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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    “Did you count it?” the young man asked. He spoke English, but he had a thick Spanish accent. As he inspected the skid full of brown packages, he rubbed his chin. His fingers made a scratching sound as they brushed against the sparse hairs.  
 
    A worker in a reflective vest and white hard hat surveyed the skid just like the young man, his lips moving slightly with the mental math.  
 
    “Yes, Andres,” he replied quickly in Spanish. “One hundred.” 
 
    The younger man wasn’t satisfied. He counted the packages himself, confirmed that there were one-hundred bricks, all weighing a kilogram each, then took five paces through the overgrown brush. In the clearing, there were three more skids, all identical to the first. There were more workers, too; eight of them in total, all sporting reflective vests and white helmets. They watched Andres with interest but were careful not to make direct eye contact.  
 
    “And here?” 
 
    “Yes, Andres,” the worker who had followed him to these skids answered. Andres picked up one of the bricks from the top of the nearest skid and weighed it in his hand. “I made sure—” 
 
    A simple finger in the air was sufficient to silence the worker. Andres moved from skid to skid, picking up the occasional package to ensure that it felt right. 
 
    Four hundred kilograms… four hundred kilos of grade A heroin.  
 
    Andres nodded and allowed himself a small smile.  
 
    Finally done. Finally ready.  
 
    It was an impressive amount of product, no doubt, but it wasn’t record-breaking. But he’d done it all himself. Andres had taken over his father’s operation and increased production, while also increasing yield and efficiency. And this was without the influence of the West.  
 
    And that was something that his late father couldn’t say. Thoughts of the deceased man threatened to sour Andres’ mood, but he failed to let it.  
 
    This was a good day, a happy day.  
 
    “It's all here,” Andres said, mostly to himself. “Wrap it up, get it ready to move.” He indicated the industrial cellophane wrap and the blue waterproof bags by the edge of the clearing. “Two hours. It moves in two hours.” 
 
    The worker from earlier exchanged a look with the other men standing in a line behind the heroin. He adjusted his hat, then shifted his feet uncomfortably. 
 
    “Andres, you have not told us where it is being shipped.” 
 
    Andres didn’t take his eyes off the product. 
 
    “You speak English to me. I’ve told you before.” 
 
    The worker cleared his throat. 
 
    “Jes, I’m sorry. Where is it going?” There was a nervous timbre to his voice that even his accent couldn’t hide. “Where we ship to?”  
 
    “Don't worry about that.” 
 
    But the man was worried. Andres knew that all the workers were worried. It had been a long time since any of them had gotten paid. All the money that Andres’ father had managed to procure over the years had long since dried up. Before them was the culmination of years of hard work and they had everything riding on this shipment. If it didn’t make it Stateside, there would not be another.  
 
    And if that was the case, Andres knew that his time on this Earth, short as it was, would be up. Others would come for him. Those affiliated with cartels, or maybe someone new, someone hungrier, younger, with deeper pockets would come along. 
 
    But this didn’t give the trabajador común the right to question him. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” the man continued in his broken English. “I don’t want to make mad, but we,” he gestured toward the other workers, but they suddenly seemed disinterested in this discussion. Moments ago they were encouraging, but now they were, at best, indifferent. “Andres, how you plan on getting it into America?” The man removed his helmet and held it against his chest as a sign of respect. Then he wiped some of the sweat induced from his brow. “Where is it going? We—we just want—” 
 
    This time, it wasn't fear that clipped his sentence. It was the sight of the knife that Andres pulled from his pocket.  
 
    “Mr. Mendes—” 
 
    Andres moved quickly. So quickly, that the worker managed only a single step back before he was upon him. 
 
    The blade was short, no more than four inches, but razor-sharp. It slid easily into the soft skin beneath the man's chin, piercing trachea and esophagus with little effort.  
 
    Blood gushed from the wound, soaking both of them. Andres retreated, and the man fell to his knees, grabbing at his throat as if strangling himself, desperate to keep his blood in. 
 
    No one went to help the man. The spokesperson who had likely been nominated or even forced by the other trabajadores to ask Andres about the shipment died alone on the ground.  
 
    When the man’s blood had stopped pumping, Andres moved forward again, intent on wiping the blade on his vest. He got within a foot of the worker before changing his mind. Andres turned and walked over to one of the skids. Using the tip of the knife, he drew on one of the packages with the man’s blood.  
 
    It was crude, rough, and barely legible. And yet, every single one of the workers knew exactly what it was: a snake devouring an eyeball.  
 
    “New York,” Andres Mendes said in English. He turned to face his men, now wiping the blade clean. “This is all going to New York City. We’re going to pick up where my father left off.” 
 
      
 
   

 

   PART I – Confessions 
 
   



 

 Chapter 1 
 
    “One more,” Damien Drake slurred. “Jus’ one more cold one.”  
 
    To punctuate his request, Drake tapped his glass with the splint that kept the first two fingers on his right hand permanently straight. He misjudged the effort needed to get his point across and it nearly slid off the bar. 
 
    The bartender, a woman with heavy eyes and a pronounced forehead grabbed the glass before it fell. 
 
    “Sure, but my shift is almost up. Do you mind settling before I go?”  
 
    If Drake had been sober, he would have recognized this as the telltale sign that the bartender thought that he’d had enough, and she was worried that he couldn’t afford what he’d already imbibed. 
 
    He wouldn’t have taken offense, either. Behind the bottles lining the wall was a mirror. And every once in a while, Drake had accidentally glimpsed his reflection. 
 
    The first time, he’d been shocked. The second, angry. 
 
    Like the glass, when Drake put his credit card on the table, the bartender grabbed it before it fell.  
 
    “M-make shhur you put that beer on there, too,” he reminded her.  
 
    The woman smiled as she turned and waddled to the cash machine. 
 
    Barney’s had gone through more face-lifts than Nicole Kidman. Once an Irish pub, then a millennial neon nightmare and a hipster joint, it had since returned to more humble roots. Draft beer, of the like Drake consumed now, rail liquor, average-at-best food, and a quiet, comfortable ambiance. 
 
    But perhaps Barney’s most endearing quality was that it was nearly empty. Truthfully, very few places that suited Drake would be packed at just before one PM on a Tuesday, but that was irrelevant.  
 
    Deliberately avoiding his reflection, Drake performed a dramatic head turn to try and figure out why his pint was taking so long. 
 
    “Hey, you brewin’ that beer yersel’?” Drake spotted the bartender whispering something to a man with a large black mustache and cursed. “Mickey! Mickey! I need my beer.” 
 
    Mickey finished his conversation with the woman and then started over to him. Even though his mustache covered the entirety of the man’s upper lip, it was clear that he was not pleased. 
 
    Not at all.  
 
    Before Mickey said anything, Drake changed his tactics. 
 
    “Naw, not that drun’,” he said defensively. “Mickey, I ain’t that drun’.” 
 
    He threw up his hands and then grunted when his splinted fingers smacked the underside of the bar.  
 
    “You know the rule. When consonants become hard, it’s time to go,” Mickey said flatly. 
 
    “Consenessss, what is a consensesss?” 
 
    “Come on, Drake. You’ve been here for nearly two weeks. It’s time—” 
 
    “One more,” Drake begged, doing his best to annunciate every syllable.  
 
    “No such thing.” Mickey leaned in close. “You smell like shit, and I don’t think you’ve changed your clothes since last week. Go home, sleep it off.” 
 
    Now, Drake knew why the bartender who had been serving him had deferred to Mickey—if it had been her speaking to him this way he would have lashed out. 
 
    Not physically—probably not physically—but definitely verbally. 
 
    Drake clenched his jaw and stood. 
 
    “I’m fine. I just want a beer.”  
 
    Mickey tossed his credit card on the bar. 
 
    “Go home.” 
 
    The light in the room seemed to darken and Drake realized that two large figures were now standing about ten feet behind him. 
 
    “Oh, you think Tweedle-Dee and Tweedle-whatever are gonna—” 
 
    “Please, Drake,” Mickey said. Whether it was the fact that the man’s massive bouncers had appeared or that Drake himself recognized how pathetic he sounded, the man no longer appeared hard. “Your card was declined. I’m not giving you another drop.”  
 
    Confused, Drake went to pick up his card. It took three tries with his wounded right hand before he gave up and used his left.  
 
    It was a card that Screech had set up—the DSLH business card. 
 
    “Don't worry about the bill—I know you’re good for it. But you need to go.” 
 
    Drake scowled. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    He turned a little too quickly and stumbled. When one of the Tweedles moved to help him, Drake shot the man an icy glare. 
 
    “Watch where you’re going,” he muttered.  
 
    Drake shoved the wooden door to Barney’s open with his good hand and stepped forward. The sun shocked him—he didn’t expect it to be this bright.  
 
    Instantly blinded, he tried to both stop and back up at the same time, a movement that would have been awkward for a sober person. 
 
    His knee locked when it came down mid-stride and Drake careened to his left. If it hadn’t been for the small step up from the sidewalk to Barney’s front door, he might have caught his balance. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    But Drake wasn’t sober—hadn’t been since the press conference following the death of the Straw Man and Hanna’s subsequent disappearance. 
 
      
 
    It was all that bastard Mackenzie Hart’s fault. He with his videos and blackmail and unrelenting vendetta.  
 
    Drake tried to brace his fall with his hands, to gracefully land in a push-up position and protect his face. But his still mending fingers barked in pain when they struck the sidewalk, and he only partially cushioned his descent. His neck whipped forward upon impact and his nose smashed against the solid ground and exploded in a shower of red. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “You cut him off?” Leroy balked. “What do you mean, you cut Drake off?” 
 
    Screech was expecting this sort of reaction, but what he hadn't counted on was Leroy making hammers out of his hands. Still, he didn’t back down.  
 
    “Really? You're really asking me why?” 
 
    Leroy just stared at him blankly. The man was an intimidating presence, especially now that his boxing training had kicked into high gear. He had a thick chest, vascular arms, and tightly wound core, but it was Leroy’s shoulders that were his most impressive feature. They were round and heavy, bulging outward nearly as far as his pecs.  
 
    Screech would have been lying if he said he wasn’t intimidated, as was evident in the apparent need to answer his own query, but not so much that he was willing to reverse his decision. 
 
    “Okay, okay, let's go over this, shall we? Drake almost cost us our PI licenses, and nearly sent us all to prison for the sting operation with Lucas Lionelle or whatever the fuck his name is. Not only that, but because of his decisions, which, I might add, he failed to consult with any of us on, we’ve already blown through all the cash that we got from Brock Page. And when we finally catch a break with the Straw Man case—finally have an opportunity to get a shout out from Mark Trumbo and push our workload through the roof, Drake pulls the plug.” Screech paused to take a deep breath. He could feel that his face had reddened, and his forehead was now slick with sweat. “The worst part? The worst part is that Drake doesn’t tell us anything… he doesn’t even hint at why he lied and had our business shipped to that prick, Mackenzie Hart.” 
 
    Leroy's expression softened, but only a little. 
 
    “But there has to be a reason, right? I refuse to believe that he is somehow working for Mackenzie Hart.” 
 
    Screech shook his head. He was about to say that Drake was no traitor, but his recent decisions certainly appeared suspicious.  
 
    “Naw,” he concluded. “It’s not that—can’t be that. But do you have any idea why he would do it? Why would Drake tell the DA to promote Hart Investigator and not us?” 
 
    Again, Leroy just stared. 
 
    “Me neither,” Screech said. “And I’m guessing that until he feels the need to enlighten us, we’re not gonna know. Fuck, I haven’t seen him since the presser.” 
 
    Leroy crossed his arms over his chest but not in anger—this was a clear indication that he regretted opening this line of conversation. But for Screech, once the floodgates were open, they were impossible to close. 
 
    “What about Hanna? What about her? Have you heard from her? Has anyone heard from her?” 
 
    “No, but we both know—” 
 
    “Know what?” Screech felt his body temperature rise a few more degrees. He was simmering now. “Eccentric? Yeah, Hanna’s eccentric, sure. But it's not like her to just leave, to abandon us and run away. She's as loyal as they come, which is more than I can say for Drake. That, you can’t deny.”  
 
    “Well, she's—” 
 
    Once again, Screech refused to let the man finish. He was on a roll. 
 
    “She was there for us, Leroy, Hanna was there for Drake, too! If not for her, Drake would probably still be locked away in that horrible psych facility. So, yeah, Drake's initial might still be on that door, but there are two of us and one of him. And he's not contributing in any way, shape, or form to the bottom line here at DSLH. Which means I don’t want him blowing what little cash we have at the bar. If you have a problem with that…” Screech let his sentence trail off, not as a threat but as an invitation for a challenge.  
 
    In the end, Leroy was the one who backed down. 
 
    “I’m just worried about him,” he said softly.  
 
    And this was the true reason why Leroy was so angry at Screech for pulling Drake’s financial lifeline. It wasn’t like he had an NYPD pension to fall back on—like them, DLSH was all Drake had. But unlike them, he had a self-destructive streak that cut deep. Despite his anger, Screech was worried about Drake. Two weeks… he couldn’t remember the last time that fourteen days had gone by, and he hadn’t seen the curmudgeonly bastard. 
 
    Screech’s eyes drifted toward the frosted glass door. From inside the office, it read snoitagitsevnI HSLD but while the first part sounded like an Eastern European dish, it was the last part that made him cringe.  
 
    DSLH—Drake, Screech, Leroy, Hanna.  
 
    The name felt dishonest. There was no more D and no more H. SL Investigations, however, didn’t have the same ring to it. 
 
    Nor did it have the prestige, because even though Drake was a pain in the ass, a drunk, and hated by most, if not all, of the NYPD, he was the anchor that held them all together. And there was a reason why the D came first—when people came to DSLH, it was Drake they were seeking.  
 
    The real question might not be if they could survive with Drake, but whether or not they could survive without him.  
 
    “I'm sure he'll—” come back, Screech meant to say, but he was interrupted by a knock on the door. He’d been so focused on the name, that he hadn’t noticed the shadow appear. 
 
    “Drake?” Leroy asked. 
 
    But both of them immediately knew by the outline of the figure that it wasn’t Drake. He—it was a man, that was clear—was too small and his posture too erect to be Drake.  
 
    “Are you… are you open?” The man’s voice was muffled through the glass, but Screech thought he detected a hint of an Asian accent. “I need… I need your help.” 
 
    Leroy looked startled but Screech slapped him on the arm, indicating for him to unlock the door. But before he could reach the deadbolt, the man spoke again, this time with desperation in his voice.  
 
    “Hello? Excuse Me? I’m looking for Mr. Damien Drake? Is he… is he here?” 
 
    Screech couldn’t help the frown that formed on his lips as Leroy finally managed to unlock the door.  
 
    We might have to keep the D on there for a little while longer, after all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Drake knew that he'd broken his nose even before the dual streams of blood reached the front of his shirt. His eyes were tearing up, and it felt as if a hand grenade had gone off in the center of his face. 
 
    His palms were scraped, and his mending fingers felt as if they’d rebroken but thankfully his teeth felt intact when he ran his tongue over them. He could taste blood but figured that was just from his nose. 
 
    Small consolation on a day like this. 
 
    Drake tried to stem the bleeding from his nose by tilting his head back and pinching the bridge. He debated going back into Barney’s, went as far as looking back at the bar through watery eyes but he couldn't stomach the idea of facing Mickey again. 
 
    Not like this. 
 
    “I’m fine. I just want a beer.”  
 
    Blood filled his throat, and Drake turned his head and spat. This caused a gush to come out of his nose and land on his shirt. Drake, still drunk, but more sober than he’d been before leaving the bar, looked around. It was the middle of the day, but the streets were quiet. Still, all it would take is a cruiser going by and seeing him, staggering, face and shirt covered with blood, and with his luck, he’d be arrested for public intoxication. 
 
    That was the last thing he needed right now. 
 
    Drake quickly removed his shirt, switching hands to pinch his nose after each arm was removed from his sleeve. Thankfully, he was wearing an undershirt beneath the thin sweatshirt. He balled the latter and pressed it to his face.  
 
    His palms, fingers, and face ached, all throbbing in unison with such authority that the sensation nearly forced him to blink in time with it.  
 
    Mickey’s right, Drake thought—perhaps the most lucid thought he’d had in days—I need to stop this. I need to detox.  
 
    He knew this to be true, but he also knew that when he woke up tomorrow in considerable pain, he’d want to take something.  
 
    And there was only one thing that would fit the bill for ex-NYPD Detective turned PI Damien Drake.  
 
    He spat on the sidewalk again, his stomach curdling at the sight of the dark stain and the blood that dripped down the back of his throat.  
 
    Drake knew that he’d fucked up—fucked up on so many levels. 
 
    But what else could he have done?  
 
    Screech was the money man, but Drake wasn’t stupid. They were almost out of cash, which was why Mickey’s claim that his card had been rejected had come as only a minor surprise.  
 
    Things were supposed to be better, now—they’d had the opportunity of a lifetime. The District Attorney for the state of New York, surrounded by NYPD’s finest, was on the verge of publicly thanking Drake and DSLH. It was no secret that despite his spotty detective record, people came to DSLH because he was an ex-detective. But this? This would have put them all on the map: Screech, Hanna, and Leroy. They might not be set for life, but they would have been financially stable for the foreseeable future. Cushy cases would have flooded their coffers with cash. 
 
    But that never happened. 
 
    It never happened because of McKenzie Hart… and Drake. 
 
    He didn’t care about the Lucas Lionelle video. In truth, he doubted the public would have cared all that much. The police… maybe, maybe not. The DA’s drive for the vacant Mayor position had the man almost pathologically averse to negative media attention. 
 
    The video of the savagery displayed by Hanna that Mackenzie had recorded in the dirt and straw-covered basement was too visceral for anyone to ignore. If that ever got out, not even DA Trumbo would be able to ignore it. 
 
    At the last minute, Drake had pulled Yasiv aside and told the confused sergeant that they’d passed the case on to Hart Investigator and that they were the ones whom the DA should thank. Yasiv had protested, but Drake had remained firm.  
 
    It wasn’t just him sewering DSLH that had Drake nearing the end of this downward spiral. It was also the realization that he could have stopped her. If he was only faster, smarter, and had figured out where Hanna was, Drake could have prevented all of this. And now she was gone. 
 
    Drake had no idea if she was still alive. The look in her eyes as she decapitated Donnie Duggar was something that he would never forget. And while Hanna hadn’t been normal before—hadn’t been normal since the day they’d met—being around Drake had changed her into something… brutal. 
 
    You’re like King Midas, but everything you touch turns to shit.  
 
    Beckett’s words had never sounded so right.  
 
    Drake passed a bus stop and this time he was unable to avoid his reflection. There were many adjectives to describe how he felt, degenerate taking top billing, but this didn’t come close to reality. His undershirt was covered in swashes of yellow sweat stains, his hair a flock of seagulls atop his head. Eyes so dark that they looked like charcoal briquettes and the areas of his jaw that were visible around the blood-soaked sweatshirt revealed a patchy and graying beard.  
 
    Drake looked away just in time to see a woman pushing a baby carriage approach. Thinking he would frighten them, he quickly moved to the interior of the bus stop.  
 
    His mouth was filled with blood now, but Drake fought the urge to spit. When the woman neared and he saw who she was, he swallowed the caustic wad. 
 
    The woman had long, jet black hair that was tied up in a ponytail, and soft, olive-colored skin. Large reflective sunglasses covered her eyes, and she was wearing a navy-blue V-neck shirt and jeans. The child in the stroller was smiling, waving his pudgy arms, his hair, dark like his mother’s, coming nearly to his eyebrows.  
 
    Despite his shock, Drake’s thoughts drifted to Hanna first. 
 
    See? I am observant.  
 
    Drake turned his back to Jasmine and Baby Clay as they passed, pretending, with minimal effort, to appear like an uninterested vagrant.  
 
    He was fully committed to his act, but when he heard a childish squawk, his heart clenched, and Drake couldn’t help but look.  
 
    Clay was reaching out of the stroller his hand nearly touching the glass bus stop partition. The baby could've been reaching for anything or nothing at all, but that wasn’t the case and Drake knew it. 
 
    The baby was reaching for his father.  
 
    Tears formed in Drake’s eyes, which, in turn, caused more blood to flow into his mouth. This time, when he swallowed, it wasn’t to avoid detection. 
 
    It was a pathetic, unsatisfactory act of contrition.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Is… is Mr. Drake here?” the man standing in the entrance to DSLH asked again. Screech’s assessment of his accent had been accurate. He was Asian, likely Korean, with a wiry frame, short black hair, and round spectacles. His suit was at least one size too big and even though Screech was no true style guru, it didn’t look expensive. 
 
    This wasn't a good sign. 
 
    “He’s not here, but we are open,” Leroy said during Screech’s awkward, silent moment of observation. “Come on in.” 
 
    The man hesitated, and Screech waved him forward. 
 
    “Yeah, here,” he grabbed one of the chairs from the makeshift waiting area and pulled it up to his desk. “Take a seat.” 
 
    It took one more encouraging gesture before he strode forward and sat in the chair. Screech took up residence across from the man while Leroy elected to stand.  
 
    The man appeared skittish, and he pushed his round glasses up his nose several times before speaking. 
 
    “I looking for Mr. Drake.” 
 
    “Like I said before, he’s not here. But I assure you, he will be here soon,” Screech lied.  
 
    The man hard-swallowed. 
 
    “He will work this case?” his English was far from perfect, but it was good enough to get his point across. 
 
    Screech interlaced his fingers and placed his hands on his desk.  
 
    “Why don’t you first just tell us what you need and then we can discuss Drake.”  
 
    Behind him, Screech felt Leroy tense. The patron noticed this as well, as his eyes darted up. Screech pulled him back. 
 
    “Please, tell us what you need.” 
 
    The man sighed. 
 
    “My son was arrested.” 
 
    When he stopped at that, Screech started to get annoyed. 
 
    “Okay, what’s his name? What did he do?”  
 
    The man pushed his glasses up again. 
 
    “My name is Roger Park. My son's name is Kevin Park.” He said this in a way that suggested Screech should recognize the name, but he didn’t. Leroy, on the other hand, tensed again, and when Screech looked up at his partner, he saw that the man's eyes had widened. Not only that but he was shaking his head slightly. 
 
    Keep it together, Screech thought. But Leroy didn’t listen. 
 
    “Murder,” he blurted. “Your son Kevin Park was arrested for murder.  
 
    More walleye blinks, more pushing his glasses up his nose. 
 
    Even though Roger had yet to do anything offensive, Screech felt his minor annoyance bleeding into moderate. 
 
    Get a suit that fits. Pick glasses that don’t slip every two seconds.  
 
    This is Drake's fault. I was never an angry person before meeting him.  
 
    In fact, prior to getting involved with Drake, Screech had been a happy, goofy person. Sure, Screech’s brother had always given him grief—he was the real reason he’d applied for the job with Drake in the first place—but he used to be able to joke around. 
 
    Now, it appeared that those days were behind him.  
 
    “Yes,” Roger confirmed. “Kevin was arrested for murder. For murdering his partner, Connery Sinclair.” 
 
    Now that sounded like a rich name to Screech. Douchey, but rich.  
 
    Connery Sinclair. 
 
    He shook the thought from his head.  
 
    “To be clear, we’re not lawyers here, but seeing as you asked for Drake by name, I’m assuming you know that. We can, however, work closely with your son's lawyer to—” 
 
    “Screech,” Leroy interrupted.  
 
    “One second, Leroy,” Screech said, returning the favor. “It will take us some time to get up to speed, but the best thing to do is put is in contact with your son’s lawyer.” 
 
    “Mr. Schneiderman.” 
 
    This took Screech for a loop, but he remained stoic. 
 
    “Well, that’s good. We’ve worked with Mr. Schneiderman previously.” 
 
    Screech failed to mention the part about their rocky relationship with the miserly lawyer. He just hoped that the cash infusion the man must have gotten from Brock Page had settled their outstanding debt. Either way, Roger didn’t ask. He just pushed those glasses up his nose. 
 
    Glasses up, glasses down. 
 
    Glasses back up again. 
 
    “We can—” 
 
    “He didn't do it. Kevin didn’t do it,” Roger said suddenly. 
 
    “We're not here to judge you or your son. Our job, if we work together, will be to investigate—”  
 
    “No, you don't understand,” Roger said suddenly, rising to his feet. Screech leaned back, more startled than intimidated. “He didn't do it because Connery is not dead!” 
 
    Screech wasn’t how unsure how to interpret this outburst. Drake might have known, given his experience with the NYPD and dealing with grieving parents. But what he did know, is that they needed the money. Morality would have to wait. Besides, he knew nothing about Kevin Park or Connery Sinclair, and he said as much.  
 
    “But, as I mentioned, if we—” 
 
    The man's hand came down on the desk with surprising speed. It jostled his monitor and Screech grabbed it before it could topple.  
 
    “The man's not dead!” Roger proclaimed with even more vigor. 
 
    “Really?” Leroy said, moving next to the man. He crossed his arms over his chest and flexed his biceps. “Then why did your son confess to murdering a man who you claim is still alive?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Drake pulled his sweatshirt away from his face and spat blood onto the sidewalk. It landed with a resounding slap, and he noticed that in addition to the crimson liquid, it contained something unrecognizable that could have just as easily been a clot or a tooth.  
 
    Scowling, he pressed the shirt to his face again as he hurried in the opposite direction of Jasmine and Clay. 
 
    With every step and every passing glare he got from normies who were out on their lunch break for an afternoon stroll, trying to close their rings, trying to get their ten thousand steps, Drake seriously considered the possibility that this was all an alcohol-induced hallucination. 
 
    After all, what were the chances that he would see Jasmine and Clay here, at this very moment?  
 
    What's next? Drake thought. Patty? Is Patty going to pop out of Moxy’s, big bag in hand? Or maybe she’ll emerge from a salon, having just gotten her nails and a blowout done? 
 
    The only thing that would be worse, would be seeing Hanna.  
 
    Or Chase. 
 
    Or Screech or Leroy or Dunbar or Yasiv or Beckett or Suzan or anybody else that his caustic life had infected. 
 
    He didn’t want to see anyone. Drake just wanted to be alone—no, not completely alone. There was one friend he could stomach right now. 
 
    Johnnie. 
 
    His pal, Johnnie Walker, with a top hat and coattails.  
 
    That's all he wanted. 
 
    But men very rarely got what they wanted. More often, likely because this was at odds with what they actually needed.  
 
    And what Drake needed was to sleep. It had been days, longer, even, since he’d gotten a full night’s rest. 
 
    Sure, he’d passed out, but that wasn’t the same thing. Beckett had once told him that drunks falsely believe that when they finally close their eyes, the sleep they get is of decent quality, that it’s restorative. It isn’t. Drake couldn’t remember the details, but he recalled Beckett mentioning seeing several patients with alcohol-induced psychosis. Without proper sleep, it becomes impossible to discern reality from fiction, dreams from real life. And this can wreak havoc on one’s mind—and sanity.  
 
    The past two weeks had been bad, but Drake had gone deeper… once. After his partner, Clay had been murdered he’d gone a full month without stopping, without showering, without consuming anything that contained less than five percent alcohol. 
 
    He could feel himself teetering towards this edge again. The difference was that he was older now, and his body had many more miles on it. Climbing back up the cliff might not be possible.  
 
    Drake swallowed hard, felt a lump in his throat, felt a throb in the center of his face, and spat. This time, he was lost in his thought, that the organic mass landed very close to the impeccably white running shoe of a muscular man covered in tattoos. 
 
    “Da fuck?” 
 
    Drake grumbled something apologetic and tried to step around the man, but the giant blocked his path. 
 
    “The fuck is wrong with you?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Drake repeated. He suddenly had to spit again but decided to swallow instead.  
 
    “You fuckin’ spat on my shoe.” 
 
    For a second, Drake wanted to correct him, to say that his bloody spit missed the man’s shoe. But that, like the fight that was coming dangerously close to happening, would be a losing battle. 
 
    Instead of engaging, Drake stumbled to his right just as a man and woman were striding by. With his line of sight momentarily broken, the man’s taut biceps relaxed a little and Drake hurried off, praying that he didn’t fall.  
 
    Crisis averted, he thought with an irrational level of pride when the gym rat was out of sight.  
 
    It took Drake the better part of forty-five minutes to walk home, primarily because he’d gotten lost twice. Muscle memory saved him, and eventually, he found his apartment. Two people were waiting for the elevator, and while Drake didn’t recognize them, he thought it best if he limited interactions with others in his current state. The last thing he needed was to get his ass evicted. Especially with zero dollars, and zero credit, to his name. Navigating the stairs proved to be an exceptional challenge, one met with the unbalanced vigor that only a drunk could muster and more of that irrational pride once he’d finally crested the landing.  
 
    From there, he had the walls to guide him to his front door which was… locked? 
 
    Drake couldn’t remember locking his door, which wasn’t saying much in his current state, but when he searched his pockets for his keys, he came up empty. 
 
    Did I leave them at Barney’s? Please, tell me I didn’t fucking leave them at Barney’s. 
 
    But they weren’t in his jean pockets and not in the balled-up and bloody sweatshirt, either. 
 
    With a deep sigh, he pressed his forehead against the door. Just as he was considering what to do next—sleep here, in the hall? Risk being evicted? Or just accept what I’ve become and pass out in the alley?—he heard a sound from inside his apartment. 
 
    The sound of a deadbolt being released.  
 
    And then the door was suddenly yanked open, and Drake stumbled inside.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “It’s… it’s complicated,” Roger Park said. Having been challenged by Leroy, the gusto had suddenly fled the man’s voice.  
 
    “You think?” Leroy snapped, his arms still folded. “Kevin Park, your son, confessed to murder. So, you understand my hesitation here.” 
 
    Screech eyed his partner. He wasn’t sure how Leroy knew so much about this case, and him so little, but that was beside the point: they needed work and, as he’d previously stated, it wasn’t their place to judge. 
 
    “What my partner here is trying to say…” Screech paused. This was the opening for Leroy to jump in, to mention that in complicated cases their fee would be higher, but Leroy didn’t do that. He just glared at Roger Park. 
 
    What the fuck is going on here? 
 
    “My son did not do this. He's not a murderer. He has never killed anything in his life,” Roger Parks affirmed, now opting for a posture similar to Leroy’s.  
 
    Alright, let’s roll with it. 
 
    “But he… confessed?” Screech said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    He was still shooting glances at Leroy, wanting and waiting for the man, who was apparently knowledgeable of Kevin Park’s situation, to chime in.  
 
    “So, they say—but they make him say that. They force him to say that.”  
 
    Screech, who had been mostly stone-faced up until this point, couldn’t help but cringe at this comment. He would have much rather heard Roger state that his son was confused, suffering from PTSD or perhaps some form of mental illness and that’s why he’d confessed. But accusing the NYPD, and whatever other law enforcement agency that might be involved, of forcing a confession?  
 
    That was a dangerous game. While Screech had no doubt that such things happened, perhaps more often than one would like to believe, these types of cases were a death blow for a PI firm. They needed the cops, not just for their occasional cooperation, and access, but to recommend them to potential clients.  
 
    Or to give a public shout-out in front of the media, Screech thought glumly. Fucking Drake. 
 
    “Let's not jump to any conclusions here,” Screech offered. 
 
    Roger Parks, who had envisioned this conversation going very differently, held his hands out. 
 
    “That's what I saying,” the man said. “Let's not jump to conclusions.” 
 
    Leroy scoffed. 
 
    “Your son confessed! That’s hardly jumping to conclusions.” 
 
    Screech was flabbergasted. 
 
    What the fuck are you doing, Leroy? We were just talking about how we need the money and now you’re literally sabotaging this potential case! 
 
    “There is no body,” Roger Park said, matter-of-factly. He recrossed his arms.  
 
    “You mean they haven't found it yet,” Leroy countered. “But based on how much blood there was at the scene…” he let his sentence trail off, which was a blessing. 
 
    Screech had had enough of this. He wasn't sure what Leroy's problem was but berating a potential client when they were desperate for funds, didn’t make sense. 
 
    “Go for a walk, Leroy,” Screech suggested. When his partner failed to react, Screech nudged him. “Take a break, come back in an hour.” 
 
    Leroy made a face but finally cracked. He went to his desk, grabbed the duffel bag from beneath, and said, “I'm going to the gym. I'll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    Screech said nothing. He just waited patiently for Leroy to leave, and slam the door behind him, before addressing Roger again. 
 
