 
    “Lennox is missing. No one has seen him for three days. And with the mannequins in the department store… we’re still not sure, but the ME said that one of the… well, it could be from a boy.”  
 
    Everything hinged on Lisa not having seen or spoken to her son in the last few days, but this was a fair assumption based on how crazy things had been.  
 
    When the buzzer sounded and the gate opened, Hanna finally allowed herself that smile.  
 
    And then, as she hurried up to the Fairchild’s front door, she slipped a hand into her purse and gripped the butt end of the gun that Sergeant Yasiv had given her more than two years ago. 
 
    The gun that Hanna had promised herself she would never use. 
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    Drake started after Hanna, but Screech stopped him. 
 
    “Let her go,” he said. 
 
    Drake made a face. 
 
    “Get out of my way.” 
 
    Screech didn’t back down.  
 
    “Just her go, Drake.” 
 
    That was the last thing that Drake wanted to do. It wasn’t just that Hanna had the potential to ruin whatever tenuous grip they might have on this case, but he was also worried about her personal wellbeing. 
 
    And about what lengths she might go to in order to find the Straw Man. 
 
    “She has to do this by herself,” Screech said and something about the man’s words rang true. 
 
    You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make them drink.  
 
    Those had been Clay’s words, echoing from a different time.  
 
    Hanna’s much more vulgar version might go something like this, “You can stick your dick in someone’s mouth, but you can’t force them to swallow.” 
 
    As much as Drake hated to admit it, Screech was right. 
 
    Hanna had to do this by herself.  
 
    He just hoped that she didn’t follow in his footsteps. 
 
    “Fine,” Drake said softly, moving away from the door. “You’re right.” 
 
    “She going to be okay?” Yasiv asked, genuine concern on his face. “I don’t know her that well, but Hanna looks—” 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Screech and Drake said together. They exchanged a weary look. 
 
    “Well, is she going to the Fairchild’s, then? Because I thought that we were holding off on that.” 
 
    “She’s just going to vent,” Drake lied. He knew full well that that was exactly where Hanna was going. 
 
    “I can go with her, if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “I said, she’s fine. Did you pass the image from Focal on to Dunbar?” Drake said, trying to change the subject. 
 
    Yasiv was unnerved but let it go, for now.  
 
    “Yeah. He says he has to fuck around with it in Photoshop first, improve the lighting or whatever before he can run it through the software.” 
 
    “Good,” Drake said absently, his mind still focused on Hanna. Worry and concern were debilitating during the best of times. When you were exhausted, these feelings tended to take over. They couldn’t afford that now. There had been a full twenty-four hours between the first two skinsuits appeared, which meant that their unsub was overdue for another. Either he had his victims already stuffed in cages, or he was on the prowl. Now was the time to focus, let Hanna do her thing, while they did theirs. “What do we know about this guy?” he asked, hooking a chin at the photograph that was still displayed on Screech’s monitor.  
 
    “Oh, I dunno,” Screech began. “Likes to put people in cages and then skin them. Hangs out with other serial killers at nightclubs. Oh, and he has shitty taste in cars.” 
 
    “Very funny, Screech,” Leroy said, clearly not amused. “Do we know anything—” 
 
    “Wait, what’s this about a car?” Drake recalled Hanna and Yasiv mentioning something about a vehicle but didn’t remember exactly what they’d said. 
 
    “Guy at the campsite said that the Straw Man drives a gray Chevy hatchback from the eighties. Dunbar is searching DMV records for it but so far no hits.” 
 
    Drake’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Did you look at the footage from the mall? From before the cameras went out?” he asked, his thoughts focusing in on the car. 
 
    Something about the description rang a bell.  
 
    “Didn’t get a chance. Was looking into the taxidermy shops, then the footage from Focal. You know, this is a job for a team of techs, not just me and Leroy,” Screech said, sounding annoyed. 
 
    “Yeah, stop your bitching,” Drake shot back.  
 
    Yasiv took this opportunity to chime in. 
 
    “We can still put the photograph of the Straw Man out there. With the media attention, the DA will have—” 
 
    “No. No, we’re not doing that,” Drake said impatiently. “We’re going to wait until the facial recognition software does its thing, until we have a name. In the meantime, Screech, pull up the footage from the mall.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, captain. 
 
    As Screech started to load up more video footage, Drake turned his attention back to the car. 
 
    Where the fuck did I see it before? Was it at the hospital? He shook his head. No, it was before that. But where? 
 
    Once again, they were back at the mind-numbingly boring task of combing through hours of footage. This time, it was even worse as they were focusing on cars in a parking lot instead of drunk people at a club. Thankfully, this job didn’t take nearly as long as the previous one.  
 
    “There,” Leroy suddenly shouted. “Stop it! Go back, just a few minutes.” 
 
    Screech clicked a button and Leroy pointed at the screen. 
 
    “Not much of a car guy, but that there is a gray hatchback that looks like it’s from the eighties.” 
 
    Drake squinted and leaned forward. 
 
    “Sure as hell does,” Yasiv agreed. The sun was glinting off the windshield causing a tremendous amount of glare, but Drake thought it was a close match to the description they’d been given. 
 
    Screech continued to roll the footage, slower this time, hoping to catch the owner returning to their vehicle. The car remained stationary for three hours before the footage cut to black. 
 
    “Damn it,” Screech swore, slamming his hand down on the desk. “What a waste of—” 
 
    “Go back,” Leroy ordered. “Go back to before. When the car arrived.” 
 
    Screech rolled the footage in reverse and about half an hour later, they spotted him. Dressed all in black, the unsub moved much like he had in the club, head down, chin to chest, seemingly aware of the camera’s location. But even if the man had stopped in the middle of the parking lot and stared up at the camera, Drake doubted they’d get a good enough shot of his face to do anything with.  
 
    The camera was just too far away, the footage too grainy. 
 
    Screech and Leroy let out a collective sigh. 
 
    “I mean, I could probably see where he entered the parking lot, might give us an idea—” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “Can you zoom in on the car, instead? As it’s entering the lot? Get rid of some of that glare?” 
 
    Screech grumbled something else about needing a whole team of techs but started to work his magic. He took a screenshot of the image and transported it into Photoshop. He zoomed in, then lightened and sharpened the car. 
 
    “The glare?” 
 
    “Working on it.” 
 
    Screech manually deleted the glare from the windshield, then filled in some of the blanks with parts of the car that were visible.  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Drake whispered, his eyes going wide. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Leroy asked, practically bumping Drake out of the way to get a better look. “Is there someone in there? In the backseat? In the trunk? A body? One of the girls?” 
 
    Drake was speechless. 
 
    “Drake? What the hell is going on?” Yasiv asked. 
 
    “Drake?” Screech reached out and touched Drake’s arm and he shuddered. 
 
    “I’ve seen this car,” he said, finally finding his words. “I’ve seen this fucking car before.”  
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    Norm opened the door, the typical dour expression on his face replaced with one of sheer terror.  
 
    “You don’t—Lennox? Are you—” 
 
    Hanna pushed her way into the Fairchild estate, her eyes immediately going to the spiral staircases that flanked the glittering chandelier.  
 
    “Where’s Lisa?”  
 
    “She’s coming, just putting something on. It-it was just girls before, right? You really think it could be Lennox?” The man’s concern seemed genuine. If Norm was involved in any of this, then he would have known that it was a ruse, that there was no male skin, young or old, on either mannequin.  
 
    And Lisa would be aware of this, as well. 
 
    Hanna’s grip on the gun inside her purse tightened.  
 
    “We’re not one hundred percent sure, but it’s something we’re—” Hanna stopped speaking when she caught movement out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    Lisa appeared on the top landing, her thin lips turned downward, a phone pressed to her ear. She was wearing glasses, which Hanna hadn’t seen on the woman’s face before.  
 
    “Lisa? I’m sorry to come here announced, but—” 
 
    Lisa silenced her by raising a finger. Hanna was just glad to see that the woman wasn’t holding a weapon.  
 
    “Hello?” Lisa spoke into her phone. “Jacob? Is your brother there? Is Lennox there with you?”  
 
    Shit. 
 
    Lisa started to make her way down the stairs, her attention focused on her cell phone.  
 
    “Lennox? Lennox… oh, thank God.” An authentic sigh. “He’s fine,” Lisa said, pulling the phone away from her ear. “I don’t know where you’re getting your information, lady, but Lennox is fine. He’s with his brother and—” 
 
    Hanna knew that the jig was up. There was only one thing left to do. 
 
    Lisa might not be the Straw Man, but she sure as hell knew who was. 
 
    “Hang up the phone, Lisa,” Hanna demanded. 
 
