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    If you want to live a happy life, tie it to a goal, not to people or things. 
 
      
 
    –Albert Einstein 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Recap 
 
      
 
    Hot off assisting Sergeant Henry Yasiv and the NYPD in unraveling a twisted murder involving business partners Kevin Park and Connery Sinclair, DSLH Investigations, including Drake and his crew, is in total shambles. Initially, Kevin was discovered soaked in his partner’s blood and, despite claiming to not know the location of Connery’s body, he immediately confesses to his murder. He also asserts that he is in a relationship with Connery’s wife, Wendy, which she denies. During this case, Mackenzie Hart, the head of the rival PI firm Hart Investigator, attempts to poach both Screech and Leroy to work for him, repeatedly condemning Drake’s already sullied reputation. As the case unfolds, Connery’s death becomes uncertain despite the copious amounts of blood at the scene. Eventually, it is revealed that due to pending lawsuits against Kevin’s and Connery’s company, Market Slice, Wendy and Connery planned to frame Kevin for Connery’s staged death and flee the country with the ill-gotten profits. Kevin finds out about this scheme and flips the script, killing Connery and framing Wendy instead, who was playing both sides. Wendy is arrested for her husband’s murder and Kevin is set free, much to Sergeant Yasiv’s chagrin who is convinced of, but is unable to prove, Kevin’s guilt.  
 
    Before Connery’s body is discovered, Mackenzie Hart continues to try to turn Leroy and Screech against Drake. To this end, Mackenzie shows Leroy a plane ticket to Colombia under the name Alec Bregman, which was identified as a pseudonym that Connery frequently used while blowing company profits in Las Vegas. As Mackenzie Hart hoped, Leroy shares this information with Drake, and he, unable to deal with loose ends, immediately hops on a plane to intercept Connery. When Connery’s corpse is later discovered in New York, Leroy tries to reach out to Drake to stop him but it’s too late.  
 
    He’s already in Colombia. 
 
    Drake has a dark history with Colombia. In the Drug Lord duology, Drake has Raul Mendes, former NYC Mayor Ken Smith’s right-hand man and head of the Colombian cartel that provided the mayor with cheap heroin to flood New York, arrested. In an attempt to finally destroy what is left of Anguis Holdings, Drake chases Ken to a Colombian jungle. There, he teams up with his brother Dane Drake, who is also involved in the drug trade. After an intense showdown, Ken’s son and lawyer, Wesley, kills his father, and Drake, in turn, kills Wesley. Dane then grabs Raul’s young son, who has taken control of the cartel in his father Raul’s absence and threatens to murder him. He claims that if the boy, Andres Mendes, isn’t dead, he will eventually come for Drake. Drake, who is morally conflicted, instead shoots and kills his own brother. Drake returns to New York while Andres remains in Colombia, vowing to seek revenge. In the final scene of Dangerous Company, Drake arrives at a posh hotel in Colombia where he is grabbed by Andres Mendes and some of his goons. 
 
    In Straw Man, it is revealed that Hanna Whitmore’s real name is Robin Powers and as a teen, she lived on the streets and survived by robbing and duping other runaways. After a series of botched attempts to extort men soliciting them for sex, Hanna (Robin) is abducted along with a friend (whose name is Hanna Whitmore). They are held in cages and Hanna eventually succumbs to their captor’s wishes and is murdered. Robin escapes and assumes her friend’s name as an homage to her and starts a new life (which is why she now goes by Hanna). Decades later, Norm and Lisa Fairchild host an art exhibit called La Nuit des Femmes at the Royal Art Gallery in Manhattan. The exhibit is spoiled by the presence of an outfit draped made of human skin. As the story unfolds, more skin suits are discovered and Drake and his team home in on Lisa as a potential suspect or target. It is later discovered that Lisa’s brother, Donnie Duggar, is responsible for creating these suits and for killing these women. Donnie is the same man who kidnapped and killed the real Hanna all those years ago. During the final confrontation between the two, Hanna decapitates Donnie. 
 
    Despite the suspicious circumstances surrounding Donnie’s death and the extreme pressure applied by District Attorney Mark Trumbo, who is the inevitable successor to Ken Smith as the New York City mayor, Drake convinces Sergeant Yasiv to not overlook the violence inflicted by Hanna. In return for their assistance in the Straw Man case that rocked New York, DSLH is in line to receive a public commendation from the DA, which would have resulted in massive increase in business.  
 
    However, Mackenzie Hart secretly recorded Donnie’s brutal murder and sends the video to Drake, threatening to go public with it. Drake strikes a secret deal with Mackenzie and the DA to endorse Hart Investigator instead of DSLH for their help solving the Straw Man case. As a further safeguard to protect Hanna, Drake orders her to leave New York. 
 
    Finally, in Dangerous Company, the reasons underlying Mackenzie Hart’s hatred for Drake are revealed. Mackenzie’s sister, Paula, was an investigative reporter deep undercover with the human trafficking ring that was explored in (you guessed it) Human Traffic. Drake, obsessed with bringing down Ken Smith and his group of corporate thugs collectively known as Anguis Holdings, storms a slave auction. Paula is shot and killed during this invasion and Mackenzie believes that Drake is responsible for her death.  
 
    This pretty much sums up the relevant information leading into Happy Face, which takes place immediately after Dangerous Company ends. Of course, if you want a total recap, might I interest you in a reread of the previous eleven volumes? 
 
      
 
    Enjoy the book! 
 
    Pat  
 
    Montreal, 2023 
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Megan inspected each and every one of them, adjusting her grip on the items in her hands that were buried deep in her pockets as they passed. 
 
    She was waiting for one man: Chad Ward.  
 
    She had never met Chad Ward but knew much about him.  
 
    Forty-three years old, married, no kids, six feet tall, and on the north side of two-hundred and fifty pounds. He pulled in an impressive mid-six-figure salary as a senior accountant and topped that off with the occasional forensic accounting job for affluent clients locked in messy divorces.   
 
    Over the past few years, Chad’s chestnut hair had started to thin, and his nose had become progressively redder, suggesting that his weekend single malt habit had likely bled into weekdays, as well.  
 
    At least, this was what Megan had managed to glean about the man from the Internet.  
 
    A line of sweat traced its way from her armpit all the way down to her left palm. There, it was quickly absorbed by the rectangular piece of paper she held in her hand.  
 
    Megan pulled the business card out and stared at it. All black on one side, save a yellow happy face. It looked as if it had been drawn by a child, the lines not quite meeting, nothing perfectly straight.  
 
    The smiley face’s eyes, reminiscent of the iconic Nirvana logo of decades ago, had been replaced by Xs.  
 
    On the opposite side, which, in stark contrast to the front, was all white, were two words, written in pen: Chad Ward.  
 
    Megan replaced the card in her pocket and scanned the front doors again. 
 
    Two men exited the building, both tall and lean. They were laughing. 
 
    Behind them, was Chad Ward.  
 
    He was wearing a striped dress shirt with no jacket, and a leather laptop case was slung over one shoulder. The man’s head was down, and he moved quickly, perhaps in an attempt to get some semblance of exercise after sitting at a desk all day, or maybe he was just excited about his Monday scotch.  
 
    Megan’s heart thudded in her chest and her breathing accelerated.  
 
    It’s not your fault, she told herself. You have no choice.   
 
    She had been standing in place for so long that her first few steps in Chad’s direction were wobbly and uncoordinated. Chad, clearly thinking that she was on something or maybe drunk, absently slid to his right to avoid her. 
 
    Megan mimicked his movements. 
 
    “Excuse me,” he said, not looking up. 
 
    “Are you… are you Chad Ward?” 
 
    Megan knew it was him but had to be certain. 
 
    The man’s hazel eyes shot up and he saw her for the first time.  
 
    “Ma’am? You okay?” 
 
    Megan shook her head as an answer and then repeated her question. 
 
    “Chad? Chad Ward?” 
 
    The man grew concerned. 
 
    “Do I know you?” 
 
    “No… no, you don’t.” Megan started to pull her right hand out of her pocket. “I just… I just wanted to say sorry.”  
 
    “Sorry for—”  
 
    Megan cut the man’s sentence short by driving an eight-inch knife into his abdomen. She’d never stabbed anyone before and was amazed at how easily the blade split the cotton fabric and then sliced through the thick adipose tissue.  
 
    Chad’s mouth opened in a nearly perfect circle—far rounder than the happy face on the business card, Megan thought—but he didn’t fight or scream or even cry out as she expected he might.  
 
    Megan had gone over this scenario dozens of times in her mind and most ended in some sort of physical altercation. A struggle, a battle for the weapon. Occasionally, she would get lucky, and the knife point would strike his heart, killing Chad almost instantly. 
 
    But she hadn’t envisioned this: the lack of reaction, other than that cartoonish expression on his face. 
 
    Megan withdrew the knife and stabbed again, harder this time.  
 
    Hot blood sprayed her face, and soaked the front of her coat, making it even heavier. 
 
    She stabbed again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    The adrenaline and sheer weight of her sleeve exhausted Megan and she released the knife, still embedded in the man’s chest. 
 
    Somehow, Chad was still standing. This, too, wasn’t something she had pictured. 
 
    The entire front of his shirt was a dark maroon and he reached for her, not aggressively, but for support.  
 
    Megan leaned back and Chad fell. 
 
    There was a horrible crunching sound: the combination of Chad’s face striking pavement and the knife being driven through his sternum.  
 
    Blood pooled beneath his body as he twitched once, then became still. 
 
    Sounds instantly assaulted Megan, sounds that the blood rushed in her ears had blocked out. 
 
    Screams, shouts, sirens. 
 
    Megan dug into her pocket again, not for the business card this time, but for the cell phone.  
 
    There was one number programmed into it and with a blood-covered thumb she dialed it. 
 
    “It’s done,” Megan whispered. “Chad’s dead. Now, let her go. Let her go.” 
 
    Through watery vision, she glanced around. People were staring, horrified, and like her, most had phones pressed to their ears. A woman was bent over at the waist, vomit spilling from her lips. Another sprinted from the scene. 
 
    But one person in particular caught Megan’s eye. He was indistinguishable from everyone else in appearance and outfit. But his expression wasn’t one of shock or disgust. 
 
    It was completely and utterly neutral.  
 
    He was holding a phone to his head and when Megan heard the man on the other end of her call speak, she saw this man’s lips move. 
 
    “Your daughter will be released, unharmed.” 
 
    The phone slipped from Megan’s blood-soaked fingers, and she dropped to her knees.  
 
    A squad car jumped the curb not three feet from the man on the phone, who had since turned and started to walk away. 
 
    Despite the high-pitched squeal of the siren, Megan somehow managed to hear the man’s tinny voice coming from the phone lying face-up on the pavement. 
 
    “Megan, put on a happy face. Like me, I knew you would do anything for your child.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   PART I – Put on a Happy Face 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    It was useless.  
 
    Damien Drake knew that trying to fight the men who’d grabbed him was completely and utterly useless. 
 
    Not only were they about three times the size of him, but they were also armed with automatic weapons. Even in the extremely unlikely event that he managed to break free, dodge bullets, and run, where would he go? 
 
    Andres Mendes, who had taken over his father Raul’s cartel after the man had been incarcerated in New York, probably owned the entire town, if not the State. The fact that the man behind the desk, the prim and proper Maitre d of the upscale resort that Drake had been duped into coming to, where he’d hoped to find Alec Bregman aka Connery Sinclair, didn’t so much flinch when the men accosted him, suggested as much. 
 
    But while fighting was useless, he couldn’t help himself.  
 
    It was instinct.  
 
    Drake bucked and kicked, and to his surprise, he almost managed to wriggle free. He squirmed, turning his right shoulder then his left rapidly, while kicking his feet in the opposite direction, trying to make it as difficult as possible for the men to drag his body. At one point, his foot struck a round table near the entrance of the hotel, and a white, ceramic bust that was at least two and a half feet, crashed to the ground where it smashed into a million pieces. Only now did the Maître d’ come alive, shouting that this was his niece’s creation or some such nonsense.  
 
    Andres, who saw this scene play out at a safe distance, shot the man behind the counter a look, and this instantly shut him up. 
 
    Annoyed at his resistance, the two men gripping him exchanged words in Spanish and then changed tactics. Rather than try to drag him, they each wrapped an arm around a leg, grabbed a shoulder, and carried Drake like a human casket.  
 
    Drake continued to writhe but eventually stopped when someone covered his head in a thick bag and cinched a cord tight around his neck. His breath was hot and sweet, and Drake was struck by a strong sense of Deja vu. This wasn’t his first time being kidnapped in Colombia, and it wasn’t the first time that he’d had his head shoved in a bag.  
 
    Shit, Drake wouldn’t have been surprised if it was the exact same bag from all those years ago.  
 
    As sweat began to soak his face and he became lightheaded from rebreathing his own carbon dioxide, Drake went completely still.  
 
    There was no fight left in him. He’d fought everything and everyone, including himself and his own personal demons, for years now. A strange calmness came over him. 
 
    It wasn’t relief, but something close. As if disappointed by the fact that he wasn’t begging for his life, he felt someone lean close. 
 
    “Last time you were tossed in a dirt dungeon, cabrón.” Andres paused, giving Drake enough time to recall the foul-smelling hole he’d been beaten in.  
 
    He shuddered involuntarily but refused to justify the comment with a reply. That’s what Andres wanted, of course. He wanted Drake to scream and cry and beg. 
 
    He got off on it. 
 
    The prevailing theory is that the younger and newer a cartel was, the more violent they had to be to stand out. And Andres couldn’t have been more than a teenager.  
 
    That, coupled with the fact that after Ken Smith’s death getting drugs into New York had become considerably more difficult, had pushed these cartels to new levels of brutality to protect what little supply chains still existed.  
 
    But Drake was done, and he knew it.  
 
    They both did. 
 
    Still, Andres Mendes didn’t just want to prove a point or intimidate.  
 
    He was out for revenge. His father was spending the rest of his life in a maximum security prison because of Drake. 
 
    And that could never be overlooked.  
 
    “Last time, a dungeon. This time, Drake, I’m going to string you up where everyone can see. Then I’m going to kill you.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “You can’t go after him, Leroy,” Screech said, staring at the man who looked as if he was willing to sprint to Colombia. “You go after him, and they’re just going to grab you, too.” Leroy balled his fists and grimaced. 
 
    “They might not know who I am.”  
 
    Screech rubbed his eyes. They were working on zero sleep, and it showed.  
 
    Nothing they did made sense.   
 
    Leroy showing Drake the plane ticket for Alec Bregman, Connery Sinclair’s degenerate alias, that Mackenzie Hart of all people had given him, didn’t make sense.  
 
    Kevin Park going free didn’t make sense.  
 
    Drake going to Colombia didn’t make any sense at all. 
 
    “Oh, they know who you are, all right. That asshole Mackenzie Hart probably has a direct line to what’s left of the cartel that was feeding heroin to Anguis holdings. They know who Drake is, who you are, who I am, probably Hanna, too, wherever she is. You go to Colombia, Leroy, and, mark my words, you ain’t coming back.” 
 
    Leroy’s dark eyebrows went from completely shielding his eyes in anger and determination to now rising in concern. It wasn’t so much what Screech had said, but what was implied. If Leroy went to Colombia, he wouldn’t come back.  
 
    Drake was already there. 
 
    “Fuck.”  
 
    Leroy reared back and punched the wall beside his desk. Thankfully, he missed a stud, which would have easily resulted in a broken hand. The drywall exploded inward, leaving behind a bowling ball-sized hole when Leroy retraced his fist. 
 
    “I know you think it’s your fault, but it wasn’t.”  
 
    Screech walked over to his friend and put a reassuring hand on his shoulder.  
 
    Leroy shrugged him off. 
 
    “How the fuck is this not my fault? I was the one who told Drake that Alec Bregman had gone to Colombia. If we weren’t for me,” Leroy indicated the wooden desk toward the back of the office, “he’d be sitting right there, sippin’ his Scotch.”  
 
    Screech was tempted to counter this by saying that Drake was never at his desk in the middle of the day but abstained for fear of his head looking like the drywall.  
 
    “You were just doing your job. Just passing on information. That’s all.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn’t tell Drake that I got the information from Mackenzie Hart.” 
 
    Screech shrugged. 
 
    “So, what? You think telling him that would have made Drake change his mind?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Really? If anything, it would have made him even more inclined to go, a big fuck you to Mackenzie and to the cartel. He’s the most stubborn man I’ve ever met. And he’s got a death wish.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably right.” But Leroy didn’t sound relieved. 
 
    Screech walked to the back of the room and made himself a cup of coffee. He didn’t even like the stuff, but he needed something to stay awake. Leroy followed him but opted for a bottle of water from the fridge instead of coffee.  
 
    “What do we do then? If we can’t go and get Drake and Columbia, what are we supposed to do?” Leroy asked.  
 
    As the coffee dripped from the pod into his mug, Screech considered their options. There wasn’t much they could do. Aside from calling the US embassy in Colombia, which they already had, speaking to local law enforcement would probably be counterproductive. If the cartel wasn’t aware that Drake was in the country, calling the cops would only alert them of this face.  
 
    Leroy saw the despair on his face and the man’s hands became fists once more.  
 
    “Don’t take your anger out on me.” Screech had meant this as a joke, but he quickly realized that this was a mistake.  
 
    He’d given the man an idea. A very dangerous idea.  
 
    “Yeah, but I know just who to take my anger out on.”  
 
    And with that, Leroy headed toward the door. 
 
    Screech picked up his coffee, watched Leroy, and then took a sip.  
 
    “Fuck!” It was so hot that he immediately spat it out and then sucked in air to try to cool his burnt palette. 
 
    “Leroy? Wait.” Leroy didn’t turn. The man shoved the door open so hard that it smashed against the outside wall. “Leroy? Leroy! Where the fuck are you going?”  
 
    Leroy said nothing, but he didn’t have to. 
 
    Screech knew exactly where his partner was headed.  
 
    “Goddamn it.” 
 
    Screech threw his scalding coffee in the sink and hurried after his friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Traditionally, the Mexican cartels had the reputation for being the most brutal of all drug cartels. One of the worst stories that Drake had heard happened only a few years ago. A group of politicians and local cops decided to take a stand against a particular violent cartel.  
 
    It ended with said cops and politicians being prominently displayed in the center of the busiest roundabout in the city. The men had been stripped naked and were propped up in a seated position. After being eviscerated and most of their internal organs were removed, their decapitated heads were shoved inside their stomachs. Only the eyes and noses were visible, peeking out from behind fleshy curtains.  
 
    Apparently, the Colombian cartel, or maybe just Andres Mendez and his crew, had taken note. 
 
    After the bag had been thrown over his head, Drake was tossed into the back of a van, which seemed to travel upward, winding upward, until coming to an abrupt stop. And then he was hauled out again. Horns honked, and Drake felt a warm breeze on his arms and legs.  
 
    “Move.” 
 
    Someone shoved him and Drake tripped, barking his shins on possibly a curb or an uneven section of pavement. He managed to get his hands out in front of him to avoid smashing his face and skinned his palms in the process.  
 
    “Get up.” 
 
    He was yanked to his feet by the cord around his neck, which tightened to the point of making breathing difficult. 
 
    Like a dog on a leash, Drake was led forward until he pressed up against what he thought was a guardrail.  
 
    Andres barked instructions in Spanish and with Drake just standing there, blind, disoriented, rough hands lifted him up while someone else removed his pants. His underwear came next.  
 
    With the bulky hood on his head, removing his T-shirt would prove difficult, so they didn’t bother—they just cut it off. Drake hissed when the blade they used drew blood near his collarbone, but he didn’t resist.  
 
    There was no point. 
 
    “Hands out, palms together,” Andres ordered. Curiously, the man’s accent was milder than his father’s, despite the latter having lived in the States for a considerable period of time while the former, to Drake’s knowledge, had never even left Colombia. 
 
    He obliged and a rope was wrapped around his wrists, securing his hands together. Then the cinch on his neck loosed before the hood was pulled off, along with a considerable chunk of his hair. 
 
    The sun was viciously bright, and Drake’s eyes immediately started to water. He gulped in fresh warm air, while he waited for the assault on his retinas to subside. 
 
    “You will beg for your life, Drake.” 
 
    Drake turned in the direction of Andres’ voice and saw, through one paper-thin slit of an eye, that the man was tying the other end of the rope leading from his wrists to a guardrail.  
 
    “I won’t beg,” Drake said dryly. He coughed.  
 
    “You will. In the end, they all do.” 
 
    I won’t, Drake promised himself. Still squinting heavily, he managed to look around.  
 
    If there had been any questions of Andres owning this town, they were dashed now. The van that had transported Drake was blocking two of the four lanes on a busy suspension bridge. Cars just maneuvered around it, the drivers not so much as casting a look in Drake’s direction, who was naked and tied. 
 
    In the van, it felt as if they were heading upward, but Drake didn’t think that they had come this high.  
 
    The ridiculously short guardrail that dug into his now bare thighs saved Drake from at least a forty-foot drop. Below him, cars zipped by at alarming speed. He sucked in an involuntary breath and Andres chuckled. 
 
    “Let me tell you what I plan on doing, and maybe you’ll change your mind about begging.” Andres finished tying the rope and walked over to him. He was small and wiry, with deeply tanned skin and dark hair just like his father’s. Also, like Raul, he was lightning-fast. Before Drake could even blink, Andres’ hand shot out and grabbed the back of his head. He forced him to look down at the highway below. 
 
    “The first thing I’m going to do,” Andres’ breath was sweet, a telltale sign that adrenaline was pumping through his system, “is slice off your dick.” 
 
    The words caused Drake’s balls to rise up as if seeking protection inside his abdomen.  
 
    “And then,” Andres paused to gesture at one of his henchmen, who promptly handed over a roll of duct tape, “I’m going to stick your cock in your mouth and tape it closed.” 
 
    Oh, yeah, Andres took notice of the Mexican cartels, alright.  
 
    “Next, I’m going to throw you over the bridge and let you dangle as you bleed slowly onto the traffic below. Nobody will come for you. You will hang until you starve or your insides boil. And when you are finally dead, and after the buzzards pick out your eyes, I’ll return. I’ll drag your body up and then chop you into little pieces, which I will hand deliver to the American embassy.” 
 
    Drake laughed, which angered Andres. The man shoved Drake’s head forward so hard that he nearly toppled over the railing. 
 
    “Why are you laughing?”  
 
    This only made Drake laugh even harder.  
 
    “Why are you laughing, Drake?” 
 
    “Because,” Drake managed, still chuckling, “because it’s been so long since I got a blowjob that I’m actually looking forward to what your planning.” 
 
    Drake didn’t see Andres’ fist, let alone the punch.  
 
    But he felt it. 
 
    It connected with his cheekbone just below his left eye. His head rocketed backward—thankfully, as going forward would mean falling over the railing, which, if nothing else, would tear his arms from their sockets—and he saw a smattering of stars. No, not just stars, but galaxies and nebulae. 
 
    Fuck, for such a little shit, Andres was strong.  
 
    As his senses returned, Drake considered doing the deed himself—jumping. At least that way, he would take some of the power back. But there was a chance that this would prove unsatisfactory to the cartel leader and he would have his men just haul Drake back up and start all over again.  
 
    “Not laughing now, are you?” But, strangely, and rather disturbingly, Andres was snickering. “You know, everyone begs, eventually, but still, you will be tough to break, Drake. I know this. But your stubbornness and looking at your pathetic, wasted body, has given me an idea.” 
 
    “Did it hurt?” Drake’s speech was slightly nasal as the area below his eye started to swell and press against the bridge of his nose.  
 
    “You obviously don’t care about what happens to you,” Andres continued, ignoring Drake’s comment. “So, I’ll tell you what: after I cut off your cock and throw you over the bridge, I’m going to reach out to some of my friends, some hampones, in New York.” 
 
    Drake scowled. 
 
    “Oh, you don’t think I know people in New York? I know people in New York. I still know lots of people in New York. Like Leroy Walker. Like Leroy Walker and Stephen Thompson.” 
 
    Drake felt rage fill his insides. 
 
    “Fuck you.” He tried to reach for Andres, but one of his men pulled the rope and Drake fell to his knees.  
 
    “Not laughing anymore, are you, Drake? I also know Hanna Whitmore—or should I say Robin Powers?” 
 
    Eyes closed, Drake shook his head. 
 
    The other names he might have heard of through his father or Ken Smith. But Hanna’s real name? How could he know that? How could he know that after Hanna had decapitated the Straw Man, Donnie Dugger, she’d taken her birth name and fled?  
 
    “I know other people, too.” Andres was getting off on this, but Drake was helpless to control his fury. “I know Chase Adams, I know Henry Yasiv. I know Patty Sheer, Jasmine Cuthburt, and your son, Clay.” 
 
    Drake exploded to his feet but the man holding the rope was ready. With both hands, he yanked, and Drake fell forward. His nose smashed against the pavement, and he felt blood fill his sinuses.  
 
    Andres grabbed his head again and pulled his bloodied face up. 
 
    “While you’re hanging here, dying, I’m gonna have my men in New York, go around and kill everyone you ever cared for.” 
 
    “Fuck you! This is between you and me! They have nothing to do with this!” 
 
    Andres laughed long and loud as Drake was forced to his feet once more. 
 
    “This has never been about me and you, Drake. This is about you and my father. This is about you killing my dad. This is about you putting him in prison. You know what it is like for him there? No?” 
 
    Drake, having been incarcerated before, had some idea of what Raul was going through. But he didn’t care. The man deserved to be tortured for the pain he’d caused.  
 
    “I should have let my brother kill you that day in the jungle.”  
 
    Drake remembered the moment clearly. After Wesley Smith had shot and killed his father, Ken, Drake had put three bullets in the distraught man. Then Dane had reached for Andres, then just a child, and tried to kill him, too, effectively severing the final link between the Colombian cartel and the mess the mayor had left in New York City. 
 
    Drake couldn’t do it, couldn’t let his brother do it. 
 
    Instead, he’d killed Dane and Andres lived.  
 
    “You probably should have,” Andres agreed. “After all, your brother said that I’d come for you, one day, didn’t he? Well, he was wrong. You came to me.”  
 
    “Leave them out of this. You can do what you want with me but leave them out of it.” 
 
    “No,” Andre said defiantly. “I’m going to kill them all.” 
 
    “Don’t you fucking—” 
 
    “Cut him—cut him, now,” Andres instructed the larger of the two men. The man brandished a knife, probably the same one that had effortlessly sliced through Drake’s t-shirt. “Cut his cock off and stick it in his mouth.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Screech knew that they were making a huge fucking mistake. They’d tried to confront McKenzie Hart previously—well, Drake had—and that hadn’t ended well. And it wasn’t as if their rival private investigator didn’t know they were coming. Hell, this was probably part of his master plan. Try to flip himself and Leroy, and if that didn’t work, send Drake to Colombia and then piss them off so much that they did something so stupid that they landed their asses in prison. 
 
    La voila, problem solved. Bye-bye DSLH.  
 
    But no matter what he said to Leroy, the man refused to calm down.  
 
    Screech exhaled loudly. 
 
    “What the fuck are we doing here, Leroy? Do you even have a plan?” he whined. “Are you just going to barge in there and beat Mackenzie up?”  
 
    “We’re just going to have a little chat, that’s all.” 
 
    “A chat? Leroy—wait. Let’s think about—fuck.” 
 
    Leroy strode around the front of the building and stepped inside Hart Investigator.  
 
    Screech had no choice but to follow.  
 
    “Mackenzie Hart, you fucked us,” Leroy announced. 
 
    The fact that Mac was sitting at his desk, not at all surprised by their sudden appearance, confirmed Screech’s suspicion that this too was part of the man’s plan.  
 
    But there was no turning back now. Well, there was, but Leroy continued forward. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    The big man named Jimmy or some other such generic and likely fake name, came out of nowhere. He was huge but Leroy was fast. Faster still because he had rage on his side. Jimmy tried to oafishly bear hug Leroy, overpower him, but with a practiced movement, Leroy glided to his left and delivered a picture-perfect uppercut. 
 
    It connected with the man’s jaw.  
 
    The old adage, the bigger they are, the harder they fall, is meant to provide some hope to smaller people during physical altercations.  
 
    But in this instance, it became an unequivocal fact.  
 
    Jimmy’s legs gave out and he staggered backward. Unconscious, he collapsed onto a wooden desk that split down the middle beneath his weight like a wrestling prop.  
 
    Screech and Mac barely had time to react before a second bodyguard appeared. It took two blows this time, but the end result was the same: like Jimmy, this man also crumpled, albeit in a much less dramatic fashion.  
 
    “I have cameras in here, Leroy. Everything is being recorded. I…” 
 
    Mac lost his tongue when Leroy, chest heaving, approached his desk.   
 
    Who is this guy? Screech found himself wondering. 
 
    Leroy was unrecognizable from the scared young kid that Screech had first met. Clearly, the young man’s boost in confidence was a positive thing. But Screech wondered if all of the changes he’d witnessed in Leroy, including this untempered fury, would have existed without that chance meeting with Drake in the prison infirmary. For better or for worse, spending time with Drake changed you. Nobody could deny that. And Screech knew this first hand. But, to be frank, he often found himself leaning toward the latter.  
 
    “I offered you a job, Leroy,” Mackenzie Hart said.  
 
    “You didn’t offer me anything. You just manipulated me so that I could send Drake to Colombia to be killed.” 
 
    Leroy took a step and then noticed something that was still hidden from Screech and stopped abruptly.  
 
    “True,” Mac admitted with a shrug. “But I did you want you to work for me. That was no lie. But it may have been a mistake. Leroy, why don’t you just turn the fuck around and get out of here.” Mac slowly raised the hand that had been resting in his lap and set a pistol down on his desk. “And after you do that, my advice is to run. Change your name like Hanna and get as far away from here as possible. Because if the cops don’t catch you, then someone gunning for Drake will.” 
 
    “Actually,” Screech said, stepping out from Leroy’s shadow and raising his own pistol, “I have a better idea. Why don’t you take your hand away from that peashooter and together we’ll figure out a way to get Drake back to the States, alive and well? What do you think about that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Please,” Drake said when he felt cold steel touch his groin, “I don’t care what you do to me, just leave them alone.”  
 
    Andres grinned, finally content that he was getting the begging he so desperately wanted.  
 
    “When you cut this bandejos cock off, makes you take his balls, too.” 
 
    Andres turned as Drake felt the blade break the skin on the inside of his thigh. 
 
    “Wait! No, wait!” 
 
    Andres looked over his shoulder, wanting to watch Drake plead as much as to witness the mutilation firsthand. When he indicated for the thug to stop, Drake got another idea. 
 
    He wanted something. Andres wanted revenge, sure, but he wanted something else, too. 
 
    And what did a cartel leader want maybe even more than to avenge the death of his father? 
 
    Why, to build a bigger empire than his predecessor, of course. 
 
    At least, that was what Drake told himself. It was also the only thing he could possibly come up with given the circumstances.  
 
    “I can help you.” 
 
    “You should focus on helping yourself,” Andres said with a smirk. But he didn’t turn around, he didn’t tell him to fuck off, and he didn’t instruct the man with the knife to his cock to make him a eunuch. 
 
    “I can help you get your drugs back into New York City.” 
 
    Interested or not, Andres wasn’t buying it. 
 
    “Bullshit. I knew you’d beg, Drake, but this is pathetic. You can’t—” 
 
    “No,” Drake interrupted vehemently. A line of blood trickled from his inner thigh to his knee. “It’s not bullshit. I know how to get your drugs back into New York. Maybe not like before, but I at least know how to get you back in the game.” 
 
    A bald-faced lie.  
 
    After the reveal that the mayor’s office was the largest distributor of heroin—heroin laced with fentanyl and God knew what else—in New York, the public outcry had been so great that District Attorney Mark Trumbo had made keeping drugs out of the city the basis for his campaign platform. It was impossible, of course; there would always be drugs in New York City. But the variety wasn’t as deadly, nor cheap, since Ken Smith’s death. 
 
    “We already have our product in New York City,” Andres said but his voice lacked conviction. 
 
    “I can help,” Drake reiterated.  
 
    “How?” 
 
    “How?” Repeating the question was a classic stall tactic, and Drake needed all the time he could get.  
 
    Even on a normal day, with proper rest and a day or two off the booze, coming up with a plan wasn’t his forte. But now? Even if Drake could disregard the fact that he was naked with a man holding a knife to his groin while dangling on a bridge forty feet above the traffic below, his mind was slow.  
 
    Lethargic, thick mud through a narrow straw. 
 
    “How?” He repeated a second time. 
 
    Andres made a face. His patience was waning. 
 
    How, indeed. 
 
    DA Trumbo had redirected considerable funds to tighten up port security. Even if Drake had favors owed by people in power, which he did not, it wasn’t like he could say, Hey, look the other way while I import a metric ton of heroin, would you? Why? Well, remember that one time you were going 55 in a 50 and I let you off with a warning? 
 
    Drake’s desperate mind raced.  
 
    Who owes me a favor? Anyone? Anyone? 
 
    He could think of only one person. A man whom Drake had gone to visit to tell him that his wife had cheated on him. It was the right thing to do—but Drake had done it more to scorn the woman than as a service to the man. 
 
    Norm Fairchild. A wealthy man with ties to the art community.  
 
    Art… 
 
    Drake thought about the Maître d for some reason, and how the man had shouted that his niece had made the ceramic bust that smashed to the floor. 
 
    Ceramic bust, art, Norm. 
 
    Ok, maybe I’m on to something.  
 
    Probably not, but still—it’s worth a shot.  
 
    “I know how to do it,” Drake said, hoping that he sounded more confident than he really was. “But I’m not telling you shit until this man removes the knife from my balls and you promise me that no matter what happens, you won’t touch a hair on anyone’s head but my own.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “You won’t shoot me,” Mackenzie Hart said, shaking his head. “You’d be stupid to shoot me. I have three cameras in here, and they’re all trained exactly on you right now. You shoot me, and you’re going to jail for the rest of your life.” 
 
    Yet, despite his words, Mac did as he was instructed and put his hands up. The second he did, Leroy moved forward again. 
 
    “Leroy, stop!” Would he shoot Mackenzie? Probably not. But… “Leroy, fucking stop!”  
 
    Leroy glanced in his direction and Screech did the unthinkable: he moved his aim from Mac to Leroy. 
 
    Leroy didn’t say anything, but his message was conveyed nonetheless.  
 
    What the fuck are you doing? 
 
    Screech tried to silently send a message back.  
 
    Saving your fucking life. 
 
    “Okay, here’s the deal. I’m going to put my gun away, and you’re going to do the same, Mac.” 
 
    “I do that, and he’s gonna break my jaw.” 
 
    “I’ll break more than your fucking jaw,” Leroy threatened. 
 
    “Enough!” Screech shouted loud enough that the second man Leroy had rendered unconscious began to stir.  
 
    This was going to reescalate quickly if he didn’t do something.  
 
    Screech thought of an old joke he used to share with Hanna: WWDD—What Would Drake Do? 
 
    That was easy. 
 
    Drake would shoot them all in the head and then pour a drink to celebrate. 
 
    “I’m going to put the gun away, and Leroy, you’re not going to do a damn thing, okay?”  
 
    Leroy frowned but agreed. “You put your gun away, too, Mac.” 
 
    Screech lowered his gun and put it in his belt. Mac started to do the same but then changed his mind. 
 
    “Why the fuck would I—”  
 
    Leroy lunged and Screech felt his abdomen clench, expecting a round to go off. But Leroy was too fast. A jab to Mackenzie’s forward shut his lights out and the gun fell harmlessly to the floor. 
 
    “What the fuck!” Screech yelled, grabbing at the sides of his head. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” 
 
    Jimmy stirred now, too.  
 
    WWDDN? What Would Drake Do Now? 
 
    “Goddamn it, Leroy.” 
 
    “What? He was going to shoot us.” 
 
    “He wasn’t going to shoot us,” Screech countered. Jimmy groaned and he knew that they had to act fast. “Quick, find something in here to tie these three men up before someone really gets hurt.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Things had gone from bad to impossibly worse. They’d come to Hart Investigator with the intention of confronting Mackenzie Hart and finding out exactly what he had in store for Drake, but things had escalated quickly. 
 
    And Screech didn’t see a way out of this.  
 
    Leroy had assaulted three men, Screech had pulled a gun on them, and now they were holding them captive, tied to chairs with extension cords, and gagged. The only smart thing they did was to lock the door and switch the sign from OPEN to CLOSED.  
 
    Thankfully, all three men had eventually come to. Jimmy was first, and he had bucked so hard that Screech feared that the extension cord would snap. 
 
    He was forced to train his gun on him to get him to stop.  
 
    The second man that Leroy had knocked out was still groggy, likely concussed, but Mackenzie was surprisingly lucid, despite not having a cinder block for a head like the other two. 
 
    Screech stepped forward and pulled the gag out of Mac’s mouth.   
 
    “We don’t want to hurt you, we just want to know where Drake is.” This was a stupid thing to say—they’d already hurt him—but Screech was new to this whole kidnapping and interrogation thing. That was Drake’s department. “You told Leroy that Connery Sinclair was going to Colombia. Why would you do that?” 
 
    Mackenzie resisted and Leroy tensed. 
 
    The man’s resolve faded. 
 
    “I didn’t tell him that.” 
 
    Screech looked to Leroy. 
 
    “Yeah, you did.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. I showed you. And that was a real plane ticket, purchased by Connery Sinclair as Alec Bregman.” 
 
    “Only Connery’s dead,” Screech said flatly.  
 
    “Yeah, no shit. But before he was killed, he was planning to go there with his wife.” 
 
    “How the hell do you know that? Where did you get this information?” Screech demanded. It made no sense; after all, Wendy was on trial for killing her husband and framing Kevin for his murder.  
 
    “I’m not going to reveal my sources.” 
 
    “Yeah, you will,” Leroy threatened. 
 
    Screech stepped in front of his partner, breaking his line of sight. 
 
    “But you know about Drake’s history with Colombia, right?” 
 
    Mac shrugged. 
 
    “Who doesn’t?” 
 
    “And you knew that if you showed the ticket to Leroy, he’d pass the information onto Drake, would hop on a plane and go there.”  
 
    Mac clenched his jaw but said nothing. He didn’t have to. Anybody who had known Drake for more than the length of time it took to take a piss knew what the man would do.  
 
    “Mac, who gave you the ticket?” 
 
    Mac pressed his lips together. 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere until you tell us who gave you the fucking ticket,” Leroy said.  
 
    A pregnant pause, then Mac must have finally realized that he wasn’t going anywhere soon.  
 
    “Kevin Park.” He nearly spat the name. “Kevin Park gave it to me.” 
 
    Screech frowned.  
 