    “Sorry, about that. All right, let's just start over, okay?” 
 
    Roger nodded. 
 
    “Tell me… tell me about your son.”  
 
    The man across from him licked his lips and then reached into the inner pocket of his oversized suit jacket. Screech tensed, but then relaxed when he saw the man pull out a silver flask. 
 
    It wasn’t going to help any, but at least it wasn’t a weapon.  
 
    “You want some?” Roger asked, opening the flask and tipping some into his mouth before aiming the opening at Screech. Even across the table, Screech could smell the alcohol. It burned his nose—certainly not Johnnie Blue.  
 
    “No, thanks.”  
 
    Roger took another large sip, grimacing as he swallowed. 
 
    “Please,” Screech encouraged. “Tell me about your son—tell me about Kevin Park.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Jesus, Drake, what happened to your face?” 
 
    Drake stared at the woman who was standing in his apartment. 
 
    “Drake?” 
 
    The concern on Patty's face was so palpable that it knocked him out of his stupor. 
 
    “I'm fine,” he said, his voice a thin, nasal wheeze. “Just fell, that's all.” 
 
    She eyed him in a way that was more pity than judgment. And that's how Drake felt: pitiful.  
 
    It wasn’t a good feeling and definitely something he didn’t want to share.  
 
    “What are you doing in here?” he asked, trying to move to the kitchen sink to clean himself up. Patty blocked his path as if she owned the place. 
 
    “I was worried about you, Drake. I called so many times, left so many messages… I thought—I thought—” Patty collected herself. “I thought something happened to you, so I came over. The door was unlocked, and I let myself in.” 
 
    Patty reached out, meaning to caress his cheek, but Drake moved to avoid her touch.  
 
    He didn’t mind that she’d come in without permission and—he glanced over her shoulder—that she’d tidied up a little. 
 
    But he was drunk and ashamed. 
 
    “Maybe you should’ve taken the hint,” he grumbled. This time, when he stepped forward, she moved out of his way.  
 
    “Drake?”  
 
    Drake lowered his chin to his chest and went to the kitchen sink. He turned on the faucet and started to wash some of the blood off his hand.  
 
    “Sorry—just want to be alone.” 
 
    Drake inspected his broken fingers. The splint was covered in blood and the padding, meager as it was, was soggy. He grunted as he tore it off and threw it into the sink. 
 
    “Are you sure that's a good idea?” Patty asked softly. 
 
    Truthfully, Drake didn't think that it was a good idea—or perhaps even possible. Even when people weren't around, he wasn't alone. 
 
    His demons were always with him. Haunting him, taunting him, tempting him. 
 
    And there was only one way he knew how to get rid of them. 
 
    “Please, just leave me alone,” he said. 
 
    Silence, then, a mere whisper, “Okay.” 
 
    Drake closed his eyes. He imagined Patty waiting for him in the doorway, practically begging for him to turn around, to tell her not to go. He almost turned—almost. 
 
    But then he remembered Clay reaching out to him from his stroller.  
 
    Fuck, I’m pathetic. 
 
    He said nothing and eventually, Patty did as he’d suggested: she took the hint and left, closing the door softly behind her.  
 
    Drake squeezed his injured hand into a fist. There was still pain, but it felt good, it felt justified. Then he went to the bar and grabbed himself a bottle of scotch. It was the cheap kind, the unlabeled kind. The kind that knew its job and did it well.  
 
    Drake flopped onto his couch and opened the screw top on the bottle. He took a long haul, fighting the burn that started at his lips and ended somewhere deep in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    Between sips, he pulled his cell phone out. He scrolled through his sparse list of contacts, not sure who he was looking for. When he came across Screech’s name, he stopped.  
 
    He owed that man an explanation, there was no denying that. Leroy, too, but more Screech than anyone else. They’d been together from the very beginning. Sure, Screech’s reasons for initially answering the ad that Drake had put out for the PI firm were suspect, but that was a long time ago. A lot had happened since.  
 
    Drake’s vision started to blur.  
 
    I’ll probably call someone else by accident, he thought. Fuck up their lives even more than I already have. 
 
    But this, like everything he’d done since the press conference, was just an excuse. 
 
    A way to deal, to cope, without actually doing either. 
 
    Drake took another sip, this time with his eyes closed. 
 
    But he was drunk, and this wasn’t the time for introspection. It was time for blame. And even though Drake could single out a dozen or more people deserving of his wrath, one name kept floating to the top of the list. 
 
    Mackenzie Hart. 
 
    Drake had no idea what the man’s problem was or why he had such a hard-on for him and his crew. But it seemed like everything Mackenzie Hart did was designed to cause him grief. It started long before the video he’d taken of Drake with Lucas Lionelle. It began back at the Loomis Estate with Mac trying to poach the other members of DSLH. There was also the man’s direct threat along with the words, tell Screech that all his dealings with Nick will now be Hart business. The final straw had been the video of Hanna at her lowest moment. Drake wasn’t sure what was worse—the man using it to blackmail them, or the fact that the piece of shit with his perfect hair and million-dollar smile would have let them both die at the hands of a madman just to get that video. 
 
    At that moment, staring at the half-empty bottle of scotch like every drunk, expecting to find the answers to life’s deepest mysteries within, Drake regretted telling Yasiv to praise Hart Investigator. Not only was the fallout worse than expected, but he loathed the fact that he’d bowed down. The very idea made him sick to his stomach. Drake had never done that with Ken Smith. Hadn’t even done that with his brother, even though if he had, Dane would still be alive today.  
 
    But while the bottle failed to provide answers, it had no problem posing an almost infinite number of questions, the most burning of which was, why? 
 
    Why had he acquiesced so easily? To protect Hanna? There were other ways of making sure she remained safe, ways that would have kept a loyal ally by his side. 
 
    Drake gulped down more scotch. 
 
    You’re getting soft, Drake. Getting soft. 
 
    Whose voice was that?  
 
    Clay’s? Johnnie Black? 
 
    Drake did a slow blink and grunted. Then he staggered to his feet. He nearly fell and some of the scotch splashed out of the bottle and landed on the couch, but he failed to notice. 
 
    Drake’s mind was locked on only one thing, one solitary idea: Mackenzie Hart. 
 
    Following quickly on the heels of this thought, was another.  
 
    I’m done being soft.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “Kevin and Connery went to school together—business school. They met in first year, and by the end, they were best friends. They started a couple of businesses, nothing major, and nothing really worked,” Roger said. As he told the story, his voice became quieter, and Screech inched the tape recorder closer to make sure that it picked up every word. “When they graduated, they both got a job at the same company. I thought it was too junior for them, but they seemed to like it. And after two years, they left and started their own company. That was very, very successful.”  
 
    Screech listened carefully. Despite what he’d said to Leroy, he had yet to decide if they’d take the case. Rather, he had yet to decide if he thought they should take the case. Screech had already promised himself that no matter what he thought of the case, he would confer with Leroy before accepting any cash or signing any agreements.  
 
    Once upon a time, Drake had promised that DSLH would be a democracy, but that had been a lie. It was a dictatorship, through and through. Case and point, Drake accepting any case he wanted without even a hint of a discussion with anyone else. That’s not how teams or partners worked.  
 
    “What was the company called? The one that your son and Connery worked for before leaving to start their own?” Screech asked, wanting as many details as possible. 
 
    “It was called Telemarketing Solutions, I think.”  
 
    “And they worked there for two years?” 
 
    Roger nodded and sipped from his flask.  
 
    “About that.” 
 
    “All right, and what’s the name of the company that they started?”  
 
    Roger hesitated and when he answered, Screech instantly knew the underlying reason for this pause. 
 
    “Market Slice.” 
 
    Screech raised an eyebrow and Roger clarified. 
 
    “It’s a telemarketing company.” 
 
    Screech’s mind was already in motion. He was no employment lawyer, but what Roger was describing went against even the most basic of noncompete clauses.  
 
    “Okay, okay. Tell me about this company—about Market Slice—that they started and how long they ran it for?” 
 
    “They still running it… kind of.” 
 
    Screech was becoming annoyed. Not only that, but he feared that his forehead was going to become permanently creased from raising his eyebrows so often.  
 
    “What d’you mean ‘kind of’?” 
 
    “It’s still running I think—it was working so good for so long, but then they had problems.” 
 
    “What kind of problems?” Screech prompted.  
 
    Roger looked down at his hands, at the flask in one of them, then raised it to his mouth and took a big sip. 
 
    “Connery problems.” 
 
    It was obvious that the man felt bad speaking ill of the dead. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    Roger glanced up. His eyes were red and raw. 
 
    “Connery steal lots of money from the company. Goes to Vegas, gambles, does cocaine, uses the company credit card, even. Kevin confronted him, but Roger denies everything. Says that he just spent a bit on company outreach or something. But Kevin told me that he goes there often, to Vegas, and that Connery spent almost a million dollars on women and gambling.” 
 
    Screech’s eyebrows had become a permanent fixture just below his hairline. 
 
    A million?  
 
    It wasn’t that this was an unbelievable sum to spend in Vegas—quite the contrary, Screech had once stumbled across someone live-streaming gambling at an online casino, and they were spending fifteen hundred dollars a slot pull—but that Market Slice had this kind of money. 
 
    Maybe convincing Leroy to take this case wouldn’t be that difficult after all. 
 
    Convince him?  
 
    Screech shook his head.  
 
    “Did they get audited? Did Kevin go to the police? Anything like that?” 
 
    “No, not yet.” Roger drank. “But he was going to. Kevin tell me that he was going to go to the police about Connery. Tell them about the money he stole—get him to stop doing it. Kevin loved his company, it was his baby, and he didn’t want to lose it.” 
 
    First, it’s their company, now it’s his. Screech had heard this story before. Only this one had a twist ending, one that Roger Park promptly spoiled. 
 
    “Connery come home from Vegas and then police find my son at the office like this.” 
 
    Roger reached into the same jacket pocket and pulled out a folded printout. He passed it to Screech who took it and then proceeded to flatten it out. 
 
    It took some effort to suppress a whistle.  
 
    The photograph, having been printed on regular white paper, wasn’t of the best quality, but the image was clear enough: a man sitting in the center of a love seat, his head back, mouth open.  
 
    Blood was everywhere. It soaked the man’s shirt, his jeans, the cushions. There were even splatters on the wall behind the couch.  
 
    Screech leaned in close and squinted, but try as he might, he couldn’t find any source of the blood. There didn’t appear to be a gunshot wound or any knife holes in the man’s clothes. Given the quantity of blood, Screech expected to see dozens of stab wounds, but he couldn’t find a single one. And with the man’s head tilted back the way it was, it was easy to see that his throat was unblemished.  
 
    “How did… how did Connery die?” 
 
    “That—that not Connery.” 
 
    Screech had been staring at the photo, but when Roger said this, his eyes shot up. 
 
    “It’s not?” 
 
    “No. It’s not Connery. That my son. That Kevin.” 
 
    Screech glanced down again, looking at the photo in this new light.  
 
    “This—this is your son?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But the blood—” 
 
    “It’s Connery’s.” 
 
    Screech’s upper lip curled.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    He’d gone from putting together a case for Leroy to trying to figure out how to politely escort this man out of DSLH. 
 
    “The cops, they found him like this? Covered in his partner’s blood?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And he confessed to killing him?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Screech folded the photo back up and pushed it across his desk. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Park, but I’m not sure that DSLH can help.” 
 
    “You have to.” Desperation crept into the man’s voice. “Please. I need Drake.” 
 
    Screech sucked his teeth. 
 
    “Drake’s not here. And this is not a case—” 
 
    Roger stood. 
 
    “No, you don’t understand—my son, he not do this.” 
 
    Screech had reached his breaking point. 
 
    “Right—you seem pretty convinced of that. Why? Because he’s a good kid? Always sends a card around Christmas time? Mr. Park, I’ve been involved—” 
 
    “No!” Roger shouted, his eyes blazing. “That’s not why.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you tell me, Mr. Park?” Screech said, his voice escalating. “Tell me why you’re so convinced of your son’s innocence when the cops find him covered in blood and he confesses to Connery’s murder?” 
 
    “Because,” Roger yelled. “Because Connery Sinclair is not dead! The man is still alive!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Leroy's right hand shot out and slapped the pad before immediately returning to his chin. Carl Severson jumped to his left and swung one of the pads over Leroy’s head. Leroy ducked, then punched the pad again.  
 
    They repeated this process for a full minute. It was Carl who slowed first and one of Leroy’s jabs hit more finger than palm inside the man’s glove and he grunted.  
 
    Considering that the next shot might hit his chin, Carl took a step back, raising his pad-covered hands to signify that the session was done. 
 
    But Leroy didn't notice. 
 
    He swung again, knocking one of Carl’s pads into the side of his face. Then he crouched, dug deep with intention of hammering his coach with a mean left that would have probably put the unsuspecting man down.  
 
    At the last second, Leroy pulled up, and his hand smacked Carl’s forearm.  
 
    Another grunt.  
 
    “Leroy, calm the fuck down.”  
 
    “Yeah, dude, you ain’t hear the motherfuckin’ buzzer?” Leroy shook his hands and glanced over at the kid hanging over the top rope. “Sheeesh.” 
 
    “My bad, my bad.”  
 
    Unlike others, who often lost composure and then control in the boxing ring, Leroy typically had no issue keeping it together. 
 
    “My bad,” he said a third time, much more softly.  
 
    Carl came over and helped remove Leroy’s boxing gloves. 
 
    “You know the rule, you lose your cool, you take a breather.” 
 
    “Yeah, you buggin’, motherfucka’.” 
 
    Carl shot Junior a glance. 
 
    “What’d I tell you ‘bout swearing?” 
 
    “Whatever. Bunch of pussies, all’a y’all.” 
 
    Leroy couldn’t help but chuckle. Much had changed since the first day he’d wandered into Pike’s Boxing Gym. Back then, he’d been more suited for long division than anything remotely athletic. But now, while Junior continued to run his mouth, he was a little more hesitant to challenge Leroy in the ring.  
 
    “Come to my office,” Carl said. “Need to chat about something.” 
 
    Leroy nodded and then yanked off his glove.  
 
    “Hey, Junior, shoot that water over here.” 
 
    “I ain’t your bitch.”  
 
    Bitch or not, Junior tossed the water bottle at Leroy. He caught it and drink greedily. He was soaked with sweat, having been working out for the past two hours, ever since leaving DSLH.  
 
    As he toweled off, Leroy asked himself why he’d been so angry at first Screech then Roger Park. The only thing that made any sense was that his frustration had simply been misdirected.  
 
    He was mad at Drake and, to a lesser degree, Hanna. Leroy had no misgivings about the fact that he was the least experienced and newest member of DSLH, but promises had been made. Promises of a democracy, of equal voting rights. Of communication. 
 
    What a joke.  
 
    Leroy had given up a lot to be a part of DSLH and while he had no regrets, the brotherhood and sense of belonging that had drawn him in had long since evaporated. Drake deciding to give credit to Hart Investigator for some unknown reason and Hanna just running away might be the final straw. These weren’t the types of mysteries that had drawn him to Private Investigations. 
 
    Leroy tossed his gloves in his locker and then walked toward the small office at the back of the gym. The door was open, and he stepped inside, then closed the door behind him as per Carl’s instructions.  
 
    The man was sitting behind his desk. 
 
    “What's up with you, Leroy? Last few weeks, you been lost out there. And today, you almost took my head off.”  
 
    Leroy bowed his head. 
 
    “Sorry about that.”  
 
    “What's going on? Everything all right?” 
 
    Leroy was confused. Sure, he’d been acting strange, but this line of questioning from Carl? It was bizarre.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, you different. Somethin’ happen?” 
 
    Their relationship had blossomed over the past year but had remained strictly professional. This was… tender. Caring.  
 
    “Just havin’ a bad run of it.” 
 
    Carl relaxed his shoulders. 
 
    “Really? Because—” 
 
    “It's chalked—it’s all chalked,” Leroy blurted. “This whole fuckin’ thing is chalked. I’m supposed to be consulted on decisions. I know, I know—I’m the young one, no experience, whatever. Still, just ask me, you know? Don’t have to take my side every time. I just want to be asked. None of this secret society bullshit.”  
 
    To his credit, Carl did his best to pretend he knew what in the world Leroy was talking about.  
 
    “Well—” 
 
    Leroy didn't even give the man a chance to get a second word out. 
 
    “I mean, not gonna lie, if things were going great, if we’re making seven figures, then maybe I wouldn’t be as salty. But we’re not. We’re drowning. No money, no jobs, no rep. And that’s Drake's fault.” 
 
    Carl waited until he was confident Leroy was done venting. 
 
    “I'll tell you what, Leroy, if you'd started here maybe ten years ago, you would have made one hell of a boxer. Maybe not Brock Page good, but good. You're too old to step in the ring for real now, but there is something that I think you’d excel at.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Leroy made a conscious effort to soften his tone. “What's that?” 
 
    “You can coach.” 
 
    Leroy scoffed. 
 
    “Coach? You just said it—I’ve never even been in a real boxing match.” 
 
    “I know,” Carl said, nodding his head. “I know. But you're good with the kids, especially Junior, and you hit harder than probably half the people in here. Look, I don't have a fancy boxing gym, you know that, and I can't pay you the big bucks. But some of these guys out there? They're going to have some decent careers. And if you get in their corners, offer private training…” he trailed off. “All I'm saying is that you’ve got a job here if you need it. I could always use help.” 
 
    Again, Leroy was taken aback. Carl was new at this father figure thing, but he was doing a damn good job at it. And Leroy was seriously considering the offer. He loved the gym, he loved the physical exertion, and he really did enjoy working with some of the younger kids. Even Junior when he would just shut the fuck up and box.  
 
    Outside the office, the bell rang, signaling the end of a round. Leroy was grateful for the distraction and decided not to make a rash decision. 
 
    “Can I think about it?” 
 
    The man nodded, and after a curt, ‘thank you’, excused himself and left the room. 
 
    “Keep those hands up,” he hollered to Junior who was sparring with someone twice his size.  
 
    The kid yelled something back and while his mouthpiece obscured the words, Leroy was confident that they involved at least one curse.  
 
    He was packing up his gear from his locker when his phone started to ring.  
 
    “Yeah? What is it?” 
 
    “Well, excuse me for breathing,” Screech said, and Leroy closed his eyes. 
 
    “Tell me you didn’t take the job, Screech.”  
 
    “Yeah, about that…” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Leroy sighed. 
 
    “This is a bad idea, Screech. You know it's a bad idea. The NYPD picked this guy up covered in his partner’s blood and he gave a full confession. I know everyone deserves their day in court, man, but if we start messing about, asking questions, being nosy… how you think the DA is gonna take that?” 
 
    When Screech remained silent, Leroy exhaled loudly.  
 
    “This is fuckin’ chalked,” he muttered under his breath. “You didn’t even fucking ask what I thought, did you?” 
 
    “I was—” 
 
    “This case is going to end up with us getting sued, our licenses taken away, or worse, thrown in jail… you know that don’t you, Screech? It’s a fucking loser.”  
 
    The silence stretched for so long that Leroy pulled the phone away from his ear to check that he was still connected.  
 
    He was. 
 
    “You done yet?” Screech said at long last. 
 
    “You don't know how close I am to being done,” Leroy said softly. 
 
    “All right, well, yeah, I took the job. I took the job because we need the money, Leroy. And if it pisses off the DA or the NYPD? Well, that’s when we do our best work, isn’t it? So, are you going to lend a hand or not?” 
 
    Before answering, Leroy glanced back at the office. Carl was still sitting behind his desk staring at a stack of papers. 
 
    “Maybe,” Leroy snapped. “Maybe I will, maybe I won't. I’ll tell you one thing, I’ll be sure to consult you as much you did me before taking this fucking job.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    All indicators suggested that Screech stay away from Roger Park and his son. The evidence, the potential complications with the NYPD, Leroy’s apprehension, and the overall, general strangeness of the situation. All of it. 
 
    And yet, Screech was compelled to take the case. Maybe it was the fact that he knew, deep down, that Drake would have said yes ten minutes ago. Or maybe it was just the realization that he could say yes, and no one would tell him otherwise. There was nobody here to fight him, to contradict him, to argue with him. 
 
    Or perhaps it was the desperation that Screech saw in Roger Park’s face that pushed him in the opposite direction of logic and reason. 
 
    I should confer with Leroy. I owe him that much. 
 
    But even as this thought entered his head, Screech was already contradicting it. 
 
    “Yeah, I'm going to need some cash up front.” This was the kicker. If the man in the oversized suit couldn’t come up with the cash, then it wouldn’t matter if he started to sob and weep—Screech would turn him down. In truth, he half-hoped that Roger would be as broke as he looked, regardless of the money his son made and put an end to this dilemma. “It's going to be a thousand now. That should cover the first few days, but it doesn’t include expenses.” 
 
    Screech expected Roger to balk, to begin to negotiate and argue. But he didn’t. The man just reached into what appeared to be a bottomless pocket and pulled out a thick yellow envelope.  
 
    “This is three thousand dollars.”  
 
    Roger pushed the envelope across the table and Screech instinctively reached for it, only to stop before his fingers made contact. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “Look, Roger, I’m going to be honest with you. All I know about your son’s case is what you’ve told me. And if what you’ve said is true,” he held out his hand, “and I don’t know why you’d lie, then the probability of us—DSLH, me, Drake, Leroy—uncovering anything that will help your son avoid spending the rest of his life in prison is extremely low.” 
 
    Roger Park just stared at Screech. 
 
    “Ok,” Screech shrugged and took the envelope. He quickly flipped through the bills to confirm that there were no ones sandwiched between the hundreds. “No promises. Never any promises in this business.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Screech nodded and held out his hand. Roger looked at it like Screech had the envelope moments ago, but he stood and shook it. 
 
    “All right then, congratulations, you just hired DSLH Investigations.” 
 
    And you just threw away three grand, Screech thought. 
 
    Guilt washed over him then—guilt at not consulting Leroy before saying yes. Screech managed to momentarily displace this feeling by looking at the bills again. Money had a way of doing that, of making everything else seem less important while at the same time acting as the ultimate Machiavellian justification. 
 
    “Please, help my son. He’s a good boy.” 
 
    Screech’s eyes moved from the money to the image of Kevin Park sitting on the couch, covered in blood.  
 
    If you say so. 
 
    “We’re going to need you to fill out some paperwork…” Screech retrieved three forms from his desk and placed them in front of Roger and began searching for a pen. “One question for you, who hired Mr. Schneiderman, your son’s lawyer? Because if it was him, we might need to get him to—” 
 
    “I did,” Roger interjected. 
 
    “Good, then you need to inform him that we will be working together and—where the hell is my pen?” 
 
    Roger reached back into his pocket and produced a ballpoint pen. 
 
    Jesus, what else do you have in there? 
 
    Screech indicated on the forms where to sign, and Roger dutifully applied his John Hancock without even looking at the text. When he was done, Screech slid the forms into a folder and put them, along with the envelope, into his desk drawer.  
 
    “Okay,” Screech said, clapping his hands together. Roger’s story had taken much longer than expected and a quick glance at the clock indicated that it was already early evening. Screech was hungry and he waited for Roger to rise and move to the door, but the man just looked at Screech. 
 
    “What now?” he asked after another sip from his flask. 
 
    “Now, I get started,” Screech remarked.  
 
    After I get something to eat. 
 
    Another nod from Roger. 
 
    “We go to Market Slice office or…?” 
 
    Screech frowned and he interlaced his fingers. 
 
    “Roger, you… you can’t be involved in this.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Shit.  
 
    Although he had no experience of clients like Roger, Screech had heard of them. Hangers-on, people who thought they knew best, who became more of a hindrance than helpful.  
 
    Should have talked to Leroy. Damn it, Screech why didn’t you talk to Leroy. 
 
    “What I mean, Roger, is that there is no ‘we’. There is just DSLH. I will contact you in a few days with what I’ve found. But you can't come with me. You can’t do anything. As hard as it may be, you just need to sit tight and trust me.” When Roger made a face, Screech added, “It's the law.” 
 
    This wasn’t exactly true, but his PI license afforded him freedoms that the general public didn’t have. Like permission to carry a gun in New York City.  
 
    What a strange thought. A gun… why would I need a gun for a case like this? 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Screech blinked and cleared his thoughts. 
 
    “No buts, Roger.” Screech rose to his feet and indicated the door. “I'll be in touch.” 
 
    The man's face through went through a series of convolutions but eventually, he acquiesced. 
 
    Roger Park waddled to the door, his large suit trailing after him like a cape. Then he turned. His dark eyes were soft, almost sorrowful.  
 
    “Please, Mr. Thompson. Save my son.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “I know you're pissed,” Screech said the second Leroy stepped through the front door. The man had made it here in record time—ten minutes since the phone call—and if the sweat that covered his face and arms in a sheen was any indication, he’d sprinted the entire way. “I swear, I wanted to ask you first, Leroy, I did—I wanted to discuss it, but I couldn't.” 
 
    Leroy unceremoniously tossed his gym bag onto the floor beside his desk. Then he wiped the sweat from his brow with the front of his T-shirt, revealing his ripped stomach. 
 
    Pissed was a gross understatement, Screech realized. 
 
    He had to tread lightly. 
 
    “Yeah? Why is that?” 
 
    “This is why,” Screech said, pulling the envelope out of his desk. It was open and he splayed the money out dramatically. Screech had hoped that this would impress the man, make him calm down, but this attempt failed. Leroy only briefly looked at the cash.  
 
    “Really? Just for money? You know this case is going to fuck us.” Screech opened his mouth to counter, but Leroy continued unabated. “No, correction—it's going to fuck us even more.”  
 
    Now that Screech was given an opportunity to speak, he couldn’t muster the words. 
 
    It was a bad idea, all of it. How could he argue that? 
 
    “Yeah, you see that, too,” Leroy said dejectedly. “Just give the man his money back, and I’ll look for other cases. I’ll talk to Brock Page, see if his friends or other athletes need our services. You never know.”  
 
    Screech found Leroy’s tone annoying, and he suddenly didn’t feel like just tucking his tail between his legs and backing down. His anger toward Leroy for unilaterally deciding not to accept the case when he’d done the exact opposite didn’t make sense, but emotions, like money, had the ability to supersede rational thought. 
 
    “No—I'm not giving it back, Leroy,” Screech said flatly. “I agree, this case is a nightmare, but we need the money. You know we need the money.” 
 
    Leroy puffed up his chest, his sweat-stained T-shirt nearly bursting at the seams.  
 
    “You think I don’t know that?” the man said, glaring at Screech. “I grew up in—” 
 
    “I know where you grew up, Leroy. I visited your mom’s place, remember? But that was then. It’s different now. You got options, Leroy. If things don't work out here at DSLH, you can go back to school, get your PhD in biochemistry, or whatever. Shit, I bet that after what you did with Chase and the FBI? That whole Cerebrum mess? You might even be able to get a job with them.” 
 
    “Really?” Leroy's said. He was still upset, but some of the anger had left him. “I gave up school to come work for DSLH, you know that. And you’re the one who accepted Chase’s cash to work here, not me. I only helped because you asked me to. So, if anybody can weasel their way into the FBI and curry favors with Drake's unicorn chick, it's you, not me.” 
 
    “Naw,” Screech said simply, and both men knew that he was right. “As much as you don’t want to admit it, you have options. Me? This is all I’ve got.” 
 
    He expected Leroy to soften further, but the man snarled as if Screech had touched a nerve. 
 
    “Whose fault is that? Not mine. You made your decisions, Screech, now you can have to live with them. Don't put that on me.” 
 
    Decisions? Really? Screech ground his teeth. I had to do this… had to. For my brother. If it weren’t for him getting picked up, I would never have met Drake. I would be working a boring-ass, safe, computer programming job somewhere. Hell, maybe I would’ve gotten lucky. Maybe I would have gotten into a startup early and made away with millions when they went public.  
 
    “Decisions, yeah,” Screech said, scooping up the cash and flapping the money in the air. “Like this—my decision to take this case. And I’m not giving this money back. You do what you want, Leroy because we both know you will anyway, and I’ll work on this case.” 
 
    Leroy wanted to hit him. Went as far as to make a fist and tense his shoulder. But after what appeared to Screech to be a considerable amount of internal debate, he settled for brushing aggressively past Screech as he hurried to the door. 
 
    “You’re just like him,” Leroy muttered. “You talk about he’s the poison, how Drake sours everything, but you’re just like him.” 
 
    Leroy’s words stung more than they should have. 
 
    Because, in a way, they were true. 
 
    What are you doing, Screech? You're pushing away the only person who still stood beside you… the only person you can talk to.  
 
    “Leroy? I'm sorry, come back.” Leroy didn't even slow. He pushed the door open and slipped into the night, leaving Screech alone. “Leroy? Come on Leroy, I can't do this all by myself!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Leroy had had every intention of engaging in a reasonable discourse with his partner. He’d even mentally prepared himself for the potential of agreeing to take the case. But that was before Screech had taken his repressed anger out on him.  
 
    And, for the second time that day, Leroy had come dangerously close to losing his cool. The difference this time was that he wasn’t in a boxing ring with gloves. And Screech wasn’t used to taking shots like Carl. 
 
    So, he’d left.  
 
    Not a terrible decision given the circumstances. 
 
    Leroy walked the streets, heading in the general direction of his apartment. After the minor windfall they’d received from Brock Page, he had taken his share and put a down payment on a nice, if small, apartment. He had planned to purchase another unit in the same building and use the income from the second to pay both mortgages. But that would have only been possible if the money kept coming in. 
 
    And the tap had promptly run dry.  
 
    What Screech didn’t seem to grasp, was that the five grand or whatever Roger Parks had given him didn’t matter. It was a drop in the bucket. When that was gone, probably entirely on bills, they were back at square one: grinding.  
 
    That was supposed to be in the past, everything was supposed to be different with DA Trumbo’s shout-out. 
 
    Even though Leroy had been heading toward his place, at some point during his angry lamentations, he must have subconsciously changed his mind about where he was headed, because he arrived in his mother’s apartment lobby. He headed up the stairs and stopped in front of her door.  
 
    She wouldn’t be home, but he called her name after unlocking the door with his spare key, just in case. There was no answer. A wave of nostalgia washed over him as he entered his childhood apartment. It had been some time since he'd visited his mother, not because they had a falling out, but because every time they saw each other, she asked questions he either loathed or simply couldn’t answer.  
 
    Questions about his future, about his career, about his friends. About whether or not he was being safe. 
 
    Safe… what a joke. 
 
    Leroy made his way down the hall, walked by what had been his room, and went into his late brother's room. 
 
    When Declan had first been killed, Leroy had spent a lot of time in his brother’s room. He sat on his bed, looked at the posters of Tupac and Biggie, and thought about Declan Walker.  
 
    His brother was the street smart one. Whereas Leroy excelled in school, Declan had taken a different route. If things had gone differently, if his brother hadn’t been gunned down that day, then they would have made a formidable PI team. But then again, if he hadn’t been shot, Leroy never would have gone to prison and met Drake.  
 
    He would likely be exercising one of the ‘options’ that Screech had brought up.  
 
    Leroy rose from the bed and walked over to the dresser and opened the top drawer. Tension that he hadn’t realized was making him tight eased when he saw the long chain with the silver ‘D’ on it. He picked it up, weighing it in his palm. Declan called it his bling or his ice, pretending that he was a big-time rapper. In reality, he was neither. Declan was just a boy who made some bad decisions for the right reasons: selling drugs to help out their mom.  
 
    Not the smartest thing in the world, but it hardly warranted a death sentence.  
 
    Leroy slipped the chain around his neck. It wasn't cheap, but it cost far less than one might assume. For a while after Declan had died, he had worn the chain as a reminder of his brother. But then the allure passed, and it was more of a nuisance than anything else, especially when he became committed to lifting and boxing.  
 
    It dawned on Leroy that this necklace must have been the reason why he’d come here. And now, with it dangling near his sternum he thought he heard Declan’s voice inside his head.  
 
    C’mon Little L, you’re the smart one. Shouldn’t you be a crypto millionaire already? Living the good life in a penthouse in Manhattan? 
 
    Declan was a joker, and he liked to talk a lot of shit. But every once in a while, a nugget of wisdom reared its ugly head. And as Leroy sat in his brother's room with his eyes closed, clutching the D in one hand, he thought he knew what Declan would say. 
 