    Lisa’s thin eyebrows crossed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said,” Hanna pulled the gun from her bag and rested it in front of her waist, “hang up the goddamn phone.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Norm gasped. He stepped toward her, and Hanna raised the gun. She didn’t point it at the man, not exactly, but she made it clear that this was the next step. 
 
    “You stay back and Lisa, get your skinny ass down here.”  
 
    Hanna half expected Lisa to run, but the woman came to her senses and slowly made her way down the stairs. Norm tried to put a protective arm around his wife, but she refused the gesture. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on here?” Lisa demanded. 
 
    “In the family room. On the couch, now.” 
 
    The Fairchilds required a little encouragement, which Hanna provided with a subtle wag of the pistol.  
 
    “Sit. Sit down.” 
 
    The couple plopped themselves down on the couch. 
 
    “This… this isn’t right,” Norm exclaimed. “I don’t understand what the hell—” 
 
    “Quiet,” Hanna hissed. She turned her attention to Lisa. “Who killed those girls, Lisa? Huh? Who took those girls and put them in a cage?” 
 
    Lisa’s expression went from frightened to angry. 
 
    “What are you talking about? Have you gone mad? You think I sabotaged my own art exhibit? You think I had something to do with this? Let me tell you, miss, you fucked up. Bringing a gun here, treating us like this—you fucked up really bad. I’m going to make sure that not only do you lose your job but that you go to prison. My lawyer will eviscerate—” 
 
    “I’m not the one who fucked up here, you did. Wanna know why? Because I found a suture in your home, Lisa, one that perfectly matched those used on the mannequins. And I know that your family used to run a taxidermy business.” 
 
    Lisa’s eyes narrowed and vertical stress lines appeared above her upper lip. 
 
    “You said you got rid of that, Norm,” she hissed. 
 
    “I did—I did.” Norm pleaded. “I wiped everything from your past, just like you said. But… what the hell—suture? What is she talking about, Lisa?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Really? No idea, huh?” Hanna reached back into her purse, which caused Norm to flinch. She pulled out the folded sketch of the Straw Man and threw it at Lisa. She missed and it struck Norm and fell to the floor. “Tell me who that is.” 
 
    “I’m not telling you anything. And I’m not doing anything you say.” 
 
    But Norm had different ideas. He reached down to pick up the paper and when Lisa tried to stop him, this time he shook her off.  
 
    “Norm, don’t listen to her.” 
 
    Norm ignored his wife and slowly unfolded the paper, with Hanna watching his reaction closely. Her heart sunk when she failed to see any flicker of recognition on the man’s face. 
 
    “I’ve never seen him before,” he said calmly. “Lisa? Do you know who this is?” 
 
    Lisa couldn’t help herself. She didn’t want to look, clearly, but the compulsion was too great. And the second her eyes fell on that that sheet of paper, she inhaled so sharply that she actually whistled. 
 
    “Lisa?” Norm asked. “Do you know who this is?” 
 
    Lisa Fairchild swallowed hard.  
 
    “Lisa?” 
 
    It took three more swallows—Hanna counted—for the woman to find her voice. 
 
    “It’s Donnie,” she said softly. 
 
    “Who’s Donnie?” Both Hanna and Norm asked at the same time. 
 
    A fourth swallow, this one labored as if a bolus of food had lodged itself in Lisa’s throat.  
 
    “It’s Donnie,” the woman repeated, raising her eyes to meet Hanna’s. “It’s my brother.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 76 
 
      
 
    “Your—your brother?” It was Norm who asked the question, but it was the same one that was on the tip of Hanna’s tongue.  
 
    Lisa scowled.  
 
    “Yes, I have a brother, Norm. I mean, I did, but I thought you deleted every trace of him and my past. You said you did. You said you got rid of all of that.” 
 
    “Well—well, I mean, my computer guy did. Or-or-or so I thought.” He raised his eyes to look at Hanna. “How did you—never mind. I don’t—I don’t understand what’s happening.” 
 
    Truthfully, Hanna didn’t, either. 
 
    “I have a brother, but I don’t talk to him,” Lisa continued. “I mean, I didn’t talk to that degenerate until about a month ago.” 
 
    “You sure it’s him? In the picture? Look again.” Hanna’s mind was working furiously, trying to incorporate this new information with what she already knew.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s him.” She shook the page a little but didn’t look at it. “Why do you have this? What did that shit do now?”  
 
    Hanna ignored Lisa questions and asked her own. 
 
    “Where is he? Where is your brother now?” 
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    “If you’re lying—” 
 
    “I don’t know. He just showed up here, all pathetic just like he was back then. A pitiful loser desperate for a place to stay.”  
 
    “What?” Norm was in disbelief. “You let him stay here? When?” 
 
    Lisa frowned. 
 
    “It was just for a week, when we were in St. Lucia, don’t get your panties in a twist. He promised that would be it, that I wouldn’t have to see him ever again. Little prick didn’t even leave a thank you note. Forgot his car, though. Then the sneaky bastard came back and got that, too.”  
 
    Hanna chewed the inside of her cheek as she mulled this over. 
 
    Why would Lisa, who commissioned her husband to eliminate all trace of her past, let her brother stay here? 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about him?” 
 
    Lisa rolled her eyes. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, Norm. What is there to talk about? He was a loser, ran our family business into the ground.” 
 
    “The taxidermy business,” Hanna remarked. 
 
    “Yeah, that one.” 
 
    And then it clicked. The reason why Lisa let her brother stay at her house was to further shame the man. To show him that she’d made something of herself, that she had all these fancy things while he had nothing.  
 
    You think you can just strut around here, parade yourself, make money that way? Well, what if I made you ugly… what if I made it so that you couldn’t do this, either? Couldn’t sell yourself? Maybe then mom would love me the way she loves you. 
 
    Hanna started to shake as she recalled the man’s words from the alley all those years ago. 
 
    Donnie Duggar… the Straw man was Donnie Duggar.  
 
    “Why did he come here, Lisa?” Hanna asked, trying hard to keep her voice even. “Why did Donnie show up here out of the blue? After all these years?” 
 
    It looked as if Lisa was going to refuse to answer, forcing Hanna to flash the gun again, but she crossed her arms over her chest and said, “His wife left him. Hell, I didn’t even know Donnie was married. Fucking loser like that… who would marry him?”  
 
    Tell me you love me. 
 
    And that was it: the final piece of the puzzle fell into place.  
 
    Donnie started killing after his father died and he was abandoned by his mother and sister. Then he stopped because he met someone. Inexplicably, the man fell in love, filling the void left by his family. And then she left him, and he’d relapsed. Sniveling in front of his sister, begging, maybe even crying, was the final straw. Lisa had probably laughed in her brother’s face and only let him stay here because she knew how small it would make him feel. 
 
    Small and pathetic. 
 
    “You just abandoned him, didn’t you?” Hanna said. “You and your mother abandoned Donnie.”  
 
    Lisa laid the sketch down on the table and stared at it as she answered. 
 
    “He ruined our lives. It wasn’t my decision, anyway. I was just a teenager, and he was basically an adult—not my fault he was half-retarded. Still, it was up to my mom.” Lisa shrugged. “She couldn’t support both of us.” 
 
    You think you can just strut around here, parade yourself, make money that way?  
 
    The comment made Hanna consider who was doing the supporting, the mother or daughter.  
 
    Eyes blazing, Lisa continued, “Anyways, I didn’t fuck up the business, he did—Donnie did. You know, for all those hours that little creep spent watching my dad with the animals, always pulling his pecker, you’d think he’d be able to stuff them himself. Fuck, it can’t really be that hard, can it? I mean, the things are already dead. But no, Donnie couldn’t even figure out which parts of what animals went together. Always mixing them up. The results were all fucked up, just like him.” 
 
    Hanna closed her eyes for a brief second and was teleported back in time. 
 
    She was in the cage with her friend beside her. Donnie was there, too, naked except for his apron, muttering to himself, asking them if they loved him as he’d likely done with his mother and sister before being abandoned.  
 
    Hanna felt a twinge of something close to sympathy, but this vanished when she recalled the hideous fox-racoon combination the Straw Man had created. 
 
    “Where is he now, Lisa? Where’s your bother?” 
 
    “I told you, I don’t know. Probably living in a fucking sewer somewhere.” 
 
    Hanna ground her teeth and she visualized the dirt basement where she’d been held captive. 
 
    “Do you guys still own a shop? Somewhere where you store all your old taxidermy gear?” 
 
    “We had a shop but were forced to sell it.” Lisa’s anger toward her brother was so great that she seemed to have forgotten about the fact that she was being held at gunpoint. “We had to sell everything just to eat.” 
 
    What else did you sell, Lisa?  
 
    Could what Donnie have done been that bad, or was she just angry at herself for having to sell her body to pay the bills? 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me any of this?” Norm asked. “You said both your parents were dead.” 
 