    What the hell? Why would Kevin Park do that? 
 
    The answer came to Screech surprisingly quickly given his level of fatigue.  
 
    The circumstances surrounding Connery’s death were complicated and despite the DA rushing to charge Wendy and exonerating Kevin—Mark Trumbo was more concerned with appearances than justice—Kevin was far from being the innocent bystander he wanted everyone to believe. 
 
    Just as Kevin must have known that hiring Drake would get him out of prison, eventually he would uncover the truth. And whatever that truth was, Kevin feared that something would reflect poorly on him. So, he’d taken out an insurance policy, learned about Drake’s past, and then hired Mac to pass along some information pertaining to a particular flight. The fact that Kevin was aware of at least this part of Connery’s plans spoke volumes. 
 
    Screech sighed and massaged the back of his neck.  
 
    “I told you what you wanted to know—now, let me go?” Mac said. 
 
    “No,” Screech replied. “We’ll let you go when Drake is back in the USA safe and sound. How about that, Mac?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Andres was torn. He wanted blood, Drake could see it in his eyes, but he also was driven by greed. 
 
    Fifty-fifty.  
 
    Drake needed to tip the scales. 
 
    “I know how to do it. I spent years trying to keep you and your product out, which makes me an expert in getting it back in.” Not exactly the truth, but close enough that a man with dollar signs for pupils might not challenge him.  
 
    “Or it’s just a trick to save your pathetic life.” 
 
    “That’s the thing; I don’t give a shit about my life. I don’t. Which is why after I get your stuff into NYC, I’ll come back.” 
 
    Andres tucked his chin. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What I mean, is that I’ll help you get your heroin into New York, and once that has been established, I’ll come back here, and you can do whatever you want to me. Just so long as you leave everyone else alone.” 
 
    Andres sized him up and then, curiously, threw his head back and laughed. Drake waited for him to finish, which took a good thirty seconds or more. 
 
    “You are a sick man, Drake. A very sick man.” 
 
    I’m also fucking naked with my wrists tied in the center of a Colombian suspension bridge. So, yeah, I guess I am sick.  
 
    A pause, then, “You know what? I accept your proposal, Drake. You get my heroin into New York and then you return here, to me, and I won’t touch your friends.” Andres nodded at the goon without the knife. “Get him dressed.” 
 
    And then, as if almost nothing had happened, Drake’s wrists were untied and he was back in his clothes, sans shirt, which had been sliced apart, and the bag was over his head. 
 
    The most significant changes were his injuries: his shins hurt from falling, his nose was swollen, and his cheek ached. The cuts on his thigh and collarbone were superficial at best, but his balls had taken up permanent residence near his stomach.  
 
    But all Drake could think about is how the fuck he was going to keep his friends and family alive and not poison all of New York City in the process. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Drake’s ill-conceived plan hinged on many variables, the first, and therefore the most important, was demanding a favor from a man whom he didn’t even know loathed or loved him. Next, he needed to find a local artist, a sculptor, someone who could produce a large amount of work in a short period of time. He had an idea about that, too. 
 
    And then was importation, inspection, and on, and on… 
 
    The plan changed when Drake was led to a familiar location in the middle of the jungle.  
 
    “No way,” he said after the bag was removed from his head. “There’s no fucking way.” 
 
    Drake had only meant to think these words, but self-control was something he had little hope of ever mastering.  
 
    “What did you expect, Drake? You think I was going give you a couple of ounces of heroin for you to shove up your ass and smuggle across the border?” Andres laughed again. Drake was beginning to hate that laugh. It was young, thin, full of malice. It was Andres, in a nutshell. “No, you get all of this in and then I spare your friends.” 
 
    Drake stared at the four massive skids, piled with approximately four cubic feet of heroin, wrapped in paper emblazoned with the snake devouring the eyeball.  
 
    He loathed that logo as much as Andres’ laugh. 
 
    “How much is it?” 
 
    “One ton.” Andres sounded proud. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    One ton of pure heroin. A ton. A word that was practically synonymous with hyperbole. And yet, before Drake was an actual ton. It must have been worth north of a hundred and fifty million dollars. Maybe more, given that the current demand in New York greatly outpaced supply.  
 
    Andres was wrong; Drake hadn’t been thinking about a few ounces, but he wasn’t thinking this large. 
 
    It was impossible. And it was also deadly.  
 
    How many people would overdose on all this product? A hundred? More? Drake had no idea, but it was likely more than the number of his friends that Andres had threatened to kill. 
 
    How many dead strangers was Jasmine worth, anyway? How many was Clay? Patty?  
 
    Ten? A hundred? A thousand? 
 
    “Two trips,” Drake said, still marveling at the sheer volume of drugs. “The first establishes the route. The second is for the majority of the product.” 
 
    Andres frowned. 
 
    “One skid—you take one skid the first time.” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “No, I can’t do that. I need something more manageable. I’m thinking a quarter of a skid, maybe less.” 
 
    Andres pondered this. 
 
    “If you fuck me, I’ll—” 
 
    “—fuck my whole life up. Yeah, I know.” Now that Andres seemed to be on board, Drake pressed for the other things he would need to make this work. “I need a phone and I need the number of the Maître d back at the resort. I’m also going to need an Internet connection.” 
 
    Andres just stared at him, and Drake threw up his hands. 
 
    “This ain’t going to work if you don’t get me these things. And I might be a big asshole, but as you already pointed out, there’s only so much of this that can fit up there. Get me what I need.” 
 
    Andres reluctantly turned to one of his minions and barked something in Spanish that Drake didn’t understand. 
 
    Drake barely heard it. He was mesmerized by the heroin.  
 
    Moments later, a satellite phone appeared in his hand.  
 
    What the fuck am I doing? 
 
    “I need to go back. I need to go back to set things up, first.” 
 
    Andres snatched the phone from him. 
 
    “You go back with one-quarter of the heroin, or you go back in pieces. Your choice.” 
 
    Was it, though? Was it a choice? 
 
    Could he really sacrifice those he loved? 
 
    Drake took the phone back. 
 
    No, he could not. 
 
    The first good sign was that the man he called remembered him. The second was that he didn’t hang up right away. And while it took some cajoling to get him to agree with what Drake needed, he eventually did. He asked questions, a lot of questions, but Drake remained aloof. The man was just returning a favor, no big deal. It wasn’t like they were doing something illegal or anything like that. Drake was an ex-cop, remember? And now a prestigious—ha ha—private investigator. This was aaaaall above board.  
 
    The only real pushback came when Drake mentioned the timeline. The man on the phone wanted a month to prepare. Drake wanted a week. 
 
    Andres wanted tomorrow. 
 
    “I need to draw up import papers and the runaways on most private airports in the city are booked solid. There’s also customs to deal with, and they can be a pain in the ass. Next…” 
 
    As expected, the person with the gun won out and they settled on a few days. 
 
    Drake also smoothed things over by offering, with Andres’ permission, a considerable sum of money to the man for aid in ‘importing original sculptures from a renowned Colombian artist’.  
 
     The second call, which Drake had expected to be a cinch, especially after how easy the first had gone, proved more difficult. The Maître d simply didn’t want to get involved. Nor did he want his niece involved. Andres took the phone and after a rather terse conversation in Spanish, the man changed his mind. 
 
    The plan was coming together and Andres, who had figured out what Drake wanted to do, seemed to like what he heard.  
 
    One of Drake’s main concerns was that once he had everything in place, Andres would just kill him right there and go after his friends anyway. But that was the benefit of breaking this into two shipments. 
 
    Two? Don’t be naive.  
 
    Despite the impressive quantity of heroin before him, Drake knew that Andres was looking for a long-term relationship.  
 
    A permanent importation route for his product. 
 
    Which bode well for Drake’s prospect of survival.  
 
    Oh, so you’re a partner, now? Are you going to ask Andres for a 401k? Medical? Maybe dental, too. After all, braces are expensive and, who knows, maybe Clay will need them one day. 
 
    “Send me back and then two days from now, I’ll return with everything in place.” Drake was desperate to return to more familiar terrain. A place where you could think.  
 
    And drink. 
 
    Andres stared at him then laughed that fucking laugh. 
 
    “I don’t think so, Drake. We have lots of work to do. Lots of work. I hope you don’t mind getting your hands dirty because they’re going to be filthy after this is all done.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    You’d think that by now, Sergeant Henry Yasiv of the NYPD 62nd precinct would be used to bizarre crime scenes. After all, he’d worked with the ignominious Damien Drake on many an occasion. 
 
    But this one was different.  
 
    Thirty-four-year-old Megan Gentry had been arrested for stabbing and killing 43-year-old accountant Chad Ward. She’d stabbed him in broad daylight, three, possibly four times, with a kitchen knife. The final blow had been embedded in Chad’s sternum and he’d fallen on the blade, which had severed his aorta. Paramedics arrived less than ten minutes after the attack, but he was already gone.  
 
    Megan made no attempt to flee the scene. In fact, aside from making a single phone call, she didn’t do anything. She’d simply dropped to her knees and laced her bloody fingers behind her head.  
 
    She didn’t resist arrest, didn’t defend her actions, didn’t say anything. Megan was so quiet and demure that she was recommended for a psych eval prior to any interview.  
 
    Of course, the bizarre nature of the scene meant that it fell within Sergeant Yasiv’s purview, despite the fact that he was exhausted from the Wendy Sinclair case. It didn’t help that the DA was already on his ass, telling him to keep this out of the press. Always the same with that guy. 
 
    It was nearly five when Yasiv stepped out of his black sedan. The first thing he did, even before approaching the police officer who was clearly waiting for him, was light a cigarette. He took two drags, both thick and heavy, and then walked toward the crime scene. 
 
    “Sergeant,” the officer said. He was young and didn’t yet have the characteristic gut that bore the weight of not just too many meals on the road, but also of guilt and emotion, the scourge of many NYPD cops. 
 
    “Officer Belk,” Henry said with a sharp nod. “Where’s your partner? Where’s Officer McLeod?” 
 
    “He’s canvassing the neighborhood. Just in case, you know?” 
 
    In case of what? 
 
    “You should stay together.”  
 
    Yasiv knew both Officers Belk and McLeod—he was the one who’d teamed them up. Belk was the younger of the two, but, bucking the trend, he was considerably more levelheaded. Travis McLeod, on the other hand, was a little too excitable for Yasiv’s taste. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry.” 
 
    “What’ve we got?” 
 
    A large area extending from the front of the office building had been cordoned off with yellow crime scene tape. There was a spot on the asphalt maybe fifteen feet from the doors that was darker than the rest.  
 
    “ME cleared the scene and already removed the body. But many people saw what happened and a bunch took videos. Wouldn’t be surprised if they hadn’t been posted already.” 
 
    “Great,” Yasiv grumbled, anticipating a call any minute from the soon-to-be mayor. 
 
    “Where did the suspect come from?” 
 
    Belk pointed at a small tree. 
 
    “She was standing there for at least an hour. People thought she was a secretary or something getting air and sun.”  
 
    Yasiv looked toward the building, noting two security cameras. One was pointed inward, the other out.  
 
    Given the angle, there was a good chance that the attack was caught on video. 
 
    “Two officers are reviewing the security footage now,” Belk said, following his stare. “You want to see what they’ve found?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Yasiv stepped around the stain, which was indeed blood. It was large, too, maybe two feet in diameter.  
 
    Jesus. 
 
    “Let me ask you something, Belk,” Yasiv said, thinking out loud. He finished his cigarette and put it out in the sand on top of a garbage bin. “What could make a stay-at-home mom so angry with an accountant that she would stab him to death and not even attempt to get away?” 
 
    “I don’t know but maybe this has something to do with it.” Belk produced a flat, clear evidence bag and handed it over.  
 
    Yasiv stepped beneath the entrance overhang to block out some of the late afternoon sun. 
 
    What the hell is this?  
 
    A business card, black on one side, white on the other. The black side contained a roughly drawn yellow smiley face with Xs for eyes. The white side had a name written in pen: Chad Ward. 
 
    “This was found on Megan Gentry?” 
 
    Belk nodded. 
 
    “Yep. In her pocket.” 
 
    Yasiv inspected the business card for another moment before he said, “Belk?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Next time start with this, alright?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    There was a rumor that in his heyday Pablo Escobar was making so much money that he spent over $10,000 a month on rubber bands just to wrap his cash. Things have changed considerably since the late eighties and early nineties when Colombia’s drug empire had been at its peak, but money still meant power. And power meant influence. For Andres Mendes, this equated to practically unlimited free, or very cheap, labor. 
 
    It also meant that you couldn’t exactly say no to any of his requests. 
 
    The Maître d’s niece, a rough woman with a shaved head and permanent scowl, had no choice but to sell her ceramic busts to Andres at a cost of $1000 USD each. She had fourteen of them in total, and he instructed her to make more. Many more. 
 
    The only time the woman pushed back at all was when one of Andres’ men began cutting the bottom off one of the hollow busts. 
 
    She shut up when Andres suggested that perhaps he’d paid her too much money for her work. 
 
    They were deep in the jungle, in a clearing indistinguishable from where the showdown between Drake and his brother had taken place, but somehow Andres had managed to not only set up a small lab but had brought a chemist in. Not to perfect his drug-making operation but for another purpose entirely. 
 
    After the bottom had been removed from one of the busts, a chemist poured in a liquid lead solution, Marie-Curie be damned, which dried and hardened almost instantly. Then the brown packages of heroin had been shoved inside and the bottom had been resealed with a type of liquid ceramic. Or so Drake assumed. It was hard to understand exactly what was taking place, having little grasp of the language. But the men worked quickly and efficiently, and within just a few hours, the first statues were complete. And, to their credit, Drake couldn’t tell the difference between the before and after. 
 
    Next, Andres had someone bring in a handheld X-ray device.  
 
    “This is what they’ll use in America,” he informed Drake. 
 
    Drake shrugged. He’d never seen one of these before. Coming to Colombia, he’d placed his belongings in a gray bin and a conveyor passed his wallet and belt through a large X-ray machine.  
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “I say so.” 
 
    Andres used the machine to fine-tune the amount of lead they used in the sculpture. After only a few iterations and the inevitable sacrifice of one of the busts, he appeared satisfied.  
 
    Drake wasn’t sure that what they’d created would pass a rigorous import inspection, but at first blush, it was a decent ruse. According to the x-ray, the statue was made of solid ceramic, and the weight of the heroin inside supported this theory.  
 
    “Good,” Andres said, turning to look at him. “Now, get to work.” 
 
    For the next six hours, Drake worked his ass off in a sweaty Colombian jungle. He moved product around, he used a laser to cut ceramic busts, and he took a few years off his life by handling liquid lead with only rudimentary safety equipment.  
 
    It was hard to feel proud of his work given the context, but Drake experienced some level of satisfaction when the remaining thirteen busts were wrapped in bubble wrap and custom wooden frames were built around them. It took four people to lift the busts, and even then, the task proved difficult. If it hadn’t been for the real threat of death if they dropped one, Drake suspected that many a bicep or forearm would’ve given out. 
 
    By nightfall, he found himself in an air-conditioned Humvee that one of Andres’ men, the one who had nearly separated his genitals from his body, carefully navigated the jungle with a fifth of their precious cargo loaded in the back. 
 
    With his forehead pressed against the cool glass Drake dozed off and dreamed of Patty. 
 
    It wasn’t pleasant.  
 
    He kept reliving the last time he’d seen her, when she’d tried to help him but he’d pushed her away like he always did. 
 
    Drake was aware that he self-sabotaged but was still helpless to stop himself. He just didn’t deserve good things and Patty was a really good thing.  
 
    And now, because she cared for him, her life was in danger. 
 
    Drake’s plan to use the ceramic busts as mules for the heroin was hardly the work of a genius, but it was pretty damn good given his track record and the pressure he was under. 
 
    But now he needed a new plan. A better one. 
 
    One that made sure Andres kept his word and left his friends alone. If it kept all his body parts attached and didn’t leave him hanging from a bridge, well, that was a bonus.  
 
    Before long, the trees thinned, and the roads expanded. And then, without any additional warning, the Humvee suddenly arrived at what Drake could only describe as a rural airfield in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    The existence of the airfield didn’t surprise Drake. He knew that there were dozens, if not hundreds of these, in Mexico, Colombia, the Caribbean. Pretty much everywhere. 
 
    But these usually consisted of small, packed dirt runaways that could accommodate prop biplanes.  
 
    This was different. 
 
    This was official. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Drake muttered as he rose from his fitful slumber. 
 
    He counted not one, but three, asphalt runways that were at least a mile and a half long. They appeared meticulously maintained, complete with markers like at any commercial US airport. 
 
    And then there were the planes. A modern hanger revealed two types: a streamlined jet—Drake counted four of them—and a massive passenger plane that looked as if it had never been used.  
 
    No less impressive was the mid-sized cargo delivery plane parked on the third runaway. The convoy of Humvees, of which Drake’s was in the lead, headed straight for it.  
 
    “Stay,” the driver instructed as he exited the vehicle.  
 
    Drake watched as the big man spoke with Andres, who had arrived via an all-black Mercedes S-class. After a few seconds, they gestured toward the cockpit of the cargo plane. A white man in his mid-fifties leaned out of the window. Andres barked something in Spanish and the pilot appeared to agree. 
 
    And then Andres beckoned at him. Having been told to stay put, Drake wasn’t sure what to do.  
 
    He also didn’t want to step back into the Colombian heat. Night might have put a damper on the humidity, but it was still hot as hell outside. 
 
    “Get out,” knife-man ordered. 
 
    Drake sighed.  
 
    Sure, no problem. Anything else, sir? 
 
    He walked up to Andres, who had since pulled out the yellow satellite phone. With a grin he handed it over to Drake. 
 
    Norm Fairchild’s number was already on the screen. 
 
    “Change of plans, Drake. You’re not going to New York in two days. You’re going tonight. Call your friend, set it up.” 
 
    “Impossible.” Drake shook his head. “If I so much as call Norm back, he’s gonna know something’s up.”  
 
    If Norm had half a brain in his head, he already knew something was up. But if Drake pushed too hard, the man would simply tell him to fuck off, favor or no favor. 
 
    Andres glared at him and then shrugged. 
 
    He pulled the phone back and played with the screen. Still smiling, Andres handed it back to Drake once more. This time instead of a pre-programmed number on the screen, there was a photograph. 
 
    It showed Patty Sheer with her head down, carrying two bags out of what could have been a Trader Joe’s.  
 
    “You call Norm back and get him to arrange arrival tonight or I’ll tell my man to kill your girlfriend, Drake. How about that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    The real issue became clear after just a half hour of putting the screws to Mackenzie Hart.  
 
    The man might have sent Drake to Colombia, but he had no avenue to get him back. 
 
    That had never been part of the plan. 
 
    As resourceful as Mac had proven to be, he hadn’t collaborated with Andres Mendes or any other Colombian cartel member. He’d just assumed, based on Drake’s past, that some very bad men would be monitoring incoming flight logs. And once Drake landed, the rest would take care of itself. 
 
    Mac unsuccessfully reached out to Kevin Park, whom Screech assumed had fled the state, and then called around, trying to at least make it look like he had an idea of how to get Drake back. 
 
    He didn’t. 
 
    They didn’t.  
 
    Even if, by some miracle, Drake had lost his phone and was perfectly fine, destined to return to US soil in a few hours, it was naive to think that all their problems would miraculously go away. 
 
    “Oh, Drake’s back. Great. Just let me go and I’ll forget the fact that you assaulted us and tied us up, which is technicality kidnapping.”  
 
    No, they had other issues to deal with. 
 
    “I don’t know what you want me to do,” Mac said, his voice hoarse.  
 
    Screech, who had been sipping from a bottle of water he’d found in the fridge, offered it to Mac. Because the man’s hands were bound behind him, he had to pour it into his mouth. 
 
    And the strangeness of this day never ceases.  
 
    Mac slurped the water. He took a breath, then Screech gave him some more. 
 
    “I can’t get him back,” Mac admitted. Water dripped down his chin and soaked the front of his shirt. 
 
    There he was, stating the obvious. They couldn’t get Drake back from Colombia. No one could.  
 
    He was probably already dead. 
 
    Screech grabbed Leroy by the arm and pulled him toward the front of the office. Hart Investigator was roughly the same size as DSLH, just not as modern, which meant that Screech had to speak in a hushed voice to avoid being overheard. And even then, he suspected that Mac got the gist of what he was saying.  
 
    “Leroy, Mac doesn’t know how to get Drake back.” 
 
    Leroy’s jaw, which had been tense since coming through the door, finally relaxed a little. Maybe his muscles were cramping, because this change was only temporary. 
 
    “He’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “How?” Screech asked, his eyes drifting over to Mackenzie Hart. Dark bruises in the shape of Leroy’s knuckles were already starting to form on his forehead.  
 
    “I don’t know how,” Leroy admitted. His tone didn’t match the words. His tone should have been quizzical, but instead, it was just angry. “But he has to figure it out.” 
 
    Screech wondered how long his partner could stay incensed like this.  
 
    “We can’t just keep them here tied up forever.”  
 
    They’re going to have to eat, shit, piss. People will come looking for them. Hell, clients will start calling.  
 
    “We don’t need to keep him here forever,” Leroy countered. 
 
    Screech raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Did he have a plan? 
 
    Leroy was smart, perhaps the smartest of all DSLH employees. Hanna was the chameleon—had been the chameleon—who left under the guise of being someone else. Drake was the figurehead, the one who got them in, and out, of the most shit. Leroy knew about chemistry and biology and, bucking the stereotype, he was also the muscle. Screech was…  Screech. He was supposed to be the rational one, the one who talked people out of doing stupid things. But he didn’t have Drake’s influence and Leroy had apparently gotten tired of listening to him. 
 
    What am I good for? 
 
    He was proficient with computers, but computers weren’t gonna help them here.  
 
    Screech’s shoulders sagged. 
 
    I wish I’d never met Drake. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time he’d had this thought, but now it felt genuine.  
 
    Him teaming up with ex-NYPD detective Damian Drake had been no accident. His brother was always in trouble with the law, and he finally met a charge that he couldn’t talk his way out of. Facing serious jail time, then-mayor Ken Smith saw an opportunity. 
 
    Drake had just been forced out of the NYPD and was starting his own PI firm. Ken Smith needed someone to keep an eye on the man, just in case he decided not to let his suspicions about corruption in the mayor’s office and high up in the NYPD lie. 
 
    Enter Screech. Screech, who was the perfect counter to Drake. Waifish, computer-savvy, uncorrupted. 
 
    At least, that’s what Drake thought.  
 
    He’d applied to Drake’s ad looking for a partner and the applicants were few and far between. 
 
    Screech got the job and all he had to do was steer Drake away from the corruption scandal and his brother would stay out of prison. 
 
    It worked… for a while. 
 
    But Drake wasn’t known for letting things go. 
 
    Screech yawned.  
 
    “We only have to keep them here until Drake returns,” Leroy said at last. 
 
    Nope, he doesn’t have a plan. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    It was on him, now. No deferring to Leroy—no miracle last-minute save from Drake. 
 
    Just him.  
 
    Just Screech. 
 
    He removed his cell phone and navigated to a travel website. 
 
    They couldn’t go to Colombia and bring Drake back—their names were on the same list he was on.  
 
    But someone else could.  
 
    “So, here’s the deal, Mac,” Screech said, pulling up a list of flights. “You either figure out a way to get Drake back to New York in one piece or you’re going to get him yourself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Drake hung up the satellite phone and stared at it for a moment. His conversation with Norm Fairchild had gone better than expected.  
 
    And that was concerning.  
 
    There was a high probability that, after their first phone call, Norm had reached out to the NYPD.  
 
    When he landed, Drake thought that there was a fifty-fifty chance he’d be arrested on sight. 
 
    But would that be so bad? 
 
    At least he wouldn’t be hanging from a bridge. Although, prison wasn’t safe for an ex-cop who had pissed off hundreds of criminals. Last time he’d been behind bars even for a short stint, he’d barely survived. 
 
    “See?” Andres said a smile creeping onto his young face. “That wasn’t so difficult.” 
 
    Drake said nothing and got an elbow to the ribs for his obstinance.   
 
    Andres took the phone back.  
 
    “Well? These sculptures don’t have legs—they’re not going to load themselves into the back of the plane on their own. Get to work, Drake.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Drake was so tired that he actually fell over. Not a dramatic collapse, but more of a knee buckle and needing to lean up against the inside of the cargo plane.  
 
    All of the wooden crates were on the plane now and strapped. Thirteen of them in total, full of approximately a quarter ton of heroin.  
 
    It was impressive what you could get done in a few hours with seemingly infinite resources and zero government or law enforcement oversight. 
 
    It was frightening because it had happened on both sides of the equator. 
 
    Norm Fairchild had used his network and financial resources to not only secure the Royal Art Gallery in Manhattan for a showing at the end of the week but also arrange a landing permit and import papers for the plane and its cargo. 
 
    Something hit him hard in the ribs again and Drake startled. He must have dozed off again. 
 
    “Wake up,” Andres hissed. They were finally alone, together in the dark interior of the plane. The cartel boss’ bodyguards were nowhere to be found. 
 
    Kill him. Just strangle the little shit. 
 
    Drake had a good 50 or 60 pounds on Andres, but the man was youthful and had already shown his speed.  
 
    Conversely, Drake was an alcoholic going on six minutes of sleep over the past twenty-four hours. He also had a bruised face that was making breathing difficult. 
 
    No—attempting to strangle Andres was not a good idea. 
 
    It was almost as if Andres knew this, and he was just tempting Drake. 
 
    “You’re flying 10 minutes,” Andres informed him when a few seconds passed, and Drake did nothing. 
 
    “Will there be an in-flight meal?” 
 
    Andres ignored him. 
 
    “What about alcohol? Because I could sure use a drink.” 
 
    Now Andres laughed.  
 
    “Someone will meet you on the other side.”  
 
    This surprised Drake. He’d expected at least one of Andres’ men to be joining him.  
 
    His mind began to whir, processing this new information, and he thought about the conversation he was going to have with the pilot. 
 
    What would Andres do if Drake just took over the plane and crashed it into the Atlantic? If something ‘went wrong’ and the plane never made it? Of course, Drake wouldn’t make it either, but that was okay.  
 
    It was worth it. 
 
    And the pilot? 
 
    Fuck the pilot. 
 
    Andres started to walk down the ramp and off the plane. 
 
    Drake followed. 
 
    “Where you going?” 
 
    Drake looked around. The cargo space had room for a couple dozen more statues, but it was just empty now. 
 
    “I’m going to sit up… front?” 
 
    This sounded strange.  
 
    Shotgun! I mean, co-pilot! 
 
    Andres laughed. This time just like he had back on the bridge. How Drake loathed that sound. 
 
    “You think I let you go sit with my pilot? Get into his head? No, Drake, I don’t think so.” 
 
    Andres stepped onto the tarmac and Drake heard the sound of a motor engage. The door began to lift. 
 
    “Where the fuck am I supposed to sit?” he asked, still looking around. “Hey! Where the fuck am I supposed to sit?” 
 
    Andres shrugged. 
 
    “Figure it out.” 
 
    The door was half closed now. 
 
    “Wait—I do this for you, I get your stuff into New York and come back, you will leave my friends alone?” 
 
    Realistically, Andres could answer this any way he chose and there was nothing Drake could do about it.  
 
    “In one week, the rest of the product will arrive. Once it is safely unloaded, you get back on the plane and return to me. You do that, and I will leave your friends alone. I am a man of my word. An honorable jefe.”  
 
    Yeah, an honorable drug lord. Sure. 
 
    “Wait? A week? Norm managed to set up this—” 
 
    “A week.” 
 
    The door finally closed with a pneumatic hiss and Drake held his breath, waiting for the yellow lights above him to shut off. They remained on and he exhaled. 
 
    Now, where the fuck am I going to sit? Where— 
 
    The plane lurched forward, and Drake stumbled.  
 
    He managed to stay on his feet but then the plane’s engines kicked into high gear. The sound was nearly deafening.  
 
    For fuck’s sake. 
 
    There were no windows, but at least the cargo bay seemed to be pressurized. And heated. If it hadn’t been, a comfortable seat would be the least of his worries. 
 
    The plane started to move again, and Drake knew he had to sit somewhere or he would be picking his teeth off the metal floor when they were finally airborne. 
 
    He walked over to the statues and squeezed in between the last one and the wall of the plane. He fit—barely. 
 
    Just to be safe, Drake hooked one arm through the slack lines that were securing the statue to the floor.  
 
    His cheeks were pushed forward as the cargo plane continued to pick up speed. Then his stomach lurched as the plane left the tarmac. 
 
    It was a horrible feeling, one of the reasons why Drake hated flying. It was as if all your organs collected in the hollow of your throat.  
 
    But this too passed. Drake even became accustomed to the near-deafening roar of the engines. 
 
    As soon as the landing gear was fully inside the plane, the lights flicked out. 
 
    And then Drake experienced an even greater miracle than returning to New York alive and relatively well. 
 
    He fell asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “What the heck is she doing?” Sergeant Yasiv asked as he leaned close to the security monitor. 
 
    Officer Joseph Belk shrugged. 
 
    “I dunno. Waiting, I guess.” 
 
    Yasiv frowned. 
 
    What insight. 
 
    It was a rhetorical question. Of course, Megan Gentry was waiting. She was waiting for Chad Ward to leave his office after a long day of work to stab him to death.  
 
    And that’s exactly what played out on screen.  
 
    Megan looked at the business card and when Chad exited the building, she approached. They exchanged a few words then Megan went to town. She was a small woman and the degree of violence she exhibited was impressive. 
 
    After Chad collapsed onto the blade, she took out a phone and made a call. She had her back to the camera making it impossible for Yasiv to make out what was said.  
 
    Megan fell to her knees, dropped the phone, and waited for the cops to come. 
 
    “Play it again,” Yasiv ordered. 
 
    They watched it three more times and it didn’t become less disturbing on every subsequent viewing.  
 
    If it weren’t for the time Megan had spent just waiting, Yasiv could have passed the act off as a schizoid break, a woman just snapping and losing complete control. But this was targeted and deliberate. 
 
    Pre-meditated.   
 
    And then there was the strange smiley face card with Chad’s name on the back. 
 
    Yasiv inhaled deeply and his breath hitched. 
 
    Goddamn it—I can’t do this again. 
 
    It was a selfish thought, considering Chad Ward had just been murdered. 
 
    But it was also true.  
 
    The DA… the DA was going to tear a strip off him.  
 
    Please just be an isolated incident. Just one crazy bitch with a vendetta. Please. 
 
    “Belk, make a copy of everything. I want before and after, too, anything that has Megan in it or even bystanders who are just a little too curious for their own good. See if you can locate their cell phone videos, too. I’m going outside for a smoke.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Yasiv gave Belk’s shoulder an appreciative squeeze and left the claustrophobic security room. The building was nice, upscale, and probably toward the higher end of lease cost in this part of town. Chad’s office was on the fourth floor and while Yasiv knew he should head up there and speak to some of the man’s colleagues, he really did need a smoke. 
 
    Let Belk do that. Better yet, let Belk’s partner McLeod do that… wherever the hell he is. 
 
    The sun had started to set, and even though the area where Chad Ward’s body had lay was still cordoned off, and he could see the blood stain on the ground, there was a strange feeling of normalcy about everything.  
 
    And that wasn’t a good thing. 
 
    Yasiv lit a cigarette and walked over to the tree he’d seen Megan leaning against mere hours ago.  
 
    He tried to put himself in her place and consider different scenarios that would lead her to such an act. 
 
    But he couldn’t do it. 
 
    Sure, he’d witnessed appalling things, like Donnie Duggar’s head separated from his shoulders. Mannequins dressed in skin suits.  
 
    Bodies cut up and sent by bike courier.  
 
    High school girls who leaped in front of subway trains.  
 
    While others, like Dunbar and Drake, could understand the killers’ individual motives, twisted as they were, Yasiv could not. He just lacked the capacity to wrap his head around such vile and abhorrent behavior.   
 
    Why did you kill him? What did he do to you? What could Chad Ward have possibly done to deserve this? 
 
    Not rhetorical now, just unanswerable.  
 
    Yasiv’s phone rang, and his heart fluttered in his chest. 
 
    It was Detective Dunbar.  
 
    Dunbar, who had had his vacation approved weeks before the Kevin Park case. Dunbar, who was supposed to be in Florida by now, enjoying the hot sun and cheap beer.  
 
    Dunbar who was… 
 
    “I’m back. Heard about the case. Figured I might be able to lend a hand.”   
 
    Yasiv was technically Dunbar’s boss, and he knew he should tell the detective to stay away. He’d earned his vacation and enjoyed every minute of it.  
 
    But he needed Dunbar. They didn’t see eye to eye on everything, but Yasiv trusted him. And he needed the support. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem. I’m actually at the precinct now.” 
 
    See? He’s already started. Even if I told Dunbar to go home, he wouldn’t listen, Yasiv lied to himself.  
 
    “How’s Megan?” Yasiv lit another cigarette with the butt of his first. 
 
    “She… she hasn’t said anything.” 
 
    “Still?” 
 
    “No. I had a brief word with the doctor who’s treating her—clinically she’s fine but mentally…” 
 
    “Any idea when she’ll snap out of it.” 
 
    “Doc said it’s pretty bad. More of an if than a when.” 
 
    Yasiv closed his eyes and sucked hot smoke into his lungs. 
 
    “Yasiv?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Some officers went to Megan’s house.” 
 
    Now, Yasiv knew that he should be upset. It was his case and Dunbar was basically taking it over. But if that meant some of DA Trumbo’s wrath would be spread out then so be it. 
 
    Yasiv couldn’t take much more of the big man. 
 
    “And?”  
 
    He pulled out the strange business card in the plastic evidence bag and looked at it, staring into those Xed-out eyes.  
 
    “And we found Megan’s nine-year-old daughter, Chloe Gentry, there—alone. Yasiv, you’re not gonna believe the story she told.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Drake woke during landing. A landing that was much rougher than he’d ever experienced before because he didn’t have a seat. He braced himself between the sculpture housing and the wall. 
 
    His ass banged painfully against the metal floor and then his shoulder slammed against the wall when the wheels skipped along the tarmac. 
 
    Holy fuck! 
 
    Drake was airborne for a good two seconds but managed to not send his tailbone through his pelvis by holding his body off the ground with his arms.  
 
    One of the wooden structures they’d built torqued, and he feared it would split open and the bust would smash like it had back in the resort, sending heroin dust flying. 
 
    It held and the plane eventually stopped. 
 
    Flying commercial to Bogotá had taken six hours but Drake figured that a private flight probably had a more direct route, and it was shorter. He estimated that he’d had nodded off for four, maybe five hours. And it had hardly been restorative.  
 
    Drake still felt like shit, felt like puking. 
 
    But his day wasn’t done yet. Not even close. 
 
    With a sustained groan, Drake managed to stand. He took two steps and then held the sides of the plane while he waited for the nausea to pass. 
 
    I need a fucking drink. 
 
    The lights were back on now and Drake did a quick search near the rear door for some sort of switch or lever to open it. 
 
    He couldn’t find anything.  
 
    After a while of acting like a mime trying to escape an invisible prison, Drake gave up and just waited.  
 
    And he hated waiting. At his core, he was a doer. Sure, this had gotten him into a bind on more than one occasion, but that was Damien Drake. 
 
    Act first, think later—if ever. 
 
    He had instincts and he trusted them most of the time. 
 
    Going to Bogotá in the first place had been a mistake. A huge mistake. There was no doubting that.  
 
    But he’d survived. 
 
    And he was back. 
 
    Drake heard two distinct car engines approach and after they were switched off, the door finally started to open. He expected light to spill in and preemptively shielded his eyes but, of course, it was probably close to two in the morning in New York City. The only light came from the twinkling of the skyscrapers. He was also expecting to see a handful of Andres’ men waiting for him, maybe not with automatic weapons in their hands but with identical mean expressions on their faces.  
 
    Another surprise. 
 
    Standing on the tarmac was a man in his late fifties with a shock of gray hair. Behind Norm Fairchild was an NYPD police officer with freckles and orange hair peeking out from beneath his hat.  
 
    “Drake? What the hell?” Norm looked past him and into the cargo bay. He noticed that there was no seat but before he could ask Drake spoke up. 
 
    “Nice to see you too, Norm.” 
 
    “What—what happened to your face?” 
 
    Drake instinctively touched his cheek, which was tender and felt like a water-logged marshmallow. 
 
    “Rough landing.”  
 
    Drake wanted to give off an air of authority, if that was possible for a glorified stowaway, and he strode forward. But he had sea legs and Norm noticed. He reached out to steady Drake. 
 
    “I’m fine. Who’s the cop?” 
 
    “Off duty, came recommended. George Lincoln. George, this is Drake.”  
 
    George didn’t offer his hand, indicating that he knew who Drake was.  
 
    That was fine. Drake wasn’t here to make friends. He could barely look after the ones he already had.  
 
    “The statues are in those crates?” Norm asked.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I didn’t think there would be so many.” 
 
    If Andres had had his way, there would have been four times more.  
 
    “They’re super heavy. Going to need a forklift or—” 
 
    Norm suddenly leaned in close, clearly not wanting Officer Lincoln to overhear.  
 
    “What are they made of?” 
 
    Ceramic, but mostly heroin. 
 
    “Solid ceramic. If I had to guess, each of them weighs a hundred and twenty to a hundred and fifty pounds.” 
 
    A pained expression fell on Norm’s face. 
 
    “I didn’t really know what to expect when you called, and I barely managed to get the Royal to agree to host this event—” 
 
    “No event,” Drake interrupted. “We’ve got a private buyer lined up. Just need a place to showcase the statues for them to check them out.” 
 
    This was something that Andres had briefly mentioned to Drake. It sounded reasonable. It sounded solid. 
 
    How they would get Norm and the Royal Art Gallery to agree to host the next shipment, which would be at least three times the size of this one, was another story. But Drake had a week to figure that out. 
 
    “Really?” Norm perked up. He liked this development. “But I don’t have any people who can—” 
 
    “I can reach out to a couple of guys,” Officer Lincoln suggested. Apparently, Norm wasn’t being quiet enough. “They’ll have this unloaded in an hour or less.” 
 
    Drake wasn’t keen on getting anyone else involved in this mess, but they couldn’t just leave the statues full of heroin on the tarmac. 
 
    “Alright, set it up. My artist will cover the cost. As for you, Norm, you’ll also—” 
 
    A black Mercedes, not as new or fancy as Andres but definitely no beater, suddenly appeared, and it raced toward them at fifty miles an hour.  
 
    “Who the fuck is that?” Drake asked, taking up a defensive posture. 
 