    He would tell him to man up, that he is part of DSLH, that his fucking name is on the door, and so long as that remained the case, Leroy had to be loyal, that he was required to help his friends.  
 
    Sure, there would be some insults, some whitewashing references, curse words and the like mixed in, but that’s what Leroy thought his brother would say.  
 
    As much as it pained him to admit, it was the right thing to do.  
 
    Leroy opened his eyes and kept the necklace on as he left the apartment. But before he was outside, his brother had one last thing to say. 
 
    Little L, you got yourself into this twister, but don’t let it happen again. Fool me once and all that bullshit. 
 
    Leroy felt himself nodding along with his phantom brother’s voice. Regardless of the outcome, he was fairly certain that this case was going to be his last with DSLH Investigations.  
 
    But if he was being drawn back into the fold, then he wasn’t coming alone. Hanna was out of the question—Lord only knew where she was, or who she was—but there was one other person who was going to help, whether he wanted to or not.  
 
    It was just a matter of finding the drunk bastard and reeling him in. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Screech didn’t think he was capable of much on his own, least of all when it came to this case. But he’d snapped at Leroy and now the man had left angrier than he’d ever seen him before. 
 
    Screech cursed.  
 
    It was late now, but he knew that he had to start immediately. Knowledge of legal machinations wasn’t his strong suit, far from it, and he had no idea how long it would be before Kevin Park stood in front of a judge and said, “Guilty—yes, your honor, I killed Connery Sinclair. Lock me up; throw away the key.” 
 
    When Drake had been charged with unlawful confinement of the late Officer Kramer, the system had worked infuriatingly slowly. And when he’d refused to enter a plea, it had come to a complete standstill.  
 
    But in this case? Screech wouldn’t be surprised if the DA had called an emergency court session just to wrap it up before the media caught wind of it. 
 
    It was, after all, two weeks before the election and thus two weeks before DA Mark Trumbo became Mayor Mark Trumbo. 
 
    Screech had to speak to Kevin before he submitted his plea—if he didn’t, then nothing he did, even if he discovered evidence of Kevin’s absolute innocence, would matter. 
 
    But how?  
 
    The lawyer… Schneiderman. He was the key. If anyone had access to Kevin Park, it was him. 
 
    Screech thumbed through his contacts until he came across the lawyer’s number. He took a deep breath and called him.  
 
    After three rings, it went to machine. 
 
    He cursed again, debated leaving a message, but in the end, just hung up. Their relationship was rocky to begin with and Screech didn’t want to risk making things worse by leaving a message, especially in his current state. 
 
    His tired eyes fell on the money still splayed across his desk where he’d thrown it.  
 
    Leroy was right. This money didn’t mean anything. A stop-gap measure if that.  
 
    I can just take it, not spend a dollar. Tell Roger that I tried my best, that all evidence points to his son being a killer. Use the cash on marketing instead, try to build a real client base. Reach out to some insurance companies, reposition DSLH Investigations—or SL or just S Investigations—as a premiere fraud investigator. That was, after all, the number one job for PIs.  
 
    Screech went as far as to pick up the money, but he quickly shoved it into the envelope and stored it in the desk drawer. 
 
    No, he wouldn’t do that. Couldn’t do that.  
 
    But he had to do something. 
 
    Scowling now, Screech scrolled through his contacts once more. He hesitated over Drake’s name. Drake would know what to do.  
 
    Correction: he would’ve known what to do, six months ago, maybe even three. But the man’s decision-making recently had been less than stellar. 
 
    Then who? 
 
    Sergeant Yasiv? That was one option. Not all that long ago, Yasiv had been on the other side of the law. He’d been arrested for three murders, as unbelievable as that sounded, one of which was Captain Loomis. The charges were quickly dropped, and apologies delivered. With Screech’s insistence, Mr. Schneiderman had represented the sergeant and within days he was back with the NYPD as if nothing had happened. A viable candidate to reach out to, no doubt.  
 
    But… did Screech really want to use that incident as leverage? What if Yasiv suddenly became interested in Captain Loomis’ murder again? What if the search for the missing gun that had ended the corrupt veteran’s life became a priority? 
 
    A cold sweat broke out on his body just thinking of that night, of what it had felt like to pull the trigger. 
 
    No, not Yasiv, he decided.  
 
    The real issue was they’d burned so many bridges that they had few if any allies left in positions of authority. It seemed that every case they took on ended up with bruised egos or requiring the cops to overlook DSLH transgressions.  
 
    Screech wondered if other PI firms had the same problem.  
 
    He sincerely doubted it. More likely, they had a commensurate relationship, a mutual respect, a symbiotic sharing of information.  
 
    Not DSLH. 
 
    Screech crinkled his nose, trying to relieve the tension. Then he called the only other person he thought might lend a hand. 
 
    It was a big might, but he was out of options. 
 
    Thank you, Drake. 
 
    Unlike Schneiderman, he answered on the first ring. 
 
    “Dunbar!” Screech exclaimed, “Long time no chat!” 
 
    Dunbar was immediately suspicious. 
 
    “I’m tired, Screech.” 
 
    He sounded more than tired. The detective sounded exhausted.  
 
    Dunbar sounded like he had when they’d been investigating the Suicide Girls.  
 
    Suicide girls…  
 
    This gave Screech an idea. 
 
    “I’m guessing you’re not in the mood for small talk, so I just wanted to let you know that we were hired tonight.”  
 
    Dunbar didn't say anything for several seconds and Screech knew he was treading on thin ice. But he figured that the detective owed him a favor. Even though FBI Agent Chase Adams had done yeoman's work in the Suicide Girls’ case, Screech and Leroy had put hours in. Not to mention the use of DSLH’s facilities—even if they had been paid for.  
 
    “Tell me it's not Kevin Park?” Dunbar sighed. 
 
    Screech’s eyelids retracted and now it was his turn to go silent, which, as it turned out, was as good as answering. 
 
    “Fuck, Screech. That case is a lock. Kevin confessed and he’s going to plead guilty. It’s not a good look, even for you guys.” 
 
    “Leroy said the same thing.”  
 
    Screech hadn’t meant to say the words out loud but the stress of the day—days, weeks—was finally catching up to him. 
 
    “Well, Leroy is a smart man.” 
 
    That was something Screech couldn’t deny, no matter how mad he was at his partner. 
 
    “I've already taken the case, Dunbar.” 
 
    “Who hired you? Kevin’s family? Do yourself a favor and return the money. You don’t want to be involved in this case.” 
 
    “I can't do that,” Screech said. “I’m sorry. I’ve taken the case, and I’m going to do my best to figure out what the hell happened. But to do that, I need your help—I have to see Kevin.” 
 
    “No,” Dunbar said flatly. “You can’t. His lawyer already visited him, so talk to Mr. Schneiderman, if you want.” 
 
    That didn’t work for Screech. He needed to speak directly to Kevin. In his mind, Screech had already decided that if he got a vibe from the man, if he spoke to him and was convinced that Kevin Park was an actual killer, then he’d back off. He wouldn’t give the money back, but his efforts would be considerably muted. 
 
    It was a happy medium.  
 
    “I want to speak to him directly. You have my word, Dunbar, if I think he did it, I’ll back off.” 
 
    It wasn’t a convincing argument and Dunbar didn’t go for it. 
 
    “I’m sorry, he’s being moved tonight.” 
 
    “Moved? To where?” 
 
    “Isolation—make sure he doesn’t hurt himself.” 
 
    While this might be a valid consideration, Screech knew there was another reason for this move. To keep Kevin Park from speaking to others, others who might try and convince him to change his plea. 
 
    Which was all the more reason to speak to him tonight. 
 
    “Dunbar, remember the girls who jumped in front of the subway?” 
 
    Dunbar remained silent. 
 
    “Leroy and I worked hard on that case. I don’t want to say that we were instrumental, but—” 
 
    “Come now,” Dunbar said quickly. “But we’re keeping this above board. You can see him if his lawyer is present. If not, I turn you away. I’m serious, Screech.” 
 
    Screech cringed. 
 
    “I’ll try to—” 
 
    “No, no trying. If Mr. Schneiderman is here, I can get you in. If he isn’t, I swear, Screech, I will stop you at the door. Do you understand?” 
 
    There was no wiggle room here. 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    “One more thing,” Dunbar said slowly. “This is it. This is the last favor. After you see Kevin Park, you are on your own.” 
 
    As Screech looked around the empty office, he realized that he was already alone and perhaps had been for some time. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Roger Schneiderman looked like hell. What little hair he had was a mess and did nothing to hide his growing bald spot. His wrinkled shirt was untucked and one of the buttons didn’t line up properly. Having just woken up, the man’s eyes were slightly recessed, giving his nose an even greater beak-like appearance. 
 
    “Glad you could make it,” Screech said. 
 
    “Yes, uhh, I was, uhh—” 
 
    “I don’t care where you were,” Screech interrupted as they walked briskly to the back door of 62nd precinct, as per Dunbar’s instructions. “Only that you’re here.” 
 
    “So, uhh, Roger Park really hired you?”  
 
    There was such trepidation in the lawyer’s voice that Screech stopped and turned to face him, despite their pressing timeline. 
 
    “Yes, he did.”  
 
    Screech showed the lawyer the paperwork, which Mr. Schneiderman just briefly glanced over. Nodding, he said, “It’s just… he confessed, you know? Kevin Park confessed.” 
 
    What was implied, but went unspoken, was that any money Roger Park spent on his son’s behalf was a waste. 
 
    “Jesus, does everyone just want a payday here?” When Mr. Schneiderman said nothing to deny this assertion, Screech continued with the task at hand. “You met with him, right? What did Kevin say?” 
 
    Schneiderman shrugged. 
 
    “Not much. He admitted to killing Connery, but that’s about it. Not a very talkative fellow.” 
 
    Screech ignored the last remark. 
 
    “How did he look?” 
 
    Mr. Schneiderman read between the lines. 
 
    “Tired, detached, but otherwise fine.” 
 
    “What about disclosure?” 
 
    “Haven’t seen the confession recording yet, but I should tomorrow. The signed statement is… minimal. Not really anything there in terms of details of the crime.” 
 
    “And the blood?” 
 
    Mr. Schneiderman eyed him suspiciously. 
 
    “You… you know about that?” 
 
    “Yes,” Screech snapped. “I know about that. Does the blood belong to Connery?” 
 
    Schneiderman straightened and Screech reminded himself that the only way he could see Kevin was with the lawyer present. Piss the man off enough that he left, and Screech was back at square one. 
 
    “They fast-tracked testing the blood found on Kevin’s clothes and compared it to a sample Connery’s wife provided—it’s a match. It’s Connery’s blood.” 
 
    “Shit.” Screech paused. “Wait, wife?”  
 
    This was something that he hadn’t considered, Connery being married. Did he have kids? Screech’s focus had been so locked in on Kevin that he hadn’t even thought about the victim.  
 
    “Yes, Connery is married—was married, I guess. Wendy is a—” 
 
    Fearing that this would only derail their impending visit, Screech held his hand up, silencing the man. They’d get to this later—there was no time now. 
 
    “But there’s no body, right? The police haven’t found Connery’s body?” 
 
    Screech heard Roger Park’s voice in his head. 
 
    Connery Sinclair is not dead! The man is still alive! 
 
    “Not yet. The cops are looking, but they’re trying to stay under the radar for obvious reasons.” 
 
    Car GPS, cell phone, Screech made a mental note of ways to track where Kevin might have gone before being found on the couch. Smartwatch, maybe? 
 
    “Doesn’t make sense,” Screech admitted. “Who kills someone, hides the body, is caught covered in the vic’s blood, then admits to the crime? Why not tell the cops where the body is?” 
 
    “Shock, maybe. He’s… pretty quiet,” Schneiderman offered. 
 
    A thought suddenly occurred to Screech. 
 
    “No body, no conviction, right? Isn’t there a police saying that goes something like that?” 
 
    “Typically, yeah,” Mr. Schneiderman admitted. “A case like this might not even go to a Grand Jury. The last thing the cops want is an acquittal only to find the body later with more evidence implicating the suspect. Double jeopardy would prevent a second trial. But in this case… there is the confession, and the Medical Examiner will testify that the sheer volume of blood suggests that Connery is dead. Honestly? I expect to have a plea deal on my desk after Kevin’s psych exam, probably something along the lines of fifteen to life but with the possibility of parole—with or without a body.” 
 
    The lawyer’s nonchalance regarding his client’s probable life sentence was concerning, but before Screech could address this point, a door banged open and a nervous-looking Detective Dunbar peered out.  
 
    “You guys coming? We don’t have much time.” 
 
    Screech grabbed Schneiderman’s arm. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    They followed Dunbar into the station, and Screech noted that at this late hour, it was nearly empty. 
 
    “You have thirty minutes,” Dunbar said under his breath. “You need to be gone before the uniforms come to move Kevin to solitary. They can’t see you here.” 
 
    Dunbar appeared thinner than Screech remembered, even though the last time he’d seen the detective had been during their recent hunt for the Straw Man.  
 
    Drake was right, this shit broke you down. 
 
    They walked single file down a winding hallway, with Dunbar in the lead and the lawyer taking up the rear. 
 
    “Oh, in case either Mr. Schneiderman or Roger failed to mention this to you, all of Kevin’s assets, personal and those linked to his company, Market Slice, have been frozen.” 
 
    Another surprise and Screech glared at Mr. Schneiderman who promptly averted his eyes. 
 
    “No, they didn’t.” 
 
    “Well, it’s true.”  
 
    Screech detected a hint of satisfaction in the detective’s voice.  
 
    He doesn’t want me involved in this case.  
 
    “It gets worse,” Dunbar continued. “Both Connery and Kevin are being sued for breach of contract, non-compete shit.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Screech wasn’t sure why this came as a shock to him, considering that he’d considered this when Roger Park had been telling him about his son’s career path, but it did. 
 
    “Not done yet. There are some rumors about criminal charges, as well. Nothing concrete, though. What this means for you and your team, Screech, is that even if by some weird-ass miracle, Kevin escapes, there still won’t be any money. Market Slice’s assets are inaccessible for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    This was disappointing, but Dunbar’s attempt to change Screech’s mind was too little, too late. It also dawned on him that this was the likely reason why Mr. Schneiderman appeared to care very little about learning the actual details surrounding what had happened to Connery. 
 
    There was no more money in it for him—any of them, regardless of the outcome. 
 
    They reached a door and Dunbar turned the knob but didn’t open it. He turned back to look Screech square in the face. 
 
    “Last chance—last chance to bank the favor and leave.” 
 
    Screech didn’t even hesitate.  
 
    “Let me talk to him.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    Dunbar pulled the door open, and Screech was immediately met with the smell of sweat and something even more rancid.  
 
    He stepped forward and then stopped. 
 
    Neither Dunbar nor Mr. Schneiderman had followed him into the dimly lit cell block. 
 
    “At the end, on the left,” Dunbar informed him. 
 
    On the frantic drive to the station, redialing Mr. Schneiderman every few seconds, Screech had tried to come up with a reason to convince Dunbar to let him speak to Kevin without Mr. Schneiderman breathing down his neck. 
 
    But now… now, he wasn’t sure that was a good idea. If Kevin had savagely murdered his partner, as all signs seemed to indicate, was a one-on-one the play here? 
 
    Or should he just run as everyone suggested? 
 
    “You’re not coming?” Screech asked the lawyer. 
 
    A disinterested Schneiderman just shrugged. Then he yawned. 
 
    “Half an hour,” Dunbar reminded him. “We’ll wait here.” 
 
    Screech followed the man’s gesture. All but two of the six cells, three on either side, appeared empty. One was occupied by a man who was snoring heavily and the way he was sleeping, on his back with his chin pointed toward the ceiling, reminded him of Drake. 
 
    From his vantage point, the last cell on the left was dark, but he could still make out the outline of a slumped form. 
 
    And this individual didn’t appear to be sleeping or drunk. 
 
    Screech shook his head and started into the cell block. 
 
    Fuck it, why stop now? The grave has already been dug, might as well dive right in. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Drake sipped from the bottle in his hand as he stared out of the alley. It was difficult to see—his vision was so blurry that it was as if it were pouring out. Except when he wiped his eyes and turned his gaze upward, the skies were clear—dark but clear. It was also chilly and even though he was wearing his trusted overcoat it didn’t seem to be doing anything to block the cold. Paradoxically, sweat seeped from his pores, albeit this was undoubtedly from the alcohol that coursed through his system rather than as a cooling mechanism.  
 
    The door to Hart Investigator opened and Drake quickly ducked out of sight. A second later, he peeked out with a single squinted eye. A squat man with jet black hair hurried to a car and pulled out of the lot. Drake did a mental three count after he could no longer see the taillights and then wiped his eyes again, the left with his hand holding the bottle, followed by the right holding his gun.  
 
    He’d been here twice before. Once, to retrieve a gun from a safe that had been used to murder Captain Loomis. The second, to do something similar to what he planned to do now: confront Mackenzie Hart. That time, however, he’d led with words. 
 
    Today, he planned on leading with a muzzle. And he vowed not to leave until he had at the bare minimum, an explanation and promise… a promise to leave his friends alone. For good. 
 
    And if Mac wasn’t willing to do that, then… 
 
    Drake looked down at the gun. His hand was shaking violently, and he tried his best to calm it. When willpower failed, he sipped more of the scotch. 
 
    This is it, he thought. First, I take care of Mackenzie, then I can deal with Patricia and Jasmine. With my son.  
 
    Drake finished the scotch and put the bottle down. He intended to do this gently but cringed at the noise the glass on pavement made. The bottle tottered but stayed upright. 
 
    Squeezing his eyes closed, he brought the gun to the center of his chest and took several deep breaths. His body rocked and he leaned against the alley wall to steady himself.  
 
    An alley… who puts a PI firm next to an alley? 
 
    You didn't make friends as PI. All you made were enemies, and enemies liked to sneak up on you and catch you unawares. 
 
    That's why DSLH Investigations was located smack in the middle of a strip mall. One entrance, one exit.  
 
    D, S, L, H. 
 
    Drake mouthed these letters in his head, associating each letter with the appropriate owner. 
 
    That was the D, which was fitting, seeing as it represented him. A big, crooked D. 
 
    There was Screech, who had changed so much on account of working with Drake that he was almost unrecognizable compared to the man he'd once been. Screech used to be goofy and charismatic. 
 
    Now he was sullen and cynical. 
 
    L was for Leroy, the most innocent of them all. Leroy, who Drake had met in a prison infirmary, both having had their asses kicked, was a scared young kid who was being abused by cops and was thrown in jail for nothing other than being young and black. He wasn't cynical like Screech, but the life experience he’d gained was equivalent to a man three times his age. And this wasn’t the good kind of experience, the oh, shit, I guess I’ll skip that drunken frat boy stage, it was the kind of experience that made naivety look like rainbows and butterflies and cotton candy. At least Leroy’s coping mechanism, going to the gym and bulking up, punching people legally, with gloves on, was a healthy outlet. 
 
    Still, he was not the same person as he’d been before meeting Drake. 
 
    Then there was Hanna… 
 
    Drake tried to prevent the flood of images that entered his mind. Images of a crazed woman who he knew as Hanna, but whose name was actually Robin. A girl who would do anything and become anyone to survive. What scared Drake most was that he thought the only time he’d glimpsed the real Hanna, or Robin, was when she’d been holding that blade high above her head.  
 
    And now she was gone, and Drake doubted he would ever see her again. 
 
    The only person who had seen the damage that Drake was capable of inflicting had been his ‘late’ friend Dr. Beckett Campbell. A man who, by all accounts, was even more fucked up than Drake. Who knew what Beckett had done, was capable of doing, was still doing now, wherever the twisted bastard was? 
 
    Drake reached for the bottle on the ground only to remember that it was empty. He straightened again and heard the characteristic creak of a door being opened.  
 
    This is it. This is my time to exact revenge. 
 
    Drake glanced out of the alley again and saw someone, their back to him, locking the door to Hart Investigator.  
 
    His upper lip curled. 
 
    It was Mackenzie Hart.  
 
    Drake took two steps out of the alley and started to raise his gun. 
 
    “Ma—” 
 
    A hand came down on top of the gun, while another wrapped tightly around his mouth. Drake attempted to turn, but the hands were strong, and he was yanked back into the darkness.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Kevin Park looked almost exactly as he did in the printed image. Minus the blood, of course. He also looked like his father. His skin was a little lighter, but his hair was just as dark and unruly. He was sitting on a cement bench, wearing a one-piece orange jumpsuit that had no buttons or zippers. Screech’s eyes drifted to the man's feet. Kevin’s shoes had no laces.  
 
    “Kevin, my name is Stephen, and I’m a private investigator. Your dad hired me to see if I can help you out of this jam.” 
 
    Jam? Really?  
 
    Screech cringed. He’d rehearsed what he was going to say but now, in front of the defeated man, other words crawled out of his mouth. But if Kevin held any disdain for the awkward comment, he didn’t show it. He didn’t do anything. He just sat there, elbows on his knees, eyes locked on his laceless shoes.  
 
    “Kevin? Did you hear me?” 
 
    This was met with a subtle nod 
 
    He’s listening, at least.  
 
    “Okay, good.”  
 
    Screech’s intention in coming here was to try and find out if Kevin was guilty of what he’d admitted to. But now, being here, seeing Kevin in person, he realized how foolish this was. In his mind, Screech had pictured this scene differently. He’d had a romantic idea of alternating squinting eyes as he grilled the man behind bars, seeing through the lies, the bullshit, identifying the truth better than any lie detector could. 
 
    You’re a fucking idiot, Screech.  
 
    But he was an idiot who had burned his final favor to be here, so Screech squinted his right eye and began to speak. 
 
    “Kevin, we don’t have much time. If I am to help you, I need you to tell me what happened. Just tell me what happened before you were arrested.”  
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Kevin, please—” 
 
    The man slowly lifted his head and his hazel eyes focused on Screech. 
 
    “I killed him,” Kevin whispered. 
 
    Screech pushed his lips together in a frown and squinted the opposite eye. 
 
    “Okay, let’s not lead with that. Tell me what happened before you sat on that couch.”  
 
    “I killed him.” 
 
    “Right. Can you tell me anything about that day? Anything at all? What you had for breakfast, maybe? Whether you jerked off or not?”  
 
    How about, where did the blood come from? Where’s Connery’s body? Why did you kill your partner?  
 
    “There was… so much blood.” Kevin looked down at his hands, turning them over to see the backs.  
 
    The Macbeth routine… it was a sign? A good sign? Bad?  
 
    Screech had no idea. At least it wasn’t an admission of guilt. Or was it? 
 
    “Where did the blood come from?” Screech asked, trying to continue the narrative that Kevin had started. 
 
    “So much of it… so, so much. I didn’t know a person had that much blood.” 
 
    Screech filled his upper lip with air. 
 
    “How did you get it all over you?” he asked. 
 
    “I—I—” The man made eye contact again. “I don't know. But the cops—the cops said…” he sighed painfully. “There’s just so much blood. It was everywhere.” 
 
    Fearing that Kevin was becoming fixated, now Screech decided to change course.  
 
    “Did you meet Connery at work? At the office?” 
 
    “I don't—I don't remember.” 
 
    This was far more frustrating than Screech had expected.  
 
    “Kevin, I can’t help you if you don’t talk to me,” he said loudly. “Tell me what happened.”  
 
    A flicker of lucidity flashed in the man's eyes. It didn't last, but it was enough to let Screech know that there was someone behind them. 
 
    “Let’s start easy. What day did this happen?” 
 
    “Sunday,” Kevin said. His tone was still languid, but at least he answered and wasn’t moaning about blood.  
 
    “All right, Sunday. So, Sunday night you were found with your—in your office. Is that correct?” 
 
    Reinforcing the known. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. And do you usually meet with Connery on Sunday?” 
 
    Kevin glanced down. 
 
    “Focus.” Screech snapped his fingers. “Do you usually meet on Sundays?” 
 
    “N–n–no. Not usually. But he just got back from Vegas on Saturday, and he was too tired. We usually meet—our meeting was planned for early Monday morning, but I—I—I’m never gonna meet with him again.” 
 
    Screech tried to follow along. 
 
    “Wait, so you don’t usually meet on Sundays? Who wants to meet on a Sunday, right?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Kevin agreed. “I mean, no.” 
 
    “So, you just met with Connery to kill him, right?” 
 
    Kevin recoiled from the bluntness of Screech’s words. 
 
    “No, seriously. You said you killed him, so that was the point of the impromptu meeting, right?”  
 
    “I—I—the cop said… so much blood…” 
 
    “Yeah, you keep repeating the same shit, Kevin. How did you kill Connery? Did you stab him? Slice him and dice him? I don’t think you shot him—I doubt bullets would cause that much blood. And I've seen the photograph, Kevin—there was a lot of blood. I mean a lot. The thing is, you seem like a smart guy, getting your MBA, starting your own business, so why do you kill your partner in your office and then just wait there, covered in blood, to be caught?” 
 
    Kevin swallowed hard. 
 
    “There’s always someone smarter than you.” 
 
    “Right,” Screech said slowly, attributing the strange comment to shock. “Just tell me one thing, Kevin, and I’ll leave. How did you kill Connery?”  
 
    “I don't know. I don't remember. All I remember is waking up… and the blood. I remember the blood. I was supposed to meet with Connery on Monday—but he wanted Sunday. I was going to tell him that he’s done, he's done with the business. All that money he spent in Vegas, he was ruining everything, all our hard work was going to shit.”  
 
    By the end of the sentence, Kevin was practically yelling. He rose to his feet and approached the bars. Screech stepped back as the man gripped the cold metal in each hand and bared his teeth.  
 
    “I don't know,” he hissed. “I don't know how he died; all I know is that I killed him.” 
 
    This had gone sideways very quickly. Screech wasn’t sure what to ask next, but he had a feeling that the meeting was important, that dates were important. Maybe if he could prove that the meeting had been Connery’s idea then they could argue self-defense? Plead second or third or some other degree that wasn’t first-degree murder? 
 
    Screech shrugged and came to terms with the fact that he had no idea what he was doing. 
 
    “All right, all right. Listen, Kevin, our time is almost up here, and I don't know when I’m gonna be able to see you again. But is there anyone else who knew your schedule? Anybody who can confirm that you don’t usually meet on Sundays? That Connery was in Vegas and then requested the meeting? Anyone?” 
 
    Behind him, he heard footsteps approaching.  
 
    “I killed him,” Kevin hissed. He pulled his hands back from the bars as if they were scalding.  
 
    “Kevin, can you just—” 
 
    “Time’s up,” Dunbar said. “You gotta go. He’s being moved in five.” 
 
    Screech ignored the detective. 
 
    “Kevin? Do you have a secretary? Notes? A day planner?” 
 
    “Screech, you have to go. Now.” 
 
    Screech turned and glared at Dunbar. 
 
    “One fucking second, man. C’mon.” 
 
    “They’re in the building! I could lose my fucking job.” 
 
    Screech pointed at Kevin. 
 
    “He could lose his fucking life!” 
 
    Dunbar looked furious but stepped back and Screech addressed Kevin one final time. 
 
    “The meeting, did—” 
 
    “My girlfriend did our schedules,” Kevin said in such a low voice that Screech wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly. 
 
    Screech heard more footsteps now—several steps. They weren’t in the hallway yet, but they sounded as if they were approaching. 
 
    Dunbar cursed and Screech held a finger out to him. 
 
    “What’s her name? Kevin, what’s your girlfriend's name?” 
 
    Kevin looked up. 
 
    “Her name is Wendy Sinclair.” 
 
    Screech’s jaw fell open just as Dunbar grabbed his shoulder. 
 
    “Go,” the detective hissed in his ear. “Get the fuck out of here!” 
 
    His mind spinning, Screech turned and ran. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Drake struggled to break free, but the man dragging him into the alley was too strong. Even with one of the assailant’s hands still gripping his gun, Drake couldn’t even turn. 
 
    Despite the imminent danger, his thoughts were on Mackenzie Hart, picturing him whistling as he walked to his car. 
 
    This is my chance, Drake thought incoherently. This is my chance to get him—to make him pay. I’ll never have another opportunity.  
 
    He redoubled his efforts and managed to swivel his hips and then drove his elbow backward. It hit something hard as steel, but it did the job. The man’s grip lessened, and Drake broke free, swinging the gun around as he turned. 
 
    “Don’t fucking shoot, Drake,” a familiar voice snapped. 
 
    Drake squinted hard trying to make out the person in the shadows. The gun barrel quivered.  
 
    “Put the fucking thing away, Jesus.” 
 
    “Leroy?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s fucking me, man,” Leroy said. He moved forward, his hands raised. “Don’t shoot.”  
 
    “The fuck are you doing here?” 
 
    Leroy’s presence brought everything into stone-cold clarity and Drake looked at the gun.  
 
    Was I… was I going to kill Mackenzie Hart? Just shoot him fucking dead if he didn’t do as I asked? 
 
    “Drake?” 
 
    No—no, I was just going to threaten him. 
 
    But deep down, Drake wasn’t so sure.  
 
    “Drake, can you please…?” 
 
    Realizing that he was still aiming the gun in Leroy’s general direction, he shoved it into his holster.  
 
    Leroy moved even closer, still showing Drake his palms. 
 
    “I went to your apartment, but you weren’t there. I thought… what the fuck are you doing back here, Drake?” 
 
    Drake ran his hand through his hair and winced. He was still drunk but had sobered up considerably since being attacked. Or saved, however you wanted to look at it.  
 
    Leroy’s eyes darted to Drake’s holster.  
 
    “You were—” 
 
    “No,” Drake lied. “I just…” 
 
    He couldn’t finish the sentence because he didn’t know what to say. Whatever came out of his mouth would have been another lie, which seemed par for the course, but Drake couldn’t come up with anything that wasn’t halfway ridiculous.  
 
    Leroy must have a soft spot for the pathetic because his surprise and anger melted into pity. He slowly lowered one hand and placed it on Drake’s shoulder.  
 
    “Come on, let's get you cleaned up.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Just one more drink,” Drake mumbled as he braced himself against Leroy's desk. He bumped the man's monitor, but Leroy caught it before it crashed to the floor. “Just one more. I know you got some shit in here.” 
 
    Leroy took him to the couch near the back of the office and sat him down.  
 
    “The only thing you’re going to drink is water.” 
 
    Drake’s thirst was relentless. On the way to DSLH, he’d come to grips with just how close he’d been to doing something horrible. 
 
    And he wanted to drown that realization. And fast.  
 
    “One more fucking drink.” 
 
    Drake tried to narrow his eyes and glare at the other man, convince them with a stare, but Leroy frowned. Even if Drake had been stone-cold sober and in good shape, two things that were unlikely to ever happen again, Leroy was unlikely to be intimidated by him.  
 
    He was just too big, too strong. 
 
    “Drink some fucking water and lie down.” 
 
    Drake gave up, and he threw his hands in the air as if to say, where’s the water, then? Leroy grabbed a bottle from beside the fancy coffee maker, opened it, and thrust it at him. Drake took one sip. Realizing how thirsty he was, Drake gulped the cold liquid, about half of which dribbled down his chin and soaked the front of his shirt. Within moments, the bottle was empty, and he crushed the plastic in his hand.  
 
    “Happy?” 
 
    He tried to hand the bottle back to Leroy, but the man didn’t take it.  
 
    “Sleep it off, Drake.” 
 
    Once again, Drake wanted to tell Leroy to fuck off, to stop acting like his mother, but he was too tired to argue. Too tired and too drunk. Grimacing, Drake went from seated to lying down. For some reason—probably because of the rough sensation of the worn couch on his temple—Drake thought about Beckett being here, about his friend lying on this very couch with a bandage on his head following brain surgery. 
 
    That's what you need, Drake. Some sort of brain surgery to fix what’s wrong with that skull of yours. 
 
    As his eyes started to close, Drake felt the pressure in the office change as a door opened. 
 
    In his deluded mind, he thought it was McKenzie Hart coming to exact his revenge and he tried to sit up, but his body was already asleep.  
 
    Somewhere far away, he heard Screech say, “What the hell is he doing here?” 
 
    Leroy's reply was confusing, and Drake wasn't sure if he’d just imagined it. 
 