    “They are dead,” Lisa confirmed without a hint of compassion. “My dad died of a heart attack and my mom committed suicide.” 
 
    “I know, but—” 
 
    “No, not a shop,” Hanna corrected herself. “More like a-a-a cabin or something. One that has a basement.”  
 
    Lisa looked at Norm then at Hanna. 
 
    “I think I’m done now. I think—” 
 
    Hanna raised the gun.  
 
    “Just tell her,” Norm said. “Please, Lisa.” He seemed more betrayed than scared now.  
 
    Lisa worked her jaw.  
 
    “It was in a field or something—straw, there was straw near it.”  
 
    “Monty’s hunting cabin,” Lisa said in an airy voice.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My dad had a hunting cabin. I only went once, but he took Donnie there several times. I don’t even think we owned it, to be honest, otherwise—” 
 
    “That’s it,” Hanna snapped. “Where is it? Where’s the cabin?” 
 
    “Outside the city. I think—ah, I don’t remember. It was so long ago.”  
 
    Hanna lowered the gun and reached across the table. She grabbed Lisa by the collar and pulled her close.  
 
    “Think… where is the hunting cabin?” 
 
    The pressure on the woman’s throat jogged her memory. 
 
    “Near Edgewood Preserve. About an hour from here. Suffolk County, I think. That’s all I know. I went one time.” 
 
    Hanna let go of Lisa and she fell back into the couch. An address would have been better, but she felt as if she’d gotten all she could out of Lisa. There couldn’t be too many straw farms out in Suffolk and when she got close enough, Hanna was certain that her own memory of the place would return. She slipped the gun back into her bag and hurried out of the room without another word. As soon as Hanna was out of sight, Lisa’s balls dropped again. 
 
    “You can’t do this, you know! You’re not even a cop. This is kidnapping!” 
 
    Hanna ignored her and ran to her VW. And then she started to drive, heading back to the place where, fifteen years ago, she’d been locked in a cage. She was going to see those cages again, too, only this time not from inside. And if Donnie Duggar just happened to be there, he was going to be the one begging for Hanna’s love and not the other way around. 
 
    The bad news for him was that Hanna wasn’t in a loving mood. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 77 
 
      
 
    By the time Drake turned onto Lisa and Norm Fairchild’s street, he heard the first police siren fill the afternoon air. But instead of slowing him down, this only made him drive faster.  
 
    And the entire time he cursed himself for not remembering earlier. 
 
    He’d seen the unsub’s car right here, right in the Fairchilds’ driveway.  
 
    Drake parked in front of the wrought-iron fence, which hung ajar, and jumped out of his car, leaving it running. 
 
    Hanna’s VW was nowhere in sight. 
 
    Why did I fucking listen to Screech? I should have never let her go! 
 
    “Took you long enough!” Lisa Fairchild yelled from the doorway. Norm was standing behind her. “She went—oh, it’s you. No, you can’t come in here. No way!” 
 
    Norm stepped in front of his wife.  
 
    “We called the police. They’re on their way. You need to stay right there.” 
 
    Drake did nothing of the sort. He pushed through the gate and started up the walkway.  
 
    “Where’s Hanna?” he demanded. 
 
    “She’s going to prison, you know,” Lisa shouted over her husband’s shoulder. “She pointed a gun at me. Can you fucking believe that? She’s going away for a long time.” 
 
    Drake cringed. This was what he was dreading. 
 
    “I need to know where she’s headed.” 
 
    “You need to wait here until the cops arrive, that’s what you need to do.” 
 
    Drake cursed.  
 
    He had no idea why he thought this would be easy, that Lisa would talk to him.  
 
    “Tell me where she went!”  
 
    Norm was the one who answered this time. 
 
    “She went to find Lisa’s brother.” 
 
    “Norm! Don’t say anything. You know better than that.” 
 
    “Her brother?” Drake couldn’t believe his ears. 
 
    Norm nodded. 
 
    “The sketch… it’s Lisa’s brother.” 
 
    Now Drake’s eyes bulged. All of his sensory organs were going haywire.  
 
    “What?” he shook his head, trying not to let this information distract him. The only reason he was here was to find Hanna. That was it. That was all that mattered. All the rest of this Straw Man bullshit could be dealt with later. After Hanna was safe. “Where?”  
 
    “Norm, don’t you say another fucking word.” 
 
    Norm stepped forward. 
 
    “Suffolk County,” he answered. Lisa physically tried to pull her husband back, to cover his mouth with her hand, but for once the man was making a stand. “About an hour from here. By the Edgewood Preserve. Their family has a hunting cabin there.” 
 
    Drake offered a subtle nod of appreciation and then ran back to his car. 
 
    “She’s going to jail!“ Lisa screamed after him. “That cunt is going to jail and so are you!” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 78 
 
      
 
    Hanna’s GPS said that it would take an hour and fifteen minutes to reach Edgewood Oak Brush Preserve.  
 
    It took her just under forty-five.  
 
    For the last fifteen, Hanna slowed, carefully observing every farmhouse, townhouse, and park she passed, hoping that one of them would trigger her memory.  
 
    They didn’t. 
 
    Neither did the preserve itself; Hanna was fairly confident that she’d never seen it before. 
 
    “Where are you?” she muttered. “Where the fuck are you?” 
 
    Hanna decided to drive around the preserve, heading north. After about three miles, the subdivisions to her west vanished and were replaced by large empty fields. Another half mile and she saw the first of what turned out to be dozens of square straw bales. 
 
    “Here… you’re here somewhere.” 
 
    Hanna finally felt a sense of familiarity, which was accompanied by an uncomfortable tingling in her extremities. This intensified when she spotted a dark shape tucked beneath a tree, almost completely covered by loose hay. She pulled up next to it and got out of the car.  
 
    Beneath the hay was a gray Chevy. 
 
    Hanna almost went down again, like she had when Screech had shown her the picture of the cages used to contain large game. 
 
    It was the same car. Older, rustier, but the same one that she had seen behind her friend when the Straw Man grabbed her in the alley. 
 
    When she’d pointed the fake gun at him. 
 
    Well, I’ve got a real one now, bitch.  
 
    The only thing that kept her on her feet was the realization that she was close. 
 
    So close. 
 
    Hanna ran back to her VW and pulled out her gun. Only then did she feel safe enough to look around again.  
 
    Nothing… nothing… there! 
 
    A tree. Hanna couldn’t be certain, but she thought it was the very same tree that she had collapsed up against after fleeing the Straw Man. Beyond this tree was a narrow path that wound through a field of tall grass before disappearing into a wooded area. 
 
    Hanna licked her lips and tried to regulate her breathing. It was no use. For a decade and a half, she’d run from this place and now she was sprinting toward it.  
 
    Hanna exited her car again, gun in hand this time. After confirming that no one was around, no one was watching her, she started down the path. The tall grass bordering the dirt walk was bent and broken in places, a clear indication that someone had been here recently. 
 
    Maybe more than one someone. 
 
    Maybe Marjorie, or Janice, or Melissa. Or maybe it was the other three as of yet unnamed girls. 
 
    And him.  
 
    Donnie Duggar, the Straw Man, call him whatever you wanted, he had definitely been here.  
 
    Hanna crouched low, trying to make herself as small as possible. She reached a thick oak tree and leaned against it, once again desperately trying to catch her breath. She was on the verge of hyperventilating. It was during one of the short intervals between these breaths that she heard it. 
 
    Her first thought was that it was an animal, a fox, perhaps, or a wounded raccoon. 
 
    Gritting her teeth, Hanna sucked inhaled and held it. 
 
    There it was again.  
 
    Only it wasn’t a raccoon or a fox. 
 
    It was the quiet, desperate cries of a woman.  
 
    Electricity shot through Hanna’s body and she pushed herself off the tree. Eighty to a hundred meters down the path, she reached a clearing.  
 
    And to the side of that clearing sat a weathered cabin. Part of the roof was missing and many of the slats that made up the east-facing wall were rotted through. Vegetation ate at the foundation and there were dark, unmoving shapes inside.  
 
    This was the place that Robin and Hanna had been taken. The place that only one of them had made it out of alive.  
 
    Fuck you. Fuck you, you piece of shit. 
 
    Despite the poor condition of the cabin itself, the steps leading to the front door weren’t in terrible shape. Hanna mounted them, listening closely with every step for any sounds from within.  
 
    The front door was unlocked, unlatched, and hung awkwardly by a single hinge. Hanna leaned against the side of the cabin as she pushed it open, grimacing at the loud creak it made. She waited, but when no further sound came, she leaned forward, peered inside, and then pulled back violently. 
 
    What she’d seen had scared the shit out of her. 
 
    A bear.  
 
    A massive black bear standing on its rear legs, paws up in an offensive posture. Its teeth glistened and its black, marble eyes reflected what little light eked in through the door.  
 