    Norm frowned as the car screeched to a stop behind his own vehicle. A man in a navy suit stepped out. 
 
    “I’m guessing he’s with US Customs and Border Protection.” Norm must have noticed Drake visibly cringe because he once again lowered his voice. “I hope that the statues are fit for X-ray inspection.” 
 
    As do I, Drake thought. But when the man in the suit went to his trunk and retrieved a device that was much larger and much more high-tech than the one that Andres had in Colombia, doubt started to creep in. 
 
    “You have the pre-clearance forms?” Norm asked. Drake, who was squinting at the man in the suit, trying to get a read on him as he approached, didn’t hear him. “Drake?” Norm repeated. “The pre-clearance forms?” 
 
    “The what?” Drake continued to watch the man fiddle with the machine. Could it see through the thin layer of lead they’d coated the inside of the statues with?  
 
    “The pre-clearance forms. Drake, your guy in Colombia told you about those, right?” 
 
    The concern in Norm’s voice finally got Drake’s attention. 
 
    “I don’t… I don’t think so.” 
 
    This was the first he’d heard of ‘pre-clearance’ forms, whatever the hell those were. 
 
    “Drake… without those forms, these statues aren’t going to the Royal Art Gallery. They’re going straight to Customs where they’ll sit for a month or even more until CBP gets around to clearing them.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    They still weren’t permitted to speak to Megan Gentry—doctor’s orders—but because she was a single mother and they hadn’t been able to contact the father, speaking to her daughter with a child psychologist present was approved. 
 
    Maybe Yasiv was a little pissed that Dunbar had inserted himself into the case without asking after all because he told the much more experienced detective to watch from the other side of the one-way glass and had Belk join him in the interview room. 
 
    “The man told me that my mommy was hurt and that I should go with him.” 
 
    Yasiv winced. This was classic predator behavior. 
 
    “Where did he take you?” 
 
    When the cops showed up at Megan’s home and first spoke to Chloe and she’d told them where she’d been, they had a doctor inspect her for any sort of abuse, physical or sexual. 
 
    Thankfully, there was no evidence of either. 
 
    “We drove around for a bit. He gave me an apple. And then we went to his house. I stayed in a pretty room. It was pink and there were lots of toys.”  
 
    Chloe Gentry was a bright six-year-old with pigtails and a smile that showed off one adult tooth. 
 
    “Do you remember what kind of car this man drove?” 
 
    “A green one,” Chloe said brightly. Yasiv glanced over at Officer Belk, who nodded. “Can I see my mommy now?” 
 
    “Soon. Was it a big car? Small?” 
 
    The girl shrugged. 
 
    “Normal.” 
 
    “Do you remember anything else about—” 
 
    “I want to see my mommy,” Chloe said. Her large hazel eyes were becoming moist and Yasiv knew that he was starting to lose her.  
 
    “You will, Chloe. You will, I promise. But I just have to ask you a few more questions, okay? And then a man’s going to come in and you’re going to tell him what this person looked like and he’s going to draw a picture of them. Doesn’t sound like fun?” Yasiv cringed at his own words. He wasn’t the right person for this job. He had no kids and had limited interaction with children in general.  
 
    The girl nodded, but her lower lip jutted and began to tremble. 
 
    “Okay, good. Hang in there. You’re doing really good, Chloe, I mean it. Why don’t we go back to when you first saw this man? I want to remind you that you’re not in trouble at all. Not at all. So, what happened? You went to the bathroom, and…” 
 
    “I had to go to the bathroom and mommy was looking at flowers. When I came out, a man said that I should go with him, that mummy had been in an accident. He looked so nice, and he gave me an apple. He said that I wasn’t in trouble, either.” 
 
    The cords in Yasiv’s neck tightened. 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “I got in his car, and we drove to his house, I guess. Then I was in the room with all the toys. I asked to see Mommy, but he said I had to wait.” 
 
    “How long were you in the room, Chloe?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Like an hour? Or two hours, maybe?” 
 
    Chloe shrugged. 
 
    “I dunno.”  
 
    “Did you sleep?” 
 
    “No. I couldn’t sleep. I was worried about mommy. I need to see her.” 
 
    Yasiv instinctively reached out to touch her, to comfort her but then stopped.  
 
    “Can you tell me how long you were in the car for? Before you got to the house?” 
 
    Chloe shook her head. 
 
    This wasn’t helpful. And with Megan unable to speak, they weren’t getting anywhere. 
 
    “An hour?” 
 
    “I don’t know how long that is!” It wasn’t quite a shout, but nearly. 
 
    Yasiv saw the psychiatrist move closer, both physically to Chloe and to ending the video. 
 
    Officer Belk, who had been quiet to this point, finally spoke up.  
 
    “What’s your favorite show, Chloe?” 
 
    “Just Add Magic.” 
 
    “Oh, I love that show! It’s with Darbie and Jake, right?” Chloe nodded and she appeared to relax a little. “And who’s your favorite character?” Belk suddenly snapped his fingers and pointed at the girl, a big smile on his face. “Gotta be Darbie, right?” 
 
    Chloe returned Belk’s smile. 
 
    “She’s the best.” 
 
    “I think she’s my favorite too.” Belk leaned forward. “Now, I want you to think about your favorite episode of Just Add Magic, can you do that for me, Chloe?”  
 
    Chloe moved her head in a circular motion. 
 
    “Good. Now, would you say that the amount of time you were in the green car was the same as one episode of Just Add Magic? Maybe two episodes?” 
 
    Another noncommittal head movement from the girl. 
 
    “About the same?” 
 
    A distinct nod. 
 
    “Very good, Chloe. Would you say longer or—” 
 
    Chloe finally broke.  
 
    “I want to see my mommy now,” she whined. “I want to see her now. The man said she was sick and if she’s sick then I have to give her soup like she does when I’m… when I’m…” 
 
    The girl’s words degenerated into sobs and Yasiv felt his heart squeeze. 
 
    Megan hadn’t been sick, that was just a ruse to get Chloe into the car. Now, in a cruel irony, she was.  
 
    “Chloe, please—” 
 
    “Now!” the girl screamed. “I want to see her now!” 
 
    That signified the end of the interview. The psychiatrist, a woman with short gray hair shellacked to her scalp, came forward. 
 
    “Chloe, my name is Robin.” The woman’s voice was almost hypnotically smooth. “I’m going to take you to your mom. We just need to do that picture, okay?” 
 
    Robin took out a stuffed animal and Chloe practically vacuumed it to her chest.  
 
    Yasiv and Belk slipped out of the room and joined a silent Dunbar in the hall. 
 
    “How long is the show?” Yasiv asked. 
 
    “Episodes are about twenty-five minutes each,” Belk said. 
 
    “That’s our radius. Dunbar, we need to map this out, get an area around the mall where this guy might live.” Dunbar nodded. He appeared distraught. “I’ll head to the mall to retrieve security footage, especially around the flower shop. Maybe we’ll get lucky, and this guy showed his face.”  
 
    Unlikely, but worth a shot. 
 
    “You think… you think we should call the DA?” Dunbar inquired. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “No, not yet. All we have is an angry woman who stabbed a man outside of his work. Hardly worth getting him involved.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I think there’s more to it than that. I think… this is going to sound messed up, but I think our guy kidnapped Chloe to get Robin to kill Chad Ward for him.”  
 
    Yasiv chewed his lip. 
 
    That was exactly what he was thinking, as well.  
 
    “Could be,” Belk said, raising one shoulder and then letting it fall.   
 
    “If that’s the case then we should definitely contact—” 
 
    “Just get a map and let’s make a radius, alright, Dunbar?” Yasiv snapped. “I’ll decide when or if we tell Trumbo anything. Got it?” 
 
    Dunbar stepped back. 
 
    “Fine. Sure.”  
 
    And then he was gone leaving both Yasiv and Belk staring at Chloe once more. She was still clutching the stuffed animal but was no longer crying. 
 
    “That stuff about the show? The magic one?” Yasiv said after a good minute of silence. 
 
    “Just Add Magic,” Belk clarified. 
 
    “Yeah, how come you know about that show?” 
 
    “I’ve got a girl on my own, just a little older than Chloe. I can’t imagine what she’s going through. 
 
    Me neither, Yasiv thought.  
 
    But his main concern now was making sure that it didn’t happen again. And something, that terrible nagging voice found somewhere between his ears, told him that this was far from over. 
 
    “I’m going for a smoke.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “Pre-clearance forms, please,” the customs officer said. His voice was high and tight.  
 
    What the fuck is a pre-clearance form? And how did Andres not know about them? 
 
    “Over here.” 
 
    Drake whipped around.  
 
    The pilot leaned out of the cockpit window. He dropped a folder and the Officer Lincoln rushed over and caught it.  
 
    “Thanks,” the customs officer said when the cop passed it to him. Drake looked over the man’s shoulder as he read the form. 
 
    It included a series of questions and then a signature from some Colombian dignitary who confirmed the legitimacy of these claims.  
 
    I guess Andres didn’t forget, after all.  
 
    “Looks like everything is in order.” The man raised the portable X-ray machine. “Just gonna do a quick check and you’ll be on your way.” 
 
    Was that a smirk?  
 
    Norm and Drake followed the man in the suit onto the plane. 
 
    “Hey, Norm, I thought you were done with the art business after… well, after you know. The thing with your wife.” 
 
    “Ex-wife,” Norm said sourly. 
 
    “Right. And this is the guy you were telling me about? Damien Drake?” 
 
    “Just Drake.” 
 
    “Yeah, I looked into you.” 
 
    The man kept talking as he approached the closest sculpture. He touched the wood frame, played with it absently. 
 
    Great.  
 
    “But I didn’t find anything about you being interested in art.” 
 
    Drake wasn’t about to answer but then the man stopped his superficial inspection to look at him. He had a severe widow’s peak that gave him a sinister appearance. 
 
    “I’m not—not really. Just doing this as a favor.” 
 
    The left half of the man’s mouth twisted into a smile, accentuating his baleful look. 
 
    “Right, favors. I didn’t hear you were into art, but I heard you were into favors. What happened to your face, by the way?” 
 
    “Tripped,” Drake replied flatly. 
 
    “Sure.” The man picked at some of the bubble wrap on the statue, eventually tearing off a large section to get a better look at the ceramic bust beneath. “You might want to step back for this.”  
 
    This was the moment of truth. If the lead lining didn’t work, this man would know instantly that the statues were filled with powder and not made of solid ceramic.  
 
    And then what? 
 
    Drake surveyed the cop. If he made a stab at his gun, could he grab it?  
 
    Unlikely. 
 
    Even if, for once in his life, the stars aligned and Drake managed to procure the officer’s weapon and then escape without anyone getting seriously injured, his problems would be far from over. If anything, they would be exacerbated. He’d have every cop in New York looking for him and good luck getting back to Colombia. If he showed up at an airport, even this private one, Drake would be instantly arrested. 
 
    And then he’d be sent to prison.  
 
    Prison…  
 
    His deal with Andres was to head back to Colombia after the successful delivery of his product to sacrifice himself. But what if he couldn’t go back? What if he was incapacitated or worse? What if he was dead? Would Andres still honor his side of the bargain then? 
 
    The back of the plane was suddenly alive with an electric hum.  
 
    Drake decided that he would stay here and accept his fate. If they found the heroin, so be it. He wasn’t going to run, he wasn’t going to fight. 
 
    The customs officer in the fancy suit pressed the hand-held X-ray device against the ceramic he’d exposed. Unable to see the small display from his angle, Drake focused on the man’s face instead.  
 
    His thin lips were pursed, giving nothing away.  
 
    Everyone, even the cop, waited with bated breath while the man scanned more of the statue. At one point, he pulled the device away and brought the screen close to his face. 
 
    “Well,” the man said, straightening. “This one looks good.” 
 
    Drake didn’t like the emphasis and liked the man’s following words even less. 
 
    “One of you guys want to give me a hand and pull the packaging away from the rest of them? I have to go to my car and get a drill. I have to open at least one of these bad boys up.” 
 
    The man walked past Drake whose blood suddenly felt like ice in his veins. 
 
    “Keith, c’mon,” Norm said. “You can’t cut one open. These are—” 
 
    Custom Officer Keith’s face suddenly split into a grin. 
 
    “I’m just fucking with you.” He tucked the X-ray device under one arm and then scribbled something on a sheet of paper and then passed it to Norm. “Shit, you should see your guys’ faces.” He laughed. “You’re good to go.” 
 
    Drake finally exhaled. 
 
    “Thanks,” Norm said. 
 
    And just like that, the man jumped into his Mercedes and was gone. 
 
    “Yeah, you should see your guys’ faces,” Officer Lincoln repeated. “You look like you shit your pants. I mean, I guess if you thought he was gonna ruin your precious statues…” 
 
    There was sarcasm in his words—sarcasm and something else. 
 
    Norm said this guy was recommended? By whom? 
 
    Officer Lincoln came over and slapped Drake on the back. Drake glared at him. 
 
    “I’m going to put that call in, right? Get my men out here to unload?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “But it’s getting late, real late. Some of them might be sleeping and…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Norm said. “We’ll pay.” 
 
    “Ha, I’m sure you will.” 
 
    Officer Lincoln got off the plane leaving Norm and Drake alone for the first time. 
 
    “You know, he’s right. Your face… Look, Drake, I don’t know what this is all about and I don’t want to know. But I can’t…” Norm took a deep breath. “This is the one time I do this, okay?”  
 
    No, it’s not okay. Because in a week, we’re going to be back here doing the exact same thing. 
 
    “Sure. Thanks, Norm.” 
 
    Drake bit his tongue before he added, I owe you one. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    The more Sergeant Henry Yasiv thought about what Dunbar had said, his fear that kidnapping Chloe was just a ploy to leverage Megan to kill Chad Ward, the more it made sense.  
 
    And if someone went to such lengths, then what were the chances they were going to mess up by getting their image captured on a mall security camera? 
 
    Still, Yasiv was determined to do his due diligence with the hope that Chad’s murder and Chloe’s abduction were two completely awful and unrelated events. 
 
    The trip wasn’t without any merit. They quickly managed to corroborate Chloe’s story. The girl was clearly seen leaving her mother outside a flower shop and heading down a hallway to the bathrooms. There were no cameras in the hallway, so Yasiv and Belk focused on Megan Gentry. She perused the daffodil section, then checked her phone at around the three-minute mark. Concern etched on her face, she disappeared down the same hallway her daughter had been last seen. 
 
    Belk moved to stop the footage, but Yasiv told him to let it run. 
 
    The time stamp indicated that ten minutes had passed. Then fifteen. 
 
    Neither Megan nor Chloe ever emerged from the hallway.  
 
    “Where the hell did they go?” 
 
    “I think there’s an exit at the other end of the hall. The man must have taken Chloe out that way. Megan probably figured this out, too, because if Chloe had come back the way she’d gone in, it would be impossible to miss her.” 
 
    Yasiv leaned back. 
 
    “Belk, you’re a parent, right? If you thought your daughter went missing, what would you do? Call the cops right away?” 
 
    Belk squirmed. 
 
    “I mean, maybe not right away. They tend to wander off a lot. I’d look around, scour the mall, then call the cops.” 
 
    “Yet, there’s no record of Megan calling the cops?” 
 
    Belk shook his head. 
 
    “No. I checked with all precincts. No call about a missing girl today or yesterday.” 
 
    By all accounts, Megan Gentry, an elementary school teacher by trade, was a loving single mother. Divorced three years ago, the father was no longer in the scene. They were still trying to locate him, but, at this point, Yasiv thought it unlikely that he was involved.  
 
    “Let’s run through this scenario for a second. Chloe goes to the bathroom and when she doesn’t come back in three minutes, Megan goes after her daughter. Neither emerged from the hallway, meaning that they left through the rear exit. Now, Megan doesn’t return at all.  Why? If her kid is missing, you’d expect her to run back into the mall and go right to security. Did she run into the guy in the parking lot? The stranger holding her kid?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because, if she saw someone with her kid? Like taking her? She would’ve lost her mind. Someone would have heard her screaming, shouting.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, absolutely.” 
 
    Maybe their theory was off. 
 
    Or maybe… 
 
    Yasiv pulled out the happy face business card. 
 
    “Let’s take a walk. Let’s go to this bathroom and check it out.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yasiv placed his hands on his hips and stared at the parking lot just outside the rear exit to the mall. All in all, it was the perfect setup for a kidnapping. The cameraless hallway, the door, the nearly empty parking lot.  
 
    “So, you’re saying that it’s unlikely that there was a confrontation between Megan and this guy, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Belk said. 
 
    “But she never goes back in and never calls the cops. From the security footage, we know that Chloe was taken at around 11:15 and Megan doesn’t show up to Chad’s work until about four. That’s about five hours. What the hell did she do?” 
 
    “Man, this would be so much easier if Megan could just tell us why the hell she killed Chad?” 
 
    Yasiv took the evidence bag containing the business card out of his pocket. He looked around, then propped it up against the wall right next to the door. He stepped back, cocked his head, then placed his cell phone down beside it. 
 
    “Did we know anything about the cell phone that Megan used after killing Chad?” he asked.  
 
    “It’s not hers—at least, it’s not registered to her. Likely a burner. One number on it, impossible to trace.”  
 
    Yasiv grunted. 
 
    “Call me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Call my phone,” Yasiv instructed again. 
 
    Belk reluctantly did as he was asked. Yasiv picked up his phone and turned the ringer to maximum volume. Then he set it back down. 
 
    “Keep calling me.” 
 
    He led Belk back inside the mall and shut the door. 
 
    “What are you trying to—” 
 
    “Shh.” 
 
    They could still hear the phone. It wasn’t particularly loud, but it was noticeable. Yasiv opened the door and now the sound was more obvious. He grabbed the two items off the ground and rejected Belk’s call. 
 
    “So, Megan goes to look for her daughter in the bathroom, but she doesn’t see her there,” Yasiv mused out loud. “She glances down the hall and realizes that the only place Chloe could have gone was outside. Nervous, she exits and looks around the parking lot, probably calling Chloe’s name.” 
 
    “Yeah, meanwhile, our guy is waiting somewhere with Chloe in the car, distracting her with the apple,” Belk continued for him. “When he sees Megan come out, he calls the cell phone. Maybe Megan notices the phone but it’s not hers so she ignores it, at first. But then she sees the smiley face card, and this confuses her. She picks up the phone and…” 
 
    “The man says, ‘Look at the card. There’s a name on the back. You do exactly as I say and kill this man and I’ll return your daughter unharmed. You don’t, and she dies.’”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    They had to kill them. They had to kill all three men. 
 
    That was the only way Screech saw them getting out of this.  
 
    “Just go home, Leroy. Let me deal with this,” he said.  
 
    Deal. The perfect euphemism for murder.  
 
    Screech rubbed his eyes and yawned.  
 
    “I can’t do that.” Leroy’s voice cracked. “I can’t leave you here to clean up this mess by yourself.”  
 
    Clean up this mess. Another good euphemism. 
 
    Jimmy, Mac, and the other bodyguard had passed out about an hour ago. This would make things easier. Just grab a knife and slit their throats, then chop up their bodies into bite-sized pieces, toss them into various garbage bins across the city. They could then hack into Mac’s security footage and delete all the evidence of them ever being here. It would take a while to scrub the place clean, but it could be done. If they needed help, they could enlist that Tommy Wilde guy. He knew how to clean shit. It was his fucking job. And if he pissed them off, or caught wind of what they’d done, asked too many questions, Screech would just kill him, too. 
 
    Fuck it. Why not? Everyone else in New York seemed to kill all the fucking time. 
 
    Hell, he’d even killed once before. 
 
    Mac’s attempts to get Drake out of Colombia were completely useless. And their threat of sending him to a foreign country to retrieve Drake himself? Horseshit. The second he was inside the terminal, Mac would just call the cops or tell a TSA agent what had happened.  
 
    No, murder was the only way out.  
 
    Slicing people’s throats might not be the same thing as shooting them outside a fancy estate, but what the hell? Slippery slope, right? 
 
    Tobin Tomlin or Lucas Lionell or whatever the fuck his name is started by kicking a cat and then chopped up his roommate and became the Internet Killer. 
 
    Screech could do that. 
 
    Worried that he’d fall asleep, he got up and started looking around, opening and closing desk drawers and cabinets. 
 
    More evidence, Screech, more evidence to clean up.  
 
    Maybe cutting their throats wasn’t the best idea. 
 
    Maybe it was easier to just burn everything. 
 
    An electrical fire or a gas explosion. Those happened all the time, too, right? 
 
    “What are you looking for?” Leroy’s tone suggested that he thought Screech had just come up with a new, better plan. 
 
    He hadn’t. 
 
    In the cabinet beside Mac’s desk, Screech found what he was looking for. 
 
    It was no Johnnie Walker Blue, but it wasn’t fire water either. 
 
    Glenfiddich 18.  
 
    The bottle was two-thirds full, and he swished the liquid around before pulling the top off and taking a deep, long pull. 
 
    “You really think that’s a good idea?” Leroy asked, eying the scotch. 
 
    No. No, I do not. But, now that we’re on the subject, I don’t think you coming here and assaulting Mackenzie was a good idea. I don’t think pulling my gun was a good idea and you tying them up was definitely a bad idea.  
 
    Screech held his tongue by sipping more scotch. 
 
    “Unless you have something else in mind, I’m gonna drink. And you, my friend, are welcome to join me. And I really think you should.” 
 
    Because where we’re going after this is all done, the only alcohol we’re going to have access to is the kind you have to make yourself using moldy bread and a pair of used sweat socks. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Drake’s day had gone from bizarre to utterly strange and then it had come full circle. In the bowels of a Colombian jungle, Andres Mendes had ordered him to pack statues full of heroin and load them onto a plane. In New York, he was instructing five off-duty police officers to unload said statues and bring them into The Royal Art Gallery.  
 
    Officer Lincoln was still there, a secondary supervisor because even off-duty cops were apparently unionized workers, as was Norm. Drake had told Norm twice that he could take it from here, but the man insisted on being present.  
 
    “Careful!” Drake barked when one of the men stumbled on the loading dock.  
 
    Within two hours, they had all thirteen sculptures unpacked from their crates and set up in the main viewing hall.  
 
    “You said a private buyer was going to come take a look at them?” Norm asked as they inspected the statues. 
 
    As he’d already admitted, Drake was far from an art connoisseur. But on fancy pedestals and under ideal lighting, he had to admit: the statues look great. 
 
    “Yeah, private buyer.” 
 
    “When are they going to come by? And the transaction, will it be—” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Drake said more sharply than he’d intended. 
 
    And he didn’t. Andres said to leave that to him and as far as Drake was concerned his part of the bargain, the first part, anyway, was complete. 
 
    Get the drugs safely into New York.  
 
    “Well, because of what happened last time, the management is being overly helpful to me. We can have the place ‘til Friday.”  
 
    Friday…  
 
    Andres had told Drake that the rest of the product, nearly a ton, would be arriving in a week. This sounded optimistic to Drake given that they had to make more statues, maybe three times as many, line them with lead, package the heroin, and ship it, but the young man had already proved resourceful. 
 
    They were going to need the gallery on Friday, all right.  
 
    Next Friday. 
 
    Remembering what Norm had said on the plane about this being the one and only time he would be extending any favors, Drake decided to keep his mouth shut and just nod.  
 
    “I’m going to take a piss.” 
 
    Being in the room with the statues had started to make him uncomfortable and it had nothing to do with their contents.  
 
    Drake was reminded of the last time he was here.  
 
    La Nuit des Femmes… 
 
    What was supposed to be a celebration of the female form ended up in horror when one of the mannequins was revealed to have been draped in a suit made of human skin. 
 
    This set off a series of events that resulted in Hanna having to flee the state. 
 
    Hanna would know what to do in this situation, Drake thought unexpectedly. He’d been so busy lately that he hadn’t had time to miss the woman. But now, realizing that the prospect of him being dead in a week was a real possibility, he was unexpectedly nostalgic.  
 
    Hanna was a good person. Strange, unconventional, but good. 
 
    And because she’d gotten involved with him, she’d become a killer and was now on the run. 
 
    “Go home,” Drake said on the way out of the room. 
 
    Thinking that Drake was speaking to him, Officer Lincoln was the one who answered.  
 
    He was grinning.  
 
    “Someone’s gotta watch the goods.” 
 
    What is with this guy? 
 
    “I’ve actually got some paperwork to do,” Norm said. “In the office.” 
 
    He followed Drake to the bathroom. Out of earshot of Officer Lincoln and the other cops, he once again confronted Drake. 
 
    The man was incredibly nervous and had every right to be.  
 
    “How much shit am I in for real, Drake?” 
 
    “You’re just helping me import statues for a friend.” 
 
    They entered the bathroom and Drake started to search for an exit. 
 
    “No, seriously.” 
 
    “I’m being serious. You don’t know anything.” 
 
    So, stop fucking asking.  
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    Drake turned around and addressed Norm directly. 
 
    “I’m hoping that nothing comes out of this, okay? It’s just an art sale.” 
 
    Norm’s Adam’s apple bobbed. 
 
    “Hoping?” 
 
    “Hoping. Now, I need to get away from here for a little bit. And…” Drake found a window over one of the stalls in the spacious bathroom. “…I’m going to need your help.” 
 
    He was aware that his behavior was not instilling confidence in Norm, but he had no choice. 
 
    There could be people watching. Hell, Andres would be stupid if he didn’t at least have one of his men tailing him at all times. 
 
    Drake opened the stall and stood on the toilet seat. The window wasn’t locked, but it didn’t open all the way. 
 
    He looked down at himself. 
 
    Maybe? Worth a try.  
 
    “You think you can give me a boost?”  
 
    “A boost?” Norm sounded frightened. 
 
    “Yeah, a boost.” Drake pointed at the window. “There’s something I need to do before this private sale goes through.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “This radius includes everything located about a half hour from the mall,” Dunbar said, showing the large red circle he’d drawn on the map in red pen. “The hot zone. If our unsub was traveling around the speed limit, and if what Chloe Gentry said is accurate, then he probably took her to one of these houses.”  
 
    Yasiv leaned back from the table and sighed.  
 
    One of these houses. 
 
    “Or apartment or condo or fucking library,” he grumbled under his breath.  
 
    After striking out at the mall, Yasiv had told everyone to reconvene back at the precinct hoping for better news. 
 
    Perhaps Megan Gentry had come around. 
 
    Nope—still nearly catatonic. 
 
    Perhaps there would be only a smattering of residences near the mall. 
 
    Nope—there were hundreds. 
 
    Perhaps there was a known sex offender living in the hot zone. 
 
    No to that, as well. 
 
    The only positive thing was that the DA must still be campaigning hard because he hadn’t called him yet.  
 
    But that would come, Yasiv knew.  
 
    Fuck, I need a smoke.  
 
    “We could get a bunch of men together and go door-to-door,” Belk, who was trying to be helpful, suggested.  
 
    Yeah… and how long would it take before the press to clue on to something was up? And how long after that would Trumbo call to shit down my throat? 
 
    “And what?” Yasiv snapped. “Ask them if they’ve seen this man?” 
 
    He grabbed the sketch that the artist had made from Chloe’s description of the man who had taken her and slammed it in the center of the hot zone. 
 
    It, like everything else they’d uncovered so far, was useless. 
 
    The image could not have depicted a more generic white male. He had normal eyes, normal nose, normal chin, normal everything. If you were to ask somebody to draw a picture of a middle-aged white man without any defining characteristics at all, this was what you would come up with. According to the psychiatrist who stood in during the process, Chloe had tried her best, but young people were only really adept at identifying features that stood out. Not that helpful, unless their unsub was a pirate or a leper.  
 
    While Yasiv waited for his intense nicotine craving to pass, he sipped his coffee. It had gotten cold. 
 
    “Maybe we should focus on Chad,” Dunbar remarked hesitantly. He seemed apprehensive to speak up after Yasiv had torn a strip off him earlier. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Yasiv had no time for feelings. 
 
    “Well, our tech guys couldn’t find any link between Chad Ward and Megan Gentry—none. So, why don’t we take a step back? Approach this as if we only found Chad’s body and are searching for his killer.” 
 
    Yasiv wasn’t a fan of Dunbar’s hypothetical scenario and oversimplification of the crime, but they weren’t getting anywhere with his approach. 
 
    He waved his hand, indicating for the detective to continue. 
 
    “Well, if a spouse is killed, who is statistically the most likely to—” 
 
    “His wife.” 
 
    “Yeah, his wife.” 
 
    Yasiv set his cup down.  
 
    “Okay, let’s go talk to Mrs. Ward then, shall we?” Yasiv doubted this would lead anywhere but at least it would get him back on the road, which would statistically mean that there was less of a chance of running into the DA. “Dunbar, you stay here. Belk, come with me.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chad Ward was a senior partner in a mid-sized accounting firm. According to some old social media pictures that Officer Belk managed to dig up, the man did quite well for himself—nice home, nicer car—but he wasn’t showy. He had no criminal record, no children, no ex-wives, donated regularly to charity, and played on the firm’s co-ed softball team.  
 
    Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, nothing that would suggest Chad Ward deserved to be murdered by a complete stranger in a twisted, murder-for-hire/blackmail scheme. 
 
    Just thinking about it made Yasiv’s head spin. 
 
    “Someone came by and told Mrs. Ward that her husband has been killed, right?” Yasiv pulled up to the same home that he’d seen on the decade-old Instagram post. The door was new, black, and it looked as if the front walkway had been updated, but the rest appeared unchanged.  
 
    “Yeah, two uniforms came by earlier.”  
 
    There was something in Belk’s voice, a hint of a question, perhaps.  
 
    Why are you asking this? Aren’t you in charge of the case? 
 
    Or maybe he was just projecting.  
 
    Yasiv cleared his throat, reached for his smokes intent on pulling one out, but settled on just patting the half-full pack. 
 
    Sometimes just knowing that you had them was enough to offer him comfort.  
 
    “I’ll do the talking—follow my lead.” 
 
    Like her husband, Tabitha Ward was on the heavier side. She had large brown eyes and perfect heart-shaped lips and might have been pretty in her youth, but all of this was overshadowed by soggy almost jowl-like cheeks. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    The woman had a cigarette between two fingers, which made Yasiv instantly envious.  
 
    He explained who they were, went through all the ‘sorry about your loss’ bullshit, and she invited them inside.  
 
    “I have no idea why anyone would want to hurt Chad,” Tabitha said after some prodding. “Honestly—I don’t. And it—it was a woman?” 
 
    Tabitha’s shock, and grief for that matter, seemed genuine. But Yasiv had met excellent actors before.  
 
    He also ignored the comment about a woman killing her husband. Their efforts to keep this information under wraps had clearly failed. Most likely, the bystanders who had taken out their cell phones instead of helping Chad Ward had posted their videos online. Maybe— 
 
    An elbow nudged his ribs. 
 
    “Sorry, umm, Mrs. Ward, I know this is tough, but could it have been possible that your husband was having an affair?”  
 
    “No. No, we were happy. He was happy.” 
 
    Rarely did this question bear any fruit but it was almost required. 
 
    “Anybody at work you can think of who might have been particularly upset with him?”  upset with him? A client or a colleague?” 
 
    Mrs. Ward shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t think so. We don’t talk about work much. But if something was really bothering him, Chad would have said something. He… he…” She let her sentence trail off. 
 
    Don’t, not didn’t.  
 
    She still thought of her husband in the present tense. If Tabitha Ward was behind Chad’s death, which would have taken considerable planning, she might have considered him dead for a while.  
 
    Again, just a subtle tell.  
 
    “One last question, Mrs. Ward.” The woman wiped her eyes. “Do you recognize this man?” 
 
    Yasiv held the sketch of their unsub for Tabitha to see. She waved smoke from in front of her face and craned her neck forward. 
 
    “I don’t—I don’t know? Could be someone at Chad’s work?” Or, it could be that this is just like every accountant you’ve met? “Who is it? It was a woman who killed Chad, right?” 
 
    “This is an ongoing case, Mrs. Ward, so, unfortunately, there isn’t much I can share at this point. Again, I’m very sorry for your loss.” 
 
    Yasiv gestured at Belk and Tabitha took notice. She walked them to the door.  
 
    “Sergeant, can you do me one favor? Please?”  
 
    It was an unfair question, but Yasiv nodded anyway. 
 
    “When you find out what happened to Chad, what really happened, can you tell me? And I don’t mean what you tell the media. Chad used to say that there are two types of truths in this world, the one you tell yourself and the one you tell others. I want the one you tell yourself, Sergeant. Can you do that?” 
 
    This was something that Yasiv most definitely could do. 
 
    He agreed and then headed to his car with Belk in tow. 
 
    “Where to now?” the young cop asked, eager to keep going.  
 
    “Now we go home and rest. In the morning, we reconvene.” 
 
    Disappointment was written all over Belk’s face. But the man wasn’t a detective and he still subscribed to what they depicted in movies and cop shows: following a mostly linear trail of evidentiary breadcrumbs, which led to the inevitable showdown and subsequent arrest. 
 
    In reality, evidence was either a dashed line or a cladogram. With this case, it was the former. 
 
    “Get some rest.” 
 
    Yasiv felt like he was speaking to himself but, unfortunately, unlike Officer Belk, his night was just beginning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Drake underestimated two things: one, how much weight he’d lost over the last little while; and, two, how sore he was from the beating he’d taken at the hands of Andres and his men.  
 
    “Wait!”  
 
    There was a garbage bin located beneath the window but at the last second Drake saw that it was closed.  
 
    Norm either didn’t hear or he didn’t care—the man was committed. He gave Drake’s foot a final shove and he fell from the window, landing hard on the corrugated plastic lid. It bent, absorbing some of the impact, but reignited pain in Drake’s ribs that he didn’t even know he had.  
 
    He swore and then, with a grunt reminiscent of an old man with hemorrhoids and constipation, managed to lower himself to the ground. 
 
    “You alright?” Norm asked from. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Drake looked up, but Norm was already gone.  
 
    Worried that their shouting might have drawn attention—he wasn’t dumb enough to think that Andres just trusted him with millions of dollars’ worth of heroin and not have at least one person tailing him—he started to limp off.  
 
    It was slow going but Drake had limited options; he didn’t have his cell phone and he didn’t think that Andres would appreciate him using the satellite phone the man had given him before shoving him into the cargo plane to order an Uber. 
 
    A car suddenly swerved in front of him and screeched to a stop. Drake wanted to bolt but his body wouldn’t listen.  
 
    Oh, great. 
 
    The door opened and Drake shielded his face with his forearm against the glare of the headlights. 
 
    “Andres, I got—” 
 
    “Drake, what the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    Drag lowered his arm and squinted into the light.  
 
    “Hank?” He slid to his right and saw that it was indeed Sergeant Henry Yasiv. “What the hell am I doing? What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “I was driving by, and I just happened to see you squeezing your ass out of a window. And what the fuck happened to your face?” 
 
    “That’s a long fucking story,” Drake mumbled. And one I’m sure as hell I’m not going to begin to tell you. “Think you could give me a ride?”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yasiv knew that Drake was feeding him a steaming pile of horseshit, but he didn’t call the man on it.  
 
    There was no point.  
 
    One of the best and worst qualities of a good detective, and he guessed PI, as well, was stubbornness.  
 
    And Drake had that in spades.  
 
    But, c’mon—the story that Drake was telling him now was borderline incomprehensible. And because the man didn’t smell like alcohol, Yasiv assumed that he was going through some sort of withdrawal.  
 
    “Ok… I guess.” Yasiv said when Drake paused to take a breath. “But if you chased Connery Sinclair, who was going by Alec Bregman, to Colombia only to return when you found out he was dead, why the hell were you just at the Royal Art Gallery? And why couldn’t you use the front door?” He sighed. “And what happened to your face?” 
 
    “Norm asked me for some help with something and the front door is broken. I didn’t know and ran into it.”  
 
    Yasiv blinked, begging Drake to double down on this stupidity.  
 
    “What’s going on with you?” 
 
    Classic reversal but Yasiv found himself going along with it. It couldn’t hurt to get another opinion on the case. And despite his faults—his many, many faults—Drake was one of the best detectives the NYPD had ever seen. 
 
    Had been.  
 
    Yasiv recounted the details of the case finishing with his blackmail for hitman—hitwoman—theory. Partway through, he realized that the bizarreness of his story came close to matching that of Drake’s. But the man sitting in the passenger seat of his black sedan didn’t appear the least bit skeptical.  
 
    “He’s gonna do it again. Whatever’s behind this, he’s gonna kidnap another girl, and he’s going to convince someone else to kill for him.”  
 
    That was exactly what Yasiv feared.  
 
    “Yeah, I know. But we can’t find a single link between the murderer and the victim.” 
 
    “Probably by design.” 
 
    “Agreed, but then how can we narrow down who might be next? There are—” Yasiv’s radio squawked to life, and he literally jumped in his seat. “Jesus Christ. Hold on a second.” He grabbed the radio and barked, “What?” 
 
    “Sergeant Yasiv, it’s Officer McLeod. A woman was just arrested and brought in—she’s covered in blood. She’s also screaming that someone took her daughter.”  
 
    Yasiv’s mouth went dry.  
 
    “What was she brought in for?” 
 
    “She had a knife and—wait, what? What are you saying?” Yasiv heard Belk’s voice in the background. “Oh, shit. Yasiv, I think you should come in. They’re saying that they found a local judge with a hole in her throat.” 
 
    Yasiv attempted to swallow.  
 
    He failed. 
 
    “Did this woman, the one with the knife, did she have anything else on her?” 
 
    “Yeah, a card. A business card with a face—” 
 
    “I’ll be right there. Get a doctor in to see this woman at once—I don’t want her becoming catatonic, as well.” 
 
    Yasiv signed off and then flicked on his emergency lights.  
 
    “Woah, hold on a second,” Drake said, gripping his dashboard. “I need to go to DSLH.” 
 
    Yasiv punched the gas. 
 
    “Sorry, but I—” 
 
    “No, I need to go there, now. Yasiv, drop me off.” 
 
    Yasiv looked at Drake out of the corner of his eye. There was that stubborn streak. 
 
    “You heard Officer McLeod, there’s another—” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard. But I need to be dropped off. You do that, and I’ll help you solve this case.” 
 
    Stubborn and desperate. 
 
    Yasiv chewed his lip. 
 
    He could use the help but that wasn’t the only reason he was leaning toward accepting the man’s offer.  
 
    Something else, something a little more nefarious also crept into his mind. 
 
    The DA was going to flip his lid and Yasiv was going to take the brunt of it. 
 
    Unless, of course, there was someone else who was the scapegoat. 
 
    Yasiv stared at the swollen lump beneath Drake’s left eye. 
 
    “Fine,” he agreed.  
 