    “Same thing I am—getting ready to work on this horrible case you decided to take on.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Drake had lived through some bad hangovers in his lifetime, but this one ranked up with one of the worst. His neck was stiff, his head throbbed, especially his nose, his hand ached, it felt as if he'd swallowed a squirrel tail, and his eyes were so red that when he opened them, even though he could manage little more than twin slits, the world had a strange reddish hue to it. 
 
    At least it was a world he recognized, although at this point, he wasn't sure he wanted to. 
 
    The infamous DSLH Investigations. Perhaps the worst PI firm in New York, maybe even the country. 
 
    Led by him, the ignominious Damien Drake, an alcoholic, recalcitrant ex-detective, and all-around deadbeat friend.  
 
    Then there was Screech, sullen, bitter, and perpetually on his period. 
 
    Leroy, pumped so full of testosterone that his eyelids were vascular, was also present, looking as if he wanted to punch a hole in the wall.  
 
    “You guys been here all night?” Drake asked with a groan. 
 
    “What happened to your face?” Screech asked with a frown. The man’s eyes drifted toward Leroy. “Wait, did Leroy do that?” 
 
    “No,” Leroy replied. “And it's almost noon, Drake. We went home and slept and came back.” 
 
    Drake glanced at the door, saw that the sun was out, then immediately regretted this decision. He closed his eyes and shoved the heels of his hands into each socket. 
 
    “Fuck me,” he grumbled. 
 
    “You want to talk about last night?” Leroy asked. He was trying to keep his voice down for Drake’s benefit, but he still sounded like a thunderclap in an elevator.  
 
    “No,” Drake replied, palms still pressed against his face.  
 
    “Really? Because you were—” 
 
    “I said no, Leroy.” 
 
    He lowered his hands and opened his eyes in time to see Leroy and Screech exchange glances, but they didn't say anything. Drake wasn’t sure if this was because they still respected him—doubtful—or they were just worried that if they disobeyed him, he was apt to vomit on their shoes. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll keep it professional. Strictly professional,” Leroy said. Drake wished that he’d kept it at that. But he didn’t. He added, “We’re back—DSLH is back in business. Just like the old days.” 
 
    The room went eerily silent, and Drake prayed that the next comment was work-related. 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    “Except for Hanna,” Screech growled. “Where the fuck is Hanna, Drake?” 
 
    Drake sighed and rose from the couch. Still a little drunk, he teetered as he made his way over to the coffee maker. He leaned in close, trying to understand how to make a regular fucking coffee from a machine with more buttons than the NASA control room. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he replied, pressing a button that made the silver machine sputter and cough. Thinking it might explode, Drake winced. 
 
    “Convenient. You were with her, though, right? At the hunting cabin? Where did she go after?” 
 
    Drake pressed another button, which appeared to do absolutely nothing. 
 
    “I don’t fucking know, Screech.” 
 
    In his mind, he pictured his final conversation with the woman. He recalled telling her to leave, to not look back, to put all this behind her. 
 
    “Riiiiiight. You don’t know. You never seem to—” 
 
    “I don’t fucking know!” Drake shouted. “Even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you.” 
 
    He jammed a whole bunch of buttons at once and a strange metal straw-like attachment started hissing at him. Drake slapped the side of the machine, which sent pain shooting from his injured fingers up to his shoulder. 
 
    “Fuck! How the fuck do you use this thing?” 
 
    Leroy walked up to him. 
 
    “What about Yasiv and the DA? What about them—” Screech continued. 
 
    “Screech, c’mon,” Leroy pleaded as he moved Drake out of the way and started fiddling with the machine. “Just the case.” 
 
    Leroy’s sensibility calmed the room.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I know you want answers, but I can’t give them to you,” Drake said. “I honestly don’t know where Hanna is, but she’s safe.” I think. I hope. “And you’re right, I told Yasiv to praise the other PI firm to keep her that way.” 
 
    This non-answer was unsurprisingly inadequate for Screech but when he opened his mouth to complain, the coffee maker wheezed to life making it impossible for any of them to speak.  
 
    Roughly a minute later, Leroy handed Drake the fruits of the machine’s labors.  
 
    “The fuck is this?” Drake whined, looking at the tiny cup with a few ounces of dark liquid at the bottom. He sucked the coffee down in one sip, ignoring the fact that it was near boiling. “I could drink a thousand of these.” 
 
    “Then you better learn how to use this thing,” Leroy said. “Now about the case—” 
 
    “I’m not done yet,” Screech said, and Drake saw Leroy cringe. They’d both hoped that this discussion had come to an end. “All these cryptic answers of yours—classic Drake—are meant to protect her, is that it?” 
 
    “Her and you,” Drake replied. He replicated what Leroy had done moments earlier, but the coffee machine went dark. 
 
    “So, you say. But you wanna know what I think? I think the only thing you're protecting is yourself. And your booze.” 
 
    Drake slapped the machine one final time and then gave up.  
 
    “I don’t have to be here,” he said. “I don’t even want to be here. If you want me to leave, Screech, I’ll leave. You can have this place. I’ll never come back.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s just calm down.” 
 
    It was as if Leroy hadn’t even spoken. 
 
    “Gee, fucking generous of you. All you’d be leaving me is a pile of debt.”  
 
    These words stung. Drake wasn’t sure why, but they did. He couldn’t recall exactly why he’d started the PI business other than just a way to make cash after he’d been kicked out of the NYPD. But he had some affinity toward it, regardless of his lack of aptitude.  
 
    Did he want to keep doing this? Running around after psychopaths like Lucas Lionelle, hunting people whose pastimes included turning human skin into clothing? 
 
    Maybe ‘like’ was the wrong word. Maybe ‘need’ was more appropriate. Regardless, if Screech said the word, he would pack up and leave.  
 
    Debt or not, in the end, they'd be better off without him. 
 
    “If you’d just stop being such a fucking—” 
 
    Leroy stepped in front of Screech. 
 
    “When I came in here this morning,” he began loudly, “there were four names on that door, four initials. One's not here and is unlikely to be here again. That leaves the three of us. We’re part of this business and this business took on a case. So, let’s solve the fucking thing, do it right. After it’s done, we can scrape some letters off that door, go our separate ways. I could care less.” 
 
    The words were sobering, even for Drake. 
 
    The fuck happened to us? What in the fuck happened to us? 
 
    Drake had no delusions about the past, of them once being a well-oiled machine that operated at maximum efficiency. They’d always been dysfunctional, but that implied some level of actual function. 
 
    Now, they were like a one-legged man attempting to tightrope walk from skyscraper to skyscraper high above New York City. 
 
    They didn’t even fucking move.  
 
    And that had to change.  
 
    “So,” Leroy said, “let’s focus on this case, shall we?” 
 
    Screech and Drake both nodded reluctantly. 
 
    “What—what is the case?” Drake asked, trying to steer the conversation in a less volatile direction. 
 
    Screech glared at him. 
 
    “A case that is guaranteed to make enemies of pretty much every single police officer, detective, attorney… pretty much everybody in New York is going to hate us after this.” 
 
    Drake sighed and he turned his attention back to the stubborn coffee maker. 
 
    “Right,” he said dryly. “Well, we’re lucky then, because that’s my specialty.” 
 
    

  

 
 
    PART II – Occam’s Razor 
 
   



 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “So, let me get this straight, this Kevin guy is found by the cops covered in his partner's blood, soaked in gallons of it, confesses to his murder, but you don't think he did it?” 
 
    “I’m not… I’m not sure,” Screech admitted with a shrug. “I want to think that he didn’t do it, but either way, this case isn’t as cut and dry as it seems. I called in a favor—” Drake scoffed, but Screech kept on going. “—yeah, I called a favor, and I got to go see Kevin Park. He's in solitary on suicide watch, which, between us, I think is more to make sure someone doesn’t try to change his mind about his guilty plea than for his protection, so I doubt we’ll get to speak to him again anytime soon. Also ran into his lawyer, Schneiderman.” 
 
    Drake frowned at this. Schneiderman had helped him on several occasions, but the man was erratic and as unscrupulous as they came. 
 
    “And?” he asked. 
 
    Drake already agreed with Leroy and Screech; this was a sensitive case, to say the least. Back when he was a detective, one of the things he hated most was when PIs challenged him, made it seem like he was doing a shitty job. In general, he hadn’t had a problem with PIs but what they almost always neglected to realize is that while, for them, the case was one of maybe two that they were investigating, while the NYPD was trying to juggle thousands. 
 
    But hell, Drake was on board. One more case, that was his promise, and he was determined to keep it that way. 
 
    “… and I dunno. Something doesn’t feel right. For one, where’s the body? Why kill someone and hide the body, only to confess hours later?” 
 
    “Let’s assume he didn’t do it,” Drake suggested. 
 
    “Oh, he did it, all right,” Leroy stated, his features downcast. “Why else would he confess?”  
 
    Drake detected tension between the two men and wasn’t sure if Leroy was playing devil’s advocate just to piss Screech off.  
 
    “Many possible reasons,” he suggested, trying to stick to the details of the case so as to come up with his own opinion on Kevin’s guilt.  
 
    “Name one,” Leroy challenged. 
 
    “Torture.” It was Screech who blurted the word. “You torture someone for long enough they'll tell you their parents were Big Bird and Oscar the Grouch. They’ll believe it, too.”  
 
    Leroy’s expression soured further. 
 
    “You think that Kevin Park was tortured?” 
 
    “That’s not what I said,” Screech countered. “What I said was—” 
 
    “You said that he was tortured and that's why he—” 
 
    “No, that's not what I said. You just asked for a reason—” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Drake intervened. “I’ve got a blistering headache here and your arguing isn’t helping. The NYPD can use some sketchy tactics, but when I was there, torture wasn’t on the menu. How did he look, Screech?” 
 
    Screech shrugged. 
 
    “Tired, defeated, but not beaten.” 
 
    “Okay,” Drake said with a nod. “There are other reasons for false confessions, like protecting someone else or psychiatric issues, but let’s not get into that right now. Let’s just—” 
 
    “Occam’s razor.” 
 
    All eyes were on Leroy. 
 
    “What?” Screech asked, clearly annoyed. 
 
    “I said, Occam’s razor.” 
 
    “I know what you said—Jesus, did you just learn a new word, or something?” 
 
    Leroy glared at Screech. 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    “Okay, c’mon,” Drake pleaded. “What do you mean, Leroy?” 
 
    “Occam’s razor,” he repeated a third time, not looking away from Screech when he said the words, “is a theory that the simplest answer is usually the correct one. So, what I’m sayin’, is that Kevin was covered in his partner’s blood, and he confessed to his murder. Can’t get more simple than that: he did it.” 
 
    The vice forcing Drake’s temples together tightened a little and he felt vomit rise in his throat.  
 
    “Well, that’s going to be a tough sell for his dad, you know, the one paying us?” Screech countered. When he spoke next, he impersonated Leroy’s voice. “Hey, Mr. Park, so, uhh, we think your son is guilty. Why? Oh, because of, you know, the stuff you told us. The blood, the confession. That cool? Yeah? Awesome, thanks for the cash. See ya, don’t let the door hit you on the ass on the way out.” 
 
    Fearing that this might come to blows, which would be a terrible mistake for Screech, Drake had to physically get between them. 
 
    “This is so productive,” he grumbled. “Look, we don’t have much time. I assume the DA is going to have Kevin in front of that judge ASAP.” 
 
    “As soon as his psych eval is completed,” Screech confirmed. 
 
    “Right. So, we can just argue about bullshit or use our time to figure out exactly what happened.” Drake eyed Leroy. “Even if that means we conclude that Kevin did it.” 
 
    Leroy appeared as if he wasn’t about to back down, but eventually, he gave up. 
 
    “Okay, you get anything out of your meeting with Kevin, Screech?” Drake asked. 
 
    “Not much. He claims he doesn’t remember anything useful, like where the body is or how he killed Connery. He did say, though, that he wasn’t supposed to meet his partner on Sunday. Connery was in Vegas on the weekend, and they had a meeting planned for Monday morning, during which Kevin said he was going to get rid of him.” 
 
    “Please tell me he didn’t use those words.” 
 
    “No, he just said he was fed up with the man spending all their cash in Vegas. Anyway, Connery planned the meeting for Sunday night.” 
 
    “There’s your motive,” Leroy remarked. “Kevin tells Connery that he’s out of the business, they get into an argument and Connery kills him.” 
 
    Drake couldn’t argue with this logic and said as much. 
 
    “But that would make this a second-degree or even manslaughter case. Screech, what are they charging him with?” 
 
    Screech screwed up his face. 
 
    “They just want this to go away. Schneiderman thinks that they’ll offer first degree, fifteen to life with the possibility of parole?” 
 
    Drake was surprised. 
 
    “And he’s going to take this shitty deal?” 
 
    “Yep. The thing is—you’re not going to like this—but Market Slice? The company that Kevin and his partner own? Their assets are frozen. Not just cuz of this case, either. There are some civil suits pending, someone suing them for breaking a non-compete, and some other shit I don’t really understand.” 
 
    “So, no more money?” Leroy scoffed. “Great.” 
 
    Drake and Screech ignored him. 
 
    “You say that Connery planned the meeting and not Kevin? Any proof of this? Because it would definitely go a long way in lowering the charge from murder one.” 
 
    Screech chuckled dryly. 
 
    “Kevin claims that his girlfriend makes the schedules.”  
 
    Screech let this hang in the air as if it was some sort of revelation, but neither Drake nor Leroy understood the significance. 
 
    “And?” Leroy said. 
 
    “And, get this,” Screech paused for effect, “his girlfriend’s name is Wendy Sinclair.” 
 
    Leroy grunted, but Drake was still in the dark.  
 
    “Connery’s sister? She’s Kevin’s girlfriend?” He asked, recalling that Connery’s surname was Sinclair.  
 
    “No,” Leroy said. “The man's wife.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Drake said. “Kevin Park is dating his partner's wife? Like, current wife? Not even ex?” 
 
    “You got it,” Screech answered. “Or, at least, so he says.”  
 
    “We need to confirm this. Anything else?” 
 
    “Just this.” Leroy passed Drake a sheet of paper. One glance, and he knew what it was. 
 
    “This is from when he was arrested?” 
 
    Screech nodded. 
 
    “It looks like he’s sleeping,” Drake noted. “Would you sleep after just killing your partner? I mean, even if you were exhausted wouldn’t you want to clean up some of the blood first?” 
 
    It was a rhetorical question, and nobody replied. 
 
    “Right—which means he probably wasn't sleeping. He was either drunk or high. We gotta find out which.” 
 
    “And how do you plan on doing that?” Leroy asked. 
 
    Drake’s eyes drifted to the coffee maker. It was going to be one hell of a long day. 
 
    “The NYPD would have taken his blood right after they slapped the cuffs on him. Which means, we’re going to have to pay our favorite medical examiner a visit.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    A shower, four aspirin, and a gallon of water later, Drake started to feel more like his usual self. 
 
    Throw in a few slices of white bread, and he was almost back to his normal. 
 
    This case was going to be difficult to navigate—he knew this from the second Screech told him that their client had confessed. And even though he needed to speak to Dr. Nordmeyer it wasn’t as easy as just waltzing in there. He had no jurisdiction. A quick call to Roger Schneiderman confirmed that the DA and his team were dragging their feet with disclosure. Drake didn’t doubt that all of their evidence, including the results of Kevin Park’s post-arrest tox screen, would be sent their way eventually. But it would be done as close to the plea hearing as possible, giving them no time to do any actual investigation. And if Screech was right about his read on Kevin, there was no reason to think that the man would plead anything but guilty. 
 
    But while Screech had called in a favor, Drake was all out of them. Still, he had to try something, which was why he pulled up to 62nd precinct, but instead of parking in the lot, he double-parked out front. Then he reclined the seat in his Crown Vic and lay back, waiting to be approached.  
 
    Drake must have fallen asleep because when there was a knock on his window, he was startled. There was drool on his cheek and he wiped it away and adjusted his sunglasses.  
 
    “Open the window,” an authoritative voice demanded. 
 
    Drake obliged. 
 
    “Uniform Sawyer wanted to give you a ticket,” the man said, “but I told him not to bother—that you probably couldn’t afford it.”  
 
    “Gee, thanks Sergeant Yasiv. What would I do without you?”  
 
    Drake adjusted his seat to an upright position. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Drake?” The sergeant asked, flicking the ash from his cigarette, and then taking a drag. He did not seem pleased. 
 
    “New client, need a favor.” 
 
    Yasiv looked skyward and hauled on his smoke. 
 
    “You don't have any favors left, Drake.” 
 
    “I don't?” 
 
    Yasiv leveled his eyes at him, and Drake removed his sunglasses. 
 
    “No, you don't.” 
 
    “So, you mean to say that me and my team finding out about Donnie Duggar and stopping from making any more skin suits, doesn’t warrant a favor” 
 
    “Maybe—but then I had to cover up the fact that your partner fucking decapitated the man and ran away. So, that’s your favor.” 
 
    Drake's expression hardened. 
 
    They’d never explicitly discussed what had happened in the hunting cabin, but Yasiv was a smart man and had apparently figured it out.  
 
    “What? You want another favor? Well, you had one in the form of very public praise for your PI firm on the big stage, but you chose to take a different route.” 
 
    Drake pictured the video that Mackenzie had sent him shortly after Hanna had disappeared.  
 
    “I don’t think ‘chose’ is the right,” Drake grumbled. “Regardless, I need your help.” 
 
    Yasiv used the butt of his cigarette to light a fresh one. 
 
    “Everyone seems to need my help these days,” he said absently. “But I know the case you’re working, and I can’t do anything about it.” 
 
    “Not even a phone call?” 
 
    This piqued Yasiv’s interest. 
 
    “To whom?” 
 
    “The ME. I just want to know what was in Kevin Park’s blood when he was arrested.” 
 
    Yasiv shook his head. 
 
    “Can’t do that.” 
 
    “Sure, you can,” Drake countered. “I mean, we’re going to find out when the DA sends his files over to Kevin’s lawyer. Why not just put a little call in, give me early access to the ME’s records?” 
 
    “Why not just wait?” 
 
    Drake stared at the sergeant. They both knew ‘why not’. 
 
    Yasiv exhaled a large cloud of smoke. 
 
    “Think you can do that for me?” Drake pressed. 
 
    “Maybe. Just get the fuck out of here—you’re double-parked. 
 
    Drake grinned, knowing he’d gotten his way.  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “You look like shit, by the way, Drake,” Yasiv commented. 
 
    “You look none too pretty, yourself.” 
 
    With that, Drake started his car and was about to drive off, but Yasiv had some parting words for him. 
 
    “I know you’re not gonna listen to me, but you should probably stay away from this one, Drake. It’s not going to be pretty.”  
 
    “It never is,” Drake said as he put the car into drive. “But you're right, I'm not gonna listen to you.” 
 
    He pulled away from 62nd precinct, wishing he never had to see the place again in his entire life, however short that may be. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Screech didn't know what to expect as he pulled up to the Sinclair residence, the home where Connery and his wife Wendy had been living before the man’s apparent death.  
 
    The house itself was nothing short of spectacular. If it had been right in Manhattan, instead of bordering on the suburbs, Screech would have thought it closer to eight figures than seven. Either way, the lawn was immaculately manicured and all the brick on the two-story house appeared to have been recently repointed. The wooden front door was huge, clearly custom made, and looked as if it would require two hands and considerable strength to open.  
 
    Screech got out of the car and observed the house, thinking about the information that Leroy had managed to dig up from city hall. Connery and Wendy had been married for three years following a small ceremony in Martha's Vineyard. From the photographs that Leroy had obtained from Wendy’s archived Instagram account, Kevin hadn’t just been in attendance but appeared to be the best man. The maid of honor was Patricia Grubauer. Both Patricia and Wendy were blonde with tanned skin, high cheekbones, and large, bright eyes. They could've been sisters. 
 
    She was pretty, and a good match for Connery who was as typical a frat boy that Screech had ever seen. In all of the photographs they could find of Connery, he was smiling, revealing perfect teeth. The man had a square jaw, a perfect hairline, and an athletic build.  
 
    A perfect fit for Wendy. 
 
    Kevin, on the other hand, was simply plain. Shorter, but not short, he seemed out of place at the wedding. Whereas everyone else would have fit in in a sorority or a fraternity, Kevin more resembled someone who would be the captain of the chess club or the secretary of the finance association. 
 
    Yet, he, too, like Connery, was beaming in all of the photographs.  
 
    You’re stalling, Screech. 
 
    And indeed, he was—but with good reason. There was no incentive for Wendy Sinclair to speak to him, let alone help.  
 
    If she, like everyone else even tangentially involved in this case, believed that her husband had been murdered by Kevin, why would she offer any information that might lessen the man’s sentence or keep him out of prison? 
 
    Screech sighed and hoped that Drake had better luck, but he doubted it. Dunbar had said that his favors had been used up and Screech took this to mean all of their favors, not just his.  
 
    And what good was Drake if his connections in the NYPD were useless? 
 
    He was just a drunk with PTSD who kept blowing what little cash DSLH had left on booze.  
 
    “Shit,” Screech grumbled and walked up to the door. There was a bell, but he elected to knock on it. The wood felt thick and smooth against his knuckles.  
 
    He heard stirring inside, but when no one called out or opened the door, he said, “Mrs. Sinclair?” 
 
    “If you're a reporter, you can fuck off,” a strained female voice replied immediately. “If you're a cop, you can fuck off, too.” 
 
    This is getting off to a great start. 
 
    “I'm neither, and all I want to do is talk.” 
 
    “I don't want to talk.” 
 
    “Mrs. Sinclair, you may not want to talk to me, but I think it’s in your best interests to do so.  
 
    “Yeah? And why is that?” 
 
    Screech hesitated. 
 
    This wasn't how he liked to do things. Screech was drawn to a more subtle approach—the jackhammer strategy was all Drake's. But they had a time frame here. A tight time frame.  
 
    “Because,” he said, trying to instill his voice with some semblance of authority. “If you don't, I'll have to go talk to someone else. Someone who wants to listen, someone who might be interested in knowing that you were dating the partner of your missing husband.” 
 
    There was a long pause that begged to be broken, but Screech fought the urge. He’d dropped his bomb and it had struck hard. Now he just had to wait to see if the response was one of retaliation or surrender.  
 
    After nearly a full minute, he heard a lock disengage, and then the door opened.  
 
    Wendy stared out, looking not that much different than she did on her wedding day. Her hair wasn’t as done up and she was wearing less makeup, but she didn't appear to be a grieving mess. 
 
    “Missing husband?” she said with a snarl. “Whoever you are, you got your information wrong. Because my husband is not missing.” The snarl became a growl. “Connery isn’t missing—he's dead.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Leroy was glad to finally be alone. Both Screech and Drake were getting on his nerves. At least they hadn’t given him some bullshit job to do. Not only were the jobs that he was stuck with always bottom-barrel stuff, but the delegation had started to grind his gears. This time, he wasn’t going to do the waiter thing or impersonate security detail. Instead, Leroy was here, behind a computer, a place where he felt as comfortable as he did in the boxing ring. 
 
    Leroy flexed his fingers, then got to work, trying to learn as much as he possibly could about Market Slice, the company that Connery and Kevin co-owned. 
 
    The corporate website was fancy, but thin in terms of details. So far as Leroy could tell, Market Slice was a re-distributor of user data. Although he was by no means an expert in this field, Leroy wasn’t naive, either. Every website you visited was recorded. This, in and of itself, wasn’t particularly valuable. But when you combine all the sites you’ve visited, the posts you’ve interacted with, the comments you’ve made, and the groups you’ve liked, a precise profile can be developed. That’s what companies like Market Slice did: they bought user data and then applied their proprietary algorithms to build said profiles. They package these, add a healthy markup, and resell it to advertisers.  
 
    The true value was in the algorithm, but once developed everything was pretty much automated. These companies were even exempt from any anti-privacy legislation or lawsuits because they didn’t collect the data, they just bought it from the sites that did.  
 
    Market Slice touted itself as a leader in market information and data redistribution—marketing speak—but there was no way in telling by the website alone if this was true, or what percentage of the market Connery and Kevin’s company might own.  
 
    The website contained short bios on both men, revealing nothing they didn’t already know. In addition to the two founding partners, there was only one other employee listed: Wendy Swartz.  
 
    When Leroy came across this information, he scratched his head. 
 
    Wendy Swartz, Executive Secretary. 
 
    Unlike Kevin and Connery, there were no details about Wendy, and Leroy was immediately suspicious. It took all of five minutes to unravel the mystery.  
 
    As he’d suspected, Wendy Sinclair’s maiden name was Swartz. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he said to himself. “So, you hired your wife to be the executive secretary. Keep it in the family.” 
 
    There was nothing immoral, let alone illegal about this; simply a method to disguise nepotism.  
 
    Even though Leroy had already scoured social media for Wendy Sinclair nee Swartz and had only managed to come across the wedding photos, he tried again now.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Wendy seemed to have deleted her accounts, which was understandable considering the circumstances.  
 
    Kevin Park had a Facebook page, but it was private—Leroy couldn’t even see the profile picture. He put in a friend request just for shits and giggles.  
 
    What was surprising was that nobody had blocked Connery Sinclair's account. 
 
    What was even more shocking was that it was public. 
 
    It took Leroy some time to filter through the hundreds of RIP messages and you’ll be missed comments, as well as the occasional trolling. Nothing stood out to him, so he moved on to the photographs next.  
 
    There were many party shots of Connery with people Leroy didn’t recognize, as well as obvious showgirls, and most of these appeared to have been taken in Las Vegas. Leroy quickly downloaded all of them in case someone blocked Connery’s account.  
 
    There were very few images of Connery and his partner. In fact, while there were several showcasing Connery and his wife Wendy, Leroy had to scroll back almost a year before he saw one of Connery with Kevin. Even then, this one looked forced, with Connery beaming his iconic smile while Kevin stood beside him, adroitly, with his lips pressed together in a thin line. 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    This was shaping up to look exactly as Leroy suspected it would.  
 
    If Kevin had killed Connery. 
 
    He wasn’t sure why Drake and Screech seemed so opposed to the idea. To him, it was plain as the nose on his face.  
 
    Occam’s fucking razor. 
 
    Kevin Park murdered Connery Sinclair.  
 
    Still, the onus was on the prosecution to prove guilt, and while Leroy would rather be hitting pads in the gym, that’s exactly what he set out to do.  
 
    Drake had told them several times that murder was almost always committed for one of three reasons: greed, lust, or hatred. 
 
    Kevin just so happened to possess the trifecta of motivations.  
 
    Leroy started with greed, but being a private company, Market Slice’s financial data was under wraps. He’d expected as much, but when he did a business registry search things quickly took a strange turn. He found the company listing, but it was flagged for in-person reading only. Try as he might, Leroy couldn’t access any additional information.  
 
    “The fuck is this?” 
 
    He’d never heard of an ‘in-person only’ flagging. Was it just an added layer of insulation, weeding out the casual sleuth who wanted to dig into Connery and Kevin? The case had yet to reach the mainstream media, but people knew about it. Hell, Leroy had read about it. Or was the restrictive action done for another reason? Did it have to do with the impending lawsuits? 
 
    Leroy sighed. 
 
    I need a break from the screen anyway, he thought.  
 
    He stood, stretched, and put his computer to sleep. Leroy didn’t drive, didn’t even have a license, but that was okay; he liked to walk. The business registry office was only six miles away and the fresh air would do him good. 
 
    But after only a few minutes, Leroy realized that it was going to take him a lot longer than he’d initially planned on account of him having to take a more circuitous route to his destination. 
 
    Because Leroy was almost certain he was being followed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, but I cannot reveal details to anyone but law enforcement.” 
 
    Fuck. Thanks a lot, Yasiv. 
 
    “Did Sergeant Yasiv contact you?” Drake asked. 
 
    Dr. Karen Nordmeyer nodded. 
 
    “He did.”  
 
    Drake waited.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Things have been so much easier if Dr. Beckett Campbell had still been the ME.  
 
    “And what did he tell you?” Drake pressed. “I've been hired by Kevin Park's father to look into this case.”  
 
    As he spoke, he pulled out his PI badge, but Dr. Nordmeyer didn’t even glance at it.  
 
    “That's great, but I still can't reveal any details to you—if Sergeant Yasiv wants to come here and get the information and then share it with you directly, that’s his prerogative. But I can’t, in good conscience or legally, reveal any information regarding Kevin Park’s blood work with you.” 
 
    Drake frowned and scratched the back of his head. 
 
    “Look,” he said, trying to reason with the woman. “There's a man who is probably going to spend the rest of his life behind bars. No chance of parole. I just want to make sure the cops got the right guy.  
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer, who had since started to arrange a set of tools for what Drake suspected was an upcoming autopsy, suddenly stopped and looked directly at him. 
 
    “You mean despite the fact that Kevin has already confessed to the murder?” 
 
    The bluntness of the comment took Drake by surprise. So much so, that before he could answer, Dr. Nordmeyer added, “You know what? You shouldn't even be in here. This is reserved for—” 
 
    Drake came to his senses. 
 
    “Let me get this straight, you're saying that everyone who admits to a crime is guilty?” 
 
    Something flashed across the ME’s face. 
 
    “Well, I'm not saying—” 
 
    Drake was like a dog on a ragged bone. He'd come here with a brutal hangover and no idea how he was going to get the information he needed. But now that he’d keyed in on something, Drake let his instincts take over, and for once they didn't lead him to the bottom of a bottle. 
 
    “No, I heard exactly what you said. You condemned this man for admitting to doing something, to confessing to murder. I get that. But what I don’t understand is you implying that because Kevin said it, his words are automatically true.” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer became visibly uncomfortable and in a lame attempt to distract herself, she reached for her tools again. 
 
    Drake stepped between the woman and her cart. 
 
    “We know someone else who claimed to have committed murder, don’t we, Karen?” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer recoiled.  
 
    “That was her fault, she was protecting him.” 
 
    For once, Drake’s hangover was a blessing. If he’d been completely sober, he might’ve said something that would have enraged the woman and put a premature ending to this discussion. 
 
    “Despite what she said, Suzan Cuthbert didn't kill anybody, did she? But somehow you managed to convince her that she had… Suzan really thought she’d killed you.” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer continued to stare at him and for the first time, Drake realized that she was holding a scalpel in her hand. 
 
    And the woman’s grip on the handle was tightening.  
 
    “You and Sergeant Yasiv tried to set her up, didn't you?” 
 
    “She was protecting him,” Dr. Nordmeyer hissed. “Suzan was protecting Dr. Campbell. And we both know what he did. What he is.” 
 
    “Was,” Drake corrected, lifting his chin just a little. As far as Dr. Nordmeyer and the rest of the general public knew, Beckett was dead. “What he was. But the point is, Suzan claimed she killed you, but obviously, she didn't. So, yeah, the fact that Kevin admitted to killing his partner doesn’t have much bearing on my investigation.” 
 
    “Well, Suzan wasn't covered in my blood, was she?” Desperation filled the woman's voice. 
 
    “No, she wasn't. But Kevin Park was. And that’s why I’m here.” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer crossed her arms over her narrow chest and started to chew the inside of her cheek. 
 
    If nothing else, she was a stickler for the rules, a natural tendency that was enhanced given the fact that she was Beckett’s predecessor—a man who didn’t know what a rule was. And now Dr. Nordmeyer was torn. Drake hadn’t directly threatened her, but the implication was there. If she didn’t tell him what he wanted to know, Drake would make some noise about the strange entrapment techniques that the ME and Sergeant had tried to use to ensnare an innocent medical student by the name of Suzan Cuthbert. 
 
    The doctor moved her hand with the scalpel and Drake, not sure what her intention was, stepped back. She placed it beside the other tools and then stretched her fingers.  
 
    “I need to break for lunch,” she said. “When I come back, if you're still here, I will call the cops. And if you ever come in here again without a subpoena or without a man who is an actual police officer, I will call the cops. Do you understand this?” 
 
    Drake understood alright. Normally, he’d be angered by this threat, but they both knew it was just a weak attempt at saving face.  
 
    And he needed this information. Desperately.  
 
    “I get it. Enjoy your lunch.” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer pulled off her gloves with two dramatic snaps and then walked toward the door. She opened it, then looked back at Drake, a condescending expression on her face. 
 
    “Don't touch the bodies.” 
 
    Drake nodded—he had no intention of going anywhere near a body. This was solely an information-collecting mission. He waited for the door to close behind the ME before he rushed to her desk. Right there on top was a file folder with Kevin Park’s name on it. Drake allowed himself a small smile as he skimmed the information within. And then he started to snap pictures.  
 