    “Help me.”  
 
    The plea was barely audible, but it was all Hanna needed to enter the cabin.  
 
    The bear wasn’t the only creature that lined the rotted walls. There were large foxes, a wolf, a monkey, other animals she didn’t recognize, all stuffed, all eerily still. 
 
    Hanna swung the gun around, waving it in front of her, finger not on the guard, but the trigger. She wanted Donnie to hop out of the darkness but there were only the animals.  
 
    “Help me.” 
 
    The voice was a little louder now, more pained, and goosebumps broke out on Hanna’s entire body.  
 
    She weaved through the stuffed creatures and toward the sound. 
 
    It was coming not from a door like the one she thought she remembered, but from the floor. 
 
    “Please help me.”  
 
    She’s down there! There’s someone down there! 
 
    Hanna dropped to her knees, searching with her empty hand for some sort of entrance into the basement. 
 
    Why don’t I remember this? 
 
    She found it ten feet from her, a trapdoor embedded in the wooden floor. Unlike the walls of the cabin, the floor itself had been redone recently. 
 
    And the door… it looked almost brand new. 
 
    Hanna’s fingers grasped the iron ring and she pulled. Instead of being greeted by a creak this time, she was struck in the face by warm, foul-smelling air. The reek of shit and death filled her mouth and nostrils.  
 
    “Hello? Is there someone there? Please, help me.” 
 
    Hanna stared into the basement, her eyes flicking from one rickety wooden step to the next.  
 
    This, unfortunately, looked familiar enough to incite terror deep inside her. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Hanna turned her head to the side and inhaled, held her breath, then started to descend. 
 
    The first thing she noticed was the workbench, and her stomach did a backflip.  
 
    It was just as she remembered it, right down to the presence of a racoon, split belly to sternum, its entrails hanging out like jam from a crushed donut. Flies buzzed about the corpse, and Hanna waved a hand in front of her face to discourage any of the engorged insects from coming near her. 
 
    That’s when she saw the cages. 
 
    Two of them, side-by-side. 
 
    One of which was occupied.  
 
    Hanna ran to this cage and dropped to her knees. 
 
    Inside was the real Hanna Whitmore.  
 
    She was naked, shivering, and pressing her body so hard against the cage that what little skin and meat she had was forced through the openings in a familiar diamond pattern.  
 
    “Help me.”  
 
    The girl’s eyes were open, but she wasn’t seeing. Hanna pulled the cage door with both hands, but it was securely fastened. 
 
    “The key… where’s the fucking key?”  
 
    The girl’s eyes started to close. 
 
    “No, no, no—stay awake, stay awake. Where’s the key? Tell me where the key is, and I’ll get you out of here.”  
 
    Someone answered, but it wasn’t the girl in the cage. It was a man. 
 
    The Straw Man. 
 
    “It’s right here.” 
 
    Hanna whipped around, swinging the gun in the direction of the voice. 
 
    Only she didn’t have it anymore. When she’d fallen on all fours to try and open the cage door, it must have slipped from her hand. 
 
    And Donnie Duggar had picked it up. 
 
    The naked man in the black rubber apron chuckled and when Hanna lunged at him, he swung the butt end of her pistol violently. As the hard metal cracked against the side of her skull, Hanna thought she heard the man utter the words that had given her nightmares for nearly two decades.  
 
    “Tell me you love me.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 79 
 
      
 
    Hanna opened her eyes. Her head pounded, and her hair was stuck to her scalp on the left side. It took her several seconds before she remembered where she was. 
 
    “No,” Hanna moaned. “Noooo.” 
 
    She scampered to the front of her cage, shoved her fingers through the openings, and pulled. She was bigger now than she had been back then, but the cage was built for an animal three or four times her size. 
 
    It barely flexed in her hands. 
 
    Hanna sobbed and rattled the door as violently as she could. The metal bit into her fingers, drawing blood, and she finally let go.  
 
    “Help me.” 
 
    Hanna’s eyes went wide, and she looked at the terrified young girl in the adjacent cage who had just spoken. Unlike her, who was still fully dressed, this girl was naked. She was also frail, shivering, and her blond hair was damp with sweat.  
 
    The longer she stared, the more uncanny the resemblance became. This wasn’t a nameless girl sharing her fate, but Hanna—Hanna Whitmore. The real Hanna Whitmore was trapped in the cage beside hers. The same girl who told her about being raped and then together they’d robbed a John to make her feel better.  
 
    And she was Robin. It’s who she had always been. The abandoned girl, the one whose mother chose drugs over her. 
 
    The one who became everything and anything people wanted her to be just so that she could survive. 
 
    “Hanna?” Robin whispered. “Hanna, don’t do it. Whatever you do, don’t do it.” 
 
    The girl’s eyelids fluttered. 
 
    “I’m not—” 
 
    “Whatever you do, don’t tell him you love him. Hanna, please, just don’t do it,” Robin begged.  
 
    The girl’s eyes opened, and she looked at Robin, her eyebrows, once finely manicured, no doubt, now slightly overgrown.  
 
    “My name is—” 
 
    Robin shook her head. 
 
    “I know your name, Hanna, just don’t tell him—”  
 
    Robin fell silent when she heard the sound of the trapdoor opening above them. Both she and Hanna pushed their backs up against the cage. 
 
    Creak… creak… creak… 
 
    Donnie was wearing his uniform again only this time it came with an accessory: in his left hand, he clutched a long blade that dripped blood. Without so much as glancing in their direction, he went to his workbench. Then he raised the blade and swung it down.  
 
    There was a meaty thunk and one of the fox’s legs fell to the dirt ground. Blood followed, eagerly soaked up by a pile of dry straw.  
 
    He was muttering as he worked, Robin realized. Soft almost mewing words, something about a business, about how he could run it. And then his tone changed. 
 
    “Please, mom, don’t leave me here. Please—mom, Lisa—don’t leave me.” 
 
    It was pathetic and disgusting.  
 
    Without warning, Donnie Duggar whipped around, blade still in his hand. He took three steps forward and then bent down.  
 
    “Tell me you love me,” he growled, his light eyes wild. 
 
    “I fucking hate you,” Robin screamed. “I fucking hate you!” 
 
    The man recoiled as if he’d been struck. 
 
    He pulled away from Robin’s cage and centered himself in front of Hanna’s.  
 
    “Tell me you love me.” With Hanna, Donnie’s voice was soft, almost childlike. 
 
    “Don’t do it,” Robin warned. “Don’t do it. If you tell him, he’ll kill you. He’ll kill you, then cut off your skin.” Foam formed in the corners of her mouth as she spoke. “He’ll cut off your skin and make a suit out of it.” 
 
    Donnie’s eyes darted back to Robin’s cage. 
 
    He doesn’t know who I am, she realized. How could he not remember that I was the one who got away? 
 
    But she hadn’t gotten away. 
 
    Had she? 
 
    No, she was still here, still trapped in the cage. As was her friend. 
 
    Robin’s mind was broken mess. A schism had ripped through her memories, torn them apart, and then knitted together the old and the new, her past and someone else’s present.  
 
    “I know you,” Robin said, unsure of herself. When Donnie looked even more confused than she felt, Robin just ran with it, let what was left of her subconscious take over. “I know who you are, and I know what you did.” 
 
    The Straw Man, still brandishing the knife, cocked his head to one side as he looked down at her. 
 
    “I know that your father died, and that you were too much of a pussy to take over the family business. That you’re just a fucked-up creep that your mother and sister abandoned.” 
 
    Donnie’s face changed. 
 
    “I’m good enough—I am good enough,” he repeated as if trying to convince himself. He paused then grinned. “I showed Lisa I was good enough. I made a beautiful display for her at the gallery and another at her rich husband’s store. Did you know she calls him daddy? When they’re alone, she calls him daddy. Daddy, daddy, daddy. That’s not very nice, is it? That man is nothing like our daddy. Our daddy taught me everything—he brought me here, showed me how to cut them and sew them.” Donnie turned the blade over, inspecting the animal blood that continued to drip to the ground. “He taught me everything I know.”  
 
    “You’re wrong,” Robin countered. “Lisa hated your little skin dresses. They were terrible.” She forced herself to laugh. “Garbage work. A fucking amateur—ha, ha, ha! A drunken seamstress could have done a better job. You even mixed up the parts just like everyone knew you would!”  
 
    “No!” he shouted. Donnie started toward her cage, pure rage in his eyes. “It was good work! Great work!” 
 
    “You think so? You think it was good work? Would your daddy think it was good work? Or would he put you in this cage because you were always wanking your little pecker when he cut them animals open? Huh? Or was it the girls he was cutting? Would you cry? Would you cry when he—” 
 
    The man shrieked and thrust the blade into the cage. Had it been a narrower blade, or if the openings were just a little larger, the machete would have impaled Robin. But it wasn’t and they weren’t, and it caught just inches from her chest. 
 