    Drake nodded in a way that suggested he knew exactly what Yasiv was thinking.  
 
    Only, he didn’t seem to care. 
 
    “There’s just one more thing I’m going to need out of you,” Drake said, and when he was done speaking, Yasiv thought he understood why the ex-detective was not just ambivalent, but self-destructive.  
 
    And there was nothing he could do about it.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    At first, Drake just considered it another distraction that he didn’t need: a fucked up case revolving around someone who kidnaps children to get their parents to commit murder.  
 
    But seeing Yasiv helped him formulate a plan. Not a very good one, mind you, one that would inevitably fail if he didn’t change it considerably, but at least it was something to help Drake trick himself into thinking not all was lost.  
 
    DSLH was empty—not surprising, given the hour. But the fact that the door was unlocked, and the lights were on was more than a little disconcerting.  
 
    Drake strode over to Screech’s desk and opened the top drawer. 
 
    The bottle of Johnnie was in there, but the man’s pistol was not. 
 
    “Where did you go?” 
 
    Drake brought the scotch to his lips and sipped. 
 
    Goddamn, it was good. 
 
    He drank and drank some more.   
 
    It was the comfort of familiarity that vanquished the overwhelming feeling of dread more than the ethanol. 
 
    Or that’s what Drake told himself.  
 
    After a few more gulps, nearly finishing what was left in the bottle, Drake rooted through additional drawers until he came up with a burner phone that Screech insisted they kept on hand. It had originally been meant for confidential informants when all of DSLH’s eponymous partners had deluded themselves into thinking they’d become a normal PI firm. 
 
    As he booted up the phone, Drake looked about the office. No overt signs of a struggle—no tables overturned, no toppled chairs—but there was a curious hole in the drywall just inside the front door.  
 
    Before walking over to inspect it, Drake went to his desk. He might not have his personal cell phone, or his car, the former being in Colombia, the latter at the airport, but he did have his gun.  
 
    Drake checked that it was loaded and tucked it into his belt around the back. Then he walked to the hole in the wall.  
 
    Experience instantly informed him of what had caused it: a fist. 
 
    Leroy’s fist, judging by the size of the impact crater. 
 
    Drake returned to Screech’s desk and scooped up the man’s car keys. Then he took a final long pull on the scotch and headed toward the door, his pace quickening. 
 
    Familiarity returned, this time as a tight knot in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    You better not have gone where I think you went.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Drake drew his gun and pressed his body up against the brick wall. The sign on the door said ‘CLOSED’ but light from inside leaked through horizontal slits in the blinds. 
 
    He tried the door but found it locked.  
 
    Another crossroads. Try calling Screech seemed like the reasonable thing to do. Swing by his house? Also, reasonable. 
 
    Kick the door to Hart Investigator open? Excessive, uncalled for, belligerent. 
 
    But also expedient. 
 
    One kick near the handle and it blew inward in a shower of splintering wood. Drake rushed inside, gun outstretched. 
 
    Then he stopped. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    Five men were in the office, three of whom were tied up. Drake recognized two of them as Mackenzie Hart and his bodyguard Jimmy, who must have just been recently released from prison. The third man he assumed, given the context, was another bodyguard. 
 
    Even with their backs to him, Drake recognized Screech and Leroy. 
 
    His first thought was that they should have never positioned themselves with their backs to the door—no cop would ever do that. 
 
    His second was that these weren’t cops.  
 
    They were just kids.  
 
    Leroy didn’t wake when the door flung open, but Screech certainly did. The man should have roused his much more physically capable partner, but he didn’t. Instead, in a half stupor, Screech stumbled forward and awkwardly took a swing at Drake. 
 
    Drake easily moved out of the way and then wrapped his arms around his partner. 
 
    “Relax, Screech,” he whispered even though this was unnecessary; Mac and his men were wide awake now and Leroy was stirring. 
 
    Screech struggled free from his grasp, and he whipped around and stared at Drake in disbelief.  
 
    “What?” The man blinked the sleep from his eyes. “Drake? What the fuck? This can’t be real—you’re in—you’re in—” 
 
    “Colombia?” Drake touched his left cheekbone and winced. “I was in Colombia. But now I’m here.”  
 
    Leroy jumped up and Drake, thinking that he was going to throw a punch like Screech had, tried to avoid him. But Leroy was too fast.  
 
    Thankfully, the man only wanted a hug. 
 
    “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    Drake pushed Leroy away. 
 
    “Believe it.” He focused on Mac’s face. 
 
    “Drake, we didn’t—” Leroy began, but Drake stopped him. 
 
    “I know. You two go wait outside.”  
 
    “What?” Screech balked. 
 
    Drake noticed a bottle of Glenfiddich on the floor near Screech’s chair and he bent to pick it up. 
 
    “You heard me: wait outside, now. Me and Mac have some unfinished business to take care of.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Drake emerged from Hart Investigators with his gun tucked in his waistband. Leroy and Screech were leaning against Screech’s car, looking nervous. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Screech looked skyward as he listened for sirens to fill the night air. 
 
    What happened? What happened is I just sold my soul to the devil, Drake thought. Only, fuck you, Satan, it’s already promised to someone else. 
 
    “What happened is that I just kept you two out of prison,” he said. And then he cleared his throat. “What the fuck were you guys thinking?” 
 
    “What were we thinking? What were you—”  
 
    “Calm down,” Drake urged. Despite his agreement with Mac, he wanted to put as much space between them and this place as possible.  
 
    “But how did you get away?” Leroy pressed. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. All you need to know is that Mac won’t be seeking retribution for what you did in there. Provided you don’t do something stupid like that again.” 
 
    Drake wanted to add more. He wanted to further chastise them, not just for their actions, but for their thought processes.  
 
    They went after Mac for… him? 
 
    Why? 
 
    It just wasn’t worth it. 
 
    “But we are worried.” Screech motioned toward Leroy and himself. “And I think we deserve to know how your face got all fucked up and how you managed to come back here.” 
 
    “God damn it,” Drake cursed. “There’s no time. We need to work quickly.” 
 
    “For what? Does this have something to do with what happened in Colombia?” Leroy demanded. 
 
    “No, not that. Forget about that. This has to do with a case here, in New York.” 
 
    “A case? What case?” 
 
    Now both his partners were looking at him as if he’d lost his mind. And perhaps he had. 
 
    “I spoke with Yasiv, we’re going to help him out on a case with the NYPD.”  
 
    “But I thought all NYPD cases were being referred to Hart Investigator after—” 
 
    “Just shut the fuck up and listen!” The words came out harsher than Drake wanted, and he quickly softened their blow by saying, “I met up with Sergeant Yasiv and he asked for our help on a case. And we have to work fast. That’s all I’m going to tell you until you’ve gotten some sleep. I know you guys hate this, and I get it, but I’m not changing my mind. You’re just going to have to trust me on this one. The less you know, the better, about this—”  he waved at the broken front door, “—and about this.” He pointed at his face.  
 
    Drake almost dared them to challenge him.  
 
    But the fight had gone out of them, even Leroy, as hard as that was to believe. 
 
    “Five hours, meet back at DSLH in five hours.” 
 
    Drake gave both of them a shoulder squeeze and then rushed over to Screech’s car. 
 
    “Drake?”  
 
    He’d almost gotten away.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Leroy looked down at his shoes. 
 
    “I’m sorry. It was my fault—I showed you the Alec Bregman plane ticket.”  
 
    “No need to be sorry, Leroy. But if you want to make it up to me, help me solve this case before anybody else gets killed.” 
 
    A nod, and Drake was in the car. 
 
    “Drake?” 
 
    Oh, for fuck’s sake, what now? 
 
    It was Screech this time. 
 
    “That’s my car.” 
 
    Drake looked at the steering wheel in surprise. And then, with an almost absurd amount of melancholy, he thought about his creme-colored Crown Vic, which had once been lost but then found and regifted to him.  
 
    He doubted he would ever see it again.  
 
    “Mine’s at the airport. I’m going to borrow yours.”  
 
    It wasn’t a question and Drake drove off before his partners could stop him a third time. Determined as he was, however, he couldn’t help look over his shoulder at them as they  watched him go.  
 
    They likely had dozens of questions rattling around in their sleep-deprived brains, but Drake doubted they were thinking what he was: how many times he would see them again, too. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Part II – New Shipment, New Victims 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Colin Clark inhaled and held the air in his lungs as he lowered the Olympic bar to his chest. It touched just below his nipples, and then he tensed and pushed the weight back up. Still holding his breath, he lowered the weight again and fired it back up. Colin finally exhaled as he racked the weight. And then he threw his knees to his chest and rocked himself to a seated position, a wide grin plastered on his face. 
 
    Bench pressing three plates… I haven’t done that since college.  
 
    Back then, he’d been a second-string cornerback for Texas A&M. To be able to push the same weight, albeit for fewer reps, at 42 years old was quite a feat. And to think that six months ago he’d been out of shape, out of work, and embroiled in a nasty divorce… Colin couldn’t be happier.  
 
    The music in his earbuds suddenly cut out and a robotic voice informed him that he had an incoming call from Westbury Elementary. 
 
    With a smile still on his face, Colin pushed the button on the right earbud to answer the call. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Mr. Clark?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “This is Mrs. Nguyen from Westbury. I’m just calling to see if your daughter will be attending this morning.” 
 
    Confused, Colin picked up his phone from the floor and checked the time. It was 9:42. 
 
    “What do you mean? Amelia should be there. She was on the bus this morning.” 
 
    Colin stood and took the stairs from his gym in the basement to the main floor. 
 
    “Well, Amelia’s homeroom teacher said she wasn’t in today. Are you sure she’s not with her mother or...?” 
 
    Colin scowled.  
 
    It was always like this. Everyone complained about gender roles, but whenever something went right it was the mother’s doing. If something went wrong, however, the blame always fell on the father.  
 
    This morning he’d walked Amelia to the bus stop, hugged her, kissed her, and then came home to get a pump just like every other day.  
 
    “No, she’s not with her mother. I put her on the bus. Amelia should be there.” There was an uncomfortable pause and Colin pulled the phone away from his face to make sure he was still connected. “Hello?” 
 
    “Of course, yes, I’m sorry. There must be a mistake. I will contact Amelia’s homeroom teacher again. I’m sure that everything’s alright.” 
 
    “Yeah, just give me a call back when you find her, alright?” 
 
    “Sure thing, Mr. Clark. And I’m sorry to—” 
 
    Calling hung up. Without thinking, he’d walked toward the front door and now he opened it and peered out.  
 
    Mistake or not, it was unsettling to get a call about your child not being where they were supposed to be.  
 
    A part of Colin wanted to see his daughter standing on the porch with tears in her eyes apologizing for missing the bus.  
 
    But that didn’t make sense. He’d dropped her off over an hour ago.  
 
    Colin scanned the suburban neighborhood. His heart rate, which had peaked during his life, and subsequently dropped, was now picking back up again. 
 
    There was nothing out of the ordinary. 
 
    He was about to duck back inside when he heard a phone start to ring. Confused, he looked down at the one in his hand only the screen was dark. The ringtone was different, too. This one was loud and obnoxious.  
 
    He looked down and his brow furrowed.  
 
    A generic cell phone leaned up against the wall beside the door. Colin bent to pick it up and as he did, something that had been behind it fell. He grabbed that too. 
 
    It was a black business card with a yellow smiley face on it. Colin flipped it over. 
 
    “Who the fuck is Malcolm Fitzroy?” 
 
    The phone rang again, and he answered. 
 
    “Mr. Clark?” The voice was digitally altered—androgynous.  
 
    Colin flexed his pecs. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Mr. Clark, I have your daughter. I have Amelia.” 
 
    Colin’s breath caught. 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    “I have Amelia and if you don’t do exactly as I say, in three hours, she will be dead.” 
 
    Collin’s eyes darted up and down the street, but the sleepy neighborhood was still quiet.  
 
    “I don’t know who you are, or what the fuck you—” 
 
    “Mr. Clark, you have three hours. If you do exactly as I say, your daughter will be returned to you, unharmed. If you go to the police or if you do not complete the task, you will never see her alive again.”  
 
    “I’ll fucking kill you.” Colin’s jaw was so clenched that the words were accompanied by a spray of spit. 
 
    “No, you won’t kill me, Colin. You will kill a man named Malcolm Fitzroy. He’s a nurse at NY General. After he’s dead, you will call me at the number programmed into this phone. Once you do that, your daughter will be returned to you unharmed.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you—”  
 
    The line went dead. 
 
    Again, Colin scanned his neighborhood.  
 
    Nothing had changed. 
 
    Except everything had.  
 
    Before, his daughter had been safe and comfortable at school. Now, she was in the hands of a madman. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Drake was glad that he didn’t have his car—it was far more conspicuous than Screech’s gray Hyundai—when he parked across the street from Jasmine’s house. It had been a toss-up whether to go to Patty’s or Jasmine’s, but he opted for the latter.  
 
    That didn’t mean that Patty was being left unsupervised, however. No, he had someone watching her, too. 
 
    For the first hour, Drake managed to stay awake. As the lights inside the home switched on and off, he tried to imagine what was happening inside the home. Jasmine holding Clay, maybe watching some TV while she tried to rock him to sleep.  
 
    Drake opened one eye and sunlight flooded his retinas. He sat up and then groaned in pain. The beating he’d taken in Colombia had left him sore and sleeping in the small car had exacerbated his injuries. 
 
    He was still outside Jasmine’s house and when he looked in that direction, he was shocked to see her.  
 
    The pretty woman with the long black hair was just turning onto the sidewalk, both hands gripping a stroller.  
 
    Needing to make sure what he saw was real, Drake blinked.  
 
    Jasmine looked great. Being a single mother wasn’t easy, but you couldn’t tell by her appearance. The woman’s olive skin was flawless, and she’d lost nearly all of the weight she’d put on while being pregnant. 
 
    A flash of movement drew Drake’s gaze to the stroller. The angle was such that he could only see the child’s massive legs, which were kicking in a way that only babies had mastered. The boy’s skin tone was a mixture of his and hers. 
 
    Drake felt a strong urge to get out of the car and go to her, to them.  
 
    And he almost did. 
 
    But that would have been the selfish thing to do. And Drake was done with selfish behavior. That was what had put everyone he loved in danger in the first place.  
 
    Clay had tossed a stuffed fox out of the stroller and after Jasmine retrieved it for him, she looked in his direction.  
 
    Drake was certain that their eyes met, despite him ducking down nearly instantly. But when he didn’t hear her approach and there was no tap on the window, after a full minute of waiting he glanced up. 
 
    Jasmine was halfway down the block. As he watched her go, the burner phone he’d grabbed from the office started to ring. 
 
    “Screech?” 
 
    “Yeah, I just spoke to Yasiv. He, uhh, he sounded desperate. Said things had changed? Only wanted to talk to you. I wasn’t sure if you wanted him to have this number, so I just told him to come here.” 
 
    Drake started the car. 
 
    “Where’s here?” 
 
    “DSLH.” 
 
    “I’m on my way.” The fastest route meant turning left at the end of the street but that was the direction Jasmine had gone. Drake turned right, instead. “Tell him to bring everything he has.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leroy and Screech were both waiting for Drake at DSLH when he arrived. They even appeared a little rested. 
 
    “You look like shit,” Screech said, not one to mince words on a regular day and today was anything but. “Your car is out front.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    They exchanged keys and Drake grabbed himself a cup of coffee. His back was to the two men and when he turned, he was unsurprised to find their eyes were locked on him. 
 
    “I told you, the less you know, the better.” 
 
    Leroy scowled. 
 
    “I know that’s what you said, but it ain’t going to cut it.” 
 
    Screech moved closer to Leroy. They’d clearly talked about this, planned it out. 
 
    Well, sorry boys, you’re SOL. 
 
    “It’s going to have to. Because I’m not going to bend on this.” 
 
    “Then we aren’t going to help you with the case.” 
 
    Drake sipped his coffee as an image of himself hanging from the bridge in Colombia flashed in his mind. 
 
    “I promise this is the last time.” 
 
    “You’ve said that before,” Screech countered. 
 
    Indeed, he had. But he meant it now. 
 
    “Look, I get that both of you are upset, and I know that this isn’t fair. But, please, just one more case. This is the last one.” 
 
    Screech’s eyes widened and Drake realized that he’d slipped up.  
 
    He’d meant to say this is the last time I keep something from you in a case but instead, he’d admitted that this was his last case, full stop. 
 
    And it was. 
 
    “What do you—” 
 
    The door swung open and all three of them turned. Drake, who still had his gun in his waistband, reached for it, thinking that perhaps Mac had decided to go against their agreement. 
 
    But it wasn’t the maligned PI; it was Sergeant Henry Yasiv and the man looked haggard, worse than even Drake, swollen face notwithstanding. 
 
    He held a bunch of folders in his arms and without saying a word he walked over to the nearest desk—Hanna’s—and let them fall.   
 
    Then the man sighed and lit a cigarette. The idea of smoking in the small office didn’t appeal to any of them but Yasiv gave off a very strong ‘don’t fuck with me’ vibe. He took one large haul and then finally glared out them through a haze of smoke. 
 
    “I really need your help.” Yasiv walked over to Drake and took the coffee mug from his hand. He chugged it and chased the caffeine with another drag from his smoke. “Something bad is happening in New York and the way the DA is talking—ha—the way the DA is yelling? He’s about to make things a whole lot worse. So, you guys have two choices: lend a hand or tell me to fuck off. What’s it going to be?”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    “Well, when you put it that way…” Screech grumbled. 
 
    Leroy waved the cigarette smoke away from his face. 
 
    “Why don’t you ask Mac for help?” 
 
    Drake glared at him, thinking that maybe his partner hadn’t got as much sleep as he’d thought. Bringing up Mackenzie Hart after what they’d done to him, and his men was just idiotic.  
 
    Leroy came to his senses quickly. 
 
    “I mean, you have to deal with them, right? With Hart Investigator? What are we going to get out of this?” 
 
    Drake exchanged a look and a nod with Yasiv. He was in the process of laying out a series of photographs on Hanna’s old desk and didn’t stop. 
 
    “We’re not really in a position to offer any cash.” 
 
    “Of course, you aren’t,” Leroy said without flinching.  
 
    The first photograph showed Chad Ward lying face down in a pool of his own blood. The second, Megan Gentry also lying, but on her back and in a hospital bed. No blood. The third was of a cute girl who looked a lot like Megan.  
 
    “Leroy, after this case—” Drake stopped himself. “You know what? I wasn’t going to tell you later, but Yasiv has a mentor who’s now a professor at NYU. He spoke to him and he’s willing to write you a letter of recommendation for you if you’re interested in the chemistry program.” The words didn’t seem to register with Leroy. Or maybe Drake had misjudged the kid’s ambition. “If you were interested, of course. But if—” 
 
    “No, I’m interested,” Leroy said softly. “It’s just… yeah, okay, I’ll help.” 
 
    “Good,” Yasiv said, arranging three more photos. These were very similar to the first set: dead body, suspect, young daughter. The cigarette lodged between his lips had burned to the filter and, squinting one eye from the smoke, he pinched it between thumb and forefinger. Then he held it out, not even looking for somewhere to put it.  
 
    “Oh, sure, let me get that,” Screech muttered, taking the smoke and tossing it in his still half-full coffee cup. “So, are you like Oprah, now? No cash, but giving out free gifts? Can I get a new car because mine smells like someone slept in it?” 
 
    Yasiv ignored him. 
 
    “Now, you’re not going to believe this, but…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Let me get this straight: somebody’s kidnapping children and then convincing their parents to murder a stranger to get them back?” Screech said, looking at the photos with disgust. “You can’t be serious.’ 
 
    “I told you, you wouldn’t believe it.” 
 
    As the conversation continued in the background, Drake, who had been briefed on the case last night, looked more closely at the details of the individuals involved. The two victims, accountant Chad Ward and Judge Serena Wallace were affluent and from upscale neighborhoods. The two suspects, Megan Gentry and Chantal Dartmouth, a school teacher, and a cashier, respectively, weren’t impoverished by any means but didn’t run in the same circles.  
 
    Yasiv had told him that his team at the NYPD had spent the night trying to find a link between all four parties but had come up empty. Which, to Drake, meant one thing.  
 
    “It’s not about the girls or the women,” he said, interrupting an argument between Leroy and Screech. “To him, they’re just a means to an end. It’s about the victims.” Drake put a finger on each of the photos of the dead bodies. “He wants them dead.” 
 
    “Why go to all that trouble? I mean, our guy must be pretty smart to set all this up. Couldn’t he just dispatch them himself? In a more inconspicuous manner?” Leroy asked. 
 
    “Maybe he doesn’t want to get his hands dirty,” Screech replied with a shrug. 
 
    “Kidnapping young girls doesn’t exactly keep you clean.” 
 
    DSLH went quiet. 
 
    “No,” Drake agreed at last. There was something more complicated here, something they weren’t getting. Yet. “But he didn’t actually hurt the girls, did he?” 
 
    “No,” Yasiv confirmed. “In fact, when we spoke to Chloe Gentry, she said the man was very nice, treated her well. Put her up in a little girl’s room. She had a full psych and physical exam, just to be sure. No signs of abuse, at all.”  
 
    “It doesn’t make sense. This guy is taking a massive risk abducting these kids. Why doesn’t he just pay someone to kill these people for him?” Drake mused out loud. 
 
    “Broke?” Leroy suggested. 
 
    “Maybe.” Despite Drake’s ambivalent answer, he didn’t think that was it. “Or maybe he’s making a point.” 
 
    “You’re the one who said that the women and kids don’t matter.” 
 
    That wasn’t what Drake had said at all, but given Yasiv’s level of stress, peaking at an eleven, he didn’t correct the man. 
 
    Yasiv started to light another smoke, but Screech stopped him. 
 
    “Outside, please.” 
 
    Yasiv grunted and put the cigarette away. 
 
    Screech gave the sergeant a nod of appreciation and then pointed at the drawing that the sketch artists had made off Chloe Gentry’s description. 
 
    “This is the guy?” 
 
    “And you say we all the look the same,” Leroy said under his breath. 
 
    Despite everything Screech chuckled. 
 
    “I mean, he looks really generic, not gonna lie.” 
 
    It was true. And what did cops always say? 
 
    “I don’t know much about kids,” Drake admitted. “But they gotta be smarter than they used to be back in the day. Stranger Danger and all that shit. Yet, I bet they still trust cops, teachers, and priests.” This last part made him cringe a little. Truthfully, all three options were far from ideal. 
 
    “It’s gotta be more than that,” Yasiv said. 
 
    “Well, Chloe mentioned that she was taken to a room that was all decked out in pink, right?” Screech asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I bet he has a child of his own, then. That would help him know how to talk to them.” 
 
    Leroy said, “So, basically, we’re looking for a middle-aged white man with a kid. That sure as hell narrows it down.”  
 
    Drake pictured himself walking beside Jasmine, arm around her waist while she pushed Clay in the stroller. 
 
    “The amount of risk this guy is taking is huge,” Yasiv reiterated. “Does he want to get caught?” 
 
    “He wants to prove a point,” Drake stated with authority.  
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    Everyone looked at him. 
 
    “How the fuck should I know?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know who you have looking this shit up for you, but you gotta hire someone new: I already found a connection between Judge Wallace and your accountant.” 
 
    Drake walked over to Screech and hunched down to look at his computer.  
 
    “What’ve you got?” 
 
    “Judge Serena Wallace does family law and in his spare time Chad Ward acts as a forensic accountant on some of her cases.” 
 
    “What the hell is forensic accounting?” Leroy asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, I think it’s—” 
 
    “It can mean a lot of things,” Yasiv explained. “Like, if you report to the IRS, you made twenty grand last year but you’re driving a Ferrari, a forensic accountant is going to look into your books. But you said that Serena Wallace does family law, right?” 
 
    Screech nodded. 
 
    “Well, sometimes during a divorce, one of the parties, usually the husband, says he only has x number of dollars to share, you know? But the wife might know about a couple of overseas bank accounts and they, or the court, can hire a forensic accountant to figure out how much money he really has.” 
 
    Drake cocked his head. 
 
    “A potential motive? Screech, see if you can find a recent case involving a doctor or something like that in which both the judge and the accountant were involved.” 
 
    “I can try, but some of those divorce records are going to be sealed and without a subpoena…” Screech cast a sidelong glance at Yasiv. “It’s going to take some time to gain access to that information if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Yasiv gave an approving head nod—he knew exactly what Screech was implying. 
 
    “I’ll look into getting a subpoena, but in the meantime… focus your efforts on more recent cases. Something triggered this guy.” Yasiv’s phone started to ring halfway through his sentence and when he was done, he answered.  
 
    Even with the phone pressed to his ear, everyone in DSLH could clearly hear both sides of the conversation.  
 
    “Yasiv, we need you in here again. There’s a man who—is that your boss? Let me talk to him. Sir, please do not touch the phone. My sergeant—give me the phone!” 
 
    “Officer Belk, what the hell is going on over there?” Yasiv shouted, interrupting the one-sided argument. There was a minor scuffle, and then Belk, and only Belk this time, spoke.  
 
    “Listen, Yasiv, you gotta get in here. This guy—” 
 
    Another pause, another scuffle. 
 
    “God dammit,” Yasiv cursed. “Belk, just tell me the fuck is going on!” 
 
    “A man came in,” the cop sounded breathless now, “and says someone has kidnapped his daughter, and he’s got a card… a card with a smiley face on it.” 
 
    Yasiv snapped his fingers, pointed at Drake, and they were on the move.  
 
    “Leroy, Screech, keep digging. See if you can find us a suspect,” Drake instructed his partners. Leroy looked as if he was about to complain so Drake stopped this preemptively. “Just do it, okay? If not for me, for the little girl that this guy has taken. He may not have hurt any of the others, but he will. Mark my words, this psycho is only getting started.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Colin Clark was a big man in his early 40s. His thickly muscled arms jutted from a sweat-stained cut-off T-shirt. His face, like his body, was hard.  
 
    “This the guy?” Colin barked, stepping toward Yasiv and Drake the moment they entered the precinct. “This your boss?” 
 
    Drake tensed but Yasiv didn’t even acknowledge the man; he went straight up to Officer Belk.  
 
    “Let me see the card.” 
 
    Belk produced the Happy Face business card and a cell phone, both of which had been individually packaged in evidence bags. He looked at them and handed them to Drake. They appeared to be the exact same that both Megan and Chantal had on their persons when they’d been apprehended.  
 
    “Hey? Hey! You see me standing here? Some freak took my daughter!”  
 
    Once again, Yasiv ignored Colin, whose face was starting to redden. 
 
    “Check for prints, phone records, the works. I doubt we’ll come up with anything, but you never know.” Yasiv turned the business card over and showed it to Drake. 
 
    Like the others, there was just a name on the back: Malcolm Fitzroy. 
 
    “Pass the name onto Screech at DSLH,” he instructed Belk. “Might help speed things up.” 
 
    “DSLH?” Officer Belk asked, a frown forming on his face. “Are they—” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re helping on this one. Just get it to him.” 
 
    Colin Clark reached out and grabbed Yasiv’s arm.  
 
    “Hey, I’m talking to you. Don’t fucking ignore me.” 
 
    Drake moved to intervene, but the sergeant, despite being physically dwarfed by the other man, jerked free and then challenged him. 
 
    “Don’t you touch me! Don’t you fucking touch me!” The sergeant’s anger was so extreme, and his mood changed so dramatically that Colin put his hands up and retreated. “Don’t you ever fucking touch me.” 
 
    Even Drake, who wasn’t the target of this outburst, felt on edge.  
 
    With his own significant issues, Drake hadn’t realized until now just how frayed Yasiv was.  
 
    Jesus, have a smoke, already. 
 
    Colin, having recovered from the initial shock, set his jaw but didn’t reengage. 
 
    “Good. Now, if you want to find your daughter, come with us. And if you touch me, or anyone else again, I promise you, you will regret it.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    “What do you think about that NYU stuff?” Leroy asked.  
 
    Now that Screech had a task to perform, he felt better about himself. And it felt good to work even if he didn’t understand what the hell any of this kidnapping bullshit had to do with Drake returning from Colombia with a swollen face. But apparently, Leroy had other things on his mind. 
 
    “Screech? That thing that Drake said about Yasiv’s buddy being a professor at NYU? And that he can get me in?” 
 
    Screech was only listening with half an ear. Judge Serena Wallace and the accountant Chad Ward had worked together on dozens of cases over the years, maybe as many as a hundred that he could uncover, but none in the past two months. 
 
    It appeared as if the judge had been on leave. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Screech.” 
 
    Screech finally gave Leroy his full attention. 
 
    “Yeah? What is it?” 
 
    “Yasiv said that he could get me into NYU and I’m seriously considering it.” 
 
    Leroy had the red-rimmed eyes of a veteran alcoholic.  
 
    “Why don’t you sleep on it?” 
 
    Leroy laughed dryly. 
 
    “When the fuck am I going to be able to do that?” 
 
    Good point, Screech thought. 
 
    Drake was acting strange, even for him. And something deep down told Screech that when—if—this craziness ever ended, DSLH wouldn’t be the same again. 
 
    He huffed. 
 
    “Look, if you’re asking me my opinion, I think you need to do what’s best for you. I’m not going to lie, things have been different ever since Hanna left, and if you go…” Then I’ll lose my fucking mind. DSLH was falling apart, and Screech wasn’t sure if he wanted to be there to pick up the pieces. If there were pieces. “Things will work out.” 
 
    Leroy gave him a knowing look and Screech quickly grew uncomfortable. 
 
    “Anyways, check it out,” he said, changing the subject. “These are the cases that the judge and the accountant work on. None of them are recent.” 
 
    Leroy wasn’t ready to accept the overt segue.  
 
    “What happened with Mac, you think? Drake goes in there, talks for ten minutes and the guy just completely forgives me for beating the shit out of him and his men? It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    It sure as hell didn’t. But was anything rational when it came to the ignominious Damien Drake? 
 
    “I don’t know. I really don’t.” 
 
    “He should tell us,” Leroy said absently. 
 
    “I know, but you heard him. He’s not going to say. He’s the most stubborn person since Hiroo Onoda.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The Japanese soldier who—you know what? Never mind. Let’s just try to figure this out.” 
 
    “But he should. Drake should tell us what happened.” 
 
    Something in Leroy’s tone made Screech turn away from his monitor. He was unsurprised to see that his friend’s hands were balled into fists. This was quickly becoming the man’s MO. 
 
    “What? You going to beat him up, too?” The words came out with more venom than Screech had intended. 
 
    “No, I’m not going to beat him up. It’s just—” 
 
    “It’s just that you agreed to help with the case. And let’s not get it twisted, it may say our names on the door, our initials, anyway, but you and I both know that this, all of this? This is Drake’s. He makes the decisions, he takes the risk.” 
 
    “We all take risks,” Leroy reminded him. 
 
    “Fair enough, but he takes the majority of them. I don’t know how he got us out of that jam with Mac that—” he stopped himself before saying, that you got us into, “he wasn’t even involved in. But he did, and so we should at least help him out on this last case. After that, well…” 
 
    Leroy finally relaxed a little. 
 
    “Okay, fine,” he said softly. 
 
    Screech held his gaze for a moment longer before once again looking at his screen. 
 
    “As I was saying, I can’t find any recent trials that both our victims worked on. Not all this shit is public, though, so maybe with a little more digging…” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What don’t you know?” Screech said, exasperated.  
 
    Leroy frowned. 
 
    “Drake always talks about how these psychos follow a pattern, how they progress over time, right? Instead of looking into the victims, maybe we look into similar cases?” 
 
    “Similar how?” 
 
    “I don’t fucking know. Extortion for murder, that sort of thing?” 
 
    Screech was annoyed with Leroy and wanted to tell him that this was a stupid idea. Only it wasn’t.   
 
    “I’ll try.” As Screech began to type, the phone on his desk vibrated. “Malcolm Fitzroy, nurse. He’s the next victim,” he read out loud.  
 
    “Fuck? Already?”  
 
    Screech showed him the message from Officer Joseph Belk. 
 
    “Yeah, already. Looking into old cases is going to have to wait. We need to solve this one before someone else is killed.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Even while seated, Colin Clark was an intimidating figure. Thick forearms, resting on an even thicker chest. He was no longer fuming, but his face retained an unnatural crimson shade. 
 
    “Have you even started looking for her?” the man demanded.  
 
    Drake took a seat next to Sergeant Yasiv. They’d briefly discussed a strategy, but he got the impression that Colin was going to be uncooperative no matter their approach. 
 
    Drake let Yasiv lead the interview. 
 
    “Yes, I assure you, we have dozens of people on the street, looking for your daughter.” 
 
    “Yeah, fucking right. Then what the hell are we doing in here?” 
 
    “We’re just trying to gain a better understanding of what happened. Can you tell us again?”  
 
    “Like I said, for the hundredth time, I dropped Amelia off at the bus stop and then went home for a workout. School called about an hour later, said she never showed up. I looked outside and that’s when I saw the phone. It was ringing and some robot motherfucker tells me you kill this Fitzroy guy, or I’ll kill your daughter.” The last few words came out in short bursts. 
 
    “Let’s just go back—did you see your daughter get on the bus?” 
 
    “No,” Colin said defensively. “She’s nine, almost ten, not four.” 
 
    “I understand. Colin, is your daughter the only child usually at this particular stop?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay. And where exactly is this bus stop?” 
 
    “About a block and a half from my place.” Colin gave the exact address and Drake looked at the one-way glass, nodding his head to indicate to the man on the other side, Officer Belk, to check out the location. Like with the mall, he didn’t expect this to bear fruit, but they had to cover their bases.  
 
    “Are you married, Colin?” Yasiv asked, guiding the conversation in another direction. 
 
    “Divorced.” 
 
    “Have you contacted your ex-wife yet?” 
 
    Colin’s lips curled. 
 
    “No. After I got the call, I came right here.” 
 
    Yasiv slid the man’s cell phone across the table to him. 
 
    “I want you to give her a call, just to make sure that Amelia isn’t with her.” 
 
    Although uncomfortable, Colin obliged, and Drake ducked into the hallway. 
 
    “No cameras at the intersection Colin mentioned—it’s a residential area,” a stern-looking Officer Belk informed him. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He returned to the interview room just in time to see Colin hanging up the phone. 
 
    “I told you, it was a robot voice or some shit. Can’t we trace it? Find out where—” 
 
    “No, we can’t,” Drake said, placing his hands on the table and taking control of the interview.  
 
    “Well, I don’t know what the fuck we’re doing in here then? Just wasting time. We should be out there, looking for my fucking daughter!”  
 
    “I’ve got a better idea…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Malcolm Fitzroy was in the wrong profession. Drake knew firsthand that fitting into the mold of what people thought you should be wasn’t just an impossible task, but it was often counterproductive. Yet, a pediatric nurse should have at least some bedside manners. Being Mr. Rogers wasn’t a prerequisite, but they should at least not be an asshole, especially with the kids. But, according to his peers at the Manhattan Pediatric Wellness Hospital, the man was a complete and utter prick. In fact, after just a few minutes of speaking on the phone to the head nurse and one of his colleagues, Drake got the impression that the only reason Mr. Fitzroy still had a job was because he’d been working at MPWH for over six years.  
 
    And, well, unions. 
 
    According to his supervisor, Malcolm almost exclusively worked the night shift because it was typically quieter, and the pay was better.  
 
    It just so happened that he was about to wrap up a double.  
 
    Drake was certain that the man who handed out the business cards would be watching Malcolm. Someone who took this level of risk and put this much effort into planning wouldn’t leave anything to chance. They wouldn’t trust someone like Colin Clark, either. 
 
    They would need to see it for themselves.  
 
    Which meant that he’d have eyes on Malcolm and the hospital. 
 
    Good thing for Drake, he exuded a distinctly alcoholic vibe, and he had a swollen face to boot. Nobody would confuse him for a PI let alone a cop.  
 
    Yasiv had been uncomfortable when Drake had suggested he was the one who should confront Malcom, but they didn’t have many options. The man on the phone had given Colin Clark three hours to kill Malcolm Fitzroy. 
 
    They were more than halfway to the deadline already.  
 
    Besides, Drake had methods of persuading someone like Malcolm. Not Andres Mendes’ methods, but he was willing to go places that Yasiv and the NYPD wouldn’t touch. 
 
    He found Malcolm seated at the nurses’ station, his back to the desk. The man looked exactly like he did in almost every social media picture Drake could find of him: he was short, had a considerable potbelly, and what hair he had on the top of his head was thin and greasy.  
 
    Malcolm held an egg salad sandwich in one hand while he scrolled TikTok with his other.  
 
    “Malcolm?” Drake said as he walked up to the desk. 
 
    “Nuh-uh. I clocked out already,” the man said without turning. He took a large bite of his sandwich and then continued with his mouth full. “Whatever you need, get someone else to do it.” 
 
    “Malcolm Fitzroy?” 
 
    The man sighed and then spun around. When he saw Drake, he frowned.  
 
    “This is the pediatric ward. ER is downstairs.” He started to spin back but Drake reached across the desk and grabbed his chair. The momentum made a chunk of egg fall from between two slices of soggy bread and land on the nurse’s scrubs. 
 
    “I’m not looking for ER. I’m looking for you.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Setting up a normal sting operation typically involved several hundred man-hours. It also required coordinating with local officials, multiple law enforcement agencies, and replacing civilians with police plants. But after wasting twenty minutes trying to get Malcolm Fitzroy on board, they only had under an hour to get everything sorted. 
 
    Colin, on the other hand, didn’t hesitate; he would do anything to get his daughter back. The only thing working in their favor was the fact that they were in a hospital and had all of the supplies they needed to make Drake’s plan come to life. 
 
    And look real. 
 
    Because it had to look real.   
 
    Again, Colin was gung-ho. 
 
    Yasiv was apprehensive but all Drake had to do was mention the DA and he quickly folded. The man was a mess, exhausted, out of his league, and on the verge of a breakdown. 
 
    But all cops who had been through what they’d been through were dangling on that inch-wide ledge that separated them from the villains they pursued. 
 
    And also breakdowns. 
 
    Part of the job. 
 
    Yasiv managed to corral eight of his most trusted officers and he sent them into the hospital, staggered, as patients. To keep things under wraps, they told as few employees as possible what they intended to do. They debated replacing the four on-staff security guards with their own men but decided against it. Too many new faces all at once would be a red flag to their unsub. They briefed these men and instructed them, under no uncertain terms, to engage with Colin or Malcolm. The remaining officers were to be in uniform but out of sight as a safety precaution.  
 
    The plan itself was simple enough. When Malcolm got off work and left the hospital, Colin was to approach, outside, and stab him, replicating to a certain degree what had happened to Chad Ward. Similarly, after the deed was done, he would make the call. Then the police would grab Colin and throw him in the back of a squad car.  
 