    After he was done, like a good little boy, Drake left before Dr. Nordmeyer took her first bite of a quinoa and tofu salad.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Screech didn’t know what to make of Wendy’s adamant position that her husband was dead. It could either be a coping mechanism, a way to deny the curse that was hope, or just a method to channel her obvious anger. 
 
    “Well, there’s no body,” Screech reminded her. This was going very differently than he’d expected. While grateful not to have to deal with an inconsolable widow, he wasn’t exactly sure how to deal with this version of grief. “But dead or missing, I still want to talk to you about your boyfriend.”  
 
    The repeated use of the word ‘boyfriend’ was intentional, and it served its purpose. 
 
    “Is that what he told you?” Wendy snapped. “Did that piece of shit Kevin tell you that I was his girlfriend?” 
 
    Screech nodded. 
 
    “Yes. He claimed that you were his girlfriend and that you also did the record-keeping for Market Slice. He said that you might have something to show that Connery was the one who wanted the Sunday night meeting.” 
 
    “Piece of shit,” Wendy grumbled under her breath. “That piece of shit. It’s just like him to make something like that up.” 
 
    Denial—finally something that Screech had anticipated.  
 
    “You didn’t have a relationship with Kevin?” he asked, feigning confusion. 
 
    Wendy crumpled her nose and shook her blonde head. 
 
    “Relationship,” she spat. “Of course not. You’ve seen him, right?” Wendy unexpectedly became enraged. “Is that the best you've got? Coming here with these lies? Who are you, anyway?” 
 
    “I'm a PI,” Screech answered. “I've been hired by—” 
 
    “Jesus, you're a rent-a-cop,” Wendy said, rolling her eyes.  
 
    Screech let this go. 
 
    “Why would Kevin lie? If you didn’t have a personal relationship with the man, why would he lie about it?” 
 
    There was such venom in the woman’s voice when she answered that Screech was genuinely frightened for his safety. 
 
    “Why? Why would he murder my husband?” 
 
    Screech swallowed hard. 
 
    “I-I’m not sure that he did. That’s—that’s kinda why—” 
 
    “I had nothing to do with Kevin Park outside of work,” Wendy interrupted. “Nothing. And that is all I’m going to say to you.”  
 
    The woman slammed the large wooden door closed and Screech, not realizing how close he’d gotten, jumped back to avoid being concussed. The whoosh of oddly foul-smelling air caused him to stumble. 
 
    “Pleasant,” he said under his breath. “What a kind, pleasant woman.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Screech backed away from the Sinclair residence. As he walked, he kept his eyes trained on the large bay window overlooking what must have been the family room. Sure enough, he saw the blinds move and saw a set of green eyes between the slats. When their gaze met, the blinds snapped shut.  
 
    Screech didn't know what to make of this—any of this. 
 
    The only thing he was certain of as he left Wendy Sinclair's house and started to drive back to DSLH Investigations, was that somebody was lying. 
 
    He just wasn't sure if it was the man behind bars who may or may not have also lied about killing his partner, or if it was the woman who claimed to never have had a “personal” relationship with Kevin.  
 
    But while both were motivated to lie, it was on Screech to find out which one was telling the truth. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Leroy pulled his hands out of the center pocket of his sweatshirt, and then picked up the pace. The person following him was a good twenty feet behind, and his purpose in moving more quickly was to determine if his pursuer was going to maintain that distance. 
 
    They did. 
 
    Now, Leroy debated several different options. The first was to start to run with the sole objective of getting away. 
 
    Even though unlike his counterparts, he did not carry a weapon, this held little weight. 
 
    The second was to turn and confront the man directly. This seemed risky, especially if the man was armed. Leroy was confident in his hand-to-hand combat abilities, but at this distance, the man would have no issue getting the jump and pulling a gun, should he have one on him.  
 
    The third option was to disappear into a crowded area, but the streets were relatively empty at this time of day. 
 
    Leroy opted for another course of action.  
 
    He continued to pick up the pace, not quite jogging but moving at a brisk walking pace as if he were late for an important meeting. Ten minutes passed before Leroy found himself in an area populated by small shops. Feigning interest in several of these, Leroy eventually came to a sporting goods store and ducked inside. There, he waited, his eyes on the window. 
 
    “Can I help you?” a salesclerk asked. 
 
    Leroy didn’t look away from the window. 
 
    “I'll only be a second.” 
 
    For once, his skin color and physical appearance came in handy. 
 
    “Oh,” the timid clerk said. “Let me know if there’s anything you need.” 
 
    In his head, Leroy counted to twenty and then went back to the door and burst outside. He grabbed the next person, a man, by the collar and pulled him close.  
 
    “Why are you following me?” Leroy demanded. He was so close to the man's face that he couldn’t make out any specific features. 
 
    “Because I want to help you, Leroy,” the man said in a surprisingly calm voice. “That’s all. I just want to help you.”  
 
    Not feeling any aggression from the other party, Leroy let the man go. With a few inches between them now, he looked the man up and down.  
 
    He recognized him but instead of this alleviating his anger, it redoubled it. This time when Leroy went to grab him, the man stepped back to avoid being touched.  
 
    Leroy became aware of the fact that the salesclerk was staring at them through the very window he’d peered out and a woman walking her poodle had also taken notice. 
 
    He backed off. 
 
    “You want to help me?” Leroy snapped, squinting in the sun. “Why the hell would you want to help me?” 
 
    Mackenzie Hart ran a hand through his hair, which immediately fell back into place. 
 
    “Because you’re a good man, Leroy, and he isn’t.” 
 
    Mac didn’t need to specify who he meant—they both knew the person he was referring to was Damien Drake.  
 
    “And, let me guess, you’re a good man, too?”  
 
    The barb didn’t even register with Mac. 
 
    “You want to go somewhere to talk?” 
 
    “I'm not going anywhere with you. And if you so much as come near me, I'm going to knock your skinny ass out.” To add credence to the threat, Leroy clenched his fists. 
 
    Mac, clearly not interested in a physical altercation, put his hands up and backed up.  
 
    “I'm sorry I followed you, I just needed to make sure I got you alone.” 
 
    “So, you waited for twenty minutes until I grabbed you?” 
 
    Mac shrugged. 
 
    “I’m not lying—I want to help you. Can I ask you something, Leroy?” Leroy knew that he’d been roped into a conversation he did not want to have but saw no way out of it. “How's it going at DSLH?” 
 
    “None of your fucking business.” 
 
    “Fair enough, but are you happy there? Really happy? Things are great at Hart Investigator. Flush with cash and we’re always looking for good people to work with us.” 
 
    Leroy pursed his lips and remained silent. 
 
    Mac sighed as if this were boring him a little. 
 
    “I know all about you, Leroy, I know what happened to your brother, Declan. I also know why you think you’re indebted to Damien Drake. But you’ve got it twisted. He’s the one who owes you and not the other way around. That place—naw, not the place, that man, he’s a cancer. You know it. And the longer you stay there, the more fucked up you’ll become until there’s nothing left.” 
 
    If there had been no truth to the man’s words, that would have been the end of it. Leroy would have told Mac to fuck off and then went on his merry way. But that wasn’t the case. 
 
    “It happened to Hanna, and it’ll happen to you.” 
 
    The mention of his partner’s name struck a chord with Leroy.  
 
    “So, out of the goodness of your heart, you just want to help me, huh? Am I supposed to just ignore the fact that you took all of our business and now you want to poach our entire team?” 
 
    Mackenzie Hart cocked his head to one side. He made no attempt to deny that at least a portion of his motivation was to screw Drake.  
 
    “No. Don’t ignore it. But let me offer an olive branch: I know something about your case, something that you’ll find very valuable.” 
 
    This intrigued Leroy and he nodded encouragingly.  
 
    “The Sinclair case,” Mac clarified unnecessarily.  
 
    As annoyed and frustrated as Leroy was, he was tempted to accept this branch, which, of course, would have to be taken with a grain of salt, given the source. Still, he hated the feeling of being manipulated. 
 
    “Unless you can tell me where Connery Sinclair's body is, I'm not interested.” 
 
    Mackenzie raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I can do you one better, but first you need to agree to something.” 
 
    Leroy's eyes narrowed. 
 
    There’s no such thing as a free lunch.  
 
    Not knowing exactly what he was getting himself into, Leroy didn’t agree. He didn’t disagree, either, however. He just stood there, in the middle of the sidewalk, now with a growing crowd around them. 
 
    “I get it, you're suspicious, and you should be. But I’m not asking for much. I just want you to listen.” 
 
    “Listen?” Leroy scoffed. He thought back to last night and Drake, drunk, yielding a gun with the intention of killing the man before him now. 
 
    Maybe you owe me, Leroy thought. For saving your life, even though you don’t know it. 
 
    “Yeah, let me explain to you why I’m doing the things I’m doing. Why I know that Damien Drake, your boss, is a bad man. Why you’d be much happier working with me than him.” 
 
    “He's not my boss,” Leroy instinctively shot back. 
 
    A small smile broke out on Mackenzie's face. A knowing smile. 
 
    Technically, what Leroy had said was true: Drake wasn’t his boss. But in practice? The man sure as hell acted as if he were. He made decisions that affected them all without any input. He’d done that from the beginning and Leroy, being a smart man, knew that it would be that way in the end.  
 
    “Just listen—ten minutes, that’s it—and then you can do whatever you want. Leave, stay, whatever. Whatever you decide, I’ll tell you what I know about Connery Sinclair.” 
 
    Leroy’s thoughts turned to Hanna. Hanna… something had happened in the hunting cabin. If he were to bet, Leroy would have put money on Hanna having killed the Straw Man. But why had she run? He couldn’t figure that out. Surely, she wouldn’t have been charged with anything. 
 
    Drake knew why, but he refused to tell him or Screech. 
 
    There were very few parallels between that incident and what was happening now, but they both felt wrong. Wrong and manipulative.  
 
    And Leroy couldn’t stand it. 
 
    “Let me tell you something first,” Leroy said, his back straightening. “If you follow me again, I won’t grab you. I’ll hit you. Hard. And you won't get back up.”  
 
    Leroy turned and started to walk in the direction of the business registry office. With each step, he had to fight the urge to turn and take Mackenzie up on his offer. 
 
    Which one—the job or the conversation—was still in the air. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Drake was struggling to put the photograph from his phone onto the computer when the door to DSLH swung inward. 
 
    A red-faced Screech stormed in. 
 
    “No luck with the wife?” Drake asked. Even though he’d spoken in a normal voice, his words startled Screech.  
 
    “Wendy Sinclair says her husband is dead, and that she never had anything to do with Kevin Park outside of business hours. Kevin Park, on the other hand, claims that he was dating her, or had dated or at some point, I dunno,” he said after collecting himself. 
 
    “Not cooperative, huh?” 
 
    Drake loathed the fact that talking to his longtime partner and friend had become so awkward, but this is where the relationship was. 
 
    “Not in the least.” 
 
    “Do you blame her?” Drake asked. 
 
    Screech flopped into his chair and leaned back.  
 
    “I dunno. Not really. Would you wanna help the private investigator hired by the man who confessed to murdering your husband?”  
 
    “Probably not. How did she seem?” 
 
    Screech swiveled his chair to look at Drake. 
 
    “Honestly? More pissed than sad. Didn’t look like she’d shed a tear.” 
 
    Drake internalized this. He’d seen every type of grief during his time and wasn’t sure any one category was more real or caring than another. They just were. 
 
    “What about you?” Screech asked. “Any big revelation from our dear friend Dr. Nordmeyer?” 
 
    “Other than the fact that she's a raging cunt?” 
 
    “No real surprise there.” 
 
    Drake shrugged. 
 
    “Maybe—I strong-armed her into getting access to the blood work. I need your help getting it onto the computer, though.” 
 
    Screech wandered over and picked up Drake’s cell phone. He plugged it in, did some sort of computer voodoo, and there it was: the photographs from his phone on the computer screen. 
 
    This felt strangely normal. The animosity that Screech had exhibited earlier in the day was tempered and Drake, still battling his hangover, couldn’t even bring himself to act ornery.  
 
    “What am I looking at?” Screech asked. 
 
    “This here—” Drake scrolled down, “—is the blood taken from the crime scene. As you can see, it’s a match to Connery. One in twelve billion chance it belongs to someone else. And—” 
 
    “He had alcohol and small amounts of cocaine in his blood?” Screech asked as he moved closer to the monitor.  
 
    “Yep. Nothing to write home about, though. Not surprising, either, considering that you told me he just got back from Vegas.” 
 
    “Probably just leftovers from a night of partying,” Screech said, verbalizing what they were both thinking. 
 
    Drake grabbed the mouse and switched to another photo.  
 
    “This was what I was looking for,” he said, pointing at a particular line. 
 
    “Well, that explains why he was sleeping.” 
 
    “Benzodiazepine,” Drake read out loud. He tried to lean back as Screech had done but nearly fell—his wooden chair wasn’t built for anything but torture.  
 
    “Is that a lot?” Screech asked. 
 
    Drake hadn’t had a chance to look up online the effects of this level of the drug in a person’s blood.  
 
    “I don’t know—that’s Leroy’s domain.” 
 
    “Where the fuck is he, anyway?” Screech asked, looking around as if the man was hiding in plain sight. 
 
    Drake shrugged. When he’d left, Leroy was on the computer, trying to dig up as much as he could on Kevin and Connery and their business.  
 
    “Probably at the gym,” he remarked. 
 
    “Anything else in Dr. Nordmeyer’s files?” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “Don’t think so.” 
 
    They fell silent, awkwardly silent, as if on a first date, before Screech blurted, “Well, that might explain why Kevin was sleeping, but it doesn't explain why he killed his partner. No bath salts, no PCP, no Cerebrum.” 
 
    “Cerebrum?” Drake asked, unfamiliar with the drug. 
 
    “Never mind.”  
 
    Drake cleared his throat. 
 
    “We spend most of our day running around the city and come up with what? A pissed-off wife confirms something we already know and we find out that Kevin may or may not have anxiety. We’re no closer to finding a body or a weapon.” 
 
    “And no closer to getting our friend Kevin Park out of jail,” Screech said dejectedly. He walked over to his desk, pulled out a wad of cash, and flashed it to Drake. “I’m beginning to think that if we want to get anywhere, we might have to grease some serious wheels. And if that’s the case, then his three k isn’t going to cut it.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    It didn't take Leroy long to find out the information he was seeking about Market Slice. When he asked the person behind the business registry office desk for information on the company, the thin man acted as if someone had recently requested the same information. 
 
    Probably Mackenzie Hart, Leroy thought with disdain. 
 
    According to the records, Market Slice LLC was established three and half years ago by two people: Kevin Park and Connery Sinclair, both listed as co-presidents. Under business operations, there was a generic description of what Market Slice did, which Leroy already knew. Both men owned exactly fifty percent of the business.  
 
    There were other details that meant nothing to Leroy, but he took pictures just in case. As he brought the papers back to the front desk, the man asked, “You want to know if there are any liens on the company? About the lawsuits?”  
 
    “That would be peachy.” 
 
    Someone was definitely here before me, Leroy concluded. 
 
    “One second.” The man vanished into a back room only to return ten seconds later. “Here you go.” He offered two additional folders and Leroy took pictures of every document within. “This has to do with that murder, right?” 
 
    Leroy glanced up and the man’s narrow shoulders inched toward his ears.  
 
    “I recognize the name—Kevin Park. A reporter from Channel 5 news was here just a couple of hours ago. After they left, I did a little Internet sleuthing, you know? That’s why I had the folders at the ready just in case someone else came in looking for them.” 
 
    So, it wasn’t Mackenzie Hart after all. Then what information could he possibly have about Connery? Was that just a ploy for Leroy to agree to a sit-down? 
 
    He shook his head, which was misinterpreted by the record-keeper.  
 
    “Yeah, murder, man. Rumors have it that Kevin is like a vampire or something? Drained all of the other guy’s blood.” 
 
    Leroy raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I mean, that’s just what they say. I dunno.” 
 
    Leroy licked his lips. 
 
    “Can you tell me why I had to come down here?” 
 
    The man smiled and cocked a hip. 
 
    “To stare at my pretty face?” 
 
    “Other than that,” Leroy played along. “Why was the file locked online?” 
 
    “Lemme check.”  
 
    When the man turned to his computer, Leroy looked at the pages in his hands. There were three lawsuits pending against the company, all for theft of digital property. A side note mentioned that were civil suits against both Kevin and Connery for breach of contract and violation of non-compete clauses. All were issued by one company: Ad-X.  
 
    “So, it looks like this was done two weeks ago.” 
 
    Leroy looked up, confused. 
 
    “The online block? Well, it was requested by the company itself two weeks ago.” 
 
    “Really? Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know—doesn’t say.” 
 
    Leroy stuffed the pages back into the folder and handed them over. 
 
    “Did the reporter ask for these, too? Or just the regular stuff about Market Slice?” 
 
    The man grinned. 
 
    “She didn't ask, so I didn't offer. You on the other hand…” 
 
    Leroy started to blush.  
 
    “If anyone else comes in here asking about Market Slice, perhaps you keep these behind the counter unless specifically asked for. Can you do that?” 
 
    The man's grin grew. 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    Leroy offered him a coquettish smile and a thank you. 
 
    Once outside, he dialed Screech’s number. He answered on the first ring. 
 
    “You back at the shop?” Leroy asked, looking around to see if Mac was following him.  
 
    “Yeah, what's up?” 
 
    “I have something that might be useful. Be there in twenty.”  
 
    If Mac was following him, he was doing a much better job of it now than he had before. Which was good, because Leroy hadn’t worked out yet today and he wouldn’t have hesitated to turn the man into a human punching bag. 
 
    Then maybe they’d talk. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    “I'm no expert in tranquilizers—I know more about DMT than I do this shit,” Leroy remarked as he stared at the screen. 
 
    “Can you tell if it’s enough to knock him out?” Drake asked, his eyes drifting to the photograph of Kevin Park on the bloody couch. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so. You know, he could have just Googled this.” 
 
    “Then what would you need you for?” Screech joked. 
 
    Drake shot the man a look, but the insult was surprisingly well taken. 
 
    “Well, for one, to flirt with the guy at the registry office to get this.” Leroy pushed Screech aside, unplugged Drake’s phone, and replaced it with his own. “We already knew pretty much everything—Market Slice is jointly owned by Con and Kevin.”  
 
    “No silent partner wanting them both out of the picture?” Drake asked, grasping for straws. 
 
    “Nope. Not anyone listed on the official documentation.” 
 
    “Great,” Drake exclaimed, interlacing his fingers. “So, we’re—” 
 
    “Jesus, Drake, have some patience.” Leroy pulled up another page. “I can’t handle you being grumpy and impatient.” 
 
    “It’s just the hangover.” When Leroy and Screech gave him matching queer looks, Drake added, “That was a joke.” 
 
    “Right. Well, maybe don’t try it again. You might hurt yourself,” Leroy said. He pointed at the screen. “Three lawsuits for stealing digital property and civil suits for breaking a non-compete.” 
 
    “We knew that already,” Screech noted. 
 
    “You, too? Shit, I can’t even get a full sentence out with you guys. Yeah, we knew that already. But what we didn’t know… drum roll… was that all of these are levied by one company: Ad-X.” 
 
    “Motive,” Screech said. 
 
    Leroy snapped his finger and pointed at Screech. 
 
    “Bingo. Rather than a long-drawn-out trial, whoever is behind Ad-X just decides to kill Connery and frame Kevin.” 
 
    Drake groaned. 
 
    “What?” Leroy asked.  
 
    “Occam’s razor,” Screech said. 
 
    Drake chuckled, remembering how annoyed Screech had been at Leroy earlier in the day after bringing the rule up.  
 
    “I know, I know,” Leroy argued. “But what the hell, I’m trying here.” 
 
    “Try harder—how would Ad-X convince Kevin to confess to killing Connery?” Drake asked. 
 
    “Maybe someone is forcing him to lie,” Screech offered. 
 
    “Not this again,” Leroy said with an eye roll. 
 
    “No, not torture. Maybe threatening his wife, kids, someone he loves.” 
 
    “Except,” Drake cut in, “he doesn’t have a wife or kids. And I don’t get the impression, based on what you’ve told me, Screech, that Kevin would be convinced to go to prison for life for his father’s sake.” Seeing the dejected looks on his partner’s faces, he quickly followed with, “But let’s run with this a little. The question is, is Market Slice making enough cash for this sort of murder and twisted extortion to make sense?” 
 
    “Roger Park implied as much,” Screech replied. 
 
    “Roger Park is also desperate for us to save his son’s life,” Drake said.  
 
    “Okay, there’s also the fact that Connery was allegedly traveling to Vegas and spending heaps of cash.” 
 
    “Yeah, because only rich people go to Vegas,” Leroy said. 
 
    Drake found himself shaking his head without thinking about it. They weren’t grasping for straws; they were bobbing for apples in a barrel full of pears. 
 
    “Fuck. We need something—a body, something. Where the hell did Kevin go after killing Connery?” 
 
    Drake’s query was met with silence. 
 
    “Cell phone. Maybe I can track his cell phone,” Screech proposed. “Anyone know where it is?” 
 
     Again, no answer. 
 
    “There's something else we don't have,” Leroy said in a tone that immediately got Drake’s attention. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    Leroy was staring at his phone, and he turned it around.  
 
    “Time. I put an alert on my phone if Kevin or Connery were mentioned on the news. And now, they both have. Apparently, Kevin Park is going to be arraigned in twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Shit,” Drake cursed. 
 
    “I don't get it?” Screech said. And then his jaw went slack. “Oh, no. Twenty-four hours?” 
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
    “Yep—in twenty-four hours Kevin Park is going to stand in front of a judge and plead guilty to murdering his partner. And nothing we say or do after that is going to matter one bit.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Screech hung up the phone. 
 
    “Schneiderman says that he got the offer and it’s exactly what he thought it would be. Murder one, possibility of parole.” 
 
    “Did he share this with Kevin?” Drake asked. 
 
    “Nope. Still doesn’t have access. Says he’ll confer before the arraignment hearing.” 
 
    This all seemed ass-backward to Drake. 
 
    “What about Kevin’s psych evaluation?” 
 
    “Not completed yet.” 
 
    “Could he fail?” Leroy asked. “I mean, if he fails, that’ll give us more time, right?” 
 
    “Nobody fails,” Drake said.  
 
    These words triggered something in him, and an idea began to form in his head. It was a stretch, a long shot, but that’s all they had. The sticking point was that it required more cash.  
 
    Cash they didn’t have. 
 
    “We need more money,” he said absently. 
 
    Leroy raspberried. 
 
    “Hell yeah, we do.” 
 
    Drake looked at him and then Screech. 
 
    “Call Roger Park. We need—how much money did he give you in the first place?” 
 
    “Three grand,” Screech confirmed.  
 
    Drake did some mental math. 
 
    “Not enough. We need at least seven more. Try to get Roger on the phone, get him to pony up more cash.” 
 
    Screech walked away and made the call.  
 
    “Leroy, what happens to Market Slice if Kevin goes down for his partner's murder?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Let’s suppose that the company makes a lot of cash and that they have millions in the bank somewhere—” 
 
    “And generating more.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “These sorts of companies are automated—it keeps on making money as long as people keep using the Internet.” 
 
    Drake paused. 
 
    “But what happens to this money if Kevin is locked up? You looked into the business.” 
 
    “I have no idea. Normally, I would say that the company would go to Wendy and maybe Roger…” Leroy raised both eyebrows. “But with the lawsuits pending? Who knows? I’m no business law expert.” 
 
    “Neither am I,” Drake admitted. “And that’s another reason we need more cash. To hire a consultant, which ain’t gonna be cheap with this schedule. We also need to get a hold of Ad-X, see what their beef is.” When Leroy failed to mobilize, Drake massaged the back of his neck. “I was, uhh, thinking that maybe you could be the—” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Leroy’s tone wasn’t accusatory, but it wasn’t conciliatory, either.  
 
    Not used to being put on the spot like this, Drake blurted, “Vegas,” 
 
    “Vegas?” Leroy sounded surprised. 
 
    “Yea,” Drake began hesitantly, “I think I'm going to take a little trip to Vegas.” 
 
    Leroy had been leaning on Drake’s desk but now he stood up straight. He’d changed all right, only Drake hadn’t realized how much until this very moment.  
 
    “No fucking way.” 
 
    Drake was shocked by the outburst. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “No fucking way you’re going to Las Vegas while we stay here doing bitch work.” 
 
    Drake felt like rising to his feet but was worried that this might be considered an act of aggression and they needed to keep it together to get anything done. They had less than one day to figure this shit out.  
 
    Drake remained seated. 
 
    “It's not a vacation, Leroy.” 
 
    Leroy refused to give in. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “What's going on?” Screech asked, putting his phone away. 
 
    “I—” Drake began, but Leroy interrupted him. 
 
    “Drake wants to go to Vegas.” 
 
    Screech’s reaction was the same as Leroy’s had been moments before. 
 
    “Vegas?” 
 
    “You told me that Connery came back from Vegas and immediately moved his meeting with Kevin from Monday morning to Sunday night. I wanna know why and if there’s one place where favors don’t matter it’s Vegas. Only money matters there,” Drake explained. 
 
    “Makes sense,” Screech agreed. “Some of the last people to see him alive are there.”  
 
    “Screech,” Leroy protested. “You can't be serious.” 
 
    “Hold up. All I’m saying is that I think it's a good idea for someone to go to Vegas.” 
 
    Drake, seeing where this was going, immediately tried to course correct. 
 
    “I-I can't use a fucking computer. All thumbs. I won’t—” 
 
    Drake stopped talking when Screech stood directly beside Leroy. 
 
    “There’s free booze in Vegas—there’s no way you’re going to find anything out bumbling around half-drunk asking about a rich frat boy. You’ll be as likely to get yourself arrested as to find out anything important.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Can you imagine?” Leroy said, his tone shifting. He shuffled to his right; mimicking Drake stooped posture. “Gimme a Johnnie Blue an’ tell me about this guy with the hair, you know? The teeth?” 
 
    Screech laughed. It was a small, tight laugh, but it was genuine.  
 
    “Real funny.”  
 
    Drake felt the corner of his lips start to lift, but the smile wasn’t inspired by the teasing. It was because they were finally taking over. Screech and Leroy were putting their feet down and doing what they should have done a long time ago. 
 
    Maybe they' will be all right without me, Drake thought. And this made him smile even more.  
 
    “I'll go,” Leroy offered. 
 
    This raised no objection from Screech. 
 
    Anticipating a complaint, both men glared at Drake, almost daring him to say something. The truth is, Drake didn’t want to go to Vegas. Sure, the allure was there—as Screech said, the alcohol was free—but he preferred to get drunk alone and not surrounded by glitz and glamor. Or other people, for that matter.  
 
    “Yeah, you go,” he said at last. 
 
    “Good,” Screech said a little too loudly. “And get this, you’re not going to be traveling light. Roger Park just agreed to give us another seven thousand dollars. Just don't blow it all at one casino, Leroy.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Roger Park must've been hanging around DSLH because he arrived in under ten minutes with the cash. This suggested that he’d had it on his person when Screech called him.  
 
    “I came as fast as I could,” Roger Park said, as he burst through the door. 
 
    “You sure did,” Drake said.  
 
    In his hand, the man held a manila envelope. 
 
    “Seven thousand.” Roger’s eyes moved from Screech to Leroy before settling on Drake. “You must be Drake.” 
 
    “I am. Now, before I take this money, I want to let you know that it doesn’t guarantee anything. But your son’s arraignment—” 
 
    Roger was fidgety and his eyes wild.  
 
    He’s drunk, Drake thought. 
 
    “I know, twenty-four hours. In twenty-four hours, he goes before the judge. I just—I know you can find where Connery is and prove that my son didn't kill him.” 
 
    “Like I said, we’re not promising anything.” 
 
    This is new for you, a small voice in Drake’s head said. Playing by the rules.  
 
    Roger offered the cash to Drake, but he deferred to Screech. He watched his partner write a receipt and made a mental note to tell both Leroy and Screech to itemize every single dollar spent.  
 
    “What are you—what are you going to do with the money?” 
 
    Leroy appeared about to answer but Drake, thinking that mentioning Vegas might not be the best course of action, spoke first. 
 
    “Things need to be expedited and that requires more capital.” 
 
    An ambiguous answer at best, but it appeared to satisfy Mr. Park.  
 
    “Yes, I understand—I understand. If you need me to go with you, I can—” 
 
    “That's quite all right, Mr. Park. Like I said before, it's better if you don't get involved,” Screech said. 
 
    “I just want to help. My son—my son did not do this. He's a good boy. He's good, quiet, you know? “  
 
    Worried that the man was on the verge of breaking down, which would only result in taking more time to get rid of him, Drake said, “Maybe there is something you can do to help. You wouldn't happen to have Kevin's cell phone, would you?” 
 
    “No—the cops took it. He always has it with him, and he had it on Sunday.”  
 
    There goes that.  
 
    “That’s what I figured,” Drake said sourly. “What about his car?” 
 
    “He doesn’t have a car. Just bike and like to walk.” 
 
    Another strike.  
 
    “One more thing… Roger, was your son having an affair with Wendy Sinclair?” 
 
    Drake had already been looking at Roger when he asked this question but now, he focused on the man’s eyes. Roger Park blinked, but not as rapidly as he had moments ago.  
 
    “I don't know. He does not tell me that. He not tell me anything other than he pissed off because Connery Sinclair keep spending all his money in Vegas.” The man licked his lips and his blinking returned to its normal, frantic pace. “Wait, are you going to Vegas? Because if you go to Vegas—” 
 
    Drake raised a hand. 
 
    “Thank you, Roger. Now please, we need to get to work. We don't have much time.”  
 
    Roger reached out and held Drake’s hand with both of his. 
 
    “Please, Mr. Drake. Save my son.” 
 
    This made Drake extremely uncomfortable, and he pulled his hand free. 
 
    “I’ll try,” he gestured toward the door. “Now, please.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course.” 
 
    And just like that, the man in the ill-fitting suit was gone.  
 
    “He's lying,” Leroy said as soon as the door clicked closed. “He knows his son was having an affair with Wendy.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure—” 
 
    “Leroy's right,” Drake confirmed. “He knows about the affair. The question is, why would he lie about that?” 
 
    “Doesn't matter. He paid up.”  
 
    Screech took a wad of bills, most of what Roger had just given them, and handed it to Leroy. 
 
    “Sheeesh,” Leroy exclaimed, fanning himself with the money. 
 
    “Just see if you can get a flight this evening,” Drake suggested.  
 
    Leroy stopped playing with the cash and jumped behind his computer.  
 
    Drake reminded himself that even though they were dealing with a serious crime, murder, Leroy was still little more than a kid. Barely twenty-one, he’d not only witnessed the death of his brother, but had been to prison, and had seen some horrible things. Things that Drake himself hadn’t witnessed even after spending a year on the force. And some of the shit, most members of the NYPD never saw in their entire careers.  
 
    Leroy would have fun in Vegas, and he deserved to. He was also a good PI and if there was something about Connery to be found out in Sin City, he was the man to uncover it.  
 
    “There’s a flight out of JFK in an hour,” Leroy said almost absently. 
 
    “Better hurry the fuck up then.” 
 
    Leroy looked at Drake like a son begging permission to watch an R-rated movie. Drake nodded and Leroy got up and collected his things. 
 
    Then he counted the money.  
 
    “Six grand? Shit. That’s a lot of money.” 
 
    “Sure is,” Drake remarked. “I was going to tell you to make sure to itemize every dollar you spend, but I don’t think they offer receipts for lap dances.”  
 
    Leroy snickered and put the money in his pocket. 
 
    “I'll see you guys in a day.” 
 
    “Be safe,” Drake said, and Leroy left.  
 
    “He'll be all right,” Screech whispered. 
 
    Drake looked at the man’s now empty desk.  
 
    “His personal safety isn’t what I’m worried about.” 
 
    My main concern is whether or not he decides to come back.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    For a single nanosecond, Leroy Walker considered getting a first-class ticket to Las Vegas. But then he chickened out. Even with six-thousand dollars in his pocket, and less than twenty-four hours to spend it, he ended up flying coach. Leroy was lucky enough to get a flight at all. He was on standby, but even then, the only reason his name was called was because the person before him somehow lost their ID.  
 