    Donnie pulled the machete back and it made a shrill scraping sound against the metal.  
 
    “Tell me you love me!” He was a wild beast now. Inconsolable, recalcitrant. “Tell me you love me!” 
 
    Robin spat at the man. 
 
    Donnie, perhaps realizing that she wouldn’t break, that she would never submit, moved to his left. When he raised the blade this time, he pointed it at Hanna Whitmore’s naked, shivering body.  
 
    “Tell me you love me,” the Straw Man demanded again, his eyes still locked on Robin. “Tell me you love me, or I’ll kill her. I’ll kill her and make a beautiful outfit for Lisa. And then mommy will know that even if I don’t have a pussy to sell, I can still be of value. I can still save the business. You’ll see. Everyone will see.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 80 
 
      
 
    “Answer the fucking phone, Hanna!” Drake screamed. “Answer your phone!” 
 
    When it went to machine, like it had the past five times, Drake lost it. He threw his cell phone, aiming for the passenger seat. It slipped from his hand and struck the radio instead, somehow switching it on. 
 
    “Jesus!” 
 
    Drake reached to turn it off again, but then stopped when he heard the newscaster’s nasally voice. 
 
    “Six victims, only three of which have been identified. Right now, the details are sketchy, but here’s what we know: the Straw Man prefers his victims young, in their late-teens to early twenties. Short, thin, and with dark hair.” 
 
    “The fuck?”  
 
    How did they know this? Who’s feeding them information? 
 
    The description reminded him of a younger version of Lisa, which made sense given everything Drake knew now.  
 
    “The district attorney claims that an arrest in this case has been made but will not confirm that the Straw Man is behind bars. Our news team has only been able to dig up one charge that has been filed related to this case, however: obstruction of justice. DA Trumbo promises to shed more light on this at a press conference scheduled for tomorrow morning. For now, I bring in our field correspondent who is—” 
 
    Drake cursed and switched off the radio. 
 
    Someone was leaking information to the press, probably the same person who had mentioned the straw they’d found on the art gallery display, which had spawned the distasteful moniker. Someone had to have revealed the names of the victims as well, which had led to them developing a ‘type’. 
 
    Drake’s phone rang a sad, damaged warble.  
 
    “Hanna! For Christ’s sake, Hanna, you need—” 
 
    “Drake, it’s Screech.” 
 
    “Screech! Where’s Hanna?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but the cops are looking for her. Did you hear what she pulled at—” 
 
    “I’m heading to Suffolk, an hour outside the city. That’s where the unsub’s cabin is. That’s where he was keeping the girls.” 
 
    “What? What are you talking about?” 
 
    Drake swore again. 
 
    “It’s her fucking brother, Screech! The Straw Man is Lisa Fairchild’s brother!” 
 
    “Her brother?” 
 
    Drake’s frustration came to a head. 
 
    “Yeah! Her brother! You found Lisa’s fucking birth certificate, and didn’t know she had a brother?” 
 
    “I wasn’t looking for a brother,” Screech shot back. 
 
    “Fine, it doesn’t matter. Just get some people up here, to Suffolk—Edgewood Preserve. And keep calling Hanna!” 
 
    Drake threw his phone again, this time striking the seat. Then he gunned it.  
 
    Just under an hour later, he found Hanna’s car parked on a gravel road bordering the Preserve. The driver’s side door was open, but she wasn’t inside. 
 
    The hood was warm to the touch. 
 
    Drake raised his eyes and looked around.  
 
    “Why did she stop here?” he wondered out loud. He answered his own question moments later when he spotted the gray Chevy half-buried under a pile of straw.  
 
    It wasn’t hard to figure out where Hanna gone next: a dirt path leading toward a small forest. It was the logical place to go searching for a hunting cabin. Drake made sure his gun was in his shoulder holster and then started down the path. He walked at first, but this quickly transitioned into a jog. The only thing stopping Drake from breaking into a full-out sprint was the possibility of tripping on a raised root and breaking an ankle.  
 
    The forest soon opened onto a field that contained only one feature. 
 
    A rundown cabin. 
 
    She’s there, Drake knew. And so is he.  
 
    Drake stuck to the tree line as he made his way to the dilapidated building, ears perked, eyes peeled.  
 
    He saw and heard nothing.  
 
    Still, he knew that they were both here. 
 
    Slipping his gun out of the holster, he stepped onto the warped porch.  
 
    “Please, don’t hurt her.” It was Hanna’s voice, but she sounded distant.  
 
    Scared.  
 
    “Hanna!” Drake shouted on top of his lungs. “Hanna, I’m coming!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 81 
 
      
 
    “Please, don’t hurt her,” Robin cried. “Don’t hurt her.” 
 
    “Tell me you—” 
 
    Donnie Duggar stopped mid-sentence and turned his eyes upward as if he’d heard a sound from upstairs. 
 
    The only thing Robin could hear were Hanna’s whimpers in the cage beside hers.  
 
    Her friend’s pitiful sobs. 
 
    This was her fault. If she hadn’t duped Hanna out of her cash that day, she would never have come around again. And Robin wouldn’t have taught her how to scam perverts out of their cash.  
 
    If it weren’t for Robin, Hanna would have stayed home, tucked in her expensive bed, wrapped in expensive sheets.  
 
    It should have been Robin who had been taken, stripped of swatches of her skin, her hands and feet lopped off, face bashed in. She was supposed to be the one dropped on the grass for her corpse to be discovered by a dog walker.  
 
    Nobody cared about Robin.  
 
    She blinked twice and Donnie was gone, dissolved into the shadows. 
 
    “It’s okay, Hanna,” Robin said. Tears obscured her vision now and she wiped them away. “Just don’t say it. Just don’t give him what he wants. You give any of them what they want, and they have no more use for you.” 
 
    Robin needed a nod, some sort of confirmation that Hanna had heard her, that she’d understood, but the other girl just stared straight ahead, her expression waxen. 
 
    Every so often, she’d shudder.  
 
    “If you say it, he’ll kill you,” Robin whispered. 
 
    No reaction. 
 
    Robin took a deep breath and turned her gaze upward. 
 
    There was only one thing left to do, only one way that Hanna could get out of this alive. 
 
    This time. 
 
    “I love you,” Robin said.  
 
    Please, just take me… leave Hanna. She doesn’t deserve what you’re going to do to her. 
 
    When Donnie failed to reappear, Robin raised her voice.  
 
    “I love you!” she shouted. “I told you, I love you, now come back here and take me! Take me!” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 82 
 
      
 
    Drake flung the cellar door open and rushed inside. He’d expected the steps to be narrow, but they weren’t—they were wider than regular stairs. As a result, he careened forward, saving himself from going head over heels by slamming his palm against the dirt wall.  
 
    “Hanna!” he shouted as he caught his balance and continued to descend. “Hanna!” 
 
    “I love you!” Drake heard his partner yell. “I told you, I love you, now come back here and take me! Take me!” 
 
    Drake realized when he got to the bottom step that he’d made another mistake. He should have stayed up top, given his eyes time to adjust to the dim basement. Now, guided only by a single, dull and dirty bulb running on some unseen generator, he was nearly blind. Once again, Drake stumbled, this time breaking his fall by slamming into a soiled workbench. He grabbed one of the legs and even though the smooth surface was soaked in blood, at least a dozen horizontal notches in the wood kept his grip from sliding as he pushed himself back up. 
 
    “Hanna, where are you!” 
 
    Too loud; the sound echoed and slapped his ears. Nearly deafened, Drake spun around and then saw it.  
 
    A cage.  
 
    No, not one, but two cages. 
 
    “Hanna?”  
 
    But it wasn’t Hanna. Drake’s vision was poor, but not so bad that he couldn’t tell that the naked girl in the closest cage wasn’t Hanna. She was too young, too thin. 
 
    “What the fuck?”  
 
    Hanna was in a second cage.  
 
    She was on all fours, gripping the door as if she intended to choke the metal fence into submission. Her eyes were filled with tears and she was whispering something over and over that Drake couldn’t quite make out. 
 
    “Hanna!” he took two steps forward. 
 
    This was another mistake. He should have scanned the basement corners. Any good cop—hell, any cop at all would have checked his corners before heading toward the cage.  
 
    Drake never saw the blow coming. 
 
    Something struck the base of his skull, sending stars shooting across his vision and the ground rushed up to meet him. By some miracle, he didn’t pass out. Drake hovered in the purgatory that existed between consciousness and unconsciousness for several seconds. The only thing that kept him awake was the knowledge that if he did pass out, they’d all be dead, destined to become a deranged skinsuit hanging in some rich bastard’s store window.  
 