    Drake and Yasiv would stay in the background, observing, trying to find their unsub whom they suspected would also be on site. Additional cops would be set up on adjacent streets just in case their man spotted them and made a run for it.  
 
    “Everything in place?” Drake asked as he walked up to the urinal next to Yasiv. Even though they were deep inside the hospital, on a floor that was used almost exclusively for advanced testing and thus had little foot traffic, they still felt the need to meet in secret. 
 
    Just in case. 
 
    “I think so.” Yasiv’s voice was low. “Is this going to work?” 
 
    Drake’s phone rang. It was Norm—this was the third time he’d called in the last fifteen minutes.  
 
    He declined the call.  
 
    “Not sure.’ Doubt it. “But this the best chance we’ve got of catching this guy before someone else gets hurt.”  
 
    Drake washed his hands and analyzed his reflection. The bruising on his face wasn’t as bad as he’d thought, just a grayish-blue stain below his eye, but the swelling was terrible. The left half of his nose was nearly twice its normal size and he could only open his eye all the way if he made a concerted effort to do so. But it was his ribs that were giving him the most trouble. He didn’t remember even being struck in his side but standing up to full height or even drawing a full breath caused shooting pains from hip to armpit. 
 
    At least his manhood was still in place. 
 
    For now.  
 
    “Looks nasty,” Yasiv remarked. This was an invitation for Drake to talk about his injuries, but he declined. 
 
    “Looks worse than it feels,” he lied 
 
    Yasiv offered a labored sigh.  
 
    “Drake, this has to work. If it doesn’t and something happens to the girl…” 
 
    “I know,” Drake said with a solemn nod.  
 
    An APB for Amelia Clark had so far yielded no leads. Drake suspected she was being held in the same room that Chloe Gentry and Stevie Dartmouth, the daughter of Chantal Dartmouth who had killed Judge Serena Wallace, had been sequestered in. Neither of them wanted to say it, but if things went south, they both suspected that that room would be the last one that Amelia Clark ever saw.  
 
    “No, I don’t know if you do understand. The DA—” 
 
    “Fuck the DA,” Drake snapped. “I don’t care—wait, did you tell him about this? About the sting?” 
 
    Yasiv shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “I had to. He called me more times than whoever has been blowing up your phone.” 
 
    Drake scowled. 
 
    This was the last thing they needed.  
 
    But what was done was done.  
 
    “I’m just telling you how it is.” 
 
    How it is? 
 
    Drake bit his tongue.  
 
    “You know, it doesn’t have to be like this. If this works out, I bet I can get you back on the force. There’s been enough turnover since you left that…” 
 
    Drake closed his eyes and drowned the man out.  
 
    He didn’t care about the DA or the NYPD. All he cared about was Amelia Clark. 
 
    And the people he loved, the ones whom Andres Mendes was tracking.  
 
    “…I’m serious. We can—” This time, Yasiv stopped speaking because Drake’s cell phone started to ring again. 
 
    He saw that it was Norm and this time he switched it to silent.  
 
    “Let’s just focus on getting this girl back,” he said. And then, with a pained grimace, he straightened and left the bathroom. 
 
    Malcolm Fitzroy was waiting outside where they’d left him.  
 
    Drake didn’t like the guy. The nurse had one of those faces, the kind that was begging for a punch. Maybe, if things didn’t work out, Drake would act on this urge. 
 
    But he didn’t want to think that way.  
 
    This would work. 
 
    It had to. 
 
    He reached over and roughly squeezed Malcolm’s shoulder. 
 
    “It’s time. And make it look good or I swear to God…” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    “A fucking nurse?” Screech exclaimed, scratching the back of his head. “What does a fucking nurse have to do with a forensic accountant and a judge?” 
 
    It sounded like the beginning of a bad joke. But if there was any humor to be found in it, Leroy failed to see it. 
 
    “Maybe a class-action lawsuit? Against the hospital or the nurse or a doctor this Malcolm guy works for?” 
 
    This wasn’t actually a bad line of thinking, and Screech briefly looked into it. 
 
    “Nope,” he said, dejected. “Judge Wallace only does family law, not class action suits.” 
 
    Screech had expected that it would be easier to link three victims rather than two, but that didn’t appear to be the case.  
 
    Could Malcolm Fitzroy be a red herring? A random person thrown into the mix to keep the NYPD off their trail? Were all the victims random? 
 
    While Screech didn’t have the background of someone like Drake, he knew full well that the hardest crimes to solve were the random ones. Thankfully, most violent crimes were committed by someone close to the victim. 
 
    “What if they aren’t related in the way we think they are?” Leroy asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Leroy shrugged. 
 
    “Well, I was just thinking, remember how Yasiv said the kidnapped children were taken to a girl’s room? One that was already set up?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Screech wasn’t sure where his partner was going with this. 
 
    “What if they’re the link and not the victims or the killers?” 
 
    He still wasn’t following. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Leroy leaned back in his chair so far that it nearly toppled.  
 
    “I mean, what if our guy is targeting the girls?” 
 
    “But he didn’t hurt them. He let the Gentry kid and the Dartmouth kid go—both unharmed.” 
 
    “I know, but they’re going to be mighty fucked up after this is all over. Even if they weren’t terrorized like normal kidnapping victims, they’re going to have to deal with the fact that their mother is in prison for murder… crimes committed to protect them.” 
 
    Screech slowly approached his computer and started to search for a link between Chloe Gentry and Stevie Dartmouth. When this bore no fruit, he added Amelia Clark to the mix. Again, the third name didn’t reveal any obvious connection between the girls. 
 
    The real problem was that other than class records and maybe the odd extra-curricular activity—both Chloe and Amelia were enrolled in gymnastic programs—there was nothing to link; none of the girls had any social media presence to speak of. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Screech said softly, on the verge of giving up. If he wasn’t so damn tired maybe he’d be able to come up with something—anything. 
 
    But his mind was a blank. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Leroy mused. “Were they were sick? Like, maybe the girls met in the hospital and this Malcolm guy was their nurse?” 
 
    This search proved far more difficult as hospital records were notoriously hard to hack. Screech tried several different approaches but wasn’t able to gain access to Manhattan Pediatrics’ files. 
 
    “Fuck.” He rubbed his eyes.  
 
    Leroy got up and walked over to the hole he’d punched in the wall. Screech watched as he began shadowboxing, finishing every combo with his hand in the drywall. This was his way of staying awake, keeping sharp. As he punched, the man began thinking out loud. 
 
    “What do we have on this Colin Clark guy?” 
 
    “Not much. Works as a mechanic, recently divorced.” 
 
    Leroy stopped punching. 
 
    “Judge Wallace?” 
 
    Screech nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, she was the judge.” 
 
    “What about the accountant?” 
 
    “Can’t find any link.” As he answered, Screech went back to his computer, blinking and stretching the skin around his eyes. “Wait—wait a second.” 
 
    Leroy performed one more crisp combo then came over. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Screech had pulled up a photo he’d found on Colin Clark’s Instagram profile it was from about a month ago.  
 
    “What does that look like to you?” 
 
    He zoomed in and Leroy leaned close. 
 
    “A hospital.” 
 
    “Right.” Now Screech opened another photo, this one from the MPWH website. “That look the same?” 
 
    In Colin’s photo, he was standing next to his daughter. Both were smiling broadly. 
 
    “I think—yeah, it looks the same. Is that picture taken from Malcolm Fitzroy’s ward?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    Screech, energized by this discovery, redoubled his efforts. 
 
    “I think… I think I found something.” His tone was muted, strangely demure.  
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
    Now it was Screech’s turn to lean back so far that his ergonomic chair creaked in protest. 
 
    “Leroy, I think I might’ve found our guy.” He paused. “Oh, shit.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Manhattan Pediatric Wellness Hospital was one of the nicer ones in the city. Perhaps because it catered to children, it wasn’t just a plain concrete box. It was vibrant and had a considerable amount of green space, at least for a hospital in the city.  
 
    Drake took up residence at one of the many picnic tables out front, trying, and mostly failing, to fit in with sad parents putting on fake smiles as they helped their child in scrubs cut the crust off their sandwiches. 
 
    He waited. 
 
    Five minutes later, he spotted Malcolm Fitzroy. 
 
    And then Drake cringed. 
 
    Malcolm was many things but an actor he was not. The man waddled out of the front doors his eyes darting back and forth as if he was on the prowl.  
 
    Drake knew people like Malcolm. They liked to keep their heads down, stay out of others’ way.  
 
    “Come on, you idiot. Act normal.” 
 
    As if he could hear Drake, and he was resentful toward him, Malcolm’s suspicious attitude only increased. He wasn’t just looking with his eyes now, but he kept turning his head on his fat neck. He was like a man in a lightning storm, thinking that he could jump to avoid a strike.  
 
    “Hey!”  
 
    Unlike Malcolm, Colin Clark didn’t need to act. His anger was genuine. But despite the man’s loud and intimidating shout, only a few people took notice. Malcolm was one of them, but instead of continuing to move he stopped abruptly and then the moron actually turned and stared at Drake of all people. 
 
    Drake averted his eyes and picked at the wooden table.  
 
    “You Malcolm?” 
 
    “Yes. My name’s—” 
 
    There was an audible smack, and Drake glanced up just in time to see Colin’s large hand connect with the side of the nurse’s head.  
 
    “Oh, shit.” This wasn’t part of the plan.  
 
    Malcolm wobbled, but like one of those water-filled punching bags, he didn’t go down. And judging by the veins bulging out of Colin’s biceps, the man hadn’t held much, if anything, back. 
 
    This pissed Colin off. 
 
    Instead of hitting Malcolm again, however, he pulled a knife out of his pocket. 
 
    Without another word or hesitation, he reared back and stabbed Malcolm just below the left armpit.  
 
    Even though this had been part of the plan, Malcolm looked shocked. Or maybe he’d just reserved his acting skills for this moment. And, to the dumpy man’s credit, the way he reacted looked real. 
 
    As did the blood that began to soak through the man’s scrubs. 
 
    Grimacing, Colin pulled the knife back and stabbed Malcolm a second time in roughly the same place. 
 
    The few onlookers who had been alerted by Colin’s initial shout started to run. Someone screamed. 
 
    Now everyone was staring at the horrific scene.  
 
    Everyone except for Drake. 
 
    He was looking at them. 
 
    People’s reactions to situations such as this one varied, of course. But no one seemed out of place. 
 
    Some ran, some froze. Some pulled out their phones to call 911 even though they were standing in front of a hospital. 
 
    No one rushed to intervene.  
 
    Malcolm fell and Colin took the phone that had been left on his stoop out of his pocket. 
 
    Come on, where are you? Where the fuck are you?  
 
    One of the cops that they had stationed inside the hospital rushed out, gun drawn. He wasn’t pointing it at Colin, but he wasn’t not pointing it at him, either. 
 
    “On your knees!” the cop yelled. 
 
    Colin ignored him and, with a blood-soaked hand, struggled to place the call. 
 
    “Where are you?” Drake whispered out loud this time. 
 
    He craned his neck all the way around, his eyes constantly scanning the increasing pandemonium.  
 
    And then he spotted something: a security guard near the edge of the parking lot. Drake recognized three types of expressions in the crowd: those who looked like they were going to be sick, those who were poised to run, and those locked in complete and utter shock. 
 
    Only one person appeared fascinated. 
 
    And goddamn it if he didn’t look exactly like the sketch they’d commissioned.  
 
    Everyman. 
 
    Drake rose to his feet and was about to walk toward the guard, a guard who definitely wasn’t one of the four they’d briefed in the hospital when Colin broke character. 
 
    “Drake!” 
 
    He ignored Colin and continued to move. 
 
    But the man was persistent. With the cop still shouting at him to get on his knees, Colin came up to Drake. 
 
    “He said I was lying! The fucker said I was lying! He knows it isn’t real!” 
 
    Drake frowned. 
 
    “Look! Look at what he did to my girl!” 
 
    Colin grabbed Drake’s arm and spun him around, shoving the cell phone in his face. 
 
    “Look!”  
 
    Drake looked. 
 
    Amelia Clark was lying face down on what appeared to be a dirt road. The little girl’s eyes were closed, and blood pooled beneath her head. 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    “Look at what you did!” Colin screamed. 
 
    You—not he but you. 
 
    Drake tore his eyes away from the phone and searched for the security guard.  
 
    At first, he lost him in the crowd. 
 
    “You told me that—” 
 
    “Let go of me!” 
 
    Drake wriggled free and he saw the guard again. The man was walking away. Unlike almost everyone else, there was no hurry to his movements. 
 
    “Drake! You did this!” 
 
    Colin reached for him again, but the cop intervened, tackling him to the ground. Even with his face pressed into the sidewalk, the enraged man continued to curse at Drake. 
 
    Drawn by this new commotion, Everyman glanced back. He saw Drake and now shock flashed over his features. 
 
    “Stop!” Drake bellowed. 
 
    The guard didn’t stop. 
 
    Instead, he bolted. 
 
    Drake ran after him.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    “That can’t be right.” Leroy squinted. “Can it?” 
 
    Screech didn’t want to believe it, but he was almost certain that Colin Clark was their guy. 
 
    “Judge Wallace oversaw his divorce, and his daughter was treated in Malcolm’s ward. It has to be him.” 
 
    “But what about Chad Ward?” 
 
    “I don’t—I don’t see the accountant listed as a witness in the court proceedings, but he could have been there. He could have just been consulted by the judge.” 
 
    Leroy remained incredulous. 
 
    “But his own daughter? He kidnapped his own daughter?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But this has to be him!” 
 
    Leroy’s face went flat. 
 
    “Screech, if it’s Colin, then Drake—” 
 
    “Just helped him kill Malcolm.” 
 
    Screech tried to swallow but there was a lump in his throat. 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “Oh, shit is right.” 
 
    Screech dialed Drake’s number but of course, the man didn’t answer. 
 
    He rocketed to his feet. 
 
    “Where you going?” 
 
    “To save Drake’s ass. You coming?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Drake ran and for the first thirty yards or so he actually gained on the fake security guard. But then years of hard drinking and all of his injuries caught up to him. He started gasping, his lungs burned, and his legs transformed into cinder blocks.  
 
    After another fifteen strides, it was clear he wasn’t going to catch their unsub.  
 
    Drake made mental notes of everything he could about the man, from his height, hair color, even his gait. But he encountered the same problem that Chloe Gentry had experienced: the man in the uniform was average in almost every way possible.  
 
    Eventually, Drake was forced to stop. He placed his hands on his knees and breathed heavily. 
 
    “What… what happened?” Yasiv, who was wheezing even worse than he was, came up from behind.  
 
    “Stop him!” Drake huffed. He tried to point, but his sides ached too badly to raise his hand. “Stop him!”  
 
    Yasiv was in worse shape than he was. But the sergeant managed to get on the horn and instructed the cops who had set up a wide perimeter to close in.  
 
    “We’re close, but we don’t see anyone.” 
 
    Sirens filled the air.  
 
    “Guard’s uniform.” Drake struggled to get the words out. “He’s in a guard’s uniform.” 
 
    Yasiv relayed this information, but the answer was the same. 
 
    “We don’t see anyone. Nobody in a uniform.” 
 
    “Well, keep looking! Keep fucking looking!” 
 
    Drake could no longer see the man.  
 
    He was gone. 
 
    “Fuck!” Drake screamed. In his mind, he pictured little Amelia lying in a pool of her own blood. “Fuck!” 
 
    “Drake, what happened?” 
 
    Yasiv was cracking and it wasn’t just his voice. 
 
    For a moment, Drake almost lied to the sergeant—that was how desperate the man looked.  
 
    How broken. 
 
    Yasiv spat something that looked like a rotten egg yolk on the ground. 
 
    “Drake?” 
 
    “He killed her. Colin called the man, but he knew it was a setup. He sent a picture of Amelia. She’s dead.” 
 
    Yasiv crumbled. It was as if all of the bones in his face disintegrated. 
 
    Drake felt his phone vibrate and was so desperate for a distraction that he answered, tearing his eyes away from the sergeant. 
 
    “Screech? I need you to—” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    It wasn’t Screech.  
 
    It was Norm. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake.”  
 
    “I tried calling you so many times.” 
 
    “I can’t do this right now, Norm. I can’t—” 
 
    “Someone broke into the gallery last night.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Yasiv was staring at him expectantly, and Drake shook his head trying to convey that the call had nothing to do with their case. 
 
    “Yeah, they broke in. Smashed everything, all the statues.”  
 
    Drake’s eyes bulged.  
 
    Smashed the statues and stole millions of dollars’ worth of heroin. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, they destroyed everything.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know how. Officer Lincoln was supposed to be there but—” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Drake saw Yasiv, whose movements looked almost robotic, get back on the radio. 
 
    “What do you mean Colin got away?” he heard the man say.  
 
    Drake was now invested in both conversations at once. 
 
    “Drake, I’m not sure what to do. The gallery is upset, they want me to pay for the damage and are refusing to contact their insurance. They’re saying because this was a private sale, they aren’t responsible.” 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t have Colin in custody?” Yasiv balked. 
 
    “Drake? What do I do?” 
 
    The questions seemed to come from both parties at the same time. 
 
    “You stall. Norm, you have to stall.” 
 
    “I can’t! The door is broken and—” 
 
    “Just fucking stall!” 
 
    Drake hung up. 
 
    “Somehow, in the confusion, Colin managed to slip away,” Yasiv informed him. 
 
    “I heard. You need to find him. And you need to find the guard.” 
 
    “This was your idea!” Yasiv said accusingly. “You said—” 
 
    “I know what I said, alright! Just find them!” 
 
    Drake’s phone rang again and this time he checked the call display to make sure it wasn’t Norm. 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    “Screech, we need you to log into every traffic camera—” 
 
    “It’s him!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Drake’s mind was buzzing.  
 
    “Drake, it’s him. The man we’ve been looking for, the one who has been kidnapping the girls, is Colin Clark.” 
 
    All the blood drained from his face. 
 
    “Drake? Drake?” 
 
    For five seconds Drake couldn’t say anything. Not a single word. 
 
    “Did you hear me? The man we’re looking for is Colin Clark!” Screech repeated. 
 
    The words echoed in Drake’s brain. 
 
    The man we’re looking for is Colin Clark. 
 
    Now it was his turn to spit and what came out of his mouth was even more foul than what Yasiv had produced. 
 
    The man we’re looking for is Colin Clark and we just let him get away with murder. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    It seemed that the level of incompetence underlying their sting operation had reached new heights. Somehow, a man whom everyone believed stabbed and killed Malcolm Fitzroy, in front of half a dozen doctors, twice as many nurses, and a handful of undercover NYPD officers, now less, all while covered in the man’s blood managed to just walk away.  
 
    Literally; Colin didn’t even have his car—he’d left his back at the station. 
 
    And Drake had no one to blame but himself. 
 
    Sergeant Yasiv put out two APBs, one for Colin and one for the fake security guard, but Drake suspected that this would generate about as many leads as had the call out for Amelia Clark.  
 
    Little Amelia Clark. 
 
    Dead Amelia Clark. 
 
    Colin’s own daughter. 
 
    Screech said that he was their man, that he was behind all this, but Drake had his doubts.  
 
    Could Colin kill his child? If so, why? 
 
    It wasn’t impossible. He’d taken the cell phone with him when he’d strode off. There was no record of an actual call being made. And the picture that he’d shown Drake could have been placed there before or Colin could have had a program send it to him after dialing a specific number… like the number that was programmed into the cell. 
 
    Then who was the guard who ran? 
 
    A random voyeur? A partner? 
 
    One thing was for sure, Colin, with his square jaw and intense stare, didn’t look anything like the sketch.  
 
    Everyone, including Sergeant Yasiv, reconvened at DSLH. The cop had yet to say a single word to Drake after accusing him, rightfully so, of being responsible for Amelia’s death. 
 
    There was a good possibility that he was only tagging along to avoid being confronted by an even greater evil: DA Mark Trumbo.  
 
    The mood at the shop was as upbeat as a funeral. And when Drake explained in greater detail what had happened, how faking Malcolm Fitzroy’s murder with a bag of expired donor blood had ended in both the suspicious man and Colin getting away, and described the photo he’d seen of Amelia Clark, things became even more bleak. 
 
    It didn’t help that Leroy kept repeating, “What the fuck,” over and over again while rubbing the knuckles of his right hand.  
 
    “What do we do now?” Screech wondered out loud. 
 
    Drake didn’t know. They already had cops stationed outside Colin’s house, and at his ex-wife’s in case he showed up, but the likelihood of him showing up there was… well, zero. 
 
    And Yasiv was no help, either. 
 
    “Remember the Internet Killer?” Screech asked when nobody spoke up. 
 
    He was referring to Tobin Tomlin, the man whom Drake had managed to capture during a quasi-successful sting. 
 
    “What about him?’ 
 
    “Well, we went public and— 
 
    Drake instinctively shook his head. 
 
    “No, no press.” 
 
    He loathed the media and their shitty nicknames and their glorification of every crime they could dig up just to boost ratings, to deliver a little shot of dopamine to all the sheep watching.  
 
    “What else, then? Anybody have any ideas?” Screech asked harshly. 
 
    “You might be right.” 
 
    Yasiv was twirling an unlit cigarette in one hand. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Drake demanded. 
 
    Yasiv shrugged. 
 
    “Somebody might have seen this guy.” 
 
    Drake searched Screech’s desk and came up with the composite sketch. 
 
    “This guy?” he asked, gripping the paper so tightly that it crumpled. “Yeah, I bet someone has seen him. I bet everyone has seen him.” 
 
    “Not him, but Colin. He stands out in a crowd.” 
 
    Drake couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Getting the media involved was a mistake. It was always a mistake. 
 
    “You really think that’s a good idea? The DA is going—” 
 
    “To what, Drake?” Yasiv jumped to his feet and got in his face. “Is the DA going scream at me? Is he going to threaten to take my job? Is Mark Trumbo going to tell me that he wants to put me behind bars for running an unsanctioned sting operation that ended up with a girl dead and one, maybe even two, murderers on the loose?” 
 
    “You said you ran it by him,” Drake replied, getting his back up. 
 
    “Because you promised we’d catch this guy,” Yasiv snapped, missing the point. 
 
    “I said? Really? It’s not like you had any other ideas. In fact, you don’t seem to have a fucking clue how to do your job!” 
 
    The cigarette in Yasiv’s hand broke in half. 
 
    “Fuck you, Drake. Every time—” 
 
    They were nose to nose now, and Leroy stopped massaging his hands and got between them. 
 
    “Cool it, both of you.” 
 
    It took Yasiv a few beats to back down. And once he did, Drake followed suit.  
 
    “Drake,” Screech said softly when tempers had finally simmered, “I think it’s worth considering. And Yasiv’s right, Colin does stand out.” 
 
    Drake reflexively started to shake his head but when he saw that even Leroy seemed on board with this plan, he gave up. 
 
    “Fine. But if this goes wrong…” 
 
    He wanted to say, it’s on you guys, but that wasn’t true. It was on him.  
 
    It was all on him. 
 
    And as much as he disliked how Yasiv had just spoken to him, Drake was already coming up with yet another shitty plan. One that would absolve Yasiv of any culpability and put the blame on him. 
 
    “Drake?” Screech said again, raising one eyebrow. 
 
    Drake set his jaw but said nothing, tacitly agreeing to this idiotic idea. 
 
    “Okay, good.” Screech turned to Yasiv. “You have somebody in the media that we can use? Someone you trust?” 
 
    Yasiv crushed the rest of the cigarette in his palm, tearing the paper and grinding the small brown bits of tobacco together.  
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got somebody.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vanessa Yen was a small woman, barely five feet tall, with intense dark eyes and black hair that was pulled into a professional bun. Diminutive or not, Drake got the immediate impression that you didn’t want to be on Vanessa’s bad side.  
 
    He also got the impression that if the call had come from him instead of Sergeant Yasiv, she would have told him where to stick it. 
 
    “So, you’re Damien Drake?” Emphasis on you’re. 
 
    Drake, who had just taken a seat in the both across from her and beside Yasiv, simply nodded at this. They waited for their coffees to arrive before getting down to business.  
 
    “Alright, sergeant, what’ve you got for me?” the woman sounded bored.  
 
    Drake didn’t expect her apathy to last long.  
 
    It was too late for the early crowd and too early for the regular folks in a ubiquitous New York City diner. Drake was grateful for the privacy although as an added precaution they made sure to keep their voices low. After all, a man with a swollen face and another who appeared strung out speaking to a small Asian woman in a pantsuit was likely to draw attention.  
 
    Yasiv started speaking between sips of the charred black liquid. 
 
    When he was done, he showed her a picture of the business card that they’d taken off of Megan Gentry.  
 
    “And it just said a name on the back?” Vanessa asked. She was trying her best to remain neutral but the way that her eyes locked on that photo suggested that inside she was chomping at the bit. 
 
    Drake didn’t blame her. After all, this story contained all the elements of a potential Pulitzer: kidnapped children, extortion, murder, and, of course, a cryptic clue. Bonus points for being something that would easily translate into a meme. 
 
    “That’s it. Just a name.” 
 
    “How many of these cards have been handed out?” 
 
    “Three that we know of,” Yasiv said.  
 
    “Who’s the third?” 
 
    Drake frowned and glanced at Yasiv. They hadn’t told Vanessa any of the names of the victims. 
 
    “Oh, c’mon, guys—this is my job. Chad Ward and Malcolm Fitzroy… those were two of the victims, right?” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Unlike the reporter, Drake was unable to stay neutral; his tone was laden with accusation. 
 
    Vanessa pursed her lips. 
 
    “We already did a story on Chad Ward, and we were looking into the situation at the hospital when the sergeant called me.” 
 
    Yasiv grunted, unsure of how to continue. 
 
    In for a penny, in for a dollar. 
 
    “You’re missing the second victim: Judge Serena Ward.” 
 
    One of Vanessa’s manicured eyebrows did a little dance. 
 
    “And Colin Clark? There’s an APB out on him. Is that related?” 
 
    “We think he might be the one behind it. We want to find him.” 
 
    “Right. Well, I think—” 
 
    “The only thing we ask is that you keep the names of the women and children out of it. Can you do that?” 
 
    Vanessa answered immediately. 
 
    “We can do that.” 
 
    All their cards were on the table except for one: Malcolm Fitzroy wasn’t dead—he was in a safe house until everything blew over. Colin Clark and the security guard might not believe the man had been killed, but they weren’t taking any chances.  
 
    “Well, then, gentlemen, enjoy your coffees.” 
 
    Vanessa put a ten on the table and left, leaving both Yasiv and Drake wondering if they’d just made a huge mistake. 
 
    Another huge mistake.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    All Drake wanted to do was sleep but he feared that rest was still a long time off. 
 
    After their meeting with Vanessa, he excused himself from Yasiv, who, after raging at him back at DSLH, seemed almost catatonic.  
 
    Drake had seen this before, back when he’d been a beat cop.  
 
    Clinically they called it Acute Stress Disorder, or ASD, but in cop parlance, it was known as getting the fuzz. 
 
    Your brain becomes so overwhelmed by crime, and the pressure associated with solving these crimes, that you end up jaded, unable to feel anything.  
 
    And based on Yasiv’s demeanor, he had it bad.  
 
    But that was his problem.  
 
    In the meantime, Drake had more important things to take care of.  
 
    He found a disheveled Norm Fairchild sitting on the loading dock of the Royal Art Gallery. Behind him, the door hung open, the frame reduced to splinters near the lock. 
 
    Drake’s first thought was that Norm also suffered from ASD. 
 
    The man raised his pale eyes when Drake approached. 
 
    “Oh, thank god you’re finally here.” He got to his feet. “They—they want to call the cops. I keep telling them to wait but they—” 
 
    “Calm down.” 
 
    “Calm down? Calm down? Where the hell have you been? I called you—” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    Norm threw his hands up. 
 
    “Then take care of it! I can’t do this. I don’t know what was in those statues, but I—” 
 
    Drake reached out and grabbed the front of the man’s wrinkled shirt. 
 
    “Quiet,” he hissed. Norm’s eyes widened. “There was nothing in those statues”. 
 
    Drake locked eyes with Norm and refused to look away.  
 
    “Okay,” the man fairly whimpered. “I just don’t know what to do.”  
 
    “Show me.” 
 
     The gallery was a mess. Other than just a small pile of ceramic near a push broom, clearly Norm’s doing, there had been no obvious attempt to clean the place up. Large chunks of now mostly unrecognizable busts lay scattered across the floor. Drake walked over to a particularly large piece and picked it up. The lead lining in the interior was clearly visible and while there were remnants of white powder within, these would be easily mistaken for crushed ceramic.  
 
    Drake dropped the piece, and it broke into two sections. 
 
    Norm jumped at the sound. 
 
    Whoever had done this knew exactly what they were looking for—they were pharmaceutical enthusiasts and not art lovers.  
 
    And given how few people knew about the shipment, Drake had only a handful of suspects in mind.  
 
    “The police officer—” 
 
    “—Lincoln.” 
 
    “Yeah, where is—” 
 
    There was a crunch behind Drake, and he whirled. 
 
    “Is this the guy—wait, Damien Drake? Is that you?”  
 
    Drake thought he recognized the woman from the last time he was here with the skin suits, but he couldn’t remember her name.  
 
    Once again, his reputation preceded him.  
 
    Not a good sign. 
 
    “That’s it—I’m calling the cops.” The woman was holding her cell phone and now she started to dial. 
 
    “A lot of good they did you.” 
 
    She glanced up. 
 
    “Officer Lincoln was supposed to be stationed here,” Drake continued. “If anyone is responsible for this, it’s him.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes went to Norm. 
 
    “This true?” 
 
    Norm needed a nudge of encouragement. Drake gave him a push. 
 
    “Yeah, off-duty, but, yeah.” 
 
    “Well, that changes nothing because I’m not cleaning this up and I’m not paying to fix the door. I’m also not going through insurance. Norm, I told you that I would do this as a favor because of—” 
 
    She stopped speaking as another party entered the room through the busted back door. 
 
    “Sheeeesh, what happened here?” 
 
    It was Officer Lincoln dressed in full uniform. 
 
    Drake glared at him. 
 
    What happened? What happened is that you were supposed to be watching the place until the ‘private buyer’ showed up. 
 
    Who the fuck are you, anyway? 
 
    Norm had said he’d hired Lincoln to help ensure the shipment, but Drake was beginning to have his doubts.  
 
    Andres had already proven that his influence extended this far north, and Drake knew firsthand just how easy it was to infiltrate and corrupt an organization as large as the NYPD. 
 
    “Look, I overheard a little of your conversation,” Lincoln said with an undeniable air of smugness, “ and I can assure you, ma’am, that we will do everything we can to find out who is behind this and punish them to the fullest extent of the law.” 
 
    The woman did not appreciate being placated but she was hesitant to argue with the police officer. 
 
    “And the mess?” 
 
    Officer Lincoln walked over and put his arm on Norm’s shoulder.  
 
    “We will take care of it. As for the door, it will be replaced by the end of the day. Isn’t that right, Norm?” Norm was uncomfortable and tried to slip out from beneath Lincoln’s grasp. The man wouldn’t let him. “Norm?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll get it fixed.” 
 
    “Good, that’s settled then.” Lincoln challenged the woman with a gaze.  
 
    She backed down. 
 
    “End of day.” 
 
    “We’ll even slip in a nice bonus for you.” 
 
    While they worked out the finer details of this bizarre arrangement, Drake took the opportunity to slip out the back.  
 
    Norm tried to crane his neck around to follow him with his eyes, his pleading eyes, but Officer Lincoln made sure his focus remained front and center.  
 
    Drake went straight to his glovebox and retrieved the satellite phone that Andres had given him on the plane. 
 
    There was one number programmed into it and he couldn’t help but think of the similarities between this phone and the burners that had been left for Megan Gentry and Chantal Dartmouth to find. 
 
    The difference was, Drake knew exactly who was going to answer when he called.  
 
    “Drake?” Andres said in his mild accent. 
 
    “We have a problem.” 
 
    One second of hesitation—just one. 
 
    “We don’t have a problem, Drake. You do. You have a problem.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    The thing about holding all the power is that you could change the rules whenever you wanted to.  
 
    And that’s exactly what Andres Mendez did. 
 
    But changing the rules was one thing. Changing the entire game was another story. 
 
    What came as no surprise was that Andres already knew about the break-in. Drake could tell in the kid’s voice. He wouldn’t be shocked if Andres was the one behind it. 
 
    Frustrated, he threw the satellite phone back into the glove box and clenched his jaw. Then he took three deep breaths and headed back into the Royal Art Gallery. 
 
    What other choice did he have? 
 
    Norm was still there, as was Officer Lincoln, the latter sitting on a ledge, kicking his feet back and forth as he gnashed on some gum. 
 
    Drake ignored the cop and went straight to Norm, whose hair was a mess as if he’d tried to pull it out. 
 
    “Norm, someone will be by with cash to pay for all your damages. Going to pay for the cleanup, too.” 
 
    Rather than looking pleased, Norm appeared to become even more agitated with the news. 
 
    “Drake, I can’t do this. I don’t know what you’re into, but—” 
 
    Drake cut him off.  
 
    “You’re going to have to. Because there’s another shipment coming in. 
 
    Norm sagged. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “You can.” 
 
    Drake debated telling Norm that this shipment was going to be bigger, much bigger, than the last, but chose to keep this to himself, fearing that the man would have a complete breakdown.  
 
    He was a little skeptical himself. The statues they’d used for the first shipment, the ones that were new and shattered all over the floor, had already been created when he’d touched down in Colombia. 
 
    With modifications, they were good to go.  
 
    But to make three or four times as many in such a short period of time? 
 
    It seemed impossible, even with nearly unlimited resources and manpower.  
 
    Norm stared at him blankly and, perhaps because he was so exhausted, Drake felt compelled to say, “It’s not what you think.” But it was. “I’m not that guy.” But he was. 
 
    Funny, that he would care about his reputation now, especially with Norm of all people. 
 
    I’m just trying to protect my friends and family. I’m trying to protect them because they’re being stalked by a psychopath from Columbia whose father I put in jail and whose drug empire I destroyed. And no, the idea of flooding New York City with heroin that’s probably laced with something, some fentanyl derivative that was likely to kill as many users as it got high, is not something I’m proud of. 
 
    “I just can’t do it,” Norm said after a long, quivering pause. But if he was trying to impress Drake with a backbone, he failed miserably. “I got the first shipment of statues in as a favor. But this… no, no more.” He fell just short of begging. 
 
    Drake figured that it would probably come to this. And the last thing he wanted to do was push Norm even more. If there had been any other choice, he would have made it in a heartbeat. 
 
    “Norm,” Drake moved closer so that Officer Lincoln couldn’t overhear him, “you will arrange for another shipment to arrive at the private airfield with cargo to be delivered here Friday night.”  
 
    Norm didn’t say anything, but Drake heard his words loud and clear, nonetheless. 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    Drake ground his teeth.  
 
    “Norm, if you don’t arrange for this to happen, I’m gonna tell them.” 
 
    Another look. 
 
    “Tell them what?” 
 
    This time, it was Drake who spoke without moving his lips. 
 
    “Tell them that you helped import a ton of heroin into New York.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    “How can every fucking cop in the city be looking for this guy, and yet nobody has seen him?” Sergeant Yasiv barked. “He’s pretty fucking hard to miss!” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you—like you said, every man we have is on the lookout. And we’ve got a team of men reviewing all traffic cams and local businesses in the area. Colin just… disappeared,” Dunbar replied. 
 
    “Disappeared? Disappeared?” Yasiv laughed. “Nobody just disappears!” 
 
    He was back at 62nd precinct even though every fiber of his being was telling him to go home, close the drapes, shut off his phone, and sleep. 
 
    But every time he closed his eyes, he pictured Amelia Clark the way that Drake had described her: lying in a pool of her own blood. 
 
    “God fucking damn it!” 
 
    He slammed his hands down on the table, which made Dunbar’s computer jump. Breathing deep, Yasiv tried to collect himself. 
 
    It didn’t work. 
 
    “What are you all looking at? Get the fuck out there!” He jabbed a finger at the sketch artist’s image of the security guard. “Find him! Find him and find Colin!” 
 
    The four officers who had collected in the small conference room quickly vacated it, leaving only Dunbar behind. 
 
    “Yasiv,” the detective began softly, “I know you’re stressed, and I know—” 
 
    “Stressed!” He walked right up to the big detective. “You don’t know stress!” 
 
    Blood pumped through his arteries, causing his vision to tinge red around the edges. Through this filter, he saw confusion fill Dunbar’s features. 
 
    “Fuck, my bad.” A wholly inadequate apology, but the detective seemed to accept it. 
 
    He slid around Yasiv and adjusted his now half-closed laptop. 
 
    “I managed to compile some footage of the civilian videos from Chad Ward’s murder.” 
 
    “They’re still up?” 
 
    “No, no, I got them taken down, too. But I grabbed some of them before they were deleted. Check it out.” 
 
    Yasiv, still breathing heavily, saw six different videos in a grid pattern. Each one was frozen at an angle to show what appeared to be the same individual. 
 
    Each video was also of a different quality. 
 
    “What do you think?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    “I think I have no fucking idea what I’m looking at.” 
 
    “The guy… the guy from the sketch. I think that’s him. He was there when Chad Ward was killed.” 
 
    Yasiv leaned closer. He couldn’t definitively say either way. It looked like the guy, but so did a lot of people. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. We’re focusing on finding Colin Clark.” 
 
    “Yeah, but if this guy was there, then he was probably involved.” 
 
    “Focus on finding Colin,” Yasiv said sternly.  
 
    Dunbar made a face but shut his laptop and added nothing further. Yasiv pulled out his cigarettes. 
 
    “I’m going out for a smoke. Keep scouring cameras around the city, we need to find Colin.” 
 
    “Before you go, the doc who is treating Megan Gentry called late last night. He said she’s come around a little. Keeps asking to see her daughter. You want to go talk to her?” 
 
    Yasiv, who had started toward the door, smoke in hand, stopped. 
 
    Did he want to see her? 
 
    Yes.  
 
    Would it help the investigation?  
 
    Probably not. 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “She was moved to holding.” 
 
    Yasiv put the cigarette back in the pack. 
 
    He nodded and said, “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I want to see my daughter. I want to see Chloe.” 
 
    Megan Gentry was a mess. At the hospital where she’d been treated, they’d cleaned Chad Ward’s blood off her but that was the extent of their efforts. The small room in which she was being held reeked of sweet sweat, an odor that Yasiv immediately associated with adrenaline. 
 
    Yasiv recognized it because he smelled it coming off himself in waves. 
 