    The flight was scheduled to take off at three and land around nine PM, but given the time change, it would only be six PM local.  
 
    He didn’t book a return flight. 
 
    Even though this was a work trip, Leroy would have been lying if he said that he wasn't a little excited. 
 
    He’d never been out of New York state, barely even left New York City, and now he was going to Las Vegas? 
 
    Maybe a little excited was an understatement. 
 
    Conversely, his first flight was more frightening than exciting. This must've shown on his face because the stewardess approached him before takeoff. 
 
    “First time on a plane?” 
 
    Leroy's first instinct was to be offended at being treated like a child, but the stewardess was pretty and only a few years older than he was. Instead of getting defensive, he just smiled. 
 
    “First time,” he said, with a sheepish grin. 
 
    The woman, whose name tag indicated her name was Marlene, reached down and gave his shoulder a little squeeze. 
 
    “I'll give you something to take the edge off, give me a second.” 
 
    Don't look, don't look, don't look. 
 
    But Leroy was unable to resist. When Marlene started to walk towards the rear of the cabin, he leaned into the aisle and craned his head around. 
 
    I’m hella glad I got an aisle seat, he thought, then laughed.  
 
    When he turned straight, the overweight woman sitting beside him who bathed in Chanel #5 was glaring at him, and Leroy stopped laughing.  
 
    The captain came on and declared that they were preparing for takeoff just as Marlene returned with a plastic cup filled with ice and a clear liquid. 
 
    “This should help,” she said with another smile. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Leroy bought the cup to his lips, but the scent was so strong that he pulled it away without drinking. Marlene was looking back at him, and he manned up, tilting the glass slightly, and sipped. 
 
    Vodka.  
 
    Leroy didn’t like vodka, but he liked the fact that every single one of the ten million rivets that held the plane together rattled during take-off even less. He finished the drink and then held on for dear life.  
 
    When the plane settled into what seemed like a strange inertia, Leroy scrolled through the Instagram images he’d saved from Connery’s account. It looked like the man spent half of his time at the Luxor Hotel and Casino—the Egyptian motif was easy enough to recognize. The rest of the images appeared to be taken from a club of some sort, but Leroy couldn’t tell exactly where.  
 
    During landing, Leroy wished he'd asked for a couple of extra drinks. His stomach lurched when the plane started to descend, and he gripped the sides of the seat so tightly that his knuckles, typically a dark brown, turned nearly white. 
 
    But when touchdown occurred without incident, Leroy’s anxiety lifted.  
 
    “How long you in town for?” Marlene asked before he disembarked. They were holding up the line, but neither Leroy nor the stewardess gave a damn. 
 
    “Just one night.” 
 
    He thought that this would disappoint the woman, although he wasn't sure why, but it didn't. Quite the opposite; her grin grew even broader. 
 
    “Business or pleasure?” 
 
    Someone behind them barked something about wanting to get off the plane, but it took one sharp look from Leroy for the portly fellow in a straw hat to clam up and decide that he needed to make sure his favorite shirt was still safely tucked in his carry-on. 
 
    “A bit of both.” 
 
    “I'll tell you what,” the stewardess said as she held a small piece of paper out to him. “If you have any free time, give me a call. I have a layover until tomorrow.” 
 
    Leroy took the paper, and said, “My name's Leroy.” 
 
    “And mine’s Marlene.” 
 
    Leroy gave her another nod, the fourth or fifth of this conversation alone, before jamming her number into the pocket of his jeans that was swollen with cash and finally got off the plane. 
 
    McCarran International Airport was massive, and he had to weave between hundreds of people before he made it to the taxi stand. From there, he hired a driver to take him to the Luxor. 
 
    Leroy was like a kid as he stared out the window, pressing his palms against the cool glass, as they approached the Las Vegas strip. 
 
    It was as if God had gotten drunk on Christmas lights and then vomited them everywhere. The entire strip was comprised of neon signs and illuminated fountains—there was even a roller coaster on top of one of the hotels. 
 
    Leroy was so transfixed by the sights that it took him a while to realize that his cab had stopped outside of a giant black pyramid.  
 
    “We’re here.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Leroy handed the cab driver too much money and debated asking for a receipt but was too embarrassed.  
 
    The inside of The Luxor was covered in hieroglyphics, which Leroy stared at as he got in line behind the other tourists checking in. Then he remembered the money that was stretching his pocket to the limits. There was a woman with small glasses and gray hair off to one side doing something on her computer. Leroy got out of line and walked up to her.  
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    The woman raised her eyes, observed him, and then looked right back down at her keyboard. 
 
    “The check-in line is over there.” 
 
    Leroy pulled a hundred out and placed it on the counter. 
 
    “I'm looking for a room, just one night.” 
 
    The woman absorbed the bill like a vacuum cleaner sucking a stray hair. 
 
    “Regular room or suite?” 
 
    “Reg—” Leroy stopped himself. “Suite. I’ll have a suite for the night.” 
 
    Why not, he thought. I deserve it. 
 
    “Oh, would you also like me to send a bottle of champagne to the room?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    “You find anything on Ad-X?” 
 
    “Looks like it’s a competitor, but I can't—wait, it's owned by another corporation, gimme a second.” 
 
    As Screech continued to search the ‘net, Drake let his mind wander. Unlike Leroy, he shared Screech’s opinion that not everything in this case was as it seemed—Occam’s razor had missed a spot. The lack of a body was a big tell, but it wasn’t only that. There were people who shouldn’t be lying, people who had no reason to lie, and yet they were. 
 
    “All right, seven shell companies later and it appears as if the company AI Integrations is the umbrella corp. And—” Screech whistled. “—shit, they aren't small.” 
 
    Drake shook his head and focused. Screech had pulled up a site that estimated AI Integrations’ value at 1.8 billion dollars. 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Wow is right. They own a ton of companies. Looks like whoever is behind this started to buy up companies a few years ago, growing bigger and bigger while squeezing out the little guy. In the process, they made tens of millions while—” 
 
    “I get it,” Drake said, stopping Screech mid-ramble. “How do we contact them? Is there a number or…?” 
 
    “Like their legal department?” Screech asked, turning to face him. 
 
    “I don't know. Someone in charge, I guess.” 
 
    Screech offered him a slow blink. 
 
    “You haven't tried to call a large corporation in a while, have you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure where Screech was going with this. 
 
    “Well, let me explain this to you. There’s a number here that you can call and if you do, this is what’s going to happen: you’re going to spend half an hour on hold and then you’ll be acquainted with someone from a call center in India. Now, this man will not have enough authority to even wipe his own ass. But he’ll pretend like he does. And to be honest, he’s really good at it. You’ll have to reset something, click your heels, fart the alphabet, and your cable still won’t work.” 
 
    “What? My cable?” 
 
    “Let me finish! Then when it’s all said and done your bill will be three times higher. Pissed off, you’ll ask to speak to a manager and the man will promptly hang up on you.” 
 
    Drake extended his neck forward as far as it would go. 
 
    “What in the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    Screech twitched. 
 
    “Nothing, I just had a cable problem last week. Anyway, the thing is, you can’t just call them up. They don’t really exist. Listen to the names of the people on the board of directors: Clark Wilson II, Brittany Dutton, Franklin D. Rose—that can't be real—Stu Barnes, Brett Jackie Moto—” 
 
    “All right, all right. I get your point. But is there any way to figure out who—wait, go back.” 
 
    “To what?” 
 
    Drake nudged Screech. 
 
    “Did you say, Stu Barnes?”  
 
    Screech scrolled back to the list of AI Integrations directors. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said highlighting the name. “Stu Barnes.” 
 
    “You’re not going to believe this, but I know Stu Barnes. Know of him, anyway.” 
 
    Screech looked incredulous. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “He’s a friend of Chase's,” he said in way of explanation. “Never met him, but when I was arrested, she had Stu pull some strings and he got me out of prison as a favor.” 
 
    “More favors,” Screech grumbled. 
 
    “Yep, more favors. Can you get a number for him?” 
 
    “I can try, but if you think I’m just going to stumble across this man’s cell, you got another thing coming.”  
 
    “Get me something, whatever you can.” 
 
    “All right, all right. Gimme a sec.” 
 
    Stu Barnes… what had Chase told him about Stu Barnes? Not much, not that he could recall, anyway. But the drink had stolen his memory as well as his complexion. They were friends and he had money. Money and influence.  
 
    “Try this one.” 
 
    Drake dialed the number Screech gave him. 
 
    “Welcome to AI Integrations, if you know the extension of the person you would like to reach, please dial it now. Otherwise, please say the name of the person.” 
 
    “Stu Barnes,” Drake said. 
 
    “I'm sorry, there is no one named Drew Torrens currently at AI Integrations.” 
 
    “No, not Drew Torrens,” Drake cursed. “Stu Barnes.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, there is no one named Crew Barths at AI Integrations.” 
 
    Drake pulled the phone off his ear and put it on speaker. 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    Screech made a face.  
 
    “Told you.” 
 
    “I am sorry, there is no one named Warner Fuques at AI Integrations.” 
 
    Drake annunciated as dramatically as possible. 
 
    “S-t-u B-a-r-n-e-s.” 
 
    “Okay, connecting you to Stu Barnes.” The phone rang once, and then another machine informed Drake that Stu Barnes was not available at present and to leave a message after the beep. 
 
    The only thing that Drake hated more than speaking to humans was speaking to a machine. But he swallowed his discomfort. 
 
    “Stu Barnes, my name is Damien Drake. I'm a private investigator in New York, but I used to work for the NYPD. I have a couple of questions to ask you—” 
 
    Screech waved his hand dramatically and Drake covered the receiver. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Mention Chase!” 
 
    Drake took his hand away from the mouthpiece. 
 
    “In a good friend of Chase Adams. If you can, please give me a call back.” 
 
    Drake closed with his number, then hung up. 
 
    “What now?” Screech asked. 
 
    That was a good question, one that Drake didn't have an immediate answer to. His brain kept circling back to the idea that Connery wasn’t dead. He recognized that this was likely just because he was jaded from his last few cases, except…  
 
    “Does Market Slice own any real estate? Places that Connery—on the off chance that he’s alive—could hide out? Or maybe where Kevin could have hidden the body?”  
 
    Screech scratched at his thin goatee as he went back to searching the Internet. 
 
    “Only one address on file, and it’s here in New York City.” 
 
    “Let's go then,” Drake said. “Maybe Connery was just a closet hemophiliac, and he just drank too much and passed out in Little Italy. What? Stranger things have happened. Trust me, I’ve seen ‘em.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Leroy's stomach was still settling from the flight and the elevators inside the Luxor didn't help. When it first started to move, he felt himself moving sideways and had to hold the handrail to fight a minor bout of vertigo. A placard on the wall said that the Luxor didn't have elevators but “inclinators”, on account of the lift having to move at an angle up the side of the pyramid. Whatever the hell you called it, it made his guts flip and flop.  
 
    This was all forgotten when Leroy opened the door to his suite. 
 
    The room was massive, with a king-size bed, a separate sitting area with a large TV, and an enormous walk-in shower.  
 
    “Shiiiit.” 
 
    Leroy dropped onto the bed, arms and legs splayed. He sighed and closed his eyes but fearing that he might fall asleep, Leroy quickly forced himself to sit up.  
 
    There was a bottle of champagne in an ice tub and two glasses beside the TV. Leroy pulled the bottle out of the ice. It wasn't Dom Perignon, which was slightly disappointing, but he wasn’t too upset. Leroy was amazed that somehow the woman at the desk had got this bottle into his room before him even though he’d gone directly to the elevator—inclinator—after leaving her sight.  
 
    Leroy popped the bottle, sending the cork flying into the ceiling. Foam started to ooze from the top and he suckled the liquid. As soon as the sweet bubbly nectar touched his lips, he tilted the bottle. 
 
    In a day of firsts, this was also new; Leroy had never tried champagne before. Sparkling wine, sure, but this was different. 
 
    And it was delicious. 
 
    Leroy gulped and drank, breaking only when he had to burp. After several impressive belches, he sucked in a deep breath, looked at the glasses on the table, and shrugged before he drank from the bottle again. 
 
    This time, he stopped when the bottle was half-empty.  
 
    Leroy placed the bottle on ice and then walked over to the window. It overlooked Mandalay Bay and the rest of the strip.  
 
    Everything glowed. 
 
    Everything. 
 
    Now, I could get used to this, Leroy thought. 
 
    When he turned his head, he caught his reflection in the glass, complete with the bulge in his pocket, and Leroy was reminded that he wasn't here on vacation. 
 
    At least not only on vacation. 
 
    He had work to do. He had to find out what Connery Sinclair liked to do in Vegas. More specifically, what he did last week before he came home and met his demise. 
 
    Unlike Screech, and perhaps Drake, Leroy knew that the man was dead. Sure, this could be all some convoluted plot to get out of paying taxes or some other obscure ritual that rich white people did, but he didn't think so. 
 
    It wasn't just the confession, either. 
 
    It was a vibe he got. 
 
    Leroy’s recent work with Chase Adams, discovering the compound called Cerebrum, had taught him a little about gut feelings. 
 
    And how indigestion shouldn’t always be ignored or treated with Pepto. 
 
    He laughed at this, then hopped in the shower to freshen up after the flight. There were numerous bottles at his disposal, most of which he had no idea their intended purpose, so he just used them all, everywhere.  
 
    When he was done, Leroy stood in front of the mirror.  
 
    His hard work had paid off and Leroy mentally dared the prisoners who had accosted him at the gym to challenge him now.  
 
    He’d gone from a skinny nerd to a solid two-ten at around twelve percent body fat. Not that being ripped was his goal. Being strong, being able to fend for himself was the objective. And he’d accomplished that and then some. 
 
    You’re a good man, Leroy,  
 
    Mackenzie Hart’s voice ruined the mood.  
 
    After toweling off, Leroy slipped his brother’s necklace on and then dressed in a white, low-cut V-neck and dark jeans. He placed half of the money in the safe and the rest in his pocket.  
 
    If only Declan could see me now, ballin’ in Vegas with loads of cash. He’d be so fucking jealous. 
 
    Leroy put his worn runners back on, the only thing that didn’t jive with his fresh outfit, and then gave himself one final look over. 
 
    “Yeah, he’d be jealous,” he said with a sad smile. “I just wish you were here to share this with me. I miss you, bud.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    “This is it?” Drake asked as he stared at the building in front of them. He wasn't sure what to expect, but a place about the size of DSLH Investigations wasn’t what he had in mind. The only major difference he could see from the outside was that it wasn't located in a strip mall like DSLH. Market Slice was embedded in the bottom of a glass high-rise, flanked by other stores with equally ambiguous names. 
 
    The front of the office was covered in frosted glass and the interior was dark. With Drake standing point, as if that were necessary, Screech put his hands on the nearest window and peered inside. Seeing nothing of interest, he pulled back and then rang the fancy doorbell. 
 
    They both heard an obnoxiously long operatic ring, but no one answered. 
 
    “Try the door,” Drake suggested. 
 
    Screech pulled the door handle. 
 
    It was locked. 
 
    “Well, if he’s in there, he’s not answering.” 
 
    Drake could tell by Screech’s demeanor that he wanted to leave. 
 
    Maybe things are going back to normal.  
 
    “Let's go around back,” Drake said.  
 
    Before waiting for a reply, an invitation to discourse—even this new democratic version of Drake had limits—Drake circled the building and found an emergency exit in the approximate location of Market Slice.  
 
    “Drake…”  
 
    Drake ignored Screech and looked around. There was a security camera high up on the wall and a small rock garden behind them, separating the concrete path leading from the building from the sidewalk.  
 
    Drake focused on the rock garden. He picked up a stone roughly the size of his hand and slapped it against his palm.  
 
    This will do. 
 
    He squeezed the stone like a pitcher preparing to throw a fastball and approached the glass-covered rear exit.  
 
    “Drake, you have heard of the fruit of the poison tree, right?” 
 
    Of course, he had. A long time ago, in another life, Drake had been an NYPD detective. He knew enough about the law and, more importantly, about unlawful acts—such as breaking and entering—and how any evidence that was obtained during such events would be deemed inadmissible. 
 
    But he was no longer a cop and none of that mattered. 
 
    “Just wait,” Screech urged, knocking him out of the way.  
 
    Drake watched Screech fiddle with the doorknob before turning it and pushing the door open. He waved a hand across the dark expanse. 
 
    “You don’t always have to break things, you know?” 
 
    Drake was about to say something in his defense, something witty, but not only did he not have this in his repertoire, but he was distracted by a hooded figure standing directly in front of them. 
 
    “Connery?” he said. 
 
    The figure didn’t answer. It just turned and started to run.  
 
    “Shit!” Drake bolted after the shadow. Whoever it was, they were smaller and nimbler than him, but he knew that the front door was locked and that meant he’d be able to catch them.  
 
    Screech yelled something that he didn’t catch as Drake sprinted into Market Slice.  
 
    “Hey! Stop!” 
 
    The person reached the front door and Drake closed in. He was within striking distance, and he reached out but then his foot struck something hard—a computer, maybe?  
 
    Drake screamed and spun in the opposite direction. His opposing hip smashed into a table, and he was brought to one knee.  
 
    The pain was incredible. A bolt of lightning originating from his big toe traveled up his network of nerves to his hip where the thunderclap exploded. 
 
    “Motherfucker!” 
 
    Drake saw the figure unlock the door and slip out the front.  
 
    “Go! Screech, go!” 
 
    But he didn’t know where Screech was. 
 
    Wincing in pain, Drake hobbled toward the door, but his first few steps were akin to an old man riddled with kidney stones. The intensity faded, but once he got to the street, the figure was nowhere to be seen. Stubborn as he was, Drake kept on limping in the direction he thought they’d gone for a good block before finally stopping. 
 
    “Fuck! Where are you, Screech?”  
 
    Up ahead, he spotted a shadow dipping in and out of the light, but they were a good thirty yards ahead and he had no chance of catching them.  
 
    Drake found a sturdy-looking garbage can and collapsed onto it, wheezing loudly as he tried to wiggle his toe to get some feeling back. Of course, he somehow managed to bang his broken fingers, which only added to his considerable discomfort.  
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    The shadow stopped and Drake squinted as hard as he could, trying his best to make out specific features but the person was just too far, and the street was too dark. When they turned and ran again, he noticed that their back was bulky as if they were carrying a backpack. 
 
    Beyond frustrated now, Drake sucked in a huge breath and then shouted the same four-letter curse again, this time as loud as his lungs would allow. 
 
    And, to Drake’s surprise, it actually made him feel better. A little, anyway. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Leroy wasn't sure where to start. He was glad to be on his own, not handcuffed by Drake or Screech, and that he’d finally garnered the autonomy that he desperately wanted. But now that he was here, he wasn’t sure exactly what to do.  
 
    He made his way down to the lobby and into the casino proper and was instantly overwhelmed. Every possible type of person imaginable was there. Old women wearing bunched-up pants sipping from massive hourglass drinks were playing slots. White dudes in suits were placing bets on roulette. Thugs of the like Declan would have been comfortable around were sucking down Heinekens and playing blackjack. It went on and on and on… Adding to this visual cacophony was a miasma of sounds. Wolves howling, eagles screeching, a disembodied voice shouting ‘Buffalllloooo’.  
 
    Leroy must have been standing there for some time, just people watching, because he heard his name three times before actually acknowledging the speaker.  
 
    “Do you like your suite, Mr. Walker?” 
 
    Unsurprisingly, the voice belonged to the woman in the small glasses. 
 
    Leroy tried to take his eyes off the gamblers, but it was impossible to look away. 
 
    Do they do this all day, every day? 
 
    “It's great. I have no idea how you got the bottle of champagne up there so fast but thank you.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re satisfied.” 
 
    The woman was about to walk away when Leroy gently touched her arm. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I know this is a long shot, but I was wondering if you could help me out.” Leroy produced another hundred-dollar bill. “I’m looking for someone.”  
 
    The woman’s smile faltered. 
 
    “Mr. Walker, I can’t reveal any information about guests, past or present.” 
 
    And yet, she took the money. 
 
    “I know, I know. I’m just wondering if you saw him, that’s all.” 
 
    Leroy showed her a photo of Connery on his cell phone, one that was obviously taken from inside the Luxor.  
 
    “I know my friend was here last weekend. Have you seen him before?” 
 
    In her defense, the woman tried her best not to look at the photograph. But eventually, as she was shaking her head, her eyes locked on Connery’s image. Leroy was no expert, but he thought he saw her eyes widen.  
 
    “I'm sorry, but—” 
 
    Leroy produced two more c-notes. 
 
    “I just want to know if you seen him, that's all.” 
 
    “Mr. Walker, please.” 
 
    Despite her staunch position, Leroy thought he could push this woman.  
 
    He added two hundred more dollars, bringing the total of cash offered to five hundred.  
 
    “I just want to know if you seen my friend, Connery Sinclair.” 
 
    There was a definite reaction this time. 
 
    “What did you say his name was?” 
 
    Leroy graciously released his hold on the cash.  
 
    “Connery Sinclair. He was here last weekend, and now he's—” Leroy hesitated. “—missing. Please, if you know anything…” 
 
    Despite the generous, and well-received, offering, the woman remained obtuse. When Leroy reached into his pocket a third time it wasn’t for cash, but for something else.  
 
    She took one look at his PI badge and her eyes became ice.  
 
    “I can't help you, Mr. Walker.” 
 
    Damn it. What were you thinking, flashing your cheesy PI badge like you’re in the FBI? 
 
    “What the big deal?” Leroy asked, finally losing his cool. “I’m not asking for trade secrets here. I'm not a cop, I don’t care what he might have done. His father hired me to find his son. That’s it.” 
 
    The icy stare cracked a little, but it didn't melt. 
 
    “I can't help you because I don't know who Connery Sinclair is.” 
 
    Fucking hell. 
 
    Leroy forced his cell phone in front of her face and dramatically tapped the image. 
 
    “This—this is Connery Sinclair.” 
 
    The woman glanced around nervously, then whispered, “I’ve seen him before, but that's not Connery Sinclair.” 
 
    This took Leroy completely by surprise. He turned his cell around to make sure that he was displaying the correct image. 
 
    No, this was Connery Sinclair. It said so on his Facebook profile form which Leroy had gotten the image and it said so in the police file. 
 
    “Please, look closely.” 
 
    The only thing the woman looked at was Leroy. 
 
    “Like I said,” she whispered under her breath. “I know him but that's not Connery Sinclair.” 
 
    “You must be mistaken. This is—” 
 
    This time, the woman reached out and grabbed his arm, squeezing his biceps tightly. Despite her small, wiry frame, she had some strength in her hands. 
 
    “That's Alec Bregman,” she insisted. “I've seen him, but that's not Connery or whatever you called him. That's Alec Bregman.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    After Drake caught his breath, he returned to Market Slice, limping his way back to the glass building. The front door was still open and the first thing he did was switch on the damn lights. It had been a computer, after all. A computer tower lay on its side on the floor. Also as predicted, he owed the desk that was now jarred and askew compared to the others which were all meticulously lined up credit for the bruise on his hip. 
 
    “Screech? Where the fuck are you? 
 
    Drake bared his teeth. Even with the lights on, Market Slice wasn’t that different from DSLH. Sure, there were more computers, about twelve of them in total, and they were twice the size of the ones Screech had purchased, but the idea was the same. Ultra-modern, super expensive, mostly for show.  
 
    “Screech?” 
 
    When there was still no answer, Drake started to worry, and he shuffled to the back door. Unlike the front, this one had closed and the second he pushed it open Screech appeared in front of him. 
 
    “Jesus, scared the shit out of me,” Drake muttered. Unlike himself, who was out of breath, in pain, and sweating, Screech looked calm and relaxed.  
 
    “Did you catch whoever was in here?” Screech asked. 
 
    “Tha fuck? Does it look like I caught them? Did you catch them?” 
 
    Screech shook his head. 
 
    “I ran ‘round back,” he explained, hooking a thumb over his shoulder. “But I couldn't find anybody, couldn’t even see you.” 
 
    Drake frowned. 
 
    “Well did you see who the hell it was who broke in here?” 
 
    “You mean besides us?” 
 
    Drake didn’t dignify this with an answer. 
 
    “Someone small. I don't know. I didn't see their face or anything. You were closer.” 
 
    “Not close enough,” Drake said, massaging his sore hip. “This was another waste of time.” 
 
    Screech picked up the computer tower that Drake had knocked over.  
 
    “Maybe,” he said. “Maybe not.” 
 
    But even as Screech sat down in front of one of the dozen computers and started to do his thing, Drake could help but think that the only real chance they had to figure out where the hell had happened to Connery Sinclair had run out the door and he had failed to catch them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You find anything?” Drake asked for what felt like the thousandth time. It was coming on midnight now, and they’d found nothing of value for Kevin Park’s hearing in roughly sixteen hours. 
 
    “Like a secret hideout?” Screech asked, rubbing his eyes. “No, nothing like that. But what I did find is this.”  
 
    He spun the computer screen around and indicated a number with a lot of zeros. 
 
    Drake glanced at it but being tired himself, and to some degree still hung over or in the very least going through withdrawal, just shrugged and looked away before his eyes blurred. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “This is Market Slice’s revenue for the last quarter.” 
 
    Drake looked back at the screen. 
 
    “That's a hell of a lot of zeros,” he remarked. “Did you say quarter?” 
 
    Screech nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, quarter. These guys are pulling in seven figures every quarter. Sometimes close to eight. I still don’t know what their expenses are, but this shit runs itself… and it makes mad money.” 
 
    Drake closed his eyes and bowed his head. 
 
    “Let me get this straight—these two guys, these young kids, Kevin and Connery are making five million dollars a year just sitting on their asses?” 
 
    “Seems that way.” 
 
    “So, what if Connery is going to Vegas and blowing off some stream? How much money can you really spend in Vegas?” 
 
    Immediately after saying these words, Drake wanted to take them back. They were silly, and the answer was, of course, infinite.  
 
    “Well, if these records are accurate, last month Connery spent just shy of two-hundred and fifty thousand dollars in Vegas.”  
 
    This also took Drake by surprise. 
 
    “That's a lot of cheddar.” 
 
    It was, but not even close enough to bankrupt Market Slice or to warrant killing someone over.  
 
    “Why kill him, then? Why did Kevin kill Connery?” Drake mused out loud. “For his wife?” 
 
    “Ha, no way. If they did have relations, they don’t anymore.”  
 
    “So not for lust, probably not for hatred. Has to be greed. But it still doesn’t make sense. Who benefits with Connery dead and Kevin in jail?” 
 
    “Working on it,” Screech said, his fingers flying over the keys.  
 
    I need a drink, Drake thought. A fistful of scotch. Blue, Red, Black, I don’t care what color of the rainbow it is.  
 
    “I'll be damned.” 
 
    Drake awoke from a slumber he didn’t even know he’d fallen into. 
 
    “What?” he asked drowsily. “What did you find?” 
 
    “Just the answer to your question,” Screech said with a smile.  
 
    For the life of him, Drake couldn't remember what he’d asked. 
 
    “Jesus, you're losing it. You want greed, Drake, I found greed. A hidden clause in the corporate structure. Get this, it says here if either owner is incinerated for criminal charges, the entirety of their share in Market Slice defaults to the executive secretary.” 
 
    Drake frowned. 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The executive secretary, which,” Screech dramatically indicated a name on the computer screen, “just happens to be a one, Wendy Sinclair.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Alec Bregman? Who is Alec Bregman? 
 
    Unfortunately, five hundred beans got Leroy just a name. 
  
 
    Convinced that he’d either been fleeced or the woman had made a mistake, Leroy searched the net anyway. He uncovered dozens of Alec Bregmans but none of them looked like Connery Sinclair. None of Connery's contacts were related or linked in a six-degrees of Kevin Bacon sense to any Bregmans, either. 
 
    But the woman… she was convincing. And she’d already taken the money. Had she lied just to shut him up? Still confused, Leroy sat at the nearest table, his eyes buried in his cell phone. 
 
    “Would you like to play, sir?” a friendly female voice asked. 
 
    Leroy had inadvertently sat at a blackjack table. He was the only one seated, which was odd. Looking around, he saw that almost every other table at the Luxor was packed with cigarette-smoking men with shitty tattoos and worse haircuts. And then he realized why. His table proudly displayed a glowing placard indicating that the minimum bet was $100. 
 
    “No, I’m…” 
 
    Leroy hesitated. It didn’t feel right playing cards, but for some reason he found himself reaching into his pocket anyway. He pulled out a stack of bills and laid them on the table.  
 
    He knew blackjack. When they’d been kids, he and Declan had played for hours. Declan always wanted to be the dealer because the house had the advantage. After losing over and over again, Leroy developed a strategy. It wasn’t foolproof but it helped tipped the scale a little closer to even. Simple, but effective. Low cards, two through six, were assigned a value of +1. High cards, ten through ace, were worth -1. Whenever the overall total was in the positive, the probability of getting a high card was greater, and thus favored the player. In these situations, you bet more.  
 
    His intention was just to count some cash, but the dealer scooped up the wad he’d put on the table. 
 
    “Wha—” 
 
    “Fifteen hundred coming in.” 
 
    Too late now, I guess. 
 
    The pit boss cleared the transaction and Leroy received a stack of black chips in return for his money. It all happened so fast that Leroy didn’t even get a chance to protest.  
 
    “Sir, do you have a player's card?” 
 
    “A what? No.” 
 
    The pleasant-looking woman nodded. 
 
    “Please, place your bets.” 
 
    It was overwhelming, to say the least. Leroy placed one of his black chips in the square and then retracted his hand as if he was doing something illegal.  
 
    The dealer nodded, waved her hand over the table, and then dealt the cards. Leroy ended up with a two of spades and a nine of hearts, while she had a four of diamonds.  
 
    “I'll hit,” he said. 
 
    “You need to knock the table to hit, for the cameras, you see. But the book says to double down,” the dealer informed him. “It's up to you.” 
 
    Leroy licked his lips, which were suddenly incredibly dry. 
 
    Before he could decide what to do, a cute blonde in a low-cut top approached from behind.  
 
    “Would you like a drink?” 
 
    “I—I—yeah, sure.” 
 
    The woman stared at him, an empty tray in her hand.  
 
    “And what would you like?” 
 
    Leroy couldn't help but notice that her eyes were locked on his chips and wondered if she would be so patient with someone who didn't have $1500 in front of them. 
 
    “Just a beer. Heineken’s fine.” 
 
    The woman gave him a friendly smile and left.  
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Leroy turned his attention back to the blackjack table.  
 
    “Double—I want to double down.” 
 
    “Just put the same amount, another black chip beside the first one,” the dealer instructed. 
 
    Leroy did as he was asked, and the woman gave him another card. It was the King of spades and Leroy smiled. 
 
    “Stay—oh.” He waved his hand over the table and the dealer flipped over her card. 
 
    It was a king, giving her twelve, so she pulled another.  
 
    A jack—she busted.  
 
    “Congratulations.” 
 
    The woman matched his two black chips and then scooped all the cards off the table.  
 
    Leroy wanted to leave. He’d doubled his money, turned two hundred into four in less than a minute. That was enough for him.  
 
    He picked up his four black chips and stared at them. Then he flicked one onto the table. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “A tip.” 
 
    Feeling like an absolute baller, Leroy was about to leave when the waitress returned with his beer. Not having any smaller denominations, he tipped her a hundred as well. This stung but the look on her cute face made it all worth it. 
 
    And now that he had a beer, he couldn’t just leave, could he? 
 
    Leroy put another hundred in the square and the dealer dealt him his cards. Over the course of the next ten minutes, Leroy had won about twelve hundred dollars. So taken by the thrill, he almost forgot what he was here for.  
 
    “Are you on vacation?”  
 
    The dealer’s question snapped him back to purpose. He showed the dealer Connery’s photo, the same one he’d shown the woman who had gotten him his suite.  
 
    “I'm looking for my friend,” he said, trying his best to keep from slurring his words. The cute waitress had fed him more beers than he could count. “He was here last weekend. Did you see him?” 
 
    The dealer nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve seen him. He comes here sometimes. He’s not as good as you, but he plays big money. Sometimes goes to the high roller section.” 
 
    “Do you know his name?” 
 
    “Alex, I think?” 
 
    It was far from definitive but closer to Alec than Connery. 
 