    Drake grunted and scrambled for his weapon that had gone flying during his fall. It was only a few feet from him, but he never even got close.  
 
    A foot came down hard on his fingers, crunching several of the bones. He screamed and turned to look up at his assailant. 
 
    It was the man from the sketch—it was Donnie Duggar, the Straw Man, nude save for a thick rubber apron that covered his chest and genitals. 
 
    The man’s pale eyes were crazed and, in his hand, he held a machete, the butt of which, Drake surmised, must’ve been what had sent him to the ground.  
 
    “Tell me you love me,” Donnie said in an odd voice. 
 
    Drake, his hand still pinned underfoot, yelled, “Fuck you!” 
 
    Donnie replied by raising the machete so high that it nearly grazed the ceiling. When it became clear what the man’s intentions were—separating Drake from his arm—Drake’s free hand shot out. He gripped the man’s ankle and yanked, trying to pull him to the ground.  
 
    But Donnie Duggar was strong and rooted. 
 
    “Tell me you love me,” the man said again. The machete glinted yellow and started rocketing downward.  
 
    “No!” Drake screamed, making one last-ditch effort to pull his hand free. 
 
    But he couldn’t do it.  
 
    The man was too heavy, too strong. 
 
    Drake closed his eyes, unable to watch.  
 
    “I love you; I love you—Donnie, I love you,” a female voice said. 
 
    Drake never felt cold steel slice his flesh. In fact, a split second after Hanna uttered those words, Donnie raised his heel off Drake’s fingers.  
 
    “Donnie,” Hanna said, “I love you. I’ve always loved you. I loved you the first time I was here. I loved—” 
 
    Drake didn’t waste a second. Ignoring the pain in his mangled hand, he scrambled to his feet. Taking advantage of Donnie’s confusion—”The last time you were here?”—Drake wrapped behind the man and gripped the loop of apron that hung on the nape of his neck. Before Donnie realized what was happening, Drake twisted the rubber in his palm, and then leaned all the way back, taking them both down to the dirt.  
 
    The man landed on top of him, instantly winding Drake. If he had had two good hands, Drake had no doubt that he would have been capable of strangling Donnie. But Donnie had crushed at least two of his fingers, rending that hand useless.  
 
    The Straw Man wheezed and spat as he tried to pull the front of the apron from his throat. Drake responded by twisting even harder and the man’s thrashing intensified. 
 
    You can fuck with me, he thought, but you can’t fuck with my friends.  
 
    Donnie started to turn, and Drake found the strength draining from his hand and arm. 
 
    “The key! Drake! The key!” 
 
    He looked to his right and saw Hanna. She was at the front of the cage, her arm stretching through the opening.  
 
    “The key!” 
 
    Hanna was pointing toward something near Drake’s foot.  
 
    He didn’t even see the key, but he didn’t have to. Drake just kicked his leg and the toe of his shoe struck something that made a tinkling noise. Encouraged by the sound, he kicked again, sending whatever the object was—the key, it had to be a key—in Hanna’s direction.  
 
    Donnie shifted again and Drake knew that he only had a few moments before the man broke free. 
 
    “Don’t… ever… fuck… with… my… friends,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Drake heard two sounds then, which occurred at nearly the same time: a cage door opening and one of the steps creaking.  
 
    And then there was Hanna. Like a feral animal, she sprang from her cage, electing to stay on all fours. Her movements caused a stir of dirt and dust to fill the air, and Drake momentarily lost sight of her.  
 
    When he saw her again, she had commandeered Donnie’s machete and was gripping it in both hands. 
 
    Drake let go of the apron at the same time Hanna swung the machete—it was almost as if they’d rehearsed it, like a choreographed fight scene from a movie. 
 
    Gasping for air, Donnie instinctively sat up and finally pulled the front of the apron down and away from his throat. 
 
    Hanna had been aiming for the man’s neck but missed. Instead, the blade lodged itself in the side of Donnie’s shoulder and he howled. As Drake slid out from beneath the Straw Man, he was soaked in blood that seeped from the wound.  
 
    “Hanna!” he shouted, trying to put some space between him and a now shrieking Donnie. 
 
    Hanna ignored him. She placed one foot on the man’s thigh and rocked the blade back and forth in order to free it from the bone. Drake looked away just long enough to locate his gun. He scooped it up and aimed it at the center of Donnie’s chest.  
 
    “Don’t you fucking move,” he ordered. “Hanna, get behind me. Hanna—Hanna!” 
 
    Hanna didn’t listen. 
 
    She swung the blade again and this time, her aim was true. It struck a stunned Donnie in the soft skin just above his collar bone, sending a geyser of blood that reached the ceiling. 
 
    “No!” Drake screamed.  
 
    The blade slid out more easily this time and Drake tried to grab Hanna’s arm to stop her, but she was relentless. 
 
    “I fucking hate you,” she yelled as she swung the blade again. 
 
    More blood sprayed, this time speckling the naked girl’s whimpering body in the cage to their right.  
 
    “I fucking hate you!” 
 
    Hanna swung the blade again and again, each hack digging deeper into Donnie’s neck. 
 
    Drake wanted to stop her, needed to stop her, but he feared that if he tried again, the blade would slice him open on the backswing. 
 
    All he could do was watch in horror as Hanna became progressively more coated in blood and gore.  
 
    It took a total of eleven blows before Donnie’s head was completely hacked from his shoulders. If it wasn’t such a horrifying sight, Drake would have wondered how the man managed to stay on his knees the entire time. It seemed improbable, impossible even. 
 
    Only after the Straw Man’s head landed dully on the ground next to him did the rest of his body collapse. 
 
    Even then, Hanna wasn’t quite finished yet. 
 
    She straddled Donnie Duggar’s severed head and bent at the waist. 
 
    “I fucking hate you,” she whispered one last time and then spat. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 83 
 
      
 
    “You don’t remember how you got out of the cage? What happened before Drake got there?” Sergeant Yasiv asked the terrified woman across from them. It had been three days since Jenny Margolis had been rescued from the basement—three days after Hannah had decapitated Donnie Duggar and had fled the city. 
 
    Jenny had been cleaned, fed, and subjected to numerous psychological and physical examinations prior to today’s interview. Even though the NYPD had officially taken over the case, Drake insisted that he be present today. 
 
    His request had reluctantly been granted. 
 
    “No. I don’t remember anything after he grabbed me on my run.” As she spoke, the girl’s pale eyes darted to Drake’s right hand, the one covered in bandages. 
 
    The one with the broken fingers from where the Straw Man had stomped on him.  
 
    “And you’ve never seen this man before?” Yasiv slid the photograph of Robert Tiedeman across the table to the woman. Unlike when Lisa Fairchild had looked at it, Jenny spent time examining the man’s features before slowly shaking her head. 
 
    “No, he wasn’t there. It was only the man in the—” her voice caught for a moment, “—it was only the man in the apron.”  
 
    Yasiv nodded and looked at Drake.  
 
    “Thank you,” the sergeant said as he rose to his feet. Drake followed the man’s lead. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    They were halfway to the door when the woman spoke up. 
 
    “No, thank you.” Her voice was soft. “If you hadn’t…” 
 
    Drake looked back, nodding, and Jenny let her sentence trail off.  
 
    That was for the best. Nobody else needed to know that Hanna had been present at the hunting cabin, and nobody else needed to know what she’d done. 
 
    Sure, there were several holes in the story Drake had provided Yasiv and his team about what had transpired in that dirt basement, but not a single person seemed all that concerned. The only thing that mattered to the DA and the NYPD was that Donnie Duggar was dead, that the Straw Man was gone, and that there would be no more skinsuits on display around New York City. 
 
    This wasn’t nearly good enough for Drake—not by a longshot. He couldn’t stop thinking about the notches in the workbench leg that he’d grabbed when he’d almost fallen down the stairs. 
 
    In his mind, there was only one reason why someone would make those grooves, and it wasn’t for aesthetics.  
 
    “Anything come out of Monty and those missing girls? I told you about—” 
 
    “The notches, yeah,” Yasiv finished for him. He looked uncomfortable and massaged the back of his neck. “Fifteen of them in total. Listen, we looked, we did—we searched that basement. I know what you think, Drake, that these represent missing girls, ones who Monty took long before Donnie started any of this sick shit. But we couldn’t find any evidence down there—only from the most recent victims. The other cases, from back in the late eighties, early nineties? They’re just too old.” 
 
    Drake read between the lines.  
 
    Too old meant that the DA just wanted to shut this down. Nobody was in favor of reopening missing person cases from decades ago, least of all Mark Trumbo.  
 