    “First, you need to help us,” he said, noncommittally.  
 
    Megan swiped a matted clump of hair out of her face. 
 
    “Do you know Chad Ward?” 
 
    Megan whined. 
 
    “No. I mean, not before.” 
 
    Yasiv knew he didn’t have much time. Not only was Vanessa Yen going live shortly, something he definitely wanted to see, but Megan was clearly dangling precipitously on the edge of another breakdown.  
 
    “What about the man who called you on the phone? Did you recognize his voice?” 
 
    “No. It was… like a robot? Please, can I see Chloe now?” 
 
    Yasiv felt an unexpected pang of empathy for Megan. Despite her actions, the sergeant had a hard time considering her in the same category as some of the other cold-blooded killers he’d encountered. 
 
    She was just a woman who had been put in an impossible situation. 
 
    Yasiv didn’t have kids, didn’t have a wife or a girlfriend. Come to think of it, his career was in flux, as well. 
 
    But you didn’t need to have children of your own to understand the predicament, the innate drive to protect those you loved.  
 
    Eight years ago, Sergeant Henry Yasiv’s younger sister, Natalia, had been in a brutal car accident. It had been a rainy night and visibility had been poor. Natalia Yasiv, sober, coming home from a late night of studying at the local library, lost control of her vehicle and veered off the road. She collided with a tree and her head, in turn, struck the windshield. The trauma was so great that when she was found an hour or so later Natalia had no brain activity at all. The doctors did everything they could to try and bring her back but there was nothing they could do.  
 
    As her closest living relative, it fell upon Yasiv to make the impossible decision. 
 
    Everyone likes to think that they’re special, that their loved ones possessed something unique, that they were different. That when they were told that their family member had inoperable stage four cancer, they would somehow beat it. They would be the miracle that everyone talked about for years to come. Natalia wasn’t brain-dead, she was just sleeping. Give her a month, and she’d slowly come out of her vegetative state. It would be a long, hard road, but she was tough. She would persevere. She would even be better for it. 
 
    It took Yasiv two weeks to sign the papers. Two weeks to give the hospital permission to take Natalia off life support and donate her organs to dozens of people who would make better use of them than just keeping meat alive.  
 
    And when that had actually happened, when the day came, something inside Yasiv broke. 
 
    “Soon. First, I need you to look at this photo and tell me if you recognize the man in it.” 
 
    Megan’s hand was shaking so badly that Yasiv doubted her ability to get a good look at Colin Clark. 
 
    She wanted to know him, Yasiv could see it in her eyes. But eventually she shook her head and handed the photo back. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “What about him?”  
 
    Yasiv was tempted to intercept the paper that Dunbar passed to Megan next. The detective was supposed to remain quiet, to stay out of this. Just observe. 
 
    Yasiv stayed his hand. 
 
    Megan spent twice as long looking at the frozen still of the mystery man who had taken Chloe Gentry. 
 
    “I don’t… I don’t know. Maybe?” 
 
    “Look again,” Dunbar urged and Yasiv shot daggers at him. 
 
    Stay out of this! It’s not your career on the line! 
 
    Megan looked harder, bringing the image even closer to her face. 
 
    “I-I-I really don’t know.” She sobbed. “Please, let me see Chloe. I didn’t want to hurt anybody. I just—she’s all I got, you know?” Twin streams of snot ran down and into Megan’s mouth, but she made no effort to wipe her face. “I just didn’t know what to do. If anyone hurt her… I couldn’t… I just… oh, God… oh, God, what did I do?” 
 
    Yasiv stood. 
 
    “You did what you had to.” He nodded at Dunbar. “Bring Chloe in.” 
 
    The detective questioned this decision with a look. 
 
    “Just do it,” Yasiv ordered.  
 
    Dunbar opened the door and leaned into the hallway where Chloe Gentry was waiting. 
 
    “One last thing,” Yasiv said quietly. “What did the man on the phone say? After it was done, I mean?” 
 
    Megan whimpered and stared at her hands when she replied. 
 
    “He said… he said to put on a happy face. He said he knew I would do anything for my child.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    “Something’s bugging me,” Leroy said, once again rubbing his hands together. The man didn’t look like he wanted to punch something or someone, but more that he needed to do it. And with only the two of them at DSLH, Screech didn’t like his odds. 
 
    “Just relax.”  
 
    That was the wrong thing to say to someone as amped up as Leroy.  
 
    “Relax? Really? How can I relax? I haven’t slept in days, and I’m doing nothing. I’m absolutely useless.”  
 
    Screech knew the feeling. 
 
    “I’m not doing much either,” he said defensively, waving a hand at his computer. “Just typing some random shit, playing a high-stakes six degrees of Kevin Bacon game.” Leroy grunted and Screech bit. “Okay, what? What’s bugging you? And please, whatever it is, do not hit me.” 
 
    The comment was meant as a joke, but Leroy took it personally. 
 
    “I’m not going to hit you.” 
 
    “I know, I know. What is it?” 
 
    “Why is he doing this? Colin, I mean? I get that he went through a divorce but that was a few months back. He has a job, works out. Would someone this disturbed be spending time looking after themselves?” 
 
    “You’d know better than I. Haven’t seen the inside of a gym since… well, ever.” 
 
    “I can tell you personally that I box primarily to blow off steam.” 
 
    Maybe you should consider doing that now, Screech thought, his gaze drifting to Leroy’s hands. The man noticed this and stopped massaging his knuckles. 
 
    “What’s his motivation?” Leroy asked. “Why’s he doing this?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But someone once told me that trying to apply rational thinking to an irrational act was a fool’s game.” 
 
    “Fine, I get that. But where’s this mysterious room that Colin keeps the girls, then? He doesn’t have a second apartment and the cops have already combed his house. If he had a room like Chloe described, we would have heard about it by now.” 
 
    Screech shrugged. 
 
    Probably. 
 
    The cops weren’t forthcoming with them, but Yasiv or Drake would have said something if they had discovered the room. 
 
    Probably. 
 
    Drake wasn’t the most forthcoming of individuals on the best of days.  
 
    “Let’s assume that they haven’t found the room,” Leroy continued, reading Screech’s face. “In fact, let’s take a complete step backward. What motivates someone to do something like this?” 
 
    Screech considered the question. 
 
    “Greed. Love. Revenge.” 
 
    Leroy moved his head in a motion that fell somewhere between a nod and a head shake.  
 
    “Okay, but what kind of person does this?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Screech admitted. “But I know someone who might.” 
 
    “Stitts,” they both said at the same time.  
 
    Even Leroy cracked a smile. 
 
    “What do you think? Should I give him a call?” Leroy asked. 
 
    Screech had met FBI profiler Jeremy Stitts on several occasions. The man was thoughtful and intelligent, and he knew more about criminals than both of them combined.  
 
    Perhaps more importantly, Stitts was one of the few people they’d interacted with and had remained on good terms.  
 
    Rumor had it that the man had left the FBI, but his knowledge was still a valuable asset. And they needed assets. 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    Leroy nodded and quickly dialed the man’s number.  
 
    “Agent Stitts? It’s Leroy. Leroy Walker. I’m here with Screech.” 
 
    “Hey guys, how’s it going? How’s life as private investigators treating you?” 
 
    “Uhh…” 
 
    This was the point where a normal person would speak up and break the awkward silence. But not Stitts.  
 
    “Been better,” Screech said, leaning toward the phone. “Not going beat around the bush, we’re calling because we need your help. I know you’re no longer with the FBI, but we could use your profiling knowledge.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m back with the FBI, now. Floyd and I just started a new cold case division.” 
 
    Screech was tempted to ask about Chase but decided against it. In a lot of ways, Chase reminded him of a female version of Drake. Maybe even more difficult to work with, if that was possible. 
 
    “What can I help you guys with?” 
 
    “A profile. We’re dealing with a particularly twisted murderer. One who likes to manipulate others into doing his dirty work. 
 
    Stitts didn’t hesitate. 
 
    “Well, you’ve come to the right place. Twisted murderers just happened to be my specialty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    When Drake arrived at DSLH, he found Leroy and Screech waiting for him. While he didn’t expect a marching band to announce his arrival, the disdain on their faces was unexpected. 
 
    “Oh, look who decided to finally show up?” Screech grumbled. 
 
    Drake swallowed a retort. 
 
    “They still haven’t found Colin, yet,” he said, getting right to business. “And the other guy? The one who Chloe described? I saw him at the hospital. There’s an APB out for him, too. I’m leaning toward the two of them working together.” 
 
    Yasiv might be all in on Colin, but Drake had his doubts. He’d come face to face with the muscular man. Colin was full of rage, but was he capable of this?  
 
    Maybe.  
 
    Drake’s instincts used to be his most valuable weapon but years of abusing his body with alcohol and guilt had dulled them considerably. He thought back to his meetings with Kevin Park. He hadn’t thought that that man was a murderer, either, but despite what the DA said, there was no doubt in any of their minds that Kevin had killed Connery Sinclair. 
 
    Drake was so lost in thought that it took him a few moments to realize that Leroy and Screech were both staring at him. Only now, they seemed more skeptical than annoyed. A change of pace, but Drake felt that he was going to enjoy these versions of his partners even less. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s just… two people?” Screech said. 
 
    “Yeah, I think they might be working together.” 
 
    “Not according to Stitts,” Leroy said, a touch too smugly for Drake’s taste.  
 
    “You know, this would go much easier if you just told me what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “And that, folks, is what we call irony,” Screech remarked. 
 
    “And that’s what we call shut the fuck up.” 
 
    Leroy actually stepped toward him, and Drake realized that the man was protecting Screech. It hurt him that they thought this was necessary. 
 
    “Sorry, it’s just been one hell of a last few days.” He touched his face. It was still swollen and tender but his subconscious plea for sympathy, if that’s what it was, fell on deaf ears. “I get the impression you don’t like my two-man theory.” 
 
    Leroy backed down. 
 
    “It’s not that we don’t like it, it’s that Stitts doesn’t like it.” 
 
    “Stitts?” 
 
    “Yeah, FBI Agent Jeremy Stitts,” Screech clarified. 
 
    Once again, Drake had to temper himself. 
 
    “I know who he is. You called him?” 
 
    “Yeah. I know I came out hot with the Colin Clark is behind all of this, but now we have our doubts.” 
 
    Truthfully, Drake did too. That was the driving force behind this spur-of-the-moment two-man theory. It wasn’t great, but it helped reconcile his gut feeling and at least some of the facts of the case. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Leroy answered him. 
 
    “And Stitts said that we are likely dealing with someone who is incredibly intelligent. Someone who has a deep understanding of human behavior. He went as far as to suggest that this might not just be about the victims. They’re the focus, sure, but he doesn’t think that anything about these crimes is random.” 
 
    And none of that describes Colin Clark, Drake thought glumly. It didn’t completely rule out the two-person theory, however.  
 
    “Stitts also mentioned that this was incredibly personal for our unsub. Which—” 
 
    “—goes against the idea of two people working together. Fuck.” 
 
    As much as Drake hated to admit it, they were back at square one. Only now a dead girl had been added to the equation. 
 
    “Did Stitts mention how long this would go on for?” Drake asked hopefully. 
 
    Leroy shook his head. 
 
    “He needs more time to come up with a more complete profile, but he said that with this amount of planning, our unsub likely has an extensive list of targets.” 
 
    “Which means more dead girls.” 
 
    Drake walked over to his chair and fell into it. 
 
    Not even Leroy dared to disturb him now. 
 
    He’d never been good at compartmentalizing. There was an idea of keeping your work and home life separate but that only applied to teachers and bureaucrats. Not cops. Not PIs. 
 
    Not Damien Drake. 
 
    Screech walked over to him and handed him a drink. 
 
    Drake took it without comment and sipped. 
 
    Then he gulped. 
 
    Screech refilled his glass and said, “It’s almost time. Your reporter friend is about to go live.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vanessa Yen started off with a bang. 
 
    “Police are calling him The Happy Face Killer, but there’s nothing happy about what he does.” 
 
    Drake felt his face flush. He knew this was a bad idea. He fucking told them it was a bad idea. 
 
    “Nobody calls him that.” 
 
    “To date, it is unclear if the man behind Chad Ward, Serena Wallace, and Malcolm Fitzroy’s deaths has physically killed anyone himself. But some would argue that what he does is even worse.” 
 
    Drake had to give Vanessa credit, despite the cringe-worthy moniker, the woman knew how to weave a story. The three of them, despite being as well-versed as anyone on the case, were rapt by Vanessa’s words. So much so, in fact, that Drake’s glass remained full for a near-record amount of time.  
 
    But then, just as a photo of Colin Clark showed on the screen, there was a shout, and the screen went black. 
 
    “What the fuck happened?” Leroy exclaimed, jumping to his feet. 
 
    Screech tapped the keys.  
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Put it back on!” Drake ordered. 
 
    “I’m trying! I don’t—”The image returned, but Vanessa was gone. In her place was a man behind the desk.  
 
    “Moving on to our second story of the day,” this new reporter said in a flat voice, “earlier, an accident at a construction site in Manhattan claimed the lives of two construction workers.” 
 
    “What the hell?” Drake said. “What’s going on? What happened to Vanessa?” 
 
    Screech managed to rewind the video, thinking that the glitch was on their end. But the result was the same: just as the image of Colin showed there was a shout and then it went black. 
 
    “What happened?” Leroy repeated the question. 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    Drake jumped when his burner phone rang. He wasn’t used to the sound and even though the display didn’t show a number it could only be one of two people.  
 
    And Screech was sitting in front of him. 
 
    “Yasiv? What happened with the—” 
 
    “You’re not going to believe this.” Yasiv coughed. “Someone just attacked Vanessa Yen. Someone tried to kill live her on camera.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    “I was standing right here,” Vanessa Yen said, surprisingly calm despite what had just happened. “I saw the woman, but she didn’t look that different from everyone else who was watching. But then she started coming forward. I mean, we’re outside the hospital, so I thought maybe she had an appointment or was visiting someone…? But when she bumped into one of the cameramen, I knew something wasn’t right.”  
 
    As a precaution as much to keep her out of sight of the now growing crowd of onlookers, Yasiv placed Vanessa in the back of his car.  
 
    Drake listened with half an ear as he observed the scene. It was hard to believe that he was back here at the hospital mere hours after Malcom Fitzroy’s faked death.  
 
    “What happened next?” Yasiv asked. 
 
    “Woman came right up to me, mumbled something and that’s when I saw the knife. I yelled and she dropped it. Then she ran. One of the cops that was still here from before grabbed her.” 
 
    Yasiv turned to Drake. 
 
    “She’s like the others. Her ID says her name is Kristin Peggles, thirty-four. Same story; daughter, nine years old, wandered off at a playground not far from here. In her place was a phone and this.” Yasiv handed him a smiley face card. Drake flipped it over and read the name on the back out loud. 
 
    “Vanessa Yen.” Drake held the card up. “This can’t be right.” 
 
    Yasiv shrugged and lit a cigarette. 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you.” 
 
    Drake glanced into the back of the car. 
 
    “Don’t look at me. I have no idea what’s going on.” 
 
    Vanessa wasn’t dumb; she knew what Drake was thinking. That Vanessa had made this card herself, that the Kristin Peggles woman was just a plant. 
 
    It wouldn’t be the first time that a reporter had tried to inject themselves into a story. And this was a big story. 
 
    “What’s the daughter’s name?” Drake asked Yasiv. 
 
    “Danika Peggles. Apparently, she’s on the spectrum.” 
 
    Drake pursed his lips, not understanding. 
 
    “She’s autistic,” Vanessa clarified. “And I really have no idea why I was targeted. I never—” 
 
    “I’m not talking to you,” Drake snapped. 
 
    “Excuse me! I was attacked. Maybe if you—” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Yasiv said, trying to calm the woman. 
 
    “No, it’s not okay! This woman came at me with a knife.” 
 
    “Who? You mean The Happy Face Killer?” 
 
    Vanessa’s face reddened but she finally shut up. 
 
    “Yasiv, anyone see our guy at the scene?” 
 
    “Colin?” Yasiv asked. 
 
    “No, the other one.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll have someone check the news footage.” 
 
    “That’s private property. If you want to—” Drake glared at Vanessa. “Fine. But I want it back. All of it. And not after you put it into evidence or whatever for six months.” 
 
    Of course, you do, Drake thought.   
 
    “We need to have people search the area. The guy could still be around,” Drake said. 
 
    Yasiv agreed. 
 
    “Anyone seen Officer Belk?” He yelled. A few of the closest officers shook their heads. “You two, set up a perimeter. And if you see Belk, tell him to call me, now!” 
 
    Yasiv pulled Drake away from his car. 
 
    “You think this is legit?” 
 
    Drake’s eyes fell on Vanessa. Despite her tough exterior, she had her hands in her lap, and she was gripping the left with her right tightly. 
 
    She was shaking and was trying to make herself stop. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe. But why is Vanessa a target? Did the unsub know she was going to go live?” 
 
    “Doubtful. These reporters have teams that they have worked with for years. And I doubt Vanessa went running her mouth. She wants this story.” 
 
    “And now she’s the story.” Drake continued to stare at Vanessa. It could be a ruse, of course. He just couldn’t tell. 
 
    God damn it, I used to be so good at reading people.  
 
    A black car roared up to the scene, nearly clipping one of the officers who had formed a barricade to protect the scene. 
 
    “Who the fuck is that?”  
 
    Yasiv turned his head. 
 
    “Oh, shit.” And now he was the one who was shaking. 
 
    “Who is it?” Drake demanded, his hand casually slipping to the gun holstered on his hip. He usually didn’t even carry the thing around with him, but after everything that had happened, first with Andres and then Mac, he decided to take it with him everywhere he went. 
 
    “The DA,” Yasiv said, his voice barely above a whisper.  
 
    The car stopped and Drake tried to see through the heavily tinted windows. He couldn’t even make out a shadow. 
 
    “I should dip,” he said.  
 
    Yasiv was concentrating so hard on the car that he didn’t appear to hear him. 
 
    “One last thing: Yasiv, you know an Officer Lincoln? George Lincoln?” 
 
    Yasiv still didn’t answer so Drake reached out and swatted him. 
 
    “Hmm? What?” 
 
    “Officer George Lincoln, you know him?” 
 
    Yasiv had a blank look on his face but then he slowly started to nod. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so. Young cop, new on the force. Why?” 
 
    “No reason.” 
 
    One last thing.  
 
    One last thing was never one last thing. 
 
    Drake felt incredibly selfish saying the next part, but he felt he had to.  
 
    “Three days, Yasiv.” 
 
    The man’s bushy eyebrows lowered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We have three days to find this guy and arrest him.” 
 
    Once again, a dumb look followed by understanding. Drake would have never claimed that Yasiv was the most intelligent or even the savviest of cops, far from it, but he was unusually slow.  
 
    The fuzz. It’s the fuzz. 
 
    “I thought you said—” 
 
    Drake interrupted the sergeant and was already starting to back away as he spoke. 
 
    “Things have changed. We only have three days left. Deal with the DA and then let’s fucking find this, or these, guys, alright?”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    After calling Screech and giving him an update on Vanessa Yen and Kristin and Danika Peggles, Drake drove past Colin Clark’s house. The man wasn’t there, of course, but Drake felt a small trickle of accomplishment for doing something. He expanded his search area, telling himself that he was looking for Colin or Danika, or Everyman, and maybe it was by pure accident, but he ended up passing by the SPCA that Patty ran. It was mostly rebuilt now, thanks to the generous ‘donation’ by Dr. Alex Cratom, and you could barely tell that it had nearly been burnt to the ground less than a year ago.  
 
    There was still work to be done—there was still scaffolding at the back and the brickwork was incomplete—and if he had more time, Drake would have visited the maligned veterinarian and made sure he lived up to his word. 
 
    But there was never enough time. 
 
    Whether his visit to the SPCA had been intentional or not, Drake didn’t expect to see her.  
 
    Spotted through the windows, he saw Patty Sheer grooming a large Golden Retriever. She was smiling and saying something as she worked. Drake imagined her singing. As if she could sense his eyes on him, she stopped and glanced in his direction. Like with Jasmine, Drake could have sworn he saw her even though that was nearly impossible. 
 
    And then, equally as shocking was the tingling he felt in his lower lids. 
 
    Get a hold of yourself, Drake. Jesus, keep it together.  
 
    This came as a surprise. 
 
    He cared for Jasmine Cuthbert, and the short amount of time he spent with her had been great. Hell, he’d had a kid with her. But he wasn’t going to lie to himself and pretend to love her. Drake cared for her, respected her, but he didn’t love her.  
 
    He didn’t think he loved Patty, either. Maybe, in time—if he had time—he would grow to feel that way. 
 
    But he felt something for her. 
 
    There was no denying that. 
 
    And it was this realization that made him slink low in the worn seat of his Crown Vic and remain perfectly still, just in case she’d seen him. The next time he peeked up, Patty had finished grooming the dog, the lights were off, and she had locked up.  
 
    He scanned the parking lot but didn’t see her car. Only then did he sit up completely and drive away. 
 
    Drake found himself, again according to the twisted rules of vicissitude that seemed to rule his life, he found himself at a discount liquor store. 
 
    He opted for Johnny Red instead of Blue. He also purchased a pad of paper, envelopes, and a pen. 
 
    By design this time, Drake parked half a block away from Jasmine’s house. She wasn’t home and he imagined where she might be. Perhaps taking their son to an appointment or doing baby and mom yoga. The more practical part of his brain suggested a grocery run. 
 
    Drake opened the bottle and sipped. And then he started to write. He’d never been good with words but as soon as he put pen to table they started to flow.  
 
    Surprising, considering that this hadn’t been part of any plan. If he’d thought about it, Drake likely would have locked up.  
 
    After all, how could you explain how his life had changed over the past few years? He knew the inciting incident—his partner, Clay Cuthbert, being murdered at the hands of Peter Kellington on his watch—but beyond that? 
 
    How could he explain what had happened with Beckett, the man’s ‘death’ and resurrection? How could he explain the cult led by the Skeleton King who attached the finger bones from his victims to skulls in a facsimile of a crown? How did you explain shutting down a human trafficking ring using the help of an industrious high-class prostitute? How did you explain letting Mackenzie Hart’s sister, Paula, die because he was obsessed with taking down Anguis Holdings? 
 
    How could he explain pushing his fingers into the rotting skull of a psychopath who dismembered his victims on camera for likes, subscribes, and shares? 
 
    How could he explain heading to Columbia the first time and putting a bullet in his own brother’s head to protect a young kid? A kid who would eventually put a bounty on Drake’s head and force him to import hundreds of kilos of heroin to protect the few people in this world he still cared about? 
 
    You couldn’t. Plain and simple. 
 
    But he tried. 
 
    The scotch helped. Or hindered. He would never know because Drake would never reread anything he wrote. 
 
    When Jasmine finally came home with little Clay in his stroller, Drake had already passed out.  
 
    He didn’t see her open his car door and shut off the Crown Vic’s engine. 
 
    And he never saw the look of pity and sympathy in her eyes as she kissed him on the forehead and said goodbye for the last time.   
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    It was a routine call; noise disturbance. Someone was angrily hammering on the front door in the wee hours of the morning. But the moment Officer Blake McLeod pulled up to the sleepy residence and stepped out of his squad car, he knew something was wrong. 
 
    At five foot seven and a half, Blake McLeod was not a big man. By comparison, the person striking the door with his fists, was. Blake pegged him at six-two, maybe six-three, and the arms protruding from his cut-off were nearly as thick as the officer’s quads. The man’s triceps were horseshoe-shaped and striated as they neared his elbows.  
 
    With every bang, the man grumbled something that was lost amidst the resonant echo.  
 
    Blake pulled his gun and approached. 
 
    “Slowly turn around and put your hands in the air.” 
 
    The man ignored him and continued to pound.  
 
    “NYPD! Turn around, hands in the air!” 
 
    The shout was loud enough to finally get the man’s attention. And he listened… sort of. He turned, but his right hand, the one doing the damage, remained balled in a fist. Blake spotted something reflective clutched in his other massive palm. Up until this point, Blake’s service pistol had been aimed downward and his finger was on the guard. 
 
    He raised it now and moved his finger to the trigger. 
 
    Blake’s heart thudded. 
 
    “Drop whatever you have and put your hands in the air.” His voice seemed pathetically weak compared to the still echoing thudding. “Do it, now! 
 
    The man stepped forward and stood directly beneath the porch light. 
 
    Blake froze. 
 
    Despite the fact that his face was red, his eyes were sunken into dark pits, and he was covered in a sheen of sweat, Blake recognized him.  
 
    It was Colin Clark. It was the man everyone was looking for. 
 
    The child murderer. 
 
    And Blake had caught him. 
 
    “Put the fucking knife down!” His words were louder now, imbued by a fresh surge of adrenaline. “Colin, drop the knife.” 
 
    The man heard him, at least that was what Blake told the investigator later. He had to hear him—the street, no longer inundated by the thumping on the solid core door, was eerily silent.  
 
    But Colin didn’t do as he asked.  
 
    Instead, a throaty growl, originating deep within Colin’s core, exited his mouth that had since contorted in rage.  
 
    Colin stepped forward, aggressively, with intent, or so the report would indicate. 
 
    And Blake didn’t hesitate. 
 
    He pulled the trigger twice and all of that time in the gym, the hours spent building his body, was no match for the bullets that exited the barrel of the Glock 19 9mm handgun.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Henry Yasiv was dead asleep when the call came in. A notoriously light sleeper, he was so drained from the past few days, emotionally from hearing the news about little Amelia Clark’s murder, psychologically from the abuse inflicted by the DA, and physically from running around without stop, it took three subsequent calls for him to finally wake. 
 
    “Hello?” Despite his throat being raw from too many cigarettes. He found his smokes on the night table and lit one up. It wasn’t his habit to smoke inside his apartment, but all bets were off now. “Slow down… McLeod, I can’t understand a word you’re saying.” 
 
    “I found him, sarge. I found him!” the man was more excited than a schoolgirl attending her first boy band concert. 
 
    Yasiv filled his lungs full of smoke and then sputtered. 
 
    “Found who? What time is it, anyway?” 
 
    “Colin! Colin Clark! I found him!” 
 
    Yasiv nearly dropped his cigarette, he jumped out of bed so quickly. 
 
    “What do you mean you found him? Where?” 
 
    “Dude, you’re not going to believe this. He was two streets over from his wife’s house. Same number… 5271. I think he got confused or something. Maybe he was drunk… I don’t know. But I found him!” 
 
    “Fuck, okay. Don’t do anything. I don’t want anyone to talk to him until I get there.” Yasiv grabbed his clothes off the floor, the same outfit he’d been wearing yesterday, and struggled to get into his pants. “I’m five out.” 
 
    “Yeah… uh, that’s going to be a problem.” 
 
    “What? Why? Is the DA there?” 
 
    “Uhh, no.” 
 
    “Then what the fuck is going on, McLeod?” 
 
    “Colin Clark… he’s dead. I shot and killed him.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A crime scene filled with smiling faces was a rare thing.  
 
    And Sergeant Yasiv hated every minute of it. 
 
    The area outside of the house, the one that Colin Clark, overwhelmed by fury, had mistaken for his ex-wife’s, was roped off but this did nothing to prevent curious neighbors from snapping pictures and taking videos.  
 
    It wasn’t a good look. 
 
    At least someone had the common sense to cover the body, the very large body, with a sheet. 
 
    Yasiv approached three uniformed officers.  
 
    “Stop smiling,” he ordered, his eyes dark. 
 
    The grins slid off their faces like ice melting on a windshield.  
 
    “Officer MacLeod, what are you doing speaking with these two?” 
 
    “I, uhh, I was just… talking, you know?”  
 
    Officer Trevor McLeod was a young cop. He was on the smaller side, with chestnut hair and matching eyes. He had a reputation for being prone to outbursts, hence Yasiv’s decision to team him up with the more even-keeled Officer Belk… who seemed to have conveniently disappointed.  
 
    “Well, don’t. Go stand over there and don’t say another word until your union rep arrives.” Yasiv followed McLeod out of earshot of the other officers. “Where’s Belk?” 
 
    Trevor shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know. Couldn’t get a hold of him last night, and this morning he didn’t show up at the precinct. I called, but he didn’t answer.  
 
    Yasiv frowned as he lit a smoke.  
 
    “Tell me again what happened.” 
 
    McLeod repeated the story he’d told Yasiv on the phone, which was fairly consistent. Only this time, he added an additional detail. 
 
    “I thought he had a knife… he was holding his hand behind his back, and it shined.” 
 
    Thought he had a knife…? 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    “A cell phone.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Did Colin say anything? Did he tell you where he was keeping the girls?” 
 
    Trevor shook his head. 
 
    “Did you ask him?” 
 
    Another head shake, this one more tentative than the first. 
 
    “Let me get this straight, you were called out here due to a noise complaint and you thought Colin had a knife. Instead of tasing him or subduing him, you shot him. Twice. That about right?” 
 
    Now, the smiling faces he’d seen once arriving irked Yasiv even more. 
 
    “I mean, he was coming at me,” McLeod said, growing defensive. “And he’s huge. I thought he was going to grab me.” 
 
    “I think you mean, stab you.” 
 
    McLeod’s eyes locked on his. 
 
    “I mean… yeah, stab me. I thought he was going to stab me. This… this isn’t going to be a problem, is it? I mean, he killed that girl. His own daughter.” 
 
    Yasiv said nothing for several seconds as he observed the cop.  
 
    Had he acted irrationally? Did he really believe that his life was in danger? 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Probably. 
 
    “Just do what your rep says. Until then, keep your fucking mouth shut.”  
 
    Yasiv left him then, gesturing for one of the paramedics who was busy chatting with a CSU tech to come over and check out McLeod. 
 
    In the meantime, the sergeant found the cell phone that had been mistaken for a knife. Someone had bagged and tagged it, but he was able to turn it on through the plastic. 
 
    Seventeen calls had been made in the past twenty-four hours, all to the same number. Only one was answered, around the time that Malcolm Fitzroy had been lying in a puddle of someone else’s blood. 
 
    Yasiv cringed when he found the photo. It was exactly as Drake had described it: little Amelia Clark lying face down, eyes closed, on what appeared to be a gravel road. A pool of blood surrounded her head. 
 
    He used his own cell to snap a picture and then sent it to Detective Dunbar, with the accompanying text: Your eyes only. Find out where this is. 
 
    As Yasiv waited for a response, he could see the three little dots indicating that Dunbar was writing a message, a familiar blacked-out Mercedes arrived on the scene. 
 
    Like a dog awaiting his dish to be filled with kibble, Yasiv felt his chest tighten and his respiratory rate increase.  
 
    When he went to light another cigarette, his hands were trembling so badly that he had a hard time working the lighter. 
 
    “Sergeant,” DA Mark Trumbo said in a brisk tone, “put that out.” 
 
    Yasiv looked at the glowing end of the smoke, which he’d just managed to light. He took one drag, snubbed it out, and put the stinking butt in his pocket.  
 
    “Good. Now, are you going to tell me why you look like that?” 
 
    Yasiv was confused. He knew his clothes were wrinkled and his hair was a mess, but that was to be expected. After all, he’d been working on this case nonstop. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Trumbo gave him the old up-down and then adjusted the red tie that came to his belt buckle. 
 
    “You look like you shit your pants.” 
 
    “Colin Clark’s dead,” Yasiv reminded him. 
 
    “I know.” Trumbo gestured to the small crowd that had fallen just short of gathering around them. “Everyone seems pleased that the child murderer has been subdued—except for you. Of all people, I thought you would be the happiest. After all, Trevor McLeod just saved your job.” 
 
    Yasiv couldn’t believe his ears. 
 
    “Danika Peggles is still missing, and we haven’t found Amelia Clark’s body yet.” 
 
    We’re not even sure if Colin Clark is the one behind all of this.  
 
    Trumbo’s eyes darkened. 
 
    “Don’t tell me what I already know.” 
 
    Trumbo seemed to be daring Yasiv to argue with him. Yasiv bit his tongue and didn’t oblige. 
 
    We don’t know anything. All we have is a theory and a weak one, at that. 
 
    “Good,” the DA said. He glanced over his shoulder at McLeod who was smiling again as a paramedic put a blood pressure cuff on his biceps. “You’re going to take care of him, alright?” 
 
    It wasn’t a question. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” Yasiv said quietly. “Excuse me for a moment.” 
 
    He backed away from Trumbo before he said something that got him in really hot water. The first thing he did was call Drake, apprise him of the situation. Then he tried, and failed, to get a hole of Officer Joseph Belk. 
 
    Where the fuck are you, Belk? You were supposed to be in charge of this. You were supposed to be making sure that we didn’t have another fucking body on our hands. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    “We have a problem.”  
 
    This was a common theme for DSLH, but it was the last thing that Drake wanted to hear while he nursed his hangover. 
 
    “What else is new,” Drake muttered as he poured himself a coffee. 
 
    “No, I’m serious,” Screech said, pulling up something on his monitor. “There is no link between Colin Clark and Vanessa Yen. Like, none. And his connection with the judge and Chad Ward is weak, at best. Hell, Judge Wallace ruled in his favor; Colin got equal visitation rights and the ex-wife was the main breadwinner. He gets child support.” 
 
    “What about Malcolm Fitzroy?” 
 
    Screech opened another file. It was a medical report. 
 
    Drake didn’t ask how he’d acquired it. 
 
    “Amelia Clark was treated for a benign tumor. She has a clean bill of health.” 
 
    “Had,” Drake corrected.  
 
    “Shit, right—had. Sorry.” Drake waved the apology away and urged his partner to continue. “So, what’s the inciting incident, then? If it’s not the divorce and it’s not his daughter’s illness, then it’s—” 
 
    “Not him.” 
 
    Screech slumped. 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking.” 
 
    “And now Colin Clark is dead.” 
 
    Screech’s face took on almost cartoonish characteristics.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Drake quickly went over what Yasiv had told him on the phone. 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “I don’t kid.” 
 
    Screech wheeled away from his desk. 
 
    “What a fucking mess. We have one dead girl, a dead accountant, a dead judge, an attempt on Vanessa Yen’s life, and our only suspect, who probably isn’t responsible for any of this, was killed by a cop?” 
 
    “Don’t forget that Danika Peggles, the autistic girl, is still missing.” 
 
    “Fucking hell.” 
 
    Drake sipped his coffee. It was too early for problems, and it was definitely too early for this. 
 
    “Where’s Leroy?” he asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “Finally went home. He’s been on the go since Vegas. He… he feels responsible, you know?” Drake raised an eyebrow. “For what happened in Colombia.”  
 
    “Well, he shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Should or shouldn’t, he does.” 
 
    “It’s not his fault.” When Screech reacted to the comment, Drake added, “It’s not yours, either. It’s mine. I’ll deal with it.”  
 
    Screech sighed and rubbed his thin goatee. 
 
    “That’s the thing, it’s not just your problem. It affects all of us. If you just let us in, Drake, we can help. It doesn’t have to be all on you all the time.” 
 
    Screech was so genuine that Drake had to actively stop himself from opening up. A flash of what he’d written in the car while drinking last night, forgotten until now, popped in his mind. 
 
    How could he explain anything? 
 
    “Just focus on the case. We only have two days.” 
 
    “What do you mean, two days? You think he’s going to strike again? Take another girl?” 
 
    Drake did, but that wasn’t what he was referring to. In two days, Andres Mendes’ second shipment of heroin was going to arrive by private airplane. And this time, Drake didn’t think the cartel boss was going to let him squeeze out a bathroom window and get away. 
 
    Only, Screech couldn’t possibly know that. 
 
    “He will. This isn’t over. Has Stitts come through with a full profile yet?”  
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “When he does, let me know. In the meantime, let’s try and find ourselves another suspect, shall we? Hopefully, one that isn’t already in a body bag.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    Yasiv had a very bad feeling about Officer Belk, which ran deeper than the impending sense of doom that clouded pretty much every aspect of his life. 
 
    The man was one of the most responsible cops he knew, hence teaming him up with that hothead McLeod. 
 
    Belk didn’t just not show up for work. He was there first, with coffees in hand. After not being able to reach the officer, Yasiv did something he’d never done before. Even though he had no personal life to speak of, he respected those of others and their desire, and the necessity, of keeping work separate. 
 
    But he was desperate.  
 
    “Yes, is this Maria Belk?” 
 
    “This is Maria. Who’s this?” 
 
    “This is Sergeant Henry Yasiv. I work with your husband.” 
 
    “Oh, hi.” Her voice was soft and sweet. “Joseph speaks highly of you.” 
 
    This surprised Yasiv and he was momentarily thrown off. 
 
    “Is there… is there something wrong?” 
 
    He cleared his throat. 
 
    “That’s something that I was hoping you could help me out with. Joseph didn’t come to work today. Is he with you?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Concern started to creep into Maria’s voice. “He didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “Tell me what?” 
 
    “He said he was taking a few days off. Wanted to spend time with Amy. They went camping.” 
 
    It took Yasiv several seconds to figure out that Amy was Belk’s daughter he’d mentioned. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I’ve been so busy I guess I missed the memo. Sorry to bother you.” 
 
    There was a short pause and then, “Henry?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “I’m sure everything is fine,” Yasiv lied. “Again, I’m really sorry to have bothered you, Mrs. Belk.” 
 
    He hung up. 
 
    Belk didn’t go camping. Yasiv knew this like he knew that lung cancer was inevitable if he continued to smoke at the current rate.  
 
    He just hoped that what he really thought happened to Balk was just his pervasive pessimism and not reality. 
 
    Yasiv called the precinct. 
 
    “This is Sergeant Henry Yasiv. I need you to put a trace on another officer’s phone. And I need you to do it now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here, Belk?” Yasiv asked out loud as he made another left. The last place that Officer Belk’s phone pinged was an upscale neighborhood in Brooklyn. It was a good fifteen miles from Belk’s actual home and in a completely different tax bracket. And as nice as Maria sounded on the phone, Yasiv found himself wishing that Belk was doing what a lot of other officers had been accused of in the past: having an affair. 
 
    A house suddenly loomed interview, a tall, stone façade building with two Corinthian columns out front and a wooden pergola shielding the front door.  
 
    An affair with a very rich, and very lonely woman. 
 
    A sign on the front lawn advertised the psychiatry services of a one Dr. Albert Verma. 
 
    Scratch that, an affair with a very lonely rich man.  
 
    It might be 2023 but the NYPD had adopted some of the old Army mantra: don’t ask, don’t tell. 
 
    Yasiv was nearly at the front door when his phone rang. If it had been the DA, or maybe even Drake, he wouldn’t have answered. 
 
    But it was Maria. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, Sergeant Yasiv?” 
 