    “When’s the last time you saw him? Saturday night?” 
 
    The dealer shook her head.  
 
    “No, not this weekend.” 
 
    “But you were working this past weekend?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “But you didn't see him—okay.” 
 
    Leroy played another hand, lost, but tipped a hundred anyway. 
 
    “Can I change these here?” 
 
    “No, sorry, you need to take your chips over to the cashier.” 
 
    Leroy glanced in the direction of the cashier but then the waitress arrived, obscuring his view, and offering him another beer. He took it, was about to tip when the dealer said something to her in a language Leroy didn’t recognize. The only word he was familiar with was ‘Alex’. 
 
    “I’ve seen your friend,” the waitress informed him following a series of furtive glances.  
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Leroy’s phone was on the table and Connery’s picture was still on the screen.  
 
    “I know your friend,” the waitress repeated, raising her pencil-thin eyebrows. “And I know what he did last time he was here. Pretty much the same thing he does every time he comes to Vegas.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
    Screech turned back to the computer monitor. 
 
    “Signed by both men: if someone is put up in the big house, then Wendy gets their share. I’m paraphrasing because I don’t understand everything, but I’m pretty sure that’s the gist of it.” 
 
    “That is interesting.”  
 
    “And I recognize that look,” Screech said. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    Drake wasn’t sure yet, but an idea was percolating.  
 
    Could this all be Wendy’s doing? Was sleeping with Kevin just a ploy to get her husband and him to square off? An elaborate plan to gain control of all of Market Slice? 
 
    “Drake, what are you thinking?” 
 
    But how good must the sex have been to convince Kevin to admit to killing Connery? 
 
    “She gets all the money,” Drake muttered.  
 
    “Wait, you think Wendy planned all this?” Screech asked, dubiously.  
 
    The only sticking point was the confession. That never seemed to fit with any narrative they came up with. 
 
    “I dunno,” Drake replied honestly. “But my partner a long time ago said to follow the money and it will lead you to the truth.” He refrained from mentioning that one such trail had eventually led back to Clay… the very person who had said those words. “We should have another chat with Wendy.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re taking the lead on that one. I’ll just sit back and listen.” 
 
    Sit back on a chair… or a couch. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” Drake blurted. He scanned the room.  
 
    “It was just a joke. Wendy is kinda—” 
 
    “The couch! Kevin was arrested here, in this office, on a couch covered in blood. We’ve been here for two hours, and I haven’t noticed a couch. Have you?” 
 
    Screech’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then where the fuck was the picture taken from?”  
 
    Both men looked around now. There was no couch in this room full of computers, so they searched for a door or staircase, instead.  
 
    “There,” Drake exclaimed.  
 
    Tucked off to one side, barely visible, was a door. Drake tried to open it, but it was locked.  
 
    “I'll look for a key,” Screech offered as he started to rummage through the desk drawers. 
 
    As usual, Drake had a different idea. Although there were no rocks inside Market Slice, he found a metal ruler on one of the desks. He wedged it between the door frame and the lock and leaned on it. It bent and the door popped open with only minimal pressure. 
 
    “Found the… key,” Screech said with a grimace. 
 
    “No need.” 
 
    The door led to a stunted staircase and Drake mounted it, ignoring the pain in his hip and foot. The landing opened to a scene he recognized. There was a couch directly ahead of him and even though it had been stripped of upholstery it was the same one that Kevin had been sitting on when he’d been arrested. Another major difference is that there was no blood. The walls, floors, and ceiling had all been cleaned.  
 
    What the photograph hadn’t shown was the bar to the left of the couch. A bar containing high-end scotches and other liquor. Drake’s eyes lingered on these bottles for longer than he'd wanted, and Screech took notice. 
 
    “Don't even think about it.” 
 
    Drake was thinking about it, but he wasn't about to drink from a dead man's stash. On the wall opposite the couch, above the staircase, was a TV. To the right, were large windows overlooking the entrance with thick drapes that had been pulled closed.  
 
    “Downstairs is where they work, upstairs is where they play,” Screech said absently. 
 
    Drake’s eyes kept being pulled to a bottle of Johnnie Blue on the illuminated bar, but he distracted himself by walking over to the couch. 
 
    This is where Kevin was arrested and most likely where Connery was killed, he thought morbidly.  
 
    “They did one hell of a good job of cleaning up,” he remarked. 
 
    They’d both seen the photograph and the gallons of blood that had been everywhere. Cleaning the couch couldn’t have been that difficult, just a matter of removing the upholstery. The floor, more challenging, and Drake noticed that not only had the wood been removed, but the subfloor had been replaced.  
 
    But what had been done to the walls was what amazed Drake. 
 
    He didn't smell fresh paint and didn't appear as if any had been used. But there was not a single drop of blood anywhere to be found. And only if he tilted his head at a very specific angle could Drake see a difference in color—a slight darkness—between the area above the couch and the surrounding walls. 
 
    “A damn good job.” 
 
    “Up here, yeah,” Screech said. “But when you were popping the lock, I noticed a few drops of blood on the floor downstairs.” 
 
    “Nobody’s perfect.” 
 
    “But that’s the thing,” Screech said as he peered over the bar and under the couch. “I think I know who cleaned this place—there’s only one person who could do a job this good. And he’s always perfect.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Drake was looking around, too, although he was doubtful that he would find anything after what must have been an army of cops traipsed through here. 
 
    “Yeah. And you’ve met him, too.” 
 
    Drake looked at Screech. 
 
    “I have?” 
 
    “Sure. And I’m guessing that if there was anything here that the cops missed, this guy found it.” 
 
    Drake pursed his lips. 
 
    “Then maybe we should talk to this guy along with Wendy Sinclair. Who is he?” 
 
    “His name,” Screech said with a grin, “is Tommy Wilde and he runs Wilde Clean-up. Ring a bell?”  
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    “You know Connery—I mean, Alec?” Leroy asked as he sipped his Heineken. 
 
    The woman nodded. 
 
    “I saw him Saturday, and before that about,” the waitress looked skyward as she tried to remember, “maybe three weeks ago?” 
 
    Leroy was half-convinced that someone was pulling his leg, that finding two people who knew Connery, albeit by another name, couldn’t be this easy. He showed the waitress his cell phone, holding it so that she had no choice but to look. 
 
    “And you’re sure this is him?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said with a tight laugh. “He’s… he’s hard to miss. Always loud and joking, good tipper, too. But…” the waitress paused, her smile fading. Then she shook her head. “Never mind.” 
 
    Leroy lowered his phone. 
 
    “No, tell me. What were you about to say?” 
 
    The waitress grew uncomfortable and shifted the tray, which held a rum and coke and three Coors, to her other hand.  
 
    “Last Saturday? Alex didn’t look so good.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He was pale and tired.” 
 
    Leroy glanced at the woman’s tray. 
 
    “Maybe he was just hung over.” 
 
    Another laugh. 
 
    “No, not Alex. He’s the life of the party.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Leroy looked around. As the hour grew later, the crowds thickened. The blackjack dealer had told him that Connery liked to gamble, but from the images, Leroy knew that he liked to spend some of his time outside of the casino, as well—at a club of some sort. “Where did Alex like to party? When he wasn’t here, I mean.” 
 
    “I don't know,” the woman’s friendly demeanor vanished with her smile.  
 
    Yep, I get it. 
 
    Leroy reluctantly handed over another black chip. 
 
    “Do you know what his favorite club was? Where he likes to—” 
 
    “I can’t—maybe you want another beer?” 
 
    Leroy shook his head and held up his still half-full Heineken.  
 
    “No, I'm good. So, you don’t know where he likes to hang out when he’s not at The Luxor?”  
 
    Leroy was starting to get the impression that he had just been scammed out of a couple of hundred bucks and that neither of these casino employees had so much as seen Connery Sinclair.  
 
    “Just enjoy another beer.” 
 
    “I don't want another beer.”  
 
    The waitress insisted, tilting the tray toward him precariously. That’s when Leroy noticed a business card tucked beneath one of the Coors cans.  
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    Leroy took both and slipped the business card into his pocket without looking at it. Then he thanked the woman, who scurried away to deliver the rest of her cargo.  
 
    The unexpected urge to relieve himself came hard and fast and Leroy hurried to the bathroom. After completing his business, he rooted for the card in his pocket. It was a moderately difficult task for two reasons: 1) he had twenty-seven black chips jammed in there, in addition to half of his cash, and 2) he was drunk. 
 
    After splashing the counter with his chips, he successfully grabbed the business card and looked at it. It was black, with a single word written in a generic font on what he assumed was the front.  
 
    Girls was written in a muted pink. 
 
    Seeking more information, Leroy flipped it over and looked at the back. It was the same as the front.  
 
    Girls, in pink. 
 
    “Alec Bregman, you sneaky bastard,” Leroy muttered. Then he snickered, thinking about Kevin and Wendy.  
 
    It looks like Wendy wasn't the only one sleeping around. 
 
    Several boisterous men who were drunk and angry after having lost their money, as per their disjointed commentary, entered the bathroom and Leroy shoved his chips and the card in his pockets. He quickly left the bathroom and followed the convoluted signs through the casino toward the taxi pick-up area.  
 
    “Right here, sir,” the valet said, opening the rear door to an awaiting taxi. Because he didn’t have any small bills on him, Leroy gave the valet a lop-sided smile instead of a tip.  
 
    As the car pulled out of The Luxor entrance, the driver leaned back and asked where he was going. There was a partition separating the front and rear seats, but it wasn’t made of hard plastic ones like in New York City. This one was flimsy, more for show. 
 
    Leroy took the card out and held it up. The man looked at it, then at Leroy. 
 
    “You… you know the place?” 
 
    The driver’s eyes returned to the road. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Can you take me there?” 
 
    The driver didn’t answer. 
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    “Yeah, I’ll take you there.” The driver’s tone was suddenly different, and Leroy felt the familiar tingle of danger in his stomach. It was similar to when he noticed his opponent in the ring loading up for a big shot, a potential knockout blow. 
 
    “It’s a—it’s a strip club, right?” 
 
    The driver chuckled.  
 
    “Is it? A strip club?” 
 
    “Sure is,” the man replied under his breath. 
 
    Leroy leaned forward and accidentally banged the plastic divider. 
 
    “Please don't touch the glass,” the man snapped. 
 
    “My bad. Do you know the address of this place?” Leroy asked, still holding up the card. He saw the driver shake his head in the rearview. 
 
    “Then how—” 
 
    “I just know the way.” There was a finality to the man’s voice and Leroy let it go.  
 
    He distracted himself from his gut feeling of his, by staring out the window. The lights were beautiful, but also overwhelming. Once you’ve seen one Vegas casino, it seemed, you’d seen them all.  
 
    Leroy’s mind wandered. At first, he thought about Kevin Park and his assertion that the man was guilty—Occam’s Razor and all that—and while he still believed this to be true, he couldn’t deny that this case had taken a bizarre twist. Where it was headed appeared to be somewhere far from the strip, if the taxi wasn’t just taking him around in circles and waiting for him to pass out to jack up the fare.  
 
    Next, thoughts of DSLH flooded Leroy’s mind. Screech had been right, he did have other options, more now than ever, maybe. For some reason, he felt the need to reach inside insured and grip the Declan D that he hung around his neck. 
 
    If only could see me now, bro. Livin’ the big life. 
 
    He patted the wad of cash and chips with his other hand. 
 
    The chips! Shit, I should have hit the cashier. His pockets were nearly bursting with them, and it looked ridiculous.  
 
    “This is it,” the driver said. 
 
    Leroy squinted out the window.  
 
    Far the strip was right. The building that the driver had pulled up to was like the business card. Dark, unassuming, and mysterious. Except this building didn’t have a pink ‘Girls’ sign to break up the monotony.  
 
    “You sure?” Leroy asked, looking down at the card. 
 
    “This is it,” the driver repeated. 
 
    Leroy, skeptical, grabbed his cell phone. For some reason, the screen hadn’t turned off—it was still showing the smiling picture of Connery Sinclair in The Luxor casino. Leroy flipped to the next photo, the one of Connery in a club. Then he flipped it around, careful not to touch the plastic partition. 
 
    “Have you seen this guy? Was he here?” 
 
    “In five seconds, I’m going to leave,” the man said angrily.  
 
    “Okay, shit.” 
 
    Leroy got out of the car and glanced up and down the dark street. There weren’t any stores within eyesight. With the knot in his stomach tightening, he paid the driver through the open window.  
 
    “Listen, if you hang around, there’s—” 
 
    Nope.  
 
    The taxi’s tires squealed, and Leroy watched the taillights disappear. 
 
    “What an asshole.” 
 
    “You here for the girls?”  
 
    Leroy looked over his shoulder. The door to the matte black building was now open and a large man in a funny hat stood in the entrance.  
 
    Leroy was big, but this man was bigger… much bigger. 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    Leroy walked toward the door, but the man held his ground. He also not so surreptitiously eyed the bulge in Leroy’s pockets.  
 
    “That’ll be a thousand dollars.” 
 
    Leroy wasn't sure he heard correctly. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “It’s a thousand dollars to enter.” 
 
    Leroy backed up, looked at the building, then at the open door. Music filtered out into the street, and he thought he saw some glitter on the walls. He'd never been to a strip club before, and while he was aware that they often charged exorbitant fees for drinks, and he suspected most had a cover charge, a thousand dollars was insane.  
 
    “You're fucking with me,” he said, putting on a half-hearted grin. 
 
    The man scowled. 
 
    “One thousand dollars.” 
 
    Leroy called his bluff. 
 
    “Fuck that,” he said as he turned his attention to his phone. Leroy was just pulling up the Uber app when he sensed rather than saw movement.  
 
    “It’s a thousand dollars enter,” the bouncer explained. He was close enough now that Leroy could smell the reek of cigarette smoke coming off him in waves. “But it’s two thousand to leave.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The bouncer took another step toward him, and Leroy tensed.  
 
    “I said, it’s a thousand to enter, two thousand to leave. And if you push another button on your cell phone, I'm going to smash it, and then I’m going to smash you.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    Drake didn't know much about Tommy Wilde, about the man who had attended Beckett's funeral but for some reason, he didn't expect the man's place of business to look like this.  
 
    Granted, he wasn't sure what the head office of the largest crime scene cleanup syndicate in New York State was supposed to look like. 
 
    Wilde Clean-up was comprised of what looked like a set of massive airplane hangars. The entire compound reminded Drake of a prison, complete with a chain-link fence that encircled the property.  
 
    Drake pulled his Crown Vic up to what looked like a front gate and got out. It was late, almost midnight, and the likelihood of finding anyone here, let alone the head of the company, was low. But this was also New York and crime never took an hour off. 
 
    Hands in his pockets, he observed a video camera mounted above the fence door as he approached. A second later, Drake spotted a man, who couldn’t have been taller than five-six, smoking a cigarette on the other side.  
 
    The man was wearing a pageboy hat and was looking directly at him.  
 
    “Hey, there,” Drake said. 
 
    The man took the cigarette out of his mouth and smiled, showing Drake a large gap between his two front teeth.  
 
    “Hey, there, to you, too.” The man had a thick Eastern European accent. Drake’s first thought was that he didn’t work here, that perhaps he was the lookout for his boys who were robbing the place. But then he saw that the man was wearing a corporate shirt, a black V-neck with a maroon “Wilde Clean-up” logo on the right breast.  
 
    “I'm looking for Tommy. He wouldn't happen to be here, would he?” 
 
    The man shrugged and took another drag from his cigarette, then stared at the glowing tip as if it were the most interesting thing in the world. 
 
    “Is that a yes or a no?” Drake asked, already tired of this game. 
 
    “We're not open right now,” the man said, looking over his shoulder. 
 
    Drake followed his stare. Only the door to the nearest hanger was open and there was a light on somewhere near the back.  
 
    “I'll level with you, man. I need to ask Tommy a favor. I’ve met him before, and we have a mutual friend.”  
 
    The diminutive man smoked and listened. 
 
    “If he’s here, just tell him that Damien Drake needs a favor, can you do that?” 
 
    The man’s face broke into a grin. 
 
    “Mr. Drake,” he said enthusiastically. “Why did you not say your name is Mr. Drake? Come with me.” 
 
    He opened the door and frantically waved his hand. 
 
    “Come, come.” 
 
    That was… too easy.  
 
    “Tommy’s here, just come with me.” 
 
    Drake, hands still in his pockets, followed the man across the tarmac toward the open hanger. 
 
    “My name's Barbie, by the way.” 
 
    Drake raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, my name Barbashev, but everyone call me Barbie. I'm one of Tommy's partners.” 
 
    “Good to meet you. You said you’re his partner, Tommy Wilde's partner?” 
 
    Barbie nodded and he pointed at his chest. 
 
    “My name not on shirt, but I'm partner. Me and a few others.” 
 
    “Maybe you can help me then.” 
 
    “Maybe I can.” 
 
    “Well, listen, I'm interested in a cleanup job you guys did over at—” Drake racked his brain for the name of the company that Connery and Kevin owned. “— Market Slice.”  
 
    They entered the hangar and Drake saw a fleet of white cargo vans to his left. In the center, like an island, was a fully enclosed office. Windows wrapped the front and sides, and probably the back, though Drake couldn’t see these approaching from the door, and the blinds were all drawn. 
 
    “I don't—” Barbie’s eyes went wide. “Oh, yeah, I know that job. Blood everywhere on walls, couch, everywhere. Pretty gross.” 
 
    Barbie knocked once on the door to the office and then opened it.  
 
    Tommy Wilde was sitting in a chair facing the door. There was a laptop in front of him on a circular table that could easily seat eight. When Barbie and Drake entered, he raised his eyes. His hair was perfect, Drake had the impression that it would be even in a tornado, but he looked tired.  
 
    “Damien Drake,” he said, straightening in his chair. 
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
    “Tommy, we met a while back at—” 
 
    “Beckett's funeral,” Tommy finished for him.  
 
    “Right, I'm sorry to bother you at this late hour, but I need little help.” 
 
    Tommy closed the laptop and gently placed his hands on top.  
 
    “Sure, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “He want to know about Market Slice job,” Barbie offered.  
 
    “Right. That job. Kevin’s father hired me to work the case, try to figure out what happened.” Tommy’s right eyebrow twitched and while it could be nothing, Drake thought it was an indicator that the man was familiar with the case. “Kevin is going to be arraigned tomorrow and unless I do something, he’s going to plead guilty to murdering his partner.”  
 
    “So much blood, was gross,” Barbie remarked. 
 
    Both Tommy and Drake ignored him. 
 
    “I’m not sure what I can do for you,” Tommy said. 
 
    Drake sighed. 
 
    “To be honest, me neither. I’m just desperate. Back when I was a detective, I often returned to the scene of difficult crimes, ones I couldn’t solve. Sometimes I’d notice something, sometimes not. More often, I just needed to hit a hard reset, you know?” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “But you guys,” Drake laughed. “You guys did such a bang-up job; it was like nothing even happened. If it weren’t for a few drops of blood my partner found on the main floor, I wouldn’t have believed anything had happened there.” 
 
    “Drops of blood?” Tommy glanced at Barbie and Drake realized that he’d made a mistake. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry,” Drake apologized. “You guys did an amazing job.” 
 
    “There no blood there. I do that job myself,” Barbie stated.  
 
    “It was just a few drops,” Drake said, trying to diminish the comment and move on.  
 
    Barbie had other ideas. 
 
    “No blood,” he said adamantly. “No blood there.” 
 
    “Maybe my partner’s mistaken then.” 
 
    “Yes. Or maybe it from after we clean.” 
 
    “Sure.” Drake remembered his injured toe and hip. Only, his clumsiness had caused bruises, not blood. “Anyway, I was just wondering if you noticed anything out of the ordinary? I know, I know, impossible question, but still. Like I said, I’m desperate.” 
 
    Tommy looked at Barbie, who shrugged. 
 
    “I remember the police say that the man’s car was parked illegally. They tell me to move it, so I get number and call man’s wife, Wendy. She not nice woman. But she comes quick, tries to look around but cops don’t let her, and she leaves.” 
 
    Not nice woman… Screech had said the same using different words. 
 
    “So, she took the car?” It had to be Connery’s car because Roger claimed that Kevin didn’t own one. 
 
    “Yes, she had keys.” 
 
    “The cops didn’t take it as evidence?” 
 
    Another shrug from Barbie. 
 
    “Don’t think so. She left.” 
 
    Drake sucked his teeth.  
 
    “Anything else out of the ordinary? Like, anything?” 
 
    “No, don’t think so. Just lot of blood. So gross.” Barbie removed his hat and scratched his head. 
 
    Another dead end. 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry again to disturb you, but thanks.” 
 
    Drake nodded at Barbie and Tommy and walked to the door. 
 
    “One second, Mr. Drake.” 
 
    He turned. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Can I ask you something, something about case?” Barbie said. His cheeks had reddened a little as if he were embarrassed. “I like true crime, you see?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    “I hear on Chanel 5 news that no body found. How that possible?” 
 
    Drake frowned. 
 
    “Don’t know. Kevin isn’t saying and the cops haven’t found it yet. Probably got rid of it somewhere and then popped a pill and lay on the couch where the cops found him.” 
 
    Barbie was shaking his head. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “No, that cannot be. I mean, he not do this alone.” 
 
    Drake rubbed his jaw, not following along. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because of couch.” 
 
    “Because of couch?” Drake repeated, using the man’s same broken English.  
 
    Barbie put his hat back on. He smiled and talked as much with his hands as he did his mouth. 
 
    “Yes, couch. That couch like kid drawing, you know? When they put hand on page and then paint around it. They pull it back and then you perfect outline.” 
 
    Drake still wasn’t following. 
 
    “That what couch look like! Perfect outline.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand.”  
 
    “You cop and you not understand?” Barbie laughed and Drake knew that he should take offense, but there was something disarming about the small man with the accent. Barbie slapped the back of one hand against the palm of the other. “How you kill someone while lying on couch and get blood on clothes on wall, on couch, but not where you sit. Then you get up, take body to shallow grave or woodchipper, then come back and… sit exact same? Not make sense.” 
 
    Drake finally got what Barbie was saying. And then he cursed himself for not noticing this earlier. 
 
    “You’re right. It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “No, not make sense,” Barbie agreed.  
 
    Drake continued to rub his jaw as he thought about the implications of what the man had just said. 
 
    “Someone else do it,” Barbie said absently. “I bet it was that woman—Wendy. She not nice.” 
 
    “Except Kevin confessed.”  
 
    It always came back to that. 
 
    The confession. 
 
    Barbie put one finger in front of each eye and spun them in circles in opposite directions. 
 
    “Maybe she hypnotize him, make him say he killed other man.” 
 
    Tommy chuckled. 
 
    “Alright, I think that’s enough. We got work to do,” Tommy said. 
 
    Drake checked his watch. 
 
    “As do I. Thanks again, you’ve been helpful.” 
 
    “What? You don’t believe me?” Barbie said, sounding hurt. “Women hypnotize man all the time with pussy.” 
 
    Drake laughed. 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth.” 
 
    He had every intention of leaving but something was still nagging at him, gnawing at his mind. 
 
    Was it the blood on the floor that Screech had found? Was that it? Was that proof that Kevin had moved from the couch. 
 
    No, it was—the metal ruler. 
 
    “Wait, did you lock the door on the inside, the one leading to the lounge area?” 
 
    Barbie nodded. 
 
    “Yes. Cops say it was like that when they got there, so we put back exactly same. Wilde Clean-up, best in business!” 
 
    Drake couldn’t tell if this last line was a joke but didn’t expend too much energy on it. He had other things to focus on. 
 
    Like trying to figure out why Kevin Park was lying.  
 
    Because Drake was now sure that the man behind bars didn’t kill his partner. And it was on him to find out who did. 
 
    

  

 
 
    Part III — Hickam's Dictum 
 
   



 

 Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    For the second time that night, someone was following Screech. Unlike outside of Market Slice, however, the person dipping in and out of shadows around DSLH was more clunky and obvious.  
 
    Screech walked to his car but when he went to unlock the door, he dropped his keys. He pretended to reach down and pick them up but instead whipped around, fists in front of his face. 
 
    And then he immediately relaxed. 
 
    “Roger Park? What are you doing here?” 
 
    Roger’s eyes darted and he licked his lower lip nervously. 
 
    “I found something, I thought you should see.” 
 
    “But why were you following me?” Screech asked as the man pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket. 
 
    “Drake said not to get involved but…” Roger’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “You need to see this. Here, take it.”  
 
    Screech reluctantly took the paper and unfolded it. 
 
    It was another printed photograph, just like the one of Kevin sitting on the couch. Only this one had two people in it, one fully nude and the other in the process of getting undressed. Kevin Park and Wendy Sinclair, respectively.  
 
    Screech whistled as he observed the photo. 
 
    “Where did you get this?”  
 
    “It was on Kevin's computer.” 
 
    Screech tapped the page, his finger inadvertently touching Wendy’s backside. She was wearing a thong and she’d pulled it down almost all the way.  
 
    That answers one question… Wendy is the lair.  
 
    Screech looked at Mr. Park. 
 
    “You found this on your son’s computer?” 
 
    Roger nodded. 
 
    “Was it hard to find?” 
 
    “Not really. But when I was here, you ask me about her and about my son. So, I go look.” 
 
    Screech was about to continue this line of questioning when he heard a rustling behind him. He turned, but there was nothing there.  
 
    Exhaustion had kicked in and he was seeing and hearing things everywhere.  
 
    It didn’t help that twice tonight he’d actually been followed tonight.  
 
    “I’m going to keep this, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, yes. Will it help?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Screech said, thinking about where he’d been headed before Roger had approached. “It will. But please, you have to stop following and sneaking up on me.” 
 
    Screech got into his car and opened the window to look at the jittery man in the suit. 
 
    “But if you are, for God’s sake try to be a little quieter about it. You sound like an elephant stomping around.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wendy Sinclair’s house was even more impressive at night. Lights illuminated the bricks and trees, making it look like something out of a fairy tale.  
 
    Screech had drawn the short straw; he got Wendy duty while Drake left to find Tommy Wilde. The last time he was here, the woman had told him in no uncertain terms that if he came back, she’d call the cops. But that had been during the day, and it was midnight now.  
 
    Who knew what she would do? Maybe she had the SWAT team on speed dial.  
 
    Screech pulled the photo out of his pocket. At least he had some ammunition now.  
 
    The timing had been perfect, which, in his experience, was also suspect. Then there was the fact that both Leroy and Drake thought that Roger had lied when they’d asked about Kevin sleeping with Wendy. And then, hours later, Roger himself provides proof of the affair. 
 
    This case just keeps on getting stranger.  
 
    Screech kept his car running as he went up to the wooden door and knocked. As before, at first, he heard nothing. Then there was movement in the bay window.  
 
    Wendy Sinclair pulled the blinds back and glared at him. She was wearing a dark tracksuit and the hood masked most of her face in shadows. 
 
    “I’m calling the police,” she threatened. Her voice was surprisingly audible through the glass.  
 
    “Wait,” Screech pleaded. “I just—here, I have something to show you.” 
 
    “Get off my property, now.” 
 
    Screech fumbled with the photo, trying to open it quickly without tearing it.  
 
    “I’m calling the cops.” 
 
    “Just—” he held the photo to the glass and Wendy fell silent. 
 
    When he lowered it, she was gone. A moment later, the front door was unlocked, and it opened an inch.  
 
    “What do you want?” Wendy snarled. “You trying to blackmail me? You want to blackmail me just like that prick Kevin Park because I don’t have any money.” 
 
    “I don't want to blackmail anyone, Ms. Sinclair. All I want is answers. Something that you should want, too.” 
 
    “Answers?” The woman leaned back and place her hands on her hips. “What answers? My husband is dead, and his partner killed him. Murdered him. He was covered in the man's blood, and he admitted to it. Why can't you accept that? Why can’t you just leave me alone?” 
 
    “Because there's no body,” Screech said simply. “And because you serve to benefit most with Kevin behind bars.” 
 
    Normally, he wouldn’t have been this blunt, but they had no time, and he was dead tired. 
 
    “Benefit?” Wendy threw her head back and cackled. “What benefit? I get nothing. The company’s assets are frozen.” 
 
    “For now.” 
 
    Wendy pulled her hood off and moved her face into the light. 
 
    “He’s dead. Connery is fucking dead.”  
 
    “Well, that's—” 
 
    Wendy’s hand shot out and she tried to tear the photograph from his hand. She was quick, but he was quicker.  
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Wendy pulled her hand back suddenly and then, for the second time that day, she slammed the door in his face. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    Screech stood on the stoop for several seconds, but this time, Wendy didn’t appear in the window. Thinking that she might be calling the cops, he hurried back to his car.  
 
    As he backed out of her driveway, he realized that he’d missed something. Something that Wendy had said. 
 
    You want to blackmail me just like that prick Kevin Park? 
 
    What in the hell was she talking about? Kevin was blackmailing her because of their affair? Why? He owned the company with Connery. Was it to get Wendy to convince Connery to sell the business to Kevin, maybe? Or was it something else? 
 
    Screech strummed his thumbs on the steering wheel as he drove back toward DSLH investigations, his mind racing with this new information. 
 
    Occam’s razor my ass, Leroy.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn't recommend doing that.” 
 
    The big man in the funny hat continued to move forward, halving the distance between them. 
 
    “The fuck did you say to me?” 
 
    Leroy put his phone away.  
 
    “I said—” 
 
    The bouncer made the first move. What that move was, however, would never be known to Leroy. The man invaded his personal space and Leroy reacted.  
 
    He shifted his weight from his left hip to his right and delivered perhaps the best uppercut of his entire life. It connected with the man’s chin. Had the bouncer been any smaller, Leroy wouldn’t have been surprised to see his head actually separate from his shoulders, that’s how perfect the blow was.  
 
    But the man was thick and had a jaw of stone. Still, his teeth mashed together, and his eyes rolled back. Then he fell to his knees in a collapse reminiscent of a defeated video game boss.  
 
    Leroy managed to circle around and grab his head before it cracked off the pavement. Moving the bouncer was a different story and proved more difficult than knocking him out. It took five minutes to drag the solid lump of flesh and muscle out of sight. Mostly out of sight—Leroy gave up when you could no longer see the bouncer from the club doorway. Anybody driving by might notice, but that was a risk he had to take. Time was of the essence and Leroy didn’t plan on being here long. 
 
    Girls was indeed a strip club. All you had to do is step inside to realize this. Even as a club virgin, there was something intrinsic about the lights, sounds, and smells that signified to Leroy’s brain that this was a house of sex.  
 
    There was indeed a cover, but it wasn’t a thousand bucks. It was twenty. The woman behind the register had pigtails, glitter on her cheeks, and a throat tattoo that could have been a butterfly or, just as likely, a colorful vagina. 
 
    Leroy gave her a hundred. 
 
    “Keep the change.” Then he showed her Connery’s photo. “You seen this guy?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “You sure?”  
 
    “I’m sure. But if he’s a regular, Britney will know him.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Leroy headed into the club, worried that he’d been scammed again. Give vag-throat a hundred and she says talk to Britney. Find Britney, give her a hundred, and be directed toward Tanya, and so on…  
 
    Keeping his eyes away from the stage for fear of becoming further distracted, he went straight to the bar.  
 
    “I’m looking for Britney,” he shouted over the music. The surly woman in extremely tight black lingerie pointed toward the stage. 
 
    “She's over there, serving cocktails.” 
 
    Leroy couldn’t avoid the stage now, but thankfully they were between shifts, or whatever they called it, and he only saw a busboy using a mop to clean the hard black rubber surface. Why he was required to scrub as hard as he was, was something Leroy could live without knowing. 
 
    Britney was young or made up to look that way, with shoulder-length blond hair and dimples. She was also very cute. Wearing a pink bra that forced her pale breasts to her chin, Leroy could make out the outline of her nipples beneath.  
 
    He resisted looking at anything below her waist. 
 
    “Britney?” 
 
    The woman looked at him with big green eyes. 
 
    “You want a dance?” 
 
    Yes, very much so.  
 
    Leroy put his hand in his pocket, which seemed even tighter now for some reason, and pulled out his wad of bills. He removed a hundred and held it out.  
 
    Britney smiled and leaned forward. It took Leroy a could ten seconds to figure out what she wanted.  
 
    “Oh, okay,” he said nervously as he slipped the bill between her skin and the bra strap on her shoulder. 
 