    Sergeant Yasiv cleared his throat. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what, though, those Duggars? One fucked-up family. Even after all this crazy shit with her brother, Lisa refuses to cooperate, to say anything. What does it matter? He’s dead and his DNA matched the hair found on the gallery mannequin. There are no questions of his guilt. Still, you’d think she’d want to clear her own name, you know? Tell her side of the story. But nothing. It’s like pulling teeth. There was another kid, did you know that? Another daughter, Lisa and Donnie’s sister—Pamela Duggar. Not a single record of what happened to her. Not one trace. God only knows.”  
 
    Drake couldn’t help but picture the disgusting mannequin at the art gallery. 
 
    Had that been Lisa’s sister’s fate, too? Was Pamela Duggar Monty’s and Donnie’s first kill? 
 
    Drake shook his head, trying to clear his mind of the horrifying idea. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s one fucked-up family.” Yasiv sighed. He was tired—they all were. “Look, best I can figure it—and this stays between us—Monty used to take Donnie up to the cabin when he was a boy. They’d hunt, and he’d teach his son how to mount and stuff animals. Now, do I think all the animals they killed had fur, if you know what I mean? I dunno. Maybe, maybe not. Either way, whatever happened at that cabin messed Donnie up pretty good. Then Monty dies of a heart attack, and Donnie’s put in charge. ‘Cept he can’t cut it, can’t the run the business the way his old man did. It goes under and his sister and mom lose everything. They blame him. Around the same time, the cops start to have some suspicions about Monty and what happened in that cabin. They come looking for his wife, asking questions about some missing girls. She can’t handle it and offs herself.” 
 
    At this point, Drake couldn’t help but interrupt. 
 
    “If they—Lisa, her mom, Donnie, whoever—didn’t know about Monty was doing, didn’t know anything about those missing girls, why would Mrs. Duggar commit suicide after the cops came calling?” 
 
    Yasiv contemplated this for a moment. 
 
    “Why does anyone do what they do?” 
 
    Drake frowned. 
 
    “No, I’m serious. I don’t know. Maybe she knew something, maybe she didn’t. Maybe she was just tired. You can’t apply rational thought to irrational acts.” 
 
    This rhetoric sounded familiar to Drake. 
 
    “Anyways, who would have thought that for a time, Donnie was the most normal one of the bunch? Lisa is out there fucking everything that moves, trying to sleep her way into riches while Donnie lives a normal life, gets married, works a regular job. But when his marriage starts to fail and his mind goes, too. He gets laid off, starts obsessing… well, you know the rest. Reverts back to what he knows, what his daddy taught him. Twisted shit, Drake. Someday they’ll do a Casefile or Sword and Scale podcast on the Duggars, that or a TV special. All I know for certain, is that they were fucked-up—correction, are fucked-up.” 
 
    Despite some of the glaring holes, Drake was impressed. Yasiv had woven a fairly tight tale, one that came close to what he believed to be the truth.  
 
    The problem was, the sergeant didn’t know about what happened in the past, about Hanna and her friend all those years ago. Before Donnie got married, he wasn’t normal—far from it. He was already starting to ply his trade, to learn the ropes. Long before Marjorie and her friends, Donnie was hunting. 
 
    Hunting and skinning. 
 
    Just like his sick father, Monty Duggar, had taught him.  
 
    But Drake didn’t push, didn’t correct Yasiv. He wanted to go after Monty, dead or alive, and Lisa, but he was no longer a Special Consultant or whatever it was called. 
 
    He had no power here, no sway.  
 
    And he had Hanna to think about.  
 
    “That’s one hell of an understatement.”  
 
    When they were in the hallway, Drake looked at the photograph in the sergeant’s hand. 
 
    “What are you going to do with him, anyway? With Robert?” 
 
    Yasiv shrugged. 
 
    “Nothing—letting him go. DA dropped the obstruction charges. He doesn’t want any more coverage of this thing, wants to focus on Nick Petrazzino’s arraignment.” 
 
    Drake grunted and chewed the inside of his cheek. 
 
    “What?” Yasiv continued. “We’ve really got nothing on him. He claims that he was just standing outside the department store when Donnie approached him with the indecent proposal. My guess is that Donnie was just watching the store, waiting for the right customer to stop by. Robert apparently fit that bill.” 
 
    “Wrong place, wrong time, I guess,” Drake remarked, still lost in thought. 
 
    “That’s one of the things I don’t get about this case, though,” Yasiv said. “Why did Donnie hire Robert to have sex with his sister? What the hell was the point of that? Was he jealous of her life? Of her wealth? Did he want her marriage to crumble?”  
 
    Now it was Drake’s turn to shrug. 
 
    “Maybe he just needed Lisa distracted so he could set up the mannequin?” he suggested. 
 
    “You think he set it up during the event? Shit, that takes some balls.” 
 
    Drake couldn’t help but picture Donnie Duggar’s head, separated from his shoulders, while the rest of him was still on his knees. 
 
    “Balls he had. Doesn’t matter, I guess.” 
 
    Yasiv nodded and then reached into his pocket and pulled out a small square of paper. 
 
    “Oh, I almost forgot,” he said, handing it over. “It’s not much, but at least it’s something.” 
 
    Drake opened the check.  
 
    Yasiv wasn’t lying; it was worth a paltry five grand, which wouldn’t even cover DSLH’s expenses.  
 
    Seeing the look on his face, Yasiv quickly added, “But you have my word, when the DA gives his press conference—and trust me, he will have one—you’re going to be there, on stage with him.” 
 
    Drake slipped the check into his pocket. 
 
    “Think you can do me one more favor?” he asked. 
 
    Yasiv raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “What? What do you need? Because if it’s money, there’s nothing—” 
 
    “No, not money.” He tapped Robert Tiedeman’s photo with his bandaged hand. “I need to borrow him for a bit.”  
 
    Yasiv knew better than to ask too many questions. 
 
    “I don’t see why not. So long as you promise not to beat him up too badly.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You live here?” Robert asked, his eyes going wide. 
 
    Drake looked up at Lisa and Norm Fairchild’s estate. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Who then? Who—” 
 
    “Don’t worry about who. Just remember what I told you to say when I give the signal, alright?” 
 
    Robert sighed.  
 
    “Gotcha. I don’t understand any of this, but…” 
 
    Drake ignored the rest of the man’s grumblings and got out of his car. He made his way to the wrought iron fence and pushed the talk button on the intercom, half expecting Burt Lancaster’s voice on the other end. It wasn’t. It was Norm.  
 
    “Drake? What can I help you with?” 
 
    “I was wondering if I could have a word with you—” 
 
    “I already told the sergeant everything I know,” Lisa shouted in the background, her voice shrill. “I don’t know anything else. I had nothing to do with Donnie. Now leave us alone.” 
 
    Drake made a face. 
 
    “Yeah, you’ve been very helpful,” he said sarcastically. “But I don’t want to talk to you. I want to talk to your husband, to Norm.” 
 
    This was the truth. Norm had been roped into the Duggar saga just like the rest of them. The man paid for Lisa’s kids to go to school, erased her past as she’d requested, and this was the thanks he got. 
 
    The media was all over him.  
 
    A serial killer lived in his home, ate from his fridge, maybe even slept in his bed. 
 
    It was only matter of time before Norm was squeezed out of his real estate investments and any other business of which he lacked full control. 
 
    There was a short squawk before the box went mute. A second later, the gate buzzed and opened.  
 
    Drake was surprised that he’d gotten this far and was veritably shocked when the front door opened, and Norm peered out.  
 
    “What can I help you with, Drake?”  
 
    “Just close the door, Norm. Just—” 
 
    Drake was here to talk to Norm, but now that Lisa was mouthing off, he couldn’t control himself any longer. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just tell us about your brother? About the business your family used to run? The taxidermy? The sutures? The fucking car? We might have been able to save those girls.” 
 
    Lisa scowled. 
 
    “It was none of your damn business, that’s why.” 
 
    Drake suspected that the truth of the matter was that Lisa had blocked out that part of her life, her past. The woman was obsessed with making something of herself, of having money. In that way, she wasn’t much different from Tobin Tomlin. 
 
    Her first attempt to move up the social ladder—her first marriage—had failed.  
 
    What she didn’t know, was that her second was about to crumble, as well. 
 
    “Norm, just—” 
 
    “What are you here for, Drake?” Norm asked, his patience wearing thin.  
 
    Drake reached into his pocket and pulled out the photograph he’d brought with him.  
 
    “I came here to give you this,” he said. 
 
    Norm met him halfway down the walk and took the photograph. He looked at it, confusion on his face.  
 
    It showed of Lisa talking with Robert, moments before they retreated to the broom closet to have sex. 
 
    “What is it?” Lisa asked. 
 
    She looked over her husband’s shoulder and her face immediately went red. 
 
    “You piece of shit,” she cursed at Drake. “You think—” 
 
    Drake had already made the signal and Robert was coming up behind him. 
 