    “Yes?” His heart began to pound. “Is Belk there?” 
 
    “No, Joseph’s not here. But Amy just came in. She’s… she’s pretty upset. I-I don’t really know what happened, but she said they didn’t go camping. She said she went to one of daddy’s friend’s house? Stayed in a pink room? I’m sorry, it’s just… I don’t think Amy got much sleep and—” 
 
    “I’ll call you back.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said, I’ll call you back.” 
 
    Yasiv put the phone in his pocket and hurried to the bay window. The thick curtains were closed but he thought he saw a shadow move inside the home.  
 
    He ran to the door next and found it unlocked. Drawing his weapon, he stepped inside. 
 
    “Belk?” 
 
    Yasiv moved to the front room, still calling out for his officer. 
 
     “Belk? Belk!” 
 
    An interior door marked with a placard that read DR. ALBERT VELMA hung partway open. Yasiv took two steps into the room and froze.  
 
    Officer Belk was sitting on the floor, elbows on his knees. He was in full uniform, and, like the sergeant, he was clutching his service pistol in his hand. 
 
    “Just tell me she’s okay,” Belk said softly, not raising his head. 
 
    Yasiv clenched his jaw and a series of curses, vile curses, filled his head. 
 
    “She’s fine, Belk. Amy’s fine. No, let go of the down and stand up.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    “I called you first. Drake, I don’t know what to do,” Yasiv practically sobbed. “I don’t know what the fuck to do anymore.”  
 
    Drake stood in Dr. Albert Verma’s office and gawked. Presumably, the eponymous man was slumped behind a large oak desk. Like Amelia Clark, he was lying face down. Also like the poor girl, blood pooled around his face. The only difference was that the back of Dr. Verma’s head was matted with gore.  was a man behind a large oak desk.  
 
    “You sure it’s Dr. Verma?” Drake asked. 
 
    “Who the fuck else would it be?” 
 
    Drake excused the man’s harshness. According to the sergeant, someone had kidnapped Officer Joseph Belk’s seven-year-old daughter. In her place had been a happy face business card with Dr. Albert Verma written on the back.  
 
    And that someone couldn’t possibly be Colin Clark, because he was dead. And somebody had released Belk’s daughter. 
 
    It had to be the security guard that Drake had seen, and that Chloe Gentry had identified.  
 
    Drake walked the room, trying to envision how things went down. He pictured Officer Belk sneaking in or maybe announcing himself and being let inside. 
 
    And then he would apologize. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, but I have to do this. For her. For Amy.” 
 
    A cop normally wouldn’t be easily coerced, but Belk must have heard about how things had gone with Colin and Malcolm and that Amelia had been killed. 
 
    Drake tensed.  
 
    Before Andres’ shipment came in, he vowed to hunt down whoever was behind this. 
 
    And he was going to kill him.  
 
    “What did Officer Belk say?” Drake walked over to the window and pulled back the curtain. He spotted the cop cuffed in the back of Yasiv’s car.  
 
    “Not much. Said he had no choice.” Yasiv’s eyes didn’t move from Dr. Verma’s corpse. “No choice,” he repeated. “No choice.” 
 
    Drake squeezed the back of Yasiv’s arm.  
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Yasiv violently broke free. 
 
    “What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with me?” his voice was shrill.  
 
    Jesus Christ, he’s snapped. 
 
    “Calm the fuck down!” 
 
    “You calm the fuck down!”  
 
    Drake couldn’t believe it, but Yasiv started to reach for his gun. 
 
    His hand shot out and he grabbed the sergeant’s wrist.  
 
    “Don’t.” Once again, Yasiv tried to wriggle from his grasp, but Drake held fast. “Don’t.” 
 
    Yasiv finally relented. 
 
    “Alright. Alright.” 
 
    Drake held him for a moment longer and then finally released his grip. Just in case, he put a hand on the butt of his own gun. 
 
    Yasiv made no move to go for his weapon. The only thing the sergeant did was look at Dr. Verma again.  
 
    “You know what Megan Gentry told me that the man said when she called to tell him that she’d killed Chad Ward?” 
 
    “No. What?” 
 
    “He said, put on a happy face, I knew you’d do anything to protect your child.” 
 
    Drake locked this away for later.  
 
    “Right. Why him, though?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Yasiv was still staring at the corpse. 
 
    “No, not Verma; Belk. Why pick a cop? Seems like a massive risk, even for our unsub.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Yasiv might know anything, but Drake was starting to put the pieces together. He had a feeling that everything that the Happy Face Killer did was on purpose. That included selecting the people who received a card.  
 
    Why else choose a cop? 
 
    “Trumbo hailed McLeod as a hero. When he sees this… oh, when he sees this, he’s going to lose his mind.” 
 
    Drake ignored Yasiv.  
 
    Screech had a hard time finding a connection between the judge, accountant, nurse, and reporter. What if they added the names of the people who committed the murders? That, plus Dr. Verma had to yield something, didn’t it? 
 
    “Why didn’t he come to me?” Yasiv whined. “Why didn’t Belk just come to me?” 
 
    Drake couldn’t think with Yasiv yammering on like this. 
 
    “Call in the cavalry.” 
 
    Finally, Yasiv looked away from Dr. Verma and stared at him, eyes wide. 
 
    “What?” It was as if Drake had asked him for a pint of his blood. 
 
    “What do you mean, what? You need to call in the cops.” 
 
    “But Trumbo—” 
 
    “Fuck Trumbo. Get the cops in here, IA, union reps. You know the deal.” 
 
    Of course, he did. He was a fucking police sergeant of all things. But Yasiv’s brain seemed to have gone to mush. 
 
    “I… I can’t.” 
 
    “Yes, you fucking can. Remember our deal, Hank. If I have to call them in, it’s off.” 
 
    In fairness, the deal offered Yasiv very little benefit. But he had to use something as leverage.  
 
    “Drake, I’m not like you. I can’t do this. I can’t. Please.” 
 
    Drake reached out and Yasiv, thinking he was going to be struck, cowered. Drake didn’t hit him. Instead, he patted the man’s pockets and pulled out his smokes. Then he took the man’s lighter next and lit the cigarette. Drake didn’t smoke, never smoked, but he took a big drag anyway. His throat burned and he nearly burst into a coughing fit. 
 
    He passed the smoke to the sergeant. 
 
    “Two days, Yasiv. Just… two days and this will all be over.” 
 
    Everything will be over, whether we want it to be or not.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    “Dr. Albert Verma,” Drake said as he entered through DSLH Investigations’ front door for the second time that day. This time, he was greeted by two people. 
 
    “Good morning,” Leroy said.  
 
    “No, it’s not.” Drake addressed Screech. “Dr. Albert Verma is the next victim.” 
 
    Leroy dropped the act. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
    “Officer Belk killed him this morning.” 
 
    Both Screech and Leroy’s mouths fell open and Drake elaborated. 
 
    “They took his daughter, gave him a card. Put Dr. Verma in your algorithm thing. Include Vanessa Yen and all of the people who actually did the killings. Our unsub, the Happy Face fucking Killer, or whatever the media is calling him, is smarter than we thought. Much smarter.” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” Leroy managed to snap his mouth closed. “Another officer killing?” 
 
    “Yes.” Drake was exasperated. They were wasting time. If their unsub hadn’t grabbed another kid yet already, he would soon. “His daughter was kidnapped.” 
 
    “A cop? Why wouldn’t he just go to his superiors?” 
 
    Drake thought about how distraught Yasiv had been. 
 
    “I don’t know.” And now you sound exactly like him. “Probably didn’t want what happened to Colin’s daughter to happen to her. Let’s just focus up, alright? We need to find a connection between everyone because he isn’t done yet.” 
 
    Leroy opened his mouth to say more but Drake stopped him preemptively. 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    As Screech hunched over his computer, Drake thought more about Sergeant Yasiv. They went back, way back, and he felt for the man. Some people just weren’t cut out of this line of work. He remembered a story of a man on a bus in Western Canada. Out of nowhere and without provocation, the man started to stab one of the other passengers. The bus stopped and everyone but the victim and the perpetrator stayed on board. Cops surrounded the vehicle, but the knife-wielding maniac refused to get off. And then he did the unthinkable: he decapitated the stranger and began to eat his corpse. 
 
    Eventually, they managed to talk the guy off the bus, and they managed to subdue him without further injury. 
 
    Physical injury, that is. 
 
    But the toll continued long after the danger was gone.  
 
    Two of the cops who were at the initial scene later committed suicide. Another was institutionalized. 
 
    No one was cut out for that. 
 
    And Drake feared that Yasiv was well on his way to one of those two results.  
 
    “What about Yasiv? Dunbar? Where the hell are they?” Leroy asked. He seemed to have lost all compassion and Drake got the impression that he was more concerned with a payday than anything else. This, Drake realized, was Leroy’s way of dealing with the atrocities they’d witnessed. It was cruel and unforgiving, but it was better than some of the alternatives.  
 
    “Leave them out of it.” 
 
    “What do you mean, leave them out of it? They’re cops. We’re just a bunch of pro bono PIs.” 
 
    Before Drake could chastise Leroy again, Screech suddenly slammed his hand down on the table.  
 
    “Fuck. I’ve gone from no potential suspects to too many. Look, with all those names, I have about forty hits—forty people who are linked to all or most of them by social media or through criminal or hospital records. Even real estate transactions.” 
 
    “Anyone stand out?”  
 
    Screech made a face as if to say, if someone stood out, I would have told you. 
 
    “Even with the three of us,” Screech paused. “Scratch that, the two of us—we don’t have time to teach you how to use one of these things—it’ll take a week.” 
 
    “We don’t have a week.” 
 
    Screech gave him a curious look. 
 
    “Right. Well, I don’t know what to tell you, but this six degrees of Kevin Bacon thing is going to take some time.” 
 
    Drake didn’t get the reference and he didn’t waste what was left of his limited mental capacity trying to decipher it. 
 
    “Remember what you said before?” Leroy chimed in. “That this guy grabs these girls so he must be unassuming? Like, with a limp, bad hair, and no teeth?” 
 
    “Everyman,” Drake remarked absently.  
 
    “Sure, Everyman. But you also said that he might be a cop or a priest or a doctor or something like that, right?” 
 
    Screech’s eyes lit up and he went back to his keyboard. 
 
    “I hope you’re right. Adding those parameters and… oh, shit!” 
 
    “What?” Drake and Leroy, who had been pacing as they spoke almost ran over to the computer. 
 
    “Look.” Screech pointed at a photo on his monitor—it took Drake’s breath away. It didn’t just kind of, sort of look like Chloe’s sketch. It was him. It was the man who had been captured on film outside Chad Ward’s office when the poor accountant had been stabbed to death. 
 
    It was the man in the fake security guard uniform whom Drake had chased outside the hospital who had gotten away.  
 
    “I think…” Screech said, his words airy. “I think I found our guy—for real, this time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Part III – A Very Bad Plan 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    The man watched Sergeant Yasiv rush into Dr. Verma’s house. From his angle across the street, he was able to witness some of the interaction between the sergeant and his officer. It was far less exciting, and explosive than when Officer Belk had greeted the good psychiatrist. 
 
    He’d seen that, too. The call from Belk informing him that the deed had been done was almost purely cosmetic. He supposed it served one purpose, however: it forced them to admit to what they’d done. 
 
    And that was important because rarely did anyone admit to the things they did these days. Taking ownership of your actions was dangerous, had potential consequences.  
 
    That was about to change.  
 
    Unlike Officer Belk, the man had nothing against the sergeant. Still, he wouldn’t have been terribly upset if Yasiv, who looked strung out, put a bullet in Belk’s head. It wouldn’t fit with the plan, but sometimes you needed to improvise.  
 
    Like when that PI, Damien Drake, had nearly caught him. Having the cops find out his true identity was by design; he just didn’t expect them to be on to him so soon before everything was complete. He’d been counting on officers like Belk to come for him. In his experience, beat cops weren’t all that bright. They were rough around the edges, quick to act, slow to think.  
 
    But Drake was different. 
 
    That was okay—that’s where improvising came in.  
 
    The man modified his plan to include Drake.  
 
    As the temperature inside Dr. Verma’s house dropped, he became more confident that the violence here had ended. As he walked away, the man pulled a business card out of his pocket. He looked at the hand-drawn face with the Xs for eyes and felt his lips curl into a smile. 
 
    The last one; the last card. 
 
    The last name. 
 
    “I’m coming soon, sweetheart,” the man whispered as he brought the card to his lips. He kissed that smile.  
 
    And he was happy. For the first time in a long time, he felt true joy. This card would be hand delivered, and he didn’t have to take any more girls—the final girl had been taken from him. 
 
    That had been the worst part, kidnapping Chloe, Stevie, Amelia, Danika. 
 
    They were all very different from Jo. So different, in so many ways. 
 
    But they shared a handful of similarities. These days, the masses claim that everyone is the same, that they are equal. Proclamations on X declared that there was no such thing as gender. Boys and girls were interchangeable. But he knew differently. Years of working with children, combined with raising Jo, taught him as much. 
 
    Boys tended to take their aggression out through physical means whereas girls were more creative. They were highly manipulative, coercive bordering on extortive. It’s how they dealt with tense situations.  
 
    “Sure, I’ll play your game,” Amelia Clark had told him. “But you have to promise me that I do it alone. I can’t do it if you’re watching. I can’t do it with an audience. And, trust me, it will be believable. I’m good. No, I’m really good. Everyone says so—my mom and dad tell me all the time.” 
 
    That was good. Mention mom and dad, humanize themselves, make it more difficult for the captor to view them as just a means to an end. 
 
    An end that was quickly coming near.  
 
    The man stared at the smiley face, recalling when he had first seen it, how it had made him grin then, thinking that it looked a lot like the iconic Nirvana symbol, even though Jo had no idea who Nirvana was. 
 
    Funny how things seemed to pop up across generations. It was almost Jungian in nature, the collective unconscious. 
 
    Or maybe it was just chance. 
 
    It didn’t matter. 
 
    What mattered was finishing the job. 
 
    They knew what he looked like now. Of all the girls, he thought that Chloe Gentry had taken the most time to study his face.  
 
    Ironic that she should pay attention to such little details, considering that grabbing her had been the easiest of all of them.  
 
    Chloe was smart and when he’d told her that her mother was ill and to come with him, his words had been met with a healthy dose of skepticism.   
 
    That’s where the password came in. It had taken all of ten minutes of observation to find it out. All he had to do was wait for Megan to be tied up at work and was forced to send a friend to pick Chloe up. Then he just waited and listened.  
 
    Smart as she was, Chloe was still a child. From a young age, kids were being conditioned to use passwords for everything from getting into their parents’ phones to watch cartoons or to gain access to their computers. It gave them permission to override that innate feeling that something was wrong. After all, isn’t mom right there? In the flower shop? Yes, she is. Or she had been.  
 
    But he had the password. And the password was king. 
 
    The man sighed and wiped a tear from his cheek.  
 
    “I’m coming soon, sweetheart. Keep smiling and stay happy. We will be together again soon.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    “You told me that Colin Clark was behind this,” Trumbo hissed, his face growing progressively redder with every word. “You fucking told me was him.” 
 
    Yasiv was an average size man, about six feet tall, one hundred and eighty pounds, maybe less now that his diet was strictly vegan—cigarettes. Still, DA Trumbo towered over him. 
 
    “I didn’t say that. In fact, I told you—” 
 
    “You told me you had this under control.” 
 
    “I never—” 
 
    “Another officer-involved shooting on your watch? This time a man under your direct supervision shoots and kills an innocent psychiatrist?”  
 
    Yasiv tried to hold his ground, not to back down, but Trumbo was just so damn intimidating. 
 
    And then there was the fact that just mentioning Dr. Verma brought about visions of the man at his desk, his head covered in blood and brains and bone.  
 
    “I don’t know what to say. I couldn’t reach Officer Belk—” 
 
    Trumbo held out his hand for reasons that were unclear. 
 
    He waited and when Yasiv just stood there, the DA said, “Give me your badge.” 
 
    Yasiv recoiled as if he’d been struck.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “You heard me, sergeant. Give me your fucking badge.” 
 
    “You can’t do that. You’re not the mayor. You have no authority to—” 
 
    DA Trumbo pointed over his shoulder. 
 
    “We can do this the easy way or the hard way. The easy way is you handing over your badge right now, getting in your car and going home.” He flared his nostrils. “Have a shower, change your clothes. The hard way is me raising my voice so that she can hear.” She was Vanessa Yen, because, of course, it was. “And then, when I become mayor, which I will despite all your fuck ups, I will play that video over and over again. Hell, I’ll even work it into my platform: cleaning up what’s left of Ken Smith’s cadre of dirty cops. You’ll never work in law enforcement again.”  
 
    Yasiv wanted to punch him. He’d never been a violent man, but he was on the verge of extreme violence now.   
 
    The only thing that stopped him was knowing that that was exactly what Trumbo wanted. Then the DA wouldn’t have to involve Vanessa or muddle his meticulously planned mayoral platform.  
 
    He’d end up in prison and someone would make his head look like strawberry jam and cottage cheese, just like Dr. Verma.  
 
    Yasiv’s badge was swallowed by Trumbo’s giant mitt.  
 
    “Now, get the fuck outta here.” 
 
    Yasiv moved as if he were in a dream. Languid and sluggish. 
 
    He made it to his car and immediately lit a cigarette. Through tendrils of bluish smoke Yasiv saw the ME arrive, mousy little Karen Nordmeyer, and watched as the body was removed.  
 
    “What would you do?” 
 
    Yasiv cried out and dropped his cigarette. It fell into his lap, and he reached into his crotch. The glowing ember singed his fingers, and he tossed it out the window. Only, the window was closed, and it bounced right back at him in a flurry of sparks. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    He grabbed it again and this time rolled down the window before pitching it onto the road.  
 
    Steeling himself, Yasiv looked into the backseat. 
 
    It was empty—Officer Belk had long since been transferred to a proper squad car.  
 
    Did I just imagine the voice? 
 
    He shook his head, trying to collect himself. 
 
    When’s the last time I slept? When’s the last time I really slept? 
 
    He couldn’t remember. Yasiv lit another cigarette and was about to start his car when he heard the unfamiliar voice again. 
 
    “What would you do?” 
 
    Yasiv tightened his grip on the smoke and then raised his eyes to the rearview mirror. Despite clutching the white cylinder so tightly that it nearly extinguished from lack of oxygen, he still almost dropped it. 
 
    Dr. Albert Verma was sitting in his backseat. The man had a red dot on his forehead about the size of a dime. Distinct, but almost refined compared to the exit wound. 
 
    Yasiv shut his eyes and then counted to three in his head. 
 
    When he opened them again, Dr. Verma was still there.  
 
    “What would you do, Yasiv? If you had a kid and someone had taken them, would you do anything to get them back?” 
 
    Yasiv gaped. 
 
    I’ve completely lost my mind. Forget cigarettes giving you lung cancer, they gave me a big ol’ brain tumor. Inoperable, of course. Median survival time of days. 
 
    Maybe minutes.  
 
    “Oh, I know this is hard, but I want you to think about it. Would you kill for them? Henry, would you murder a stranger to save your child?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    “Dr. Victor Hale,” Screech read out loud. “It’s him—Everyman.”  
 
    Drake cocked his head. 
 
    It was him. 
 
    “Check this out,” Screech continued. “Just like you said, Leroy; he’s a doctor, a psychiatrist. Eight months ago, he filed for divorce. The Judge on his case? Serena Wallace. Wait—hold up a second.” 
 
    Drake’s mind went into overdrive as Screech pulled up details from the divorce proceedings.  
 
    “Just like I thought: Chad Ward was brought in. Victor’s wife, Rosa Warren, managed to get half of his money despite… despite him claiming that she was unfaithful.” 
 
    A whirring sound came from the back of the office. 
 
    “What the hell are you printing?” Leroy asked as he walked over to the machine. 
 
    “I’m not,” Screech replied. 
 
    Leroy picked up a handful of sheets of paper. 
 
    “It’s from Stitts. The profile.” 
 
    “Oh, nice.” 
 
    Screech went back to his computer and Drake returned to his thoughts. 
 
    Despite the certainty he felt that this was their guy, there were still many pieces to this puzzle that didn’t quite fit.  
 
    He took out his cell and dialed Yasiv’s number. It rang out. 
 
    Odd, he thought, not remembering the last time that Yasiv hadn’t answered one of his calls.  
 
    He grabbed Screech’s phone from on top of his desk—the man didn’t even notice. Drake scrolled through the contacts before finding Dunbar’s number. 
 
    Unlike the sergeant, the detective answered on the first ring. 
 
    “Screech?” 
 
    “It’s Drake—I tried reaching Yasiv, but he’s not answering.” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “He’s been… suspended.” 
 
    “Suspended?” Drake snapped his fingers to gain the others’ attention and put the phone on speaker. “Why? What the hell happened?” 
 
    “Officer Belk got a card. Someone took his daughter. He killed a doctor… a doctor Verma—psychiatrist. Trumbo lost it, asked for Yasiv’s badge at the scene.” 
 
    “What?” All three of them said in unison. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s fucked up. Trumbo’s on a rampage.” 
 
    Given his time crunch, Drake wanted things to move quickly. But not this quickly. 
 
    “I’ve got it—Dr. Albert Verma,” Screech said. “Oh, shit! Both he and Victor Hale worked at the same college.” 
 
    “Who’s Victor Hale?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    “So, what are we thinking?” Leroy asked. “Some sort of work dispute?” 
 
    “Maybe. He left about three months ago.” 
 
    Screech continued to type. 
 
    “Guys, who is Victor Hale?” Dunbar asked again.  
 
    “Fuck me. This Verma guy put out a book around the time Victor left the college. And you’ll never guess who did a cush piece on the release.” 
 
    “Vanessa Yen,” Leroy said, his eyes back on the profile that Stitts had sent them. 
 
    “Yep, Vanessa Yen.” 
 
    “Says here in the profile that for these types of killers, the smart ones who plan things out, things build over time.” 
 
    “Like getting cheated on, going through a messy divorce and having your money taken from you, and then getting fired. Add on top of that whatever the hell went down at the college…” 
 
    “Yeah,” Leroy said with a nod, “considering how soon after Victor gets let go and the other doctor publishes his book, I bet something happened between them.” 
 
    “Like what?” Screech asked. 
 
    “I dunno. Maybe the Verma guy stole stuff from him. Copied his work, maybe.” 
 
    “That would explain his strife against Vanessa Yen, as well. If he thinks they teamed up or if she was pimping Victor’s work then Victor might hold her responsible, as well.” 
 
    “But it wouldn’t explain the ‘inciting incident’.” 
 
    Screech finally spun around. 
 
    “Inciting incident?” 
 
    “Yeah, says here that for while things build over time for these guys, there’s one recent, inciting incident that sets them off.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    Leroy shrugged. 
 
    “No clue. I guess it doesn’t explain Malcolm Fitzroy or Officer Belk, either.” 
 
    “Guys!” Dunbar suddenly shouted. “What the fuck are you talking about? Who the fuck is Victor Hale?” 
 
    “He’s the man behind all of this,” Drake said without hesitation. “Dunbar, I need you to do me a favor.” 
 
    “Of course, you do. Let me guess, you want me to go pick up this guy?” 
 
    That wasn’t what Drake was thinking, but now that Dunbar had mentioned it, he considered the option. 
 
    “No.” He decided. “Victor’s too smart to just get picked up. And if we let him know we’re on to him, he’s going to run.” 
 
    “Stitts agrees,” Leroy informed them, his eyes back on the profile. “Says here, that they’re likely to become irrational, that finishing their process—his words, not mine—is the most important thing to them. They might speed up or change their MO to make sure they finish.” 
 
    “Speed up?” Screech was incredulous. “This guy’s been working at warp speed. Kidnapping these girls and setting up the phones and business cards every few hours.” 
 
    Drake took the phone off speaker and put his finger in the opposite ear. 
 
    “What’s the favor then, Drake?” 
 
    “I want you to have a little chat with Rosa Warren. Discretely, though. I don’t want you to let her know that we’re onto her husband. In fact, I don’t want anyone to even see you talking to her.” 
 
    “I’ll get to that as soon as I change the direction of the Earth’s rotation. This shit is all over the news, Drake. Vanessa Yen has made sure of it.” 
 
    “Act as a member of the court, then. Pretend it’s routine to follow-up after a divorce. I need you to figure out who she was sleeping with or at least who Victor claimed she was sleeping with before the divorce.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “No,” Drake said flatly, “I’m not. Did you ever find out where the photo of Amelia Clark was taken?” 
 
    Dunbar sighed and Drake got the impression that the man was starting to regret his decision to cut his vacation short. 
 
    “No, not yet. Have some men on it. Running it through some specialized software but there aren’t many landmarks to go on.”  
 
    “Good. Speak to Rosa Warren, Victor’s ex-wife, and then come to DSLH.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    Drake hung up. Both of his partners were staring at him now. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We were talking about how Stitts doesn’t think that Victor won’t stop until his master plan is complete. Any idea what his end game is?” Screech asked. 
 
    “Pull up a picture of Rosa Warren.” 
 
    Screech swiveled. 
 
    “Here. She’s a co-worker at a halfway house for kids who just got out of juvie.” 
 
    Rosa Warren was understated, but pretty. Short, dark hair that fell just above her shoulders. Bright eyes, lips that ran on the thinner side, but she had a gorgeous smile. 
 
    “She is,” Drake said suddenly. “She’s the ultimate target?” 
 
    “You think?” Leroy asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I think. She’s the one who started this by having the affair. And she’s going to be his last victim.” 
 
    “You know, I think you might be right,” Screech agreed. “You need to call Dunbar back, tell him to pick up Rosa instead of just talking to her. Put her in a safe house or something.” 
 
    “No.” He explained to his partners what he’d said to Dunbar about Victor running if they knew they were onto him. 
 
    “Or he could just start taking things into his own hands, forgo kidnapping the girls, and just start killing people himself.” 
 
    “I’m not—wait, what did you just say?” 
 
    Leroy shot a glance at Screech. 
 
    “In the profile, it says that the most important thing—” 
 
    “No, what did you just say?” 
 
    “I said he’s going to skip the plan and kill people himself.” 
 
    Drake’s eyes drifted to the image of Rosa Warren, the endgame. 
 
    “I think that was always part of the plan,” he said under his breath. He strode over to the monitor and inspected Rosa more closely.  
 
    “Who does that look like to you?” 
 
    An idea began to percolate. 
 
    “I dunno.” 
 
    “Leroy?” 
 
    Leroy stood beside Drake. 
 
    “Shit, I know exactly who that looks like.” 
 
    “Who?” Screech asked. 
 
    “Look again,” Drake instructed. 
 
    “I dunno. Generic white—wait.” Screech swiveled again this time with so much gusto that he had to stop the spin with his feet to avoid overshooting. “You can’t be thinking about bringing her back, can you?” 
 
    It wasn’t an exact match, but the hair was similar. So were the eyes.  
 
    “I am,” Drake confirmed. 
 
    Screech shook his head. 
 
    “Even if she could pass for Rosa Warren, a big if, a second sting is a horrible idea. Especially after how badly we fucked up the last one at the hospital.”  
 
    This was exactly what Drake was thinking. 
 
    “That was different.” Drake pulled up Dunbar’s contact again. “Last time Yasiv was running the show. This time, I’m taking over.”  
 
    “But can you even contact her?” Leroy, back to his practical self, asked. 
 
    “Me? No. But I think I know someone who can.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49 
 
      
 
    The last thing Screech wanted to do was bring her in.  
 
    Not after what she’d been through, not after she’d gotten out. 
 
    He wasn’t even sure if it was a good plan. At first blush, it seemed reasonable, but he was too exhausted to know for sure. And nothing was ever truly safe when it came to Damien Drake. 
 
    One look at the man’s swollen face proved as much.  
 
    But it was Drake’s idea, and once he had something in his head, the only way to get it out was with a sledgehammer.  
 
    The fact that Dunbar was also skeptical wasn’t a good sign, either. 
 
    “If this goes wrong, like, even a little wrong, all of our asses are on the line. Trumbo isn’t on a rampage he’s on a warpath.” 
 
    “I’ll take the blame,” Drake said. “All of it. No matter what happens.” 
 
    This wasn’t unlike Drake, willing to sacrifice himself for others, but there was something decidedly defeatist about his voice that Screech didn’t care for. 
 
    What the hell happened to you in Colombia?  
 
    Dunbar tossed a folder onto Screech’s desk. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “I think I found something. Open it.” 
 
    “What happened with Rosa?” Drake asked. 
 
    “You were right,” the detective almost sounded disappointed, “she fell for the whole ‘court-appointed’ ambassador following up on the divorce ruse. I guess it helped that she was already upset. Asked her why, and she refused to answer. Asked her about the affair, and she refused to talk about that, too. But by sheer chance, I heard Vanessa’s voice in the background. Rosa was listening to the news and what do you know? Vanessa was talking about Colin Clark. Rosa nearly broke down when she heard his name.” 
 
    Drake nodded.  
 
    “I knew it.” 
 
    “Knew what?” Leroy said. 
 
    “Knew that Colin Clark was the man that she was having the affair with,” Dunbar answered for Drake. 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “Way,” Drake said. 
 
    “What you’ll find in there,” Dunbar indicated the folder that Leroy had since lost interest in it, “is an incident report for Dr. Victor Hale. Apparently, just after finding out his wife was sleeping with Colin, she kicked him out. He tried to break into their house to see his daughter. Officers Joseph Belk and Trevor McLeod were first on the scene. A report was filed, but no charges were laid.” 
 
    “One more connection,” Drake said. 
 
    “Does it say what happened?” Screech asked. 
 
    “It’s thin,” Dunbar replied. 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    Dunbar’s eyes drifted about the room as he considered what to say next. 
 
    “When a report is thin and charges aren’t laid what likely happened is that they roughed him up a little,” Drake said. 
 
    “We already know that McLeod has a trigger finger,” Leroy said, making no effort to hide the disgust in his voice. 
 
    “He’s also got a rep. Belk is—was—more levelheaded but if he was present—” 
 
    “—then Victor Hale might hold what happened against both of them,” Screech finished. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Fucking cops,” Leroy cursed.  
 
    Screech expected Dunbar to take offense at this, but he didn’t.  
 
    “Screech, tell Dunbar about Verma and Vanessa.” 
 
    “Sure. I found a bunch of psych papers co-authored by both Verma and Hale dating back years. Then, a few months before Hale was let go by the university—the latter citing ‘professional differences’, read into that what you will—they put out three papers each, all as sole authors. Then Verma publishes his book ‘The Power of Leverage’ and Vanessa does a whole review thing. Praises it. Best guess is that either Hale was jealous or Verma stole his work.” 
 
    “Another connection,” Dunbar parroted Drake’s previous sentiment. “I’ll give you this, if Victor Hale ain’t our guy, then I don’t know who the fuck is.” 
 
    “The only person who doesn’t fit thus far is Malcom Fitzroy,” Screech remarked. 
 
    “Go back,” Leroy said excitedly, “Did you say that Victor was trying to get back into his house to see his daughter?” 
 
    “Yeah, says it right there in the report.” 
 
    Screech met Leroy’s eyes for a split second, then pulled up to his desk. 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    It didn’t take long to find another link between Hale and the victims. Now that they knew what they were looking for, Google practically auto filled the result.  
 
    “Look at this: an obituary for Joanna Hale.” 
 
    All four of them read the words for themselves. 
 
    When they were done, nobody said anything for a good minute. 
 
    “How does an eleven-year-old die from acute liver failure?” Leroy’s voice was hoarse. 
 
    “No idea. I can dig into the MPWH’s records if you want.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s necessary,” Drake replied. “We can all guess who Joanna’s nurse was.” 
 
    While true, Screech felt the need to say it out loud. 
 
    “Malcolm Fitzroy.” 
 
    “And look at the words that are used in the obit,” Dunbar said. “Joanna was a happy girl who loved to draw almost as much as she loved to make people smile. We miss you, Mommy and Daddy. Remind you of anything?” 
 
    Leroy grunted. 
 
    “The smiley face on the business card.” 
 
    While true, Screech couldn’t help but think that those generic words could have been used to describe any eleven-year-old. Still, the link couldn’t be denied.  
 
    Drake said what they were all thinking. 
 
    “That was the inciting event. The death of Victor Hale’s daughter pushed him over the edge.” 
 
    “And that’s why he takes the girls,” Dunbar added. “It’s not just to get their mothers to do what he wants, but he forces them to experience what he felt when Joanna was taken from him.” 
 
    “Only difference is, he gives them back after they do as he asks,” Screech said.  
 
    “Except for Amelia Clark,” Dunbar corrected. “And maybe Danika Peggles. We still haven’t found her.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that strike you as odd? I mean, don’t get me wrong, this whole thing is fucked. And, obviously, the Peggles lady, whatever her name is, and Colin were the only ones who didn’t do as Victor asked, they didn’t kill the person on the card. But do you really think that this guy, this doctor, this doctor who works with children, would actually kill the kids?” 
 
    “Well, as your boy Stitts used to say, don’t try to apply rational thinking to irrational acts,” Drake said. 
 
    “Yeah, but this isn’t irrational,” Leroy protested. “I mean, it’s fucked up, but it kinda makes sense, you know?” 
 
    It did. In a twisted way, it all made sense. 
 
    Drake’s phone rang and he turned away from the group to answer. 
 
    Screech watched the man’s lips and tried to listen to half of the conversation. He got nothing but that didn’t matter because the call only lasted for a few seconds. 
 
    “That was her,” Drake said. “She’ll do it. She’ll help us get this guy. She’ll help us get this Victor Hale. And the good news? She’s almost here.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 50 
 
      
 
    Despite renting the small, two-bedroom home under an assumed name, Screech had no problem finding out where Dr. Victor Hale lived.  
 
    As usual, if you followed the money, it usually led to the pot from which it came.  
 
    Victor, smart as he was, was stupid enough to pay his rent with checks… under his own name.  
 
    Dunbar and Drake drove past Victor’s home twice, confirming that it was unoccupied, and nobody was watching the place, before parking on the parallel street backing onto Victor’s place. They had most of the pieces for their unsanctioned operation in place, but the detective, likely worried about the same thing that had happened to Yasiv happening to him, insisted they made sure that Victor was the man they were looking for.  
 
    And then there were the missing girls to consider. 
 
    If anything, Drake had learned his lesson from Paula and Mackenzie Hart. Despite how desperate they were to capture Victor, he refused to jeopardize Danika Peggles’ life in the process. 
 
    The subdivision was new, which meant that there were just two or three boring home models repeated throughout. The house behind Victor’s was exactly the same as his, only flipped.  
 
    “Be quick,” Dunbar said with an encouraging nod. 
 
    “I plan on it.” 
 
    Drake got out of the car and went to the front door first. There was no car in the driveway and the lights were off, but he had to make sure that the back neighbor wasn’t home. Someone calling in a prowler wouldn’t bode well for any of them. 
 
    Acting like a door-to-door salesman, Drake knocked and waited. When there was no answer, he knocked again. Finally confident that no one was home, he darted down the side of the house, opened the gate, and stepped into the backyard.  
 
    Moving quickly, he made it to the back fence and started the laborious task of climbing over. It was more difficult than it looked, despite being only six and change feet high. There had been a time when he would have mounted it without difficulty, but that time was long since behind him. 
 
    “Fucking hell.” 
 
    Drake eventually made it over, wincing as he landed hard on one ankle. 
 
    Not wasting any time, he limped to the steps leading to the basement walk out. It was locked, but an elbow to one of the inlaid panels of glass followed by reaching inside changed that.  
 
    Drake found himself in an unfinished basement. There was a wooden work bench beside the furnace and water heater. A washing machine and dryer combo sat off to one side. 
 
    Nothing seemed out of the ordinary.  
 
    If Victor was keeping the girls here, they weren’t being held in the basement.  
 
    Drake took the stairs to ground level. 
 
    From the plans they’d obtained from the building company, he knew exactly where the two bedrooms were located. The first door he opened led to Victor’s room. Plain, just a mattress on a simple wooden bed frame.  
 
    Drake was about to leave when he noticed a book lying on the bedside table, open to the middle, lying face down. 
 
    The Power of Leverage by Dr. Albert Y. Verma. 
 
    He picked it up and turned it over. 
 
    Written in black pen, in bold black letters that covered the text and spanned both pages, was a single word: MINE. 
 
    Oh, this was their guy, alright. 
 
    Drake put the book back the way he’d found it and went to the next bedroom. 
 
    If he needed further confirmation that Victor Hale was Everyman, this was it.  
 
    Again, he had to give Chloe Gentry credit. The room was exactly as the girl had described. The walls were painted a soft pink and cloud decals adorned three of the four of them.  
 
    This is where he kept them. 
 
    Only, they weren’t here now. 
 
    “Where the fuck are you, Danika?” 
 
    Even though the bedroom couldn’t have been more than three hundred square feet, Drake continued to look around, to scan the bin full of Barbies and the colorful playhouse as if she would magically appear, yelling, “Surprise!” 
 
    Danika had been here once, as had Chloe and Amelia and Stevie and Amy and Joanna. 
 
    But they weren’t here now.  
 
    Drake cocked his head.  
 
    No, not Joanna Hale. 
 
    She’d never been here.  
 
    Drake was struck by an unexpected sadness.  
 
    Oh, how things can change. How a man could go from an upstanding psychiatrist living a happy life with his perfect family to a kidnapper, a master manipulator, to a murderer, the next?  
 
    Or how a man could go from an up-and-coming detective to a PI being hunted by the cartel. 
 
    All you had to do was take everything they ever loved away from them. And without that, they were reduced to their most base instincts. 
 
    Survival.  
 
    Revenge.  
 
    Drake left the room before he became overwhelmed by these feelings. 
 
    If things worked out the way he’d planned, as unlikely a scenario as that was, he’d have plenty of time to contemplate what could have been. 
 
    Drake walked through the kitchen, heading to the basement stairs when, like in the bedroom, he saw something that stopped him cold. 
 
    There was a single image affixed to the stainless-steel fridge with a round magnet. 
 
    It was hand-drawn in yellow highlighter on a black background. 
 
    A smiley face with the Xed out eyes. 
 
    In the bottom right-hand corner was the artist’s signature, written in a childish hand: Jo.  
 
    That’s it. 
 
    Just Jo. 
 
    Drake bowed his head and left Victor’s house. 
 
    “It’s him,” he said as he plunked himself behind the wheel of his trusted Crown Vic.  
 
    “You sure?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    “And the girls?” 
 
    “Not here.” 
 
    Dunbar winced as Drake started the car. 
 
    “Make the call.” 
 
    “It has to be him?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    “It has to be him.” 
 
    Dunbar dialed the number. 
 