    “You get two dances for that.” 
 
    Britney took his hand and turned. This time, Leroy had to look—it was impossible not to. She was wearing a matching pink thong that had a frill that went around her waist. Her ass was absolutely perfect.  
 
    Leroy almost succumbed to his urges then. He nearly went to the back room and accepted those two dances, which would have led to at least two more, but then he remembered Kevin Park. 
 
    Kevin Park covered in blood. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Leroy let go of Britney’s hand.  
 
    “I—I—” 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    “If you don’t want a dance, how about a drink?” 
 
    “Yeah—no, no,” he shook his head. “I need something else.” 
 
    Britney’s smile faded. 
 
    “We don’t sell drugs here,” she informed him, her tone still sweet despite the expression change. 
 
    “Drugs?” Leroy snapped out of it. “No, I just want to know if you’ve seen someone. A guy named Connery—no, wait, Alec. Alec Bregman.” 
 
    Leroy started to reach for his phone, but she placed her hand on his, stopping him. 
 
    “I know Alec.” 
 
    “You do?” Leroy asked, unsure if he was being played or not. 
 
    Britney nodded. 
 
    “Yes. He comes here once a month. Spends most of his time with Cheri, but I’ve spoken to him before.” 
 
    Leroy scanned the room for Cheri, before concluding that every girl in here looked like a Cheri. 
 
    “Really? 
 
    “Nice guy.” Britney looked at the bill that Leroy had placed in her bra strap. “Good tipper.” 
 
    I should talk to Cheri.  
 
    But he didn’t want to leave Britney just yet. 
 
    “Did you see him this past Saturday?” 
 
    Another nod.  
 
    “Yeah, but he was… different.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    The lights suddenly dimmed, and Aqua’s Barbie Girl began to blast from hidden speakers. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “How was he different?” Leroy shouted. 
 
    Britney moved so close that he could feel her breath on his ear, and he shivered. 
 
    “I think he was sick. Pale, I don’t know.”  
 
    Leroy pulled back. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. Usually, he’s full of life, you know? But not this time. It was as if he was just going through the motions. I think—” 
 
    A commotion stopped her mid-sentence. Leroy’s first thought the interruption was caused by the girl on stage, who was wearing a catholic schoolgirl uniform and sucking on a comically large lollipop, but then he saw the bouncer. 
 
    “Oh, shit. Gotta go!” 
 
    The man’s jaw was hanging at a strange angle, giving his entire face a considerably lopsided appearance. Blood and spit hung from his chin. 
 
    Leroy had time to think, why doesn’t he wipe that gross shit off, before the bouncer pointed directly at him. 
 
    “Yep,” he said loudly. “It’s time to get the fuck out of here!” 
 
    And then he started to run.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    Drake had just pulled into the DSLH parking lot when his phone started to ring. It was from an unlisted number. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “This Damien Drake?” An unfamiliar voice asked. 
 
    “Who's this?” 
 
    “I'll take that as a yes. This is Stu Barnes; I'm just returning your call.” 
 
    Drake was tired, but he was wide awake now.  
 
    “Call me Drake, please. Thanks for calling me back. We have a mutual friend in Chase Adams, and you bailed me out when—” 
 
    “I know who you are. How is Chase doing?” 
 
    Drake didn’t how to answer. The truth was, he had no idea. He was ashamed to admit that it had been a long time since they’d spoken. 
 
    “Fine,” he lied. “She’s good.” 
 
    The silence from the other end suggested that Stu didn’t believe him. 
 
    “You sounded desperate on the phone,” Stu said at last. “What can I help you with?” 
 
    Drake tried to regain an air of professionalism. 
 
    “I’m working this case—my PI firm was hired by Kevin Park’s family.” Drake let this hang in the air for a second. “You know him?” 
 
    Stu inhaled sharply. 
 
    “Yeah, saw him on the news.” 
 
    That’s it. Nothing else. No, I’m suing him and his bastard partner for all they’re worth. 
 
    Drake stumbled through the next few sentences. 
 
    “Well, as I said, his father hired me because he doesn’t think Connery is dead. We’re up against the wire here, what with his arraignment tomorrow.” 
 
    “Kevin confessed, didn’t he? That’s what they’re saying on the news.” 
 
    “He did, but I’m not so sure he killed Connery. There are just too many loose ends, inconsistencies.” 
 
    “Well, Drake, I don’t know how you thought that I could help.” 
 
    “The lawsuits,” Drake blurted. Stu said nothing for several seconds and Drake was forced to check that the man hadn’t hung up. “Hello? You still there?” 
 
    “I’m still here.” 
 
    “I hate being so direct but like I said, we’re in a time crunch. Anything you can tell me about Connery or Kevin might be useful. I’ll keep your name out of it, of course.” 
 
    C’mon, help me out, he silently begged. 
 
    Stu sighed and Drake grinned. 
 
    “It’ll all come out in the lawsuit anyway,” he said, as if trying to justify what came next. “Years ago, both Con and Kevin worked for me. Simple data collection and analysis. Nothing too difficult. They didn’t stay long—both resigned at the same time. I thought nothing of it until I caught wind of two young kids trying to sell software that they claimed could amalgamate hundreds of data points to develop a user profile.” 
 
    “Smart guys, I guess,” Drake said, mostly to fill the dead air. 
 
    “Not so much,” Stu countered. “The software was great, but it wasn’t theirs. It was mine. Sure, they’d made some minor tweaks and changes, and one particularly good one, if I’m being honest, but the backbone belonged to Ad-X.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “It gets better. They were pitching the sale to one of my other companies!” Stu laughed, which Drake thought strange. Then he remembered the parent company, AI Integrations, and how much it was worth. Sure, Market Slice pulled in money, big money, but nothing near the magnitude of AI and its subsidiaries. “When I heard that Connery was giving the pitch, I decided not only to let him go ahead with it but to sit in.” Another laugh. “Yeah, it was like robbing a jewelry store, polishing the stones, and then trying to sell them back to the same store the very next day.” 
 
    “So, Connery’s not that bright. What about Kevin?” 
 
    “He’s a different animal altogether. He wasn’t at the pitch meeting but when, for shits and giggles, I offered to buy the software, Kevin suddenly appeared. Realizing what his idiot partner had done, Kevin somehow managed to weasel out of there unscathed. For a while, I was so confused over what happened that I wondered if I was wrong, if it wasn’t really my software. And then, to be honest, I just forgot about it until a couple of months ago when Market Slice popped up on my daily news brief. I recognized the name and immediately contacted my lawyers. They initiated a couple of lawsuits, I called in a few favors and succeeded in freezing their funds. God, I wish I hadn’t done that.” 
 
    “Really, why?” 
 
    Stu sighed.  
 
    “I’m going to be honest with you, Drake. The lawsuits, they were just an ego move on my part. Market Slice is just small potatoes, makes no difference to my bottom line. But now, after Kevin’s arrest and the death… it’s a PR nightmare. The cops have already been here talking to me about it. I just—I just don’t need them digging through my other businesses right now, you know? Not for something like this.” 
 
    Oh, what Drake would do to not care about a business that was making ten million dollars a year. 
 
    “I get it,” he lied. “Before, you said that Kevin was the one who got out of the mess that Connery made?” 
 
     Something wasn’t adding up. Kevin was the smart one, the slimy one who managed to get out of tight situations. Legal binds. And yet, he was caught red-handed and immediately confessed with minimal pressure. 
 
    “Yeah, Kevin Park.” 
 
    “Could you be mixing them up?” Drake asked. “Maybe Connery was the smart one?” 
 
    “No, sir. Kevin Park is the brains behind Market Slice. I'm one hundred percent certain of that.” 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense. He confessed right away,” Drake mused out loud. “Occam’s razor and all that.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you—I'm just a businessman, Drake, you're the PI. But the way that Kevin twisted me about after that meeting? He is one slippery bastard. Be careful with him.”  
 
    Drake liked Stu, he realized. In a different time, they might have shared a drink together.  
 
    “I appreciate the warning. And thanks for calling me back and answering my questions.” 
 
    “No problem. Good luck with the case. And if you see Chase, tell her I say hi.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Drake hung up the phone and got out of his car just as Screech pulled up beside him. He waited for his partner who had a strange look on his face. 
 
    “You horny?” Screech asked.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I asked if you were horny.” Drake said nothing as Screech thrust a piece of paper at him. “Cuz if you are, then this is something that might help you get off.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    Leroy dodged the first of what seemed to be an infinite number of bouncers. They came from every corner appearing as if from thin air. A table toppled, then a chair. The confusion is what saved him. That and the drunk patrons accidentally getting in the bouncers’ way. 
 
    Once outside, the pursuit ended quickly. Most of the bouncers that Leroy saw were built for picking up heavy objects, not for speed or endurance.  
 
    After running at a moderate pace for just five minutes, he found himself alone. And it was oddly quiet on the dark street. Leroy had noticed just how loud everything was in Las Vegas, how could you not, but because it was impossible to escape the din, the high volume just became the new normal. There was no real quiet in the city, it seemed.  
 
    Except for here. 
 
    To his left, he spotted the strip. It was a good five or six miles away, a glittering beacon tucked between gray highways and surrounded by pale deserts. Leroy considered hailing another ride, an Uber this time, but he feared being brought back to Girls or scammed in some other way.  
 
    So, he walked instead.  
 
    Leroy texted Screech a simple message, telling him what he’d found, about Connery being ill on Saturday and how he’d used a pseudonym, and then embraced the silence. 
 
    For once, his mind wasn’t racing and Leroy wasn’t thinking about the next step in his life, his problems, his frustrations.  
 
    He thought of nothing. Just observed his surroundings not focusing on anything in particular. And, before long, he found himself back on the strip. Shortly thereafter, Leroy was inside the familiar surroundings that was The Luxor. 
 
    The sounds had returned and, like always, they were impossible to ignore. He knew that he should get some rest, but he was energized from the altercation at Girls.  
 
    “Welcome back.” 
 
    Leroy was standing in front of the same blackjack table that he’d played at earlier. It was still a hundred dollars a hand and it was still empty. The dealer was the same and she smiled at him.  
 
    Sleep, go get some rest.  
 
    Leroy laughed. 
 
    “Nawwww.” 
 
    You’re in Vegas, baby. 
 
    Leroy sat and pulled out his chips, stacked them neatly, and started to play.  
 
    “Good luck.”  
 
    The first few hands didn't go as planned. Leroy played correctly, by the book, but kept drawing nineteens against the dealer's twenties. He was done six hundred before his first drink arrived. This time, he asked for change and only tipped twenty-five.  
 
    Not liking his dwindling stack of chips, Leroy changed all of the cash he had on him.  
 
    This did the trick and things started to turn over the next hour. The drinks also came steadily, and he started to draw a small crowd of onlookers.  
 
    “Would you like something different? Something from the top shelf?” The waitress asked when she realized that he couldn’t keep up, that he couldn’t finish his beer before the next arrived.  
 
    Leroy looked at her, his mouth did a series of convolutions, and then he said the only top-shelf liquor that he could think of: “Johnnie Blue.” 
 
    The waitress hesitated and Leroy handed her a black chip. She nodded and left Leroy to gamble. 
 
    And win. 
 
    Leroy went on an incredible run, winning nearly every hand, capitalizing by splitting and doubling down whenever the opportunity presented itself. Knowing that it was bad luck to count his chips before he was ready to leave, Leroy still couldn’t help but notice just how tall the now three stacks had become. When his Johnnie Blue came, he drank it quickly and immediately ordered another.  
 
    When the current shoe was done, a hand came down on his shoulder. 
 
    Thinking that it was the waitress, he picked up a black chip and turned. It was a woman, but she was younger than Leroy’s server. 
 
    And considerably more attractive. 
 
    But this didn’t make him smile, it made him nervous. Leroy glanced around trying to spot the bouncer with the broken jaw. 
 
    “Relax, I'm here by myself.” 
 
    Britney’s words were meant to calm him, but they didn’t do the trick. 
 
    “He came at me,” Leroy said defensively. “I—” 
 
    Her hand, still on his shoulder, squeezed gently. 
 
    “Relax,” she said with a laugh. 
 
    And Leroy finally did. Her dimpled cheeks had a calming effect on him. 
 
    “How did you find me?” he asked. 
 
    “Alec told me he always stays here. I thought because you were looking for him, maybe you’d be here, too.” 
 
    It made sense.  
 
    “What happened, uhh, back at the club?” 
 
    Britney giggled. 
 
    “It was chaos, everyone running around, knocking stuff over. Most people left and it was quiet, so I split early.” 
 
    “What about…” Leroy indicated his jaw. 
 
    “Donnie? He was pissed,” she emphasized the word.  
 
    Leroy lowered his voice. 
 
    “What about the cops?” 
 
    “No, no cops. Donnie and the law don’t get along.” 
 
    Leroy let out a sigh of relief. He hadn’t thought about the cops until now, but there were cameras everywhere in Vegas, maybe even outside Girls. It wouldn’t help him, or Kevin, if he got picked up and tossed in jail for assault. 
 
    As the dealer continued to shuffle, and Britney watched, Leroy did his best to check her out without drawing attention. Instead of a pink bra and thong, she was wearing a modest black t-shirt and jeans. Somehow, this made her look even sexier.  
 
    “Why’d you come find me?” Leroy cringed at his own words. 
 
    In his head, he heard Declan say, So smooth, bro. Fuckin’ smooth. 
 
    Britney blushed. 
 
    “I remembered something Alex said, something that I thought you might want to know.”  
 
    This might be true, but they both knew it wasn’t the only reason she was here. 
 
    Leroy smiled as he raised his glass to the waitress and indicated that he wanted two more.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    “So, Kevin wasn't lying,” Drake remarked as he looked down at the photograph.  
 
    “Nope. Not about this, anyway.” 
 
    “You really think he’s lying about killing Connery, don’t you?”  
 
    Screech shrugged. 
 
    “Can’t say for sure, but that’s the impression I got when I spoke to him.” 
 
    “What about Leroy’s Occam’s Razor theory?” 
 
    Screech made a face that suggested he was undecided, and Drake turned his attention back to the photograph. He turned it over and noticed a small smear of what looked like blood on the back and thought about what Barbie had said about them not missing a drop. 
 
    “You’re bleeding by the way.” 
 
    “Me?” Screech asked, confused. He turned his hands over and inspected them. 
 
    “Yeah,” Drake showed him the smear. 
 
    “No, not me,” Screech said, shaking his head. “Maybe when you fell at Market Slice?” 
 
    “No. I mean, I fell, but I’m not bleeding.” 
 
    Drake set the picture down and yawned. 
 
    “Occam’s razor,” he mused as he stretched. “The easiest and most obvious solution is often the answer.” 
 
    Screech grunted. 
 
    “Nothing obvious about this case. If we had a body, maybe things would be different.”  
 
    “Why kill your partner,” Drake said, coming back to a common refrain, “somehow get rid of the body without a car, then sit on a couch exactly like your outline when it had been splashed with blood? Oh, don’t forget the locked the door, too. Shit, every five minutes we seem to uncover another nugget of information, but none of the pieces fit together.” 
 
    Screech looked at him. 
 
    “Do you also get the feeling that someone is leading us along, using breadcrumbs to make a path for us to follow?” 
 
    “If they’re making a path, they’re doing it in a zigzag pattern,” Drake remarked. “There’s nothing logical to any of this. Like, who the fuck was the person at Market Slice? What were they doing there?” 
 
    “Maybe it was one of Stu’s henchmen trying to get their software back.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I don’t think he cares that much about the software. More the principle of it than the actual theft. He said that it was all turning out to be a massive headache anyway with the negative press. Doesn’t want the cops to snoop in his business.” 
 
    Drake closed his eyes, and his breathing became regular. 
 
    “You sleeping?” 
 
    Drake started. He had fallen asleep, but only for a moment.  
 
    “I’m alright.” 
 
    He found himself staring at the photograph on his desk again, but his focus wasn’t on Wendy or Kevin. It was on that smear of blood. The conversation he’d had with Barbie kept replaying in his mind. 
 
    The man was a perfectionist and yet Screech saw blood on the floor. 
 
    “Screech, are you sure you saw blood at Market Slice?” 
 
    “Yeah, three drops. Big ones. Why?” 
 
    Drake picked up the paper and turned it in his hand, his eyes locked on that smear. 
 
    “Did you… did you show this to Wendy when you visited her?” 
 
    “Had to. Wouldn’t talk to me, otherwise.” 
 
    “Did she touch it?” 
 
    “She tried to grab it, but I pulled it back.” 
 
    “Did she touch it, though?” Drake pressed. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. Grazed it. Oh, I almost forgot to mention, she slipped up. Accused me of blackmailing her the way that Kevin did.” 
 
    Drake stood and his chair toppled. 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Screech said hesitantly. “You okay?” 
 
    Drake was okay, but he wasn’t listening to his partner.  
 
    He was lost in his head. 
 
    “The blood at Market Slice… was it wet?” 
 
    More hesitation from Screech. 
 
    “You know what? I think it was. That’s weird, right?” 
 
    Drake laughed. 
 
    “Uhh… you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    Drake looked at Screech. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m okay. And you know what? I think I just put some of those breadcrumbs together.” 
 
    “I don’t think they go together, that’s not how they work, but…” 
 
    Drake ignored Screech and flapped the paper. 
 
    “I know who was at Market Slice,” he said proudly. “And I think I know whose blood this is.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    “Vampire—if he didn’t look like a vampire then I would have never remembered his exact words.” Britney was slurring, but Leroy barely noticed. He was having a hard time seeing his cards. 
 
    And counting? Counting was out of the question. 
 
    “Those were his exact words?” Leroy asked after confirming with multiple hand slashes that he was staying. 
 
    “You sure?” the dealer asked. “You have sixteen.” 
 
    The dealer was showing a nine.  
 
    “Shit, hit me.” He knocked on the table. “Hit me.” 
 
    The dealer did, and Leroy pulled the seven, busting. He grumbled something incoherent and turned to Brittany. 
 
    “Alec said that he's given too much blood?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’d just asked him if he was sick and he said he wasn’t sick, but he had no energy because he’d donated blood ‘like a good boy’. I believed him because he was so pale.” 
 
    Leroy raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Could it be drugs, like heroin?” 
 
    Brittany laughed. 
 
    “Alex? Heroin? Never. He drinks, parties, I think maybe he does some coke, who doesn't, but not heroin. He wasn’t like that.” 
 
    “Sir, are you playing?” 
 
    It took Leroy longer than it should have to realize who was speaking to him: the dealer. 
 
    “I am—” Leroy looked at his stack of chips. It was no longer as neat as it once was, but it was bigger. 
 
    Much bigger. 
 
    Brittany put her hand on his shoulder, and then she ran her nails gently along his triceps. 
 
    “I'm done here.” 
 
    “Color up,” the dealer said loud enough to alert the pit boss. She gestured for Leroy to push his chips toward the center, and he did, promptly spilling them all over the table. Blushing, he tried to stack them, but she indicated that she would do it. In seconds all the black chips were arranged in neat stacks of five. The dealer waited for the pit boss to take a good look and then he scrawled something on a notepad and nodded. 
 
    Leroy just stared at the chips for a second, marveling at how such tiny discs could be worth so much money. 
 
    “Thank you for playing.” 
 
    Leroy snapped out of it and pocketed the pink chips. He tossed one black to the dealer then downed the last of his scotch.  
 
    When he stood, he staggered, but Britney held him up. Everyone was looking at him and he felt strong despite his lack of balance. 
 
    Strong and powerful. 
 
    In charge.  
 
    “Good luck fellows, I hope you all have a good night.”  
 
    He put his final black chip on the waitress’ tray and instructed her to buy everyone at the table a round on him. 
 
    It was funny because regular bar drinks were free. Yet, a smattering of thanks followed him as he left the table.  
 
    “What do you say we had to my room for a bit?” Britney smiled and Leroy reminded himself that she was a stripper. Her job was literally to flatter anyone and everyone who came in the door. 
 
    But that didn’t stop him from feeling special.  
 
    “I'd like that.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    His phone buzzed when he got to the elevator. It was a message from Screech asking him what name Connery Sinclair used in Vegas. 
 
    “Work,” he grumbled as a way of explanation.  
 
    It took Leroy no less than ten tries to fight both the alcohol and his phone’s autocorrect to finally type: Alex Bregman. 
 
    He sent the message, then pulled Britney close and kissed her flush on the mouth. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    “It’s gotta be hers,” Drake said. “Wendy was at Market Slice, and this is her blood.” 
 
    “You know what? When I went to visit her tonight, she was wearing a black tracksuit.” 
 
    “Bingo.” 
 
    “Okay, but why? What was she doing there?” 
 
    Drake frowned. 
 
      
 
    “I said, I put some breadcrumbs together, not reach the end of the path.”  
 
    “Good point.”  
 
    Screech looked at his phone. 
 
    “Alec Bregman,” he whispered. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Alec Bregman,” Screech repeated, louder this time. “Leroy says that Connery went by Alec Bregman while in Vegas.” 
 
    “Another crumb. What does it mean? Nobody knows.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but…” Screech swiveled on his chair and plugged his phone into the computer. “All the files on the Market Slice computers were locked—couldn’t transfer them—but I did take lots of pictures. And Alec Bregman sounds familiar. Gimme a sec.” 
 
    Drake just tried to stay awake while Screech did his search.  
 
    Was Wendy involved in her husband’s death?  
 
    I bet it was that woman—Wendy. She not nice. Women hypnotize man all the time with pussy. 
 
    Barbie’s words rang true but that didn’t make her a killer. She was, however, the one who had the most to gain from Kevin’s incarceration and her husband's death… ish. The lawsuits put a wrench in that idea.  
 
    Why didn’t I ask Stu if he knew Wendy? 
 
    But he knew why. Because he’d drunk his face off for weeks and hadn’t slept. Still hadn’t slept. This thought alone was enough to remind him of all of his aches and pains, of which there were plenty. 
 
    “Found him!” Screech exclaimed, a huge grin on his face. “Mr. Alec Bregman, a proud Market Slice employee. And damn, he made a fine salary, too.” 
 
    “I thought Leroy said that there were only three employees and two owners.” 
 
    “That’s just what the website said,” Screech clarified. “Still two owners, but there is at least one more employee: Alec Bregman. I’m looking at company expenses and I see a monthly payment to Alec in the form of two-hundred and fifty thousand a month.” 
 
    “What?” Drake couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “Yep. Quarter mill.” 
 
    “Let me get this straight,” Drake began slowly. “Connery’s fake name made three million dollars last year.” 
 
    “Only the last six months.” 
 
    Drake looked around at the office, which suddenly seemed small and cramped. 
 
    “Still, I’m in the wrong fucking business. Does he have a title, a job description?” 
 
    “Consultant.” 
 
    “Did Kevin know about this?” 
 
    Screech raised his hands. 
 
    “Don’t know. I can only see here under expenses the amount and the name.” 
 
    Drake was shaking his head continuously. 
 
    “What is it? And can you stop doing that? I’m getting dizzy.” 
 
    Drake stopped. 
 
    “Let’s play a game, just say the first thing that comes to mind.” 
 
    “Sure, love games,” Screech said sarcastically. “Perfect time for games.” 
 
    “Good. Now I want you to tell me the first thing that comes to mind. The very first thing, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Drake took a deep breath. 
 
    “You have a secret identity that is making millions that nobody knows about. Why?” 
 
    “Porn,” Screech snapped. 
 
    Drake made a face. 
 
    “Porn? What the fuck?” 
 
    “Y-you said to say the first thing that came to mind!” Screech defended. “I was thinking of the picture of Wendy’s ass… it’s a nice ass!” 
 
    Drake laughed; he couldn’t help himself. 
 
    “It is a nice ass. Fuck, okay, what’s the second that comes to mind?” 
 
    “Escape.” 
 
    “Yeah, escape. That’s what I’m thinking, too. You create this alternate identity flush with cash because you’re planning a getaway.” 
 
     “No body, remember?” Screech reminded him. 
 
    “I know.” Drake scratched his head. “Let me… let me run something by you.” 
 
    Screech pushed a finger behind each ear. 
 
    “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Let’s imagine that Leroy is wrong, that this isn’t Occam’s Razor, this is the fucking exact opposite of Occam’s Razor—” 
 
    “You mean Hickam’s Dictum?” 
 
    “What? You still thinking of porn?” 
 
    “No, it’s the opposite of Occam’s Razor. Hickam’s Dictum.” 
 
    Drake exhaled. He was equal parts annoyed and impressed.  
 
    “How do you—never mind. Okay, this is Hickory’s Dick or whatever. Complicated, fucked up, yeah. Connery is pending money in Vegas, having a great time, and Kevin is pissed, threatens to kick him out of the company. He approaches Wendy and she doesn’t want to lose her cush life, so they come up with a plan.” 
 
    “He’s blackmailing her,” Screech interrupted.  
 
    “What? Who? Connery?” 
 
    “No, Kevin. When I went to visit Wendy and showed her the picture, she said, are you going to try and blackmail me like Kevin?” 
 
    Drake couldn’t believe what he was hearing. 
 
    “Really? And you didn’t tell me this?” 
 
    “I did,” Screech protested. “You just weren’t listening.” 
 
    “I don’t think you did, but it doesn’t matter. This makes even more sense.” 
 
    “Wendy is being blackmailed by Kevin and she—” 
 
    Now Drake cut Screech off.  
 
    “This isn’t a fucking ensemble piece, it’s my story, just listen.” 
 
    “Just plugging plot holes,” Screech said. 
 
    “I’m going to plug something if you don’t shut the fuck up.” 
 
    Screech finally back down. 
 
    “Okay, let’s hear it.” 
 
    “Alright, so, rewind to… how many months has Alec been pulling a salary?” 
 
    Screech made a zipping motion across his lips. 
 
    “You’re such a child, Screech. Whatever, doesn’t matter. Six months ago, let’s say, Wendy bones Kevin, heat of the moment type of thing. Kevin, he’s smart, savvy, and he snaps a picture. He does this because he wants Connery out, is sick of the dumb ass blowing money in Vegas. So, he tries to strong-arm her into getting Connery to sell him the business, which is practically a license to print money. Then—” Drake snapped his fingers excitedly, “Wendy goes to Connery, not the other way around because he’s too stupid to come up with a plan like this. She flips the script, says they need to get rid of Kevin. If they do that, she gets Kevin’s share of the company—what? Why does it look like you just shat your pants?” 
 
    Screech began to mime something. 
 
    “Just fucking speak already!” 
 
    Screech unzipped his lips. 
 
    “Wendy can only get the company if both Kevin and Connery are out of the picture. If something happens to just one of them, the other party gets the whole thing. Or so I think.” 
 
    Drake quickly worked this into his narrative.  
 
    “Huh. Right, makes sense. So, Wendy cooks up this plan to frame Kevin for Connery’s murder. Beforehand, they create a false identity for Connery, and they start funneling him cash. Getting ready for the big escape—not porn. They obviously can’t have a body, so they  start drawing blood from Connery—” 
 
    “Leroy told me that people in Vegas said that Connery looked sick on Saturday.” 
 
    “Because they’ve been taking his blood! Perfect. Connery returns from Vegas, and they want to ambush Kevin, so they set up a Sunday night meeting. When he gets there, they drug Kevin, put a tranq in his drink, then they go nuts, cover him in blood, and Connery leaves, that’s why there’s no body but a perfect outline. The plan is for Kevin to go down for his murder and Wendy runs the company for a while then flies to meet him somewhere and live happily ever after.” 
 
    Screech squinted one eye and pushed his chin out. 
 
    “Not bad.” 
 
    “Not bad?”  
 
    “Some holes, like I said.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “The lawsuits, the frozen assets. The company might be making money, but they can’t get it out. Alec might have a couple million, but I get the impression that that’s not enough for Wendy Sinclair.” 
 
    Drake pouted and Screech continued. 
 
    “There’s one more thing, we’re forgetting—why does Kevin confess to the murder then if he didn’t do it?” 
 
    “I don’t know—maybe he’s confused or just convinced that he did it.” 
 
    “Does that jive with what Stu told you about Kevin?” Screech asked.  
 
    Kevin is one slippery bastard. Be careful with him. 
 
    Drake admitted that it didn’t. 
 
    “But it doesn’t matter why. Wendy’s probably ecstatic. means that things will go forward even without a body. Just in case they forgot something, some evidence she goes back to Market Slice and cuts herself or something.” 
 
    That part was weak, and they both knew it. 
 
    “And how does Kevin not notice this Alec guy on the payroll? Kevin’s the smart one, right? That’s what Stu told you?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I mean, if you’re looking for Hickam’s Dictum, I think you nailed it,” Screech did a little clap. “Now, we just need to prove it… in the next twelve hours.” 
 
    He’d been excited about the story, but now Drake was weary. Too many moving parts. His eyes found the photograph on the desk.  
 
    It would be easier if this thing was just porn related.  
 
    “You have the other photo, the one of Kevin on the couch?” 
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    Screech handed it over and Drake placed it next to the lewd image. He stared at them for some time before asking, “Who took these pictures?”  
 
    “Don’t know—cops probably took the one of Kevin on the couch. Kevin took the one of Wendy to blackmail her.” 
 
    “Where did you get them from?” 
 
    “Roger Park gave them both to me—he said the porn one was on Kevin’s computer; it wasn’t even well hidden.” 
 
    This seemed strange to Drake. 
 
    “The cops didn’t confiscate Kevin’s laptop?” 
 
    “Not according to Roger Park.” 
 
    “Huh. Well, call him up, let’s ask him a few questions.” 
 
    Screech mock saluted. 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    The man answered even before the first ring had completed. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Mr. Park this is Screech—uhh, Mr. Thompson and—” 
 
    “Drake.” 
 
    “What can I do for you?” Roger asked. 
 
    Drake leaned over the phone, which was on speaker.  
 
    “Can you tell me where you got the picture of your son?” 
 
    “I told Mr. Thompson that it was on Kevin’s computer, not hidden.” 
 
    “Not the one with Wendy, the other one. The one of Kevin on the couch,” Drake clarified. “Where did you get that one from?”  
 
    “Same—Kevin’s computer.” 
 
    Screech looked at Drake. 
 
    “Are there any other photos on there?” he asked. 
 
    Roger took a second before answering. 
 
    “Lots, but nothing that can help Kevin.” 
 
    “Why don’t you let us decide?” Drake proposed. “Can you bring us the laptop?” 
 
    “Of-of course. I can bring it right now.”  
 
    “Good, thank you. Just one more thing. Why do you have your son’s laptop, anyway?” Drake asked. 
 
    Another pause, longer this time. 
 
    “It was at my house.” 
 
    “Just to be sure, you don’t live with your son, do you?” Screech said. 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “So, why was it there?” 
 
    Roger sighed. It was tortured sound and Drake couldn’t imagine just how helpless the man must feel. 
 
    “Kevin was at my house the night… the night before it happened. Doing some work. He left it there.”  
 
    “Okay, thanks. Bring it as soon as you can.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Screech hung up and looked at Drake. 
 
    “Is it just me or is this guy suspicious as hell?” 
 
    “You’ve spent more time with him than I have,” Drake noted. “To be fair, just about everyone I’ve spoken to seems suspicious.” 
 
    “True, true. Do you think he’s involved?” 
 
    Drake rolled his upper lip. 
 
    “No idea. If only we had more time.” 
 
    Screech checked his phone. It was nearly three in the morning. 
 
    “Twelve hours to go. Maybe we should plan to be there, at the arraignment. One last-ditch effort to convince Kevin not to plead guilty.” 
 
    Drake agreed. He was about to say he’d go, but then remembered how Leroy and Screech had not taken lightly to him making decisions on his own. 
 
    “You should be there,” Screech said, as if reading his mind. “You know the law, the people involved. Might be able to get close enough to speak to him. I’ll work on Kevin’s laptop.” 
 
    Drake started to nod, but Screech wasn’t done yet.  
 
    “But you can’t go like that.” 
 
    Drake looked down at himself. He was wearing his normal attire. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You look like a fucking convict, Drake. Blood-encrusted nostrils, dark circles, and don’t get me started on your smell. You—” 
 
    “Okay, I get it. I’ll go get changed and freshened up.” 
 
    Screech stared at him.  
 
    “Like now?” Drake asked. 
 
    “Yes, for the love of God, now. And don’t be afraid to get a couple of hours of sleep, while you’re at it. You could use it.” 
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