    When Lisa saw the man, her face went from beet red to nearly purple. And when Robert spoke, it looked as if the woman’s head was going to explode. 
 
    “Lisa? Do you love me?” Robert asked.  
 
    Norm’s face was starting to redden now, too, as he began to put the pieces together. 
 
    “Lisa, tell me you love me!” Robert shouted. 
 
    Drake turned his back on the trio and walked back to his car. His goal hadn’t been to embarrass Norm, it had been to fuck Lisa the way she’d fucked Robert. 
 
    Drake got into his car and locked the doors.  
 
    Before he could drive off, however, Robert reappeared and knocked on the window. 
 
    “Open up,” he said. “Let me in—that bitch is going to kill me, man.” 
 
    Drake turned his gaze straight ahead. 
 
    “Naw, I don’t think so,” he said, just loudly enough for Robert to hear. 
 
    “What? Man—let me in. This isn’t part of the deal.”  
 
    Drake slowly started to drive. 
 
    “Wait—what the hell? How am I supposed to get home from here?” 
 
    “Ask your girlfriend for a ride,” he said.  
 
    Robert knocked on his window, hard this time, and Drake glared at him. 
 
    The man stepped back and threw up his arms. It was then that Drake noticed something on the passenger seat that hadn’t been there before. 
 
    A yellow envelope with his name written on the front in all capitals. 
 
    Whatever satisfaction he might have gotten from giving Lisa Duggar what she deserved quickly left Drake when he realized that there was a USB key inside the envelope.  
 
    

  

 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “I stand before you today with a heavy heart,” District Attorney Mark Trumbo began, his hands clasped on either side of the podium. “Today, we mourn the deaths of six young women—six young women who had barely started their lives, before they were viciously taken from us: Marjorie Wilson, Janice Brookfield, Melissa Tanner, Jeanette Thomas, Frannie Dukes, and Andrea Marcus.” The DA, always posturing, paused for effect. “While there are no words that can ever comfort those who knew these young women, we must never-the-less applaud the work of the NYPD. Without them, there is no doubt that there would have been more lives lost.” 
 
    The DA bowed his head, signifying that he was done for the time being. Several of the members of the media who were present took this as an opportunity to ask questions.  
 
    “DA Trumbo, how did Donnie Duggar gain access to the gallery? The mall?” 
 
    Trumbo licked his lips. 
 
    “He stole the keys ahead of time. Listen, these were well-coordinated and orchestrated acts. Donnie Duggar went to these locations ahead of time and ensured that the security cameras were disconnected.” 
 
    As the media posed additional questions, Drake glanced at Screech. The man was, in turn, staring expectantly at Sergeant Yasiv who, along with Detective Dunbar, flanked the DA.  
 
    Drake lowered his head and fondled the USB key in his pocket with his broken hand, relishing the pain that moving his fingers caused him. 
 
    He hated himself for what he was about to do. But just one glance at the video on that USB, and he knew he had no choice. 
 
    I should have looked up. If I just looked up when I heard the creak on the stairs at the cabin, maybe things would be different.  
 
    Drake closed his eyes and saw Hanna. She was covered in blood, her back rising and falling as she struggled to catch her breath. 
 
    The machete was still in her hand. 
 
    Leave… you need to go. Just go, Hanna, go and keep on going. Don’t stop. Don’t call. Don’t write. Just go. 
 
    He’d failed her. Hanna had followed Drake down to Hell but unlike him, however, she was never coming back. 
 
    “Please, no more questions for now,” the DA said, holding his hands up. “But I feel inclined to reiterate that if it weren’t for the hard work of the NYPD, New York would have lost another young woman: Jenny Margolis. They saved her, and she’s here today because of them. Please put your hands together for Jenny Margolis.”  
 
    The DA turned and helped a frail young woman up to the podium. She was thin and pale but looked a hell of a lot better than she had when she’d been locked in a cage. And yet, the sight of her made Drake sick. 
 
    Not only was Trumbo using dead girls as a prop, but he was also using living victims, as well. At least she didn’t say anything—that would have been too much, even for Mark Trumbo. The girl just smiled weakly and waved.  
 
    “Thank you, Jenny. We all wish you a speedy recovery.” Drake fondled the USB key again as the DA looked at Yasiv, then turned his eyes straight ahead. “There are a few more people that we need to thank.” The luster was suddenly gone from his voice. “In addition to the NYPD, most of you know that due to the sensitive nature of this case, we had to recruit outside assistance.”  
 
    Beside him, Drake felt Screech and Leroy tense in anticipation. 
 
    This was their moment to shine. This call out from the soon-to-be mayor would ensure that DSLH’s financial troubles would finally be behind them.  
 
    Screech elbowed Drake playfully in the ribs, but he couldn’t meet his partner’s eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he muttered under his breath.  
 
    In a booming voice, the DA said, “Mackenzie Hart and his team at Hart Investigator were instrumental in bringing Jenny home.”  
 
    “What the fuck?” Leroy gasped. “What in the actual fuck?” 
 
    The DA gestured to a solemn-looking Mackenzie Hart who appeared seemingly out of nowhere and waved to the crowd. 
 
    “Drake?” Screech said right into his ear. 
 
    Drake barely heard him; he was glaring at Mackenzie. Not only had the man followed him to the cabin, but he’d elected to videotape what transpired there instead of helping them. There was no doubt in Drake’s mind that the man would have let them die in order to obtain the video footage. 
 
    To gain the leverage he needed to finally screw Damien Drake.  
 
    “Drake,” Screech hissed and this time Drake heard loud and clear. “What the fuck have you done?”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The house wasn’t the same one that Hanna Whitmore had grown up in—far from it. When Robin had first tracked the place down, she’d had to triple check to make sure she hadn’t made a mistake.  
 
    Hanna’s parents had been rich, well-established in the upper echelon of New York society. 
 
    It appeared as if those days were long behind them. 
 
    This house was small, old, and in a part of town that most people would steer clear of after dark.  
 
    But Robin wasn’t afraid. She sat in her car, staring up at graffiti-covered bricks.  
 
    There was no wrought iron gate here, no intercom. Just cracked patio stones and a warped screen door.  
 
    She unzipped the small blue backpack on her lap and looked inside. 
 
    Hanna Whitmore’s driver’s license was there, as well as her unused bank cards that had long since expired. Robin looked at them for a while, before zipping the bag back up. Drake had told her to leave, that after what had happened at the cabin, she couldn’t show her face in New York City again.  
 
    But this was something she had to do before she left. 
 
    Robin got out of her vehicle and walked up to the door. She placed the bag on the ground and then rang the bell.  
 
    “Hello? Hanna?” someone called from within, and Robin hurried back to her car. 
 
    The person who answered the door held a faint resemblance to Hanna, only she was older—much older. Heavy lids shrouded dark eyes.  
 
    The woman looked around, squinting into the late afternoon sun, clearly confused. Then she glanced down and for an instant, Robin thought the woman was going to have a heart attack. She sobbed once then picked up the bag and tore it open. As she pulled out Hanna’s license, Robin put the car into drive. 
 
    She allowed herself a single tear, before wiping it away and clenching her jaw. 
 
    What the Straw Man had done to her had changed Robin, but what she’d done to him had changed her again.  
 
    Robin would do what she had to, Robin would become who she had to become, because that’s what Robin did. 
 
    She survived. 
 
    Hanna Whitmore never had that chance, but Robin Powers did. 
 
    And she intended to use it. 
 
   

 

 The End  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note 
 
    What a wild ride. I’ve wanted to write a book that centered around Hanna (or Robin) for some time. In fact, I laid the groundwork for Straw Man years ago in a previous Drake book when I briefly mentioned her time in the cage.  
 
    But while this book features Robin, more than any other that I’ve written, its true focus is change—change driven by life altering events. I know some of you are going to shed a tear—myself included—over what happened to Robin and her subsequent departure. Trust me when I say that I didn’t want it to happen this way. I wanted Robin to stick around forever—hell, I didn’t want the DSLH team to ever disband. But it had to be this way. Robin needed to change and she couldn’t do that with Drake and company. Even the name of the book, Straw Man, hints at this fact.  
 
    But who knows? Maybe she’ll return one day. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve sent a character away only to have them weasel their way back into one my stories.  
 
    Whether that ends up being the case here or not, Robin, you will be missed.  
 
      
 
    You keep reading, I’ll keep writing. 
 
      
 
    Pat 
 
    Montreal, 2021 
 
      
 
    P.S. If you want to stay up to date or just have a good laugh, you can follow me on all the socials (Facebook, Instagram, and Tik Tok – all @authorpatricklogan).  
 
      
 
    P.P.S. You can also support your favorite series by grabbing a #thrillogan branded hat, notepad, sweatshirt, or mug! Just head on over to https://authorpatricklogan.live/merch. 
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