    “Officer Lincoln, it’s Detective Dunbar. I need a favor. No—no, this is important. More important than anything you’re doing right now. I don’t care what your current assignment is. I need you to watch a house. Yeah, boring, I know. But if anyone so much as looks at it for more than two seconds, call me. Got it?” He hung up. “It’s done.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    As Drake drove back to DSLH he didn’t think of the book he’d found or the pink room. 
 
    He thought of the picture of the fridge. 
 
    He thought of Joanna Hale.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 51 
 
      
 
    A good engineer can take apart any device and learn how it works. 
 
    A great engineer can put it back together again.  
 
    That was the reason patents were invented. 
 
    And while Stephen ‘Screech’ Thompson had only completely high school, he’d gotten good at this whole PI business. 
 
    Once they’d established the central cog in the wheel—Dr. Victor Hale—everything else came together.  
 
    With Leroy’s help, they stapled head shots of everyone involved in the case on a corkboard. They didn’t have any fancy yarn to connect them all to Victor and instead just wrote on the cork with an indelible pen.  
 
    A little digging revealed that Megan Gentry had taught Joanna in school. Why Victor had a grudge against her was anyone’s guess—detention, perhaps?—but that, as Drake had once said, motives mattered less than results. Chantal Dartmouth worked at a grocery store just down the street from where Rosa and Victor lived. 
 
    At the bottom of the corkboard, they’d placed images of all of the girls, including Joanna—Leroy’s idea. Neither of them had the heart, nor the stomach, to cross out Amelia Clark’s face, which would have completed the movie-like detective scene. 
 
    When they were done, they both stepped back to observe their handiwork. It was sloppy and nothing lined up perfectly, and to say they were proud of what they’d done would have been an overstatement. 
 
    But there was value in having completed the task. 
 
    Results matter, not motives. 
 
    “I know that Joanna’s death was the inciting incident, but do you think that Victor would have done all of this if none of this other shit had happened to him? I mean, if Dr. Verma hadn’t published his book? Or if his wife hadn’t cheated on him? What if Officer McLeod had sat him down when they found him pounding on the door and helped him control himself instead of beating him up?” 
 
    It was a simple question but, paradoxically, these often-required convoluted answers.  
 
    Screech was too tired for convolution.  
 
    “What came first, the chicken or the egg?” he replied obtusely. 
 
    Leroy rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Dumb question. The chicken evolved from a junglefowl, and the mutation that led to the development of a chicken happened inside a junglefowl egg. It was in the DNA. Therefore, the chicken came before the chicken egg.” 
 
    “I don’t really care.” 
 
    “Well, you shouldn’t have asked—” 
 
    The door behind them opened and both of them whipped around. 
 
    At first, Screech thought it was Rosa Warren. So much so, that he glanced at her photo on the cork board.  
 
    Same dark hair, same eyes. Same idea.  
 
    “Jesus, you really do look like her,” Leroy remarked. 
 
    “Like who? The woman from your dreams?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Well, so long as you don’t get a boner, come give me a hug.” 
 
    Leroy and Screech hugged her at the same time. 
 
    “Easy now,” she said, extricating herself from their grasp. “I missed you, too. But we can catch up later. Right now, I hear you have a psychopath we need to catch.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 52 
 
      
 
    “It’s definitely Victor Hale,” Drake said as he stepped into DSLH. “Found the room where—” 
 
    He stopped speaking. 
 
    He had never expected to see her again yet, here she was, standing next to Leroy and Screech like the good ol’ days. 
 
    Who are you kidding? There were never any good days. Only ol’ days.  
 
    Dunbar jostled him from behind and he met her halfway. They embraced. She seemed thinner than he remembered, but not in a bad way, not in an anemic sense. 
 
    “What should I call you now? You going by Robin?” 
 
    Behind the woman, he saw Screech and Leroy glance at each other.  
 
    “I mean, you kept the ‘H’ on the door, so Hanna’s fine. It’s good to see you, Drake.” 
 
    It was hard for his mind to reconcile this healthy-looking woman with the enraged animal he’d last seen brandishing a machete and covered in blood. 
 
    “Good to see you, too.” 
 
    Hanna pointed at a corkboard that Screech and Leroy had set up. While clichéd, it served to illustrate the level of violence and the number of people that one man managed to affect in just a few short days.  
 
    “This is the guy? Dr. Victor Hale?” 
 
    “This is the guy.” 
 
    “And I’m going to pretend I don’t know your name and that you’re not even here,” Dunbar said quietly as he entered. 
 
    “I’m fine with that,” Hanna said, not at all taken aback by his presence. “Although to be honest, I thought I’d be seeing Sergeant Yasiv and not you.” 
 
    Now all of the men exchanged looks. 
 
    “Okay, I get it, sensitive subject.” Hanna turned her attention to the hole that Leroy had put in the wall with his fist. “Real sensitive subject. Jesus, I go away for a couple of months, and everything goes to shit? Really?” 
 
    More than you know. 
 
    “Come on,” Drake said, growing serious. “Let’s get to work. We don’t have much time.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Why is it that every time you’re around, Hanna, this always comes up?” Leroy said, shaking his head. 
 
    Drake knew that this was coming, he could just feel it. Despite everything, a grin formed on his lips. 
 
    “It just makes sense.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t make sense. Why can’t Screech do it?” 
 
    “Because Rosa Warren can kick my ass, that’s why.” 
 
    “What about Dunbar, then?” 
 
    The detective shook his head. 
 
    “I spoke to Rosa earlier; said I was a member of the court. If I go again, she’s going to know that something’s up.”  
 
    “It makes sense,” Drake added. 
 
    Leroy threw his hands in the air. 
 
    “If it makes so much sense then you fucking do it.” 
 
    “I can’t. Victor saw me at the hospital.” 
 
    “Yeah, right—what you mean to say is that it makes sense because I’m black. You think that because Rosa Warren runs a program for juvenile delinquents, she’ll be more receptive to me because I’m a young black kid.” 
 
    “No, it makes sense because you were actually in juvie,” Drake countered. 
 
    “I was not!” Leroy protested. “I was in the big house, just like you.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m not doing this. We need you to talk to her, Leroy. That’s final.” 
 
    “And then what?” Leroy said bitterly. “Talk to Rosa Warren and then… kidnap her? Tie her up, maybe? What happens if she calls the cops, Drake?” 
 
    “We’ll take care of that,” Dunbar said. 
 
    “How? Have you told anybody about this genius plan of yours? No? Didn’t think so.” 
 
    Leroy was right. Dunbar had initially suggested running it through official channels, but not only would that take too long but there was the real fear that if Trumbo caught wind of what they were doing, he’d bring the SWAT team to break down Rosa’s door.  
 
    If that happened, well, they could kiss Victor Hale goodbye.  
 
    Danika Peggles, too, most likely. 
 
    “I don’t care what you do,” Drake said. “Show her your PI IDs, tell her a fucking bedtime story. I don’t care. Just get her keys and give them to Hanna.”  
 
    “Holy fuck. Just that, huh?” 
 
    “Make it work, Leroy—Victor has to know we’re closing in now, what with Vanessa Yen on the news every half hour running her mouth. If his ex-wife really is the end game like we think she is, then this ends tonight.”  
 
    Drake hoped that his dramatic words would put an end to the discussion but while Leroy was effectively silenced, Hanna picked up where he’d left off. 
 
    “And you want me to take her place? Pretend to be Rosa?” 
 
    “You have her address. Drive to her house, go inside, do normal things.” 
 
    “Domestic things.”  
 
    “Sure, I don’t fucking know.” Drake had forgotten that this was how their dysfunctional team worked. Bickering, arguing, a lot of standing around.  
 
    He was about to remind them that there was still at least one missing girl out there, when Hanna said, “I’m going to need my gun.” 
 
    “No, you won’t,” Drake replied reflexively. He pictured Hanna hovering over Donnie Duggar, machete gripped in both hands, her face and arms covered in blood. He didn’t bring Hanna back to New York to relive that nightmare. “I’ll be there—I’ll be waiting. Just get him inside, I’ll take care of the rest.”  
 
    I’ll make Victor Hale tell us where Danika and Amelia are. 
 
    Drake’s thoughts drifted back to the bridge in Colombia. His methods weren’t nearly as creative as Andres Mendes’—he had no intention of cutting off any of Victor’s body parts—but he could be persuasive.  
 
    Just ask Tobin Tomlin. 
 
    “I think maybe I should be the one inside Victor’s house.” 
 
    “You guys had your chance,” Drake told Dunbar. “It’s my turn now.”  
 
    And I’m not going to fuck it up like the NYPD. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 53 
 
      
 
    The good news was that Leroy was actually doing something now, something moderately more productive than hanging photos and drawing connecting lines.  
 
    The bad news was, once again, he was playing a stereotypical young black man. 
 
    Leroy had wanted to push back harder, insist that Screech be the one to confront Rosa Warren, but he’d given in, mostly because he knew this was the last time. This was their last job. 
 
    Even if no one had explicitly said as much, Leroy saw the truth in Drake’s eyes. After this, after Victor Hale was behind bars or dead, DSLH would be no longer. As much as they hated to admit it, as much as Drake pissed them all off with his secret plans, his alcoholism, his pervasive grumpiness, without him, there would be no DSLH.  
 
    No SLH or SL, either.  
 
    It just couldn’t happen. It wouldn’t work. 
 
    And this saddened Leroy, despite already having one foot out the door even before Drake had fucked off to Colombia.  
 
    Adopting a strut he’d seen his brother use long ago, Leroy entered the building just as classes ended. He kept his head down and moved against traffic, trying his best not to attract attention.  
 
    With every shuffle, Leroy felt his brother’s necklace, the over-sized ‘D’ for Declan, bang against his chest. 
 
    Using some nonsensical excuse, Dunbar had called the head of the halfway house and learned that Rosa’s last class before she cut out for the day was being held in room 128.  
 
    Leroy read the room numbers as he passed them, squeezing through the crowd of—mostly—blacks and Latinos who seemed desperate to leave. He didn’t blame them. 
 
    Leroy knew firsthand that once you were locked up, even for a short time, it changed you.  
 
    You slept with the door open—if you slept at all—and avoided places that didn’t have multiple, clearly marked exits. And when a bell rang, or a gong chimed, you were reminded of that buzz, the one that signaled that your cell door was going to shut and lock you in for the night. 
 
    Yeah, he understood their desire to leave.  
 
    Leroy passed rooms 122, 124, 126, and then took a deep breath before ducking into the next class.  
 
    It was something straight out of Dangerous minds: uncomfortable-looking desks with fold-out tops, plastic orange chairs defaced with engravings and pen markings.  
 
    In the back of his mind, Leroy heard Coolio start to sing, belting out the chorus from Gangsta’s Paradise. 
 
    He almost started to smile but then he saw her: Rosa Warren.  
 
    In-person and up close, the resemblance to Hanna was less pronounced. It didn’t help that Hanna looked fresh and younger than Leroy remembered while Rosa, compared to her photographs, was rough. There were dark circles around her eyes and her hair was unevenly parted.  
 
    He had to remind himself that while they needed Rosa’s cooperation, while Danika Peggles’ life might depend on it, this woman had just recently lost her child.  
 
    Rosa cursed quietly as she tried to jam a stack of paper into a leather attaché case. She cursed under her breath when the pages didn’t seem to fit.  
 
    “Rosa Warren?” Leroy put his hands in his jean pockets in an attempt to appear less intimidating.  
 
    “Yes?” Rosa raised her eyes and looked at him. 
 
    Leroy took this as an invitation and stepped into the room, expecting her to back away.  
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    “I know this is going to sound a little strange, but my name’s Leroy Walker and—” he hesitated when Rosa let go of the papers and slipped a hand deeper into the bag. “—and I’m a PI—a Private Investigator. Look.” 
 
    He started to remove his badge. Rosa mimicked his movements. 
 
    “No, wait, look at the badge—Jesus, put that away.” Rosa Warren was suddenly holding a can of pepper spray and pointing the nozzle in his direction. “Please, I need your help.” 
 
    “You need to back the fuck up.” Rosa’s lips were thin and tight. “I don’t know who you are or—” 
 
    “I’m Leroy Walker—look.” He shook the badge. “I’m a private investigator.” 
 
    “I don’t care who you say you are. I’m done here and I’m going home.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    Rosa’s eyes shot over Leroy’s right shoulder, but he kept his focus on the pepper spray. 
 
    The door to the classroom closed. 
 
    “I think you’re going put that pepper spray down,” Hanna said. “And then you’re going to be a good girl and hand over your keys.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 54 
 
      
 
    Dr. Victor Hale lived modestly. His wife, on the other hand, did not. According to the divorce filings, and despite Victor’s claim that she had been unfaithful, Judge Wallace had granted Rosa half of his money, including eight hundred thousand that Chad Ward had uncovered in a hidden account. 
 
    The home must have been large for the three of them. Drake could only imagine what it would be like living there alone.  
 
    This time, Dunbar did the driving while Drake was the passenger. Like at Victor’s home, they did a few laps first, eyes peeled for their unsub’s dark green Nissan.  
 
    When they were confident that Victor wasn’t staking out the place, Dunbar parked just around the corner. 
 
    “I can’t—I can’t stay.” 
 
    Drake wasn’t surprised. He didn’t blame Dunbar, either. Plausible deniability and all that. 
 
    “I’ll call you when it’s done,” Drake said. “Be ready.” 
 
    Dunbar nodded in agreement and Drake got out of the car. 
 
    There was less need for secrecy now. He was almost certain that Victor would be at Rosa’s work, watching her. He’d follow her home. 
 
    Correction: he’d follow Hanna home. 
 
    And Drake would be waiting.  
 
    He’d refused to give Hanna her gun but as of late, he never went anywhere without his. 
 
    Drake made his way down the side of the house, through the unlocked gate, and into the backyard. 
 
    The grass had been recently cut and the large ground level deck appeared new. There was a wooden playhouse, complete with a slide and two swings, near the back of the property. 
 
    When was the last time that Joanna Hale had played on it, Drake wondered. Six months ago? Was her illness sudden or drawn out? 
 
    Drake guessed the latter. The girl must have been in the hospital long enough to form a relationship with Malcolm Fitzroy. 
 
    A sour one.  
 
    He tried the sliding back door, but it was locked. Sheer curtains did little to hide the outline of an opulent kitchen behind. It gleamed through the fabric; like the deck upon which he stood, it appeared newly renovated. 
 
    After the divorce, clearly, but before Jo’s death? 
 
    Drake moved to the opposite side of the house where he found another door. Like the back, it too was locked. But unlike when he’d broken into Victor’s basement, didn’t contain a grid of thin, one-layer glass.  
 
    He pressed against the pane. It was thick, reinforced. 
 
    Drake tried the handle again, but it didn’t budge. 
 
    His first instinct was to just kick the door in. It would take a few blows, but the frame would eventually splinter.  
 
    Then he thought about what would happen if Victor peered down the side of the house or if he saw the broken door from the inside. 
 
    He’d run. 
 
    Drake backed away and observed his surroundings. There was a blue ceramic pot containing a plant off to one side. He bent over and tipped it. 
 
    No key. 
 
    There was a large barbecue on the deck, and he went there next, opening the stainless steel doors beneath it. 
 
    No key there, either. 
 
    Fucking hell. 
 
    They didn’t have much time.  
 
    He returned to the door and resigned himself to having to kick it in. Risky as it was, he had to get inside. 
 
    Drake gripped either side of the door frame and squeezed. Just as he was preparing himself to deliver the first kick beside the deadbolt lock, something fell right in front of his face. 
 
    A gift from heaven. 
 
    Drake looked down. 
 
    It was a key.  
 
    Only, it hadn’t fallen from heaven but from the top of the door frame. 
 
    “You idiot,” he said out loud. Then, with a grunt, he squatted on his haunches. The key had fallen flat on the artificial wood deck, and he struggled to pick it up. 
 
    His tongue poked out of the corner of his mouth as he tried to get a nail beneath the metal to raise it. It just kept sliding around—there was nothing to grip. 
 
    Drake’s concentration was so great that he didn’t hear the person approach from behind. Didn’t notice the shadow over top of him.  
 
    But he did feel the hand that snaked across his throat and yanked him to his feet. 
 
    “What are you up to, Drake?” Hot breath on his ear. “You shouldn’t be here. You have work to do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 55 
 
      
 
    It was good to be back in New York City. It was good to be back with Drake and Leroy and Screech.  
 
    And it felt good to return the favor she owed Drake. 
 
    Did she regret separating Donnie Duggar’s head from his shoulders? 
 
    Fuck no.  
 
    Would she do it again, if she had the chance? 
 
    Certainly. 
 
    But Hanna missed DSLH.  
 
    Starting her life over, again, as Robin Powers this time, had been difficult. Even the help of old friends hadn’t made it much easier. 
 
    Hanna adjusted the collar of Rosa’s jacket so that it hid part of her face. 
 
    She really did look like Rosa, only a little less pale and a little thinner, judging by how the jacket squeezed her hips a little uncomfortably.  
 
    From decapitating the Straw Man to living in New Orleans to being a housewife in New York.  
 
    What a ride. 
 
    Hanna had memorized the route from Rosa’s work to her home. Drake had told her that Victor was most likely driving a dark green Nissan. She had to resist the urge to look in her mirrors to see if he was following her. 
 
    You’re just a normal, cheating wife whose daughter died. You’re not suspicious. You probably just want to head home and drown your sorrows with a bottle of Pino.  
 
    This got Hanna thinking. Money had been tight since moving south and the neighborhood she found herself in presently was far from modest. 
 
    Maybe I can get used to this. 
 
    Hanna pulled into the driveway of Rosa’s home.  
 
    I really could get used to this.  
 
    As she walked up to the front door, Hanna felt an unexpected shiver run up her spine. 
 
    Drake will be here. He’s inside now—waiting. Hiding. 
 
    Rosa had three identical-looking keys on her keyring. The second one fit in the lock. 
 
    Nice place, she thought, flicking on the front hall lights. 
 
    Hanna was far from practiced when it came to domesticity, but she was nothing if not adaptable. 
 
    She tossed Rosa’s bag—no, it’s your bag, silly—on the narrow table by the door. After a thought, she placed the keys on the ceramic leaf that held a bobby pin and a pack of gum. 
 
    Then she went to the kitchen.  
 
    “Ah, here we go.” 
 
    There was a bottle of red wine on the counter, half full. Hanna grabbed a glass from the drying rack and popped the top off the wine. 
 
    “Cheers,” she said, holding her drink up. To you, Drake. Wherever you’re hiding.  
 
    Drake had always been a grump, disgruntled, a bit of an asshole. But he seemed different now, different from even that day in the hunting shack when he’d told her to run. 
 
    To run and never come back. 
 
    Why had he called her? Because she looked like Rosa Warren? Really? 
 
    How many other people looked like her?  
 
    This was New York City, for Christ’s sake. And it wasn’t as if they had to spend hours in the same room with people who knew Rosa. As soon as Victor came inside the house, saw her there, Drake would pounce. 
 
    And then Victor Hale would speak. 
 
    Hell, they could have used a fucking mannequin. 
 
    Hanna cringed, remembering the skin suits that Donnie Duggar had made.   
 
    No, Drake had called her back for another reason.  
 
    She just wasn’t sure what. 
 
    Hanna leaned against the counter and sipped her wine, waiting for something to happen.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It’s for you. Answer.” 
 
    “I’m not answering your fucking phone,” Drake spat. 
 
    The big man with the accent had forced him into the front seat of a red pickup truck, while he slid into the back. But not before taking Drake’s gun from him. It was now aimed at his spine through the shitty thin seat. 
 
    “Answer.” 
 
    The satellite phone beside Drake, a carbon copy of the one in the glove compartment of his Crown Vic, buzzed loudly. 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    “You answer, Drake, or I tell my men to kill Jasmine.” 
 
    There was no anger in his voice. For this man, for Andres’ men, this was just work. A job, like baking bread or selling shoes.  
 
    “I have one more fucking day,” Drake said between clenched teeth. The man had told him to drive but hadn’t said where. Drake didn’t want to stray too far from Rosa’s house, so he made sure to drive around in a complicated circle.  
 
    Thus far, the man who had abducted him hadn’t seemed to notice.  
 
    Drake grabbed the phone.  
 
    “I have one more day,” he repeated, this time into the receiver. 
 
    “You do not,” Andres Mendes said flatly. “The shipment arrives tonight.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about? You said Friday.” 
 
    “It’s coming tonight.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Drake argued. “I can’t move things up, again.” 
 
    “You will. I’m sure my colleague has reminded you of what will happen if you decide not to follow my orders.” 
 
    “I’m doing everything I can here,” Drake shouted. “Everything you fucking asked me!” 
 
    “Oh, you’re doing a lot more than that. A lot more. I want to remind you that you have one job in New York.” 
 
    “One job? Really? This is—” he felt something hard poke into his spine. “Fuck it. I’ll talk to Norm but there’s no guarantee that he’ll be able to accommodate another change.” 
 
    Drake squeezed the phone so hard that the plastic casing creaked.  
 
    “You’ll make it work. And after everything has been delivered, you will get on that plane.” Drake’s upper lip disappeared, and he bared his teeth. “Do you understand me?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said dryly. 
 
    “Good. Then I look forward to seeing you again, Drake.”  
 
    The line went dead. 
 
    “Stop driving in a circle,” the man in the backseat said. “Head to the airport.” 
 
    “Shipment’s not coming ‘til around midnight.” 
 
    The pressure in his back intensified—it felt like a cannon, not a handgun. At this range, however, the damage was likely to be similar. 
 
    “Drive to the airport. Call your friend.” 
 
    “I don’t have his number,” Drake lied, trying to stall. 
 
    “It’s in the phone.” Fuck. “Do it now.” 
 
    Norm’s name and phone number were programmed into the sat phone. Drake called the man, because what other choice did he have? 
 
    He was all out of plans. Used them all up.  
 
    He was fucked. They all were.  
 
    Unless he did as this man said. 
 
    As Andres said. 
 
    “Drake, I tried to—” 
 
    “The shipment’s coming tonight, Norm.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Drake swallowed dryly. 
 
    “It’s coming tonight. Set it up.”  
 
    “I-I-I-I—” 
 
    He sounded like a CD that was skipping. 
 
    “It’s happening tonight. Norm—do it. Don’t make me call my friends at the NYPD.” 
 
    Silence—as good as an answer. Not that Drake had asked a question.  
 
    He hung up and flicked his eyes to the mirror.  
 
    “Satisfied?” 
 
    Andres had told him before getting on the cargo plane in Colombia that the two men who had thrown him in the back of the van couldn’t travel to the States. But God damn it if the goon who had grabbed him outside Rosa’s house didn’t look exactly like Thing 2. 
 
    Their eyes met and the man dropped the hard act, allowing a grin to form on his lips. 
 
    “Satisfied? You know, I’m not sure why Andres keeps you around. Now that everything is set up, I can just kill you and—” 
 
    Both men jostled forward.  
 
    A black Tesla had just rear-ended them. Not hard, but with enough force Drake had to grip the steering wheel more tightly to avoid swerving. 
 
    “Keep driving,” the man in the backseat instructed. 
 
    But the Tesla had other ideas. 
 
    It pulled up beside them, and through tinted windows, Drake saw a shadow gesturing frantically for them to pull over. 
 
    “Just keep driving.” 
 
    The Telsa driver sped up and cut in front of them. Drake was forced to stop to avoid smashing into them.  
 
    He put the car into park. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?”  
 
    “Do nothing.” He poked Drake’s back with the gun. “Don’t do nothing.” 
 
    A thin man with blond hair got out of the Tesla and hurried over. He was wearing ridiculously large sunglasses that covered most of his pale face. 
 
    “Hey! I’m sorry, I didn’t see your piece of shit truck. I hate doing this, too, but the app,” he held up his cell and wiggled it, “says I need to get your info.” 
 
    The man in the backseat rolled down his window.  
 
    “Get the fuck back in your car.” 
 
    “But-but the app! I gotta get your information,” the man pleaded. “You know, for insurance.” 
 
    “Get the fuck back in your car.” Drake felt the pressure in his back ease as the gun barrel was redirected out the window.  
 
    “Oh, gosh! A gun!” The Telsa driver was startled, and he lost his grip on his cell. He fumbled it and it flew from his hands. The man tried to grab it but only succeeded in knocking it through the open window.  
 
    “Hijo de puta!” 
 
    “I’m sorry!” 
 
    The Telsa driver reached into the car to retrieve his phone. 
 
    At least, that’s what it looked like he was doing. 
 
    But his hands were no longer empty.  
 
    Drake said a glint of something metal. 
 
    A blade. 
 
    And then, as quickly as it appeared, it was gone, buried up to the handle in Andres’ henchman’s thick neck. 
 
    “They say never bring a knife to a gunfight,” the Telsa driver said as he twisted the blade. “But they never said anything about a scalpel. Who the fuck are they, anyway? Drake, any idea?”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 56 
 
      
 
    “I’m really sorry about this,” Leroy said, massaging his sore hand.  
 
    “I bet you are,” Rosa snarled. “I bet you’re really sorry for stealing my keys and my jacket.” 
 
    Car, too. Don’t forget about your car. 
 
    “Technically, you handed them over.” 
 
    “What was I supposed do to? She was going to hit me!” 
 
    Leroy didn’t doubt it. Hanna was as tough as they came. He remembered one of their earlier jobs, one in which he was forced to pose as a doorman. Hanna had been chained up in the basement and had taken a metal skewered to the soft flesh beneath her chin. It had pierced the bottom of her tongue and yet the woman had kept going. 
 
    Knowing what he knew now about her past, about being held captive in a cage, Leroy was surprised that Hanna hadn’t completely lost it that night at the Loomis Estate.  
 
    “I told you, I’m sorry. But we needed your help.” 
 
    “For what? You steal my keys, and you won’t even tell me why? I know people.” Rosa indicated the classroom they were standing in. “I know cops. Everyone who works here does—they’re practically on speed dial. I don’t care that you say you’re a PI, when this is done, you’re going get be arrested.” 
 
    Leroy sighed. 
 
    “Again, like I told you, we’re working with the cops. We are. It’s just… it’s a secret operation.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, right. Secret.” Rosa rolled her eyes. “Why don’t I just call the cops and ask them?” She started to reach for her phone that lay on her desk. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    “Why not? You going to hit me, too?” 
 
    There was no too—Hanna had only threatened the woman—but Rosa’s words made him think. 
 
    Would he hit her? No. Would he hold her down, though? 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    “Just tell me what this is about. Is it… is it about Colin?” 
 
    This caught Leroy off guard.  
 
    “Colin…?” he asked stupidly. 
 
    “Yes! Colin. Colin Clark. He was… the cops shot him.” 
 
    Shit.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” Was all he could think of to say. “I’m sorry for everything.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Leroy shifted his weight to his other foot. 
 
    “Your daughter. I’m sorry about what happened to her.” 
 
    Rosa’s face flushed. 
 
    “What do you know about Jo?” 
 
    “Not much.” Leroy suddenly wished he’d kept his mouth shut. “I just know that she was sick and—” 
 
    “She died. We did everything we could to save her. Victor… he gave Jo a part of his liver. Did you know that? Huh? A piece of him—they took it out of him and put it in her. Still didn’t help.” 
 
    The way that Rosa was speaking about her ex-husband surprised Leroy. Given that the divorce was so contentious that it required the need for a forensic accountant, he thought they hated each other.  
 
    “Rosa did you and your husband—” 
 
    “Did we what?” 
 
    “Did you guys get along?” 
 
    Rosa’s expression changed. She went from angry to apprehensive. Leroy found this confusing.  
 
    Am I missing something here? Are we missing something? 
 
    “Are you a stalker? Is that it? Like one of those guys who gets off on true crime?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yeah, I bet you’re one of those freaks.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You heard about Colin and then you came here to stalk me. That’s it—I’m calling the cops.” Leroy was so shocked by this change in attitude, it was almost manic the way Rosa bounced all over the place, that he didn’t react when she reached for her phone.  
 
    “No, wait!” 
 
    She half turned and that’s when he saw that her cell was still on the desk. 
 
    It was a ploy—she hadn’t been going for the phone. 
 
    Rosa Warren had been reaching for the pepper spray.  
 
    And by the time Leroy realized this fact, he’d already taken a blast of the hot liquid right in the eyes.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hanna finished the wine. It was only half a bottle, and she wasn’t really sure what else to do. 
 
    Except for eat.  
 
    The second she’d gotten the call from Drake, she’d dropped everything and headed to the airport. Out of principal, Hanna didn’t eat airplane food. She was starving now.  
 
    In the fridge, she found some leftover pasta coated in pesto sauce. It smelled fine, so she warmed it in the microwave. 
 
    The first bite was so hot that she burnt her upper palette.  
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    Hanna sucked in blasts of cool air. 
 
    She knew that she should probably lay off the alcohol, but she was injured now, and she had to drink something. Hanna took a cold beer out of the fridge and opened it. 
 
    It felt amazing in her scalded mouth. 
 
    Yeah, she thought for the thousandth time, I could get used to this.  
 
    But deep down, Hanna knew this wasn’t real life. She also knew that it would get real boring, real fast. 
 
    While she waited for the pasta to cool, Hanna stared out the kitchen window and into the backyard.  
 
    It was dusk, and she’d been living in Rosa’s world for at least an hour. 
 
    What the hell is Drake doing? She wondered. Where the hell is Drake? 
 
    Aside from carbonation escaping the beer can, the house was eerily silent. 
 
    There was a real possibility that Drake was upstairs somewhere. And given how exhausted he’d looked, it was equally possible that he’d fallen asleep.  
 
    Hanna took another sip of beer. And then she saw something in the yard. Something dark. A shadow. 
 
    She leaned forward. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    No, the shadow wasn’t in the yard. It was a reflection in the glass.  
 
    Hanna started to turn, but a voice stopped her. 
 
    “Don’t move,” a man commanded. “Don’t turn around, Rosa. Just listen.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 57 
 
      
 
    Drake didn’t do anything. He couldn’t do anything.  
 
    What the fuck is going on? 
 
    “Beckett? What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    Dr. Beckett Campbell, ex-Head Medical Examiner for the State of New York, cocked his head, inspecting the blade that was still embedded in the wide-eyed man’s neck. 
 
    “Saving your dumb ass. What do you think?” 
 
    He pulled his hand gripping the scalpel back and arterial spray immediately gushed, soaking the interior of the truck. Beckett barely got out of the way.  
 
    Andres’ thug tried to raise the gun, but he was already losing steam. Making a tsk-tsk sound, Beckett reached out and pushed it back down.  
 
    With his carotid artery severed, it took less than seven seconds for the man to fall back and start to lose consciousness. 
 
    Beckett gently brushed his hand over the man’s forehead and eyes. 
 
    “Sleep, my pretty,” he whispered. 
 
    But the man didn’t sleep. 
 
    He died. 
 
    “What the actual fuck,” Drake said. His eyes darted from Beckett in the silly sunglasses to the man lying in the backseat, blood no longer spraying but just leaking onto the cracked leather. 
 
    Drake snapped out of it and stretched through the opening between the front seats. 
 
    “He’s dead,” Beckett informed him, clearly misinterpreting what Drake intended to do. 
 
    “I know he’s fucking dead.” 
 
    Drake grabbed his gun from the man’s limp hand, wiped a small streak of blood off the barrel on the man’s shirt, and then got out of the car. 
 
    “Come here, you big lug, you.” 
 
    Beckett went to hug him, but Drake pushed him back. 
 
    “We should get out of here.” 
 
    “Yeah, prolly. Here.” Beckett pulled a rag out of his back pocket and tossed it to him.  
 
    Drake instinctively used it to dab the sweat from his forehead and Beckett laughed. 
 
    “For your fingerprints. You used to be a detective? For real?” 
 
    Drake ignored the insult and used the clean side of the cloth to wipe down the steering wheel and the gearshift. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” Drake asked again as he handed the cloth back. Beckett used it to remove some of the blood that had splattered his hand and wrist. Then he cleaned the scalpel. 
 
    “You called me, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, I called you to get Hanna’s number.”  
 
    “And… you thought I was going to, what? Just sit around? Twiddle my thumbs? You really think that when my bestest friend in the whole wide world calls for help I wouldn’t show up?” 
 
    “I called for Hanna.” 
 
    Beckett pointed at his chest with the sharp end of the scalpel. 
 
    “What can I say? I’m the hero the world needs but didn’t know they wanted.” 
 
    “What about Suzan and… and… and the boy?” 
 
    “Bradley—and they’re fine. Need a break from me, I guess.” A car drove by, slowing as it passed. “You know, it’s not easy raising a child in this day and age. With Internet porn, you just—” 
 
    “Let’s get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    Beckett saluted him with the scalpel. Every time he swung the blade around, Drake was certain the man was going to cut himself.  
 
    But he never did. 
 
    Drake tucked the gun into his waistband and hurried to the passenger seat of Beckett’s Tesla.  
 
    Beckett joined him, a smile on his face.  
 
    Sunglasses obscuring his appearance or not, there was no doubt that this was Beckett. He’d just killed a man, a piece of shit who had threatened Jasmine and Clay, but a person, a human being, and he seemed less than fazed about it.  
 
    Andres’ thug was nothing if not perfunctory in performing his mercenary duties. Beckett, on the other hand, seemed to enjoy the work. 
 
    And only one of them was doing it for free.  
 
    “You hungry?” Beckett asked. 
 
    “No, I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “Well, where do you want to go, then? Strip club? I know this great place that has midgets—can you say midgets, now? Probably not; vertically challenged woman, then—and men, if you’re into that—and they’re—” 
 
    “We have to go back to Rosa’s house. We have to save Hanna.” 
 
    “Aye, aye.” Beckett hammered the gas and wrenched the wheel. Then he muttered something about being a hero, again. 
 
    If he’s a hero, Drake thought, eying the still-grinning man, then this world is as good as fucked.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 58 
 
      
 
    “Just… just listen.” 
 
    When the man spoke, Hanna pictured Victor Hale as she’d seen him on the board back at DSLH. Even his voice sounded generic. 
 
    And, yes, she was only planning to listen. For as much as Hanna looked like Rosa Warren, at least here, from behind and in partial darkness, their voices couldn’t have been more different. 
 
    Back at DSLH, Drake had refused to give her her gun.  
 
    Hanna didn’t care. She’d relocated to New Orleans and finding a gun there was as easy as locating crawfish to nibble on.  
 
    Problem was, she kept the miniature pistol in an ankle holster. Drake had commented about how Victor Hale was speeding up, how the refractory period between attacks was getting shorter. 
 
    The last thing she wanted to do now was make any sort of sudden movement that might encourage Victor to finish things before the obligatory diatribe.  
 
    “I need to thank you.” 
 
    Okay, perhaps diatribe was the wrong word. 
 
    “Without your help, I would have never had the courage to do what I did. To make sure that Jo’s death wasn’t just pointless. That she wouldn’t be forgotten.”  
 
    Where the fuck are you Drake? You waiting for a confession? Secretly recording this conversation? 
 
    That would be something that a cop would do. But Drake was no longer a cop. 
 
    Hanna was beginning to suspect that either Drake was asleep or he wasn’t here. Either way,   she was on her own. 
 
    And that was bad news for Dr. Victor Hale. 
 
    Hanna did need to outsource her killings. She was quite capable of performing the act on her own. Just ask Donnie Duggar.  
 
    “You were right. You know, I spent my whole life trying to understand people. Understand how they think, how they work, what motivates them. But it was you—you knew. When I was lying there, recovering from surgery when I gave my liver to Jo, you said, ‘People will do anything for their children’. I wasn’t sure they would. But now, I do. I’ll be the first to admit it, I didn’t think they would go this far—kill a stranger. But they did. Or they tried. Doesn’t matter. All that matters is that after we’re gone, they’ll remember Jo. If they don’t remember her, they’ll remember how much their child matters to them. How luck they are to have them.”  
 
    Drake? Hello? 
 
    “And I couldn’t have done it without you. Without you helping me select the victims.” 
 
    Hanna froze. Rosa Warren’s image had been on the infamous corkboard, but she’d been off to one side. 
 
    A victim. 
 
    But maybe they were wrong. Maybe instead of being a victim, Rosa was an accomplice. 
 
    “But in order to make this work, for people to not just remember The Happy Face Killer, but Jo, we can’t—” 
 
    Hanna had enough. If Drake was here somewhere, he wasn’t coming to save her. 
 
    She turned, lowering her body at the same time and snaking one hand down the inside of her calf. 
 
    “Sorry to break it to you, Bucko, but I’m not Rosa and you ain’t no fucking white knight.” 
 
    He was supposed to be shocked by this. Victor Hale was supposed to be so surprised that Hanna would be able to grab her gun and squeeze off a round before he could react.  
 
    But that didn’t happen. 
 
    Instead of his average lips forming an asshole shape, Victor grinned. And there, in the dimmed lighting, Victor no longer looked like Everyman. There was something undeniably evil about his appearance. 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Victor said. “I know you’re not Rosa. But don’t worry, she’ll be here soon. In the meantime, you better stand up straight or I will shoot you.” 
 
    Hanna was committed.  
 
    “Last chance!” Victor warned. “Stop!” 
 
    Lecherous grin or not, she didn’t think this man was capable of murder. Why else would he make others do it for him?  
 
    Yeah, he had a speech—they all had fucking speeches. But talk was cheap, and murder was psychologically expensive.  
 
    But Hanna didn’t know about Amelia Clark.  
 
    And that was a mistake.  
 
    Just as her fingers slipped around the butt of her pistol a shot rang out.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 59 
 
      
 
    Hanna cried out, expecting to feel searing pain… somewhere.  She lunged, not at Victor, but toward the kitchen table even though it offered paltry coverage. At the same time, she finally managed to pull her gun free.  
 
    A second shot rang out and Hanna rolled onto her back, pushing with her feet to slide out from beneath the table. If she was going down, she was going down firing.  
 
    But it wasn’t Dr. Victor Hale she aimed her pistol at but someone else. 
 
    “Drake?” 
 
    Damien Drake hovered over Dr. Victor Hale who, like Hanna, was on his back. The only difference between them was that he was writhing in pain. 
 
    Hanna kept her gun up but tapped her body. No apparent injury.  
 
    “Need a hand?” 
 
    A goofy face filled her field of vision. Blond, spiky hair, stupid-looking sunglasses. 
 
    “Beckett?” 
 
    She grabbed his hand and, still unsure whether she’d been shot, Hanna tentatively allowed herself to be pulled to her feet.  
 
    Victor Hale groaned, and she looked at him. 
 
    Two bullet holes, two red blooms. One looked like it grazed his side, but the other was a direct hit to the shoulder. Victor’s gun lay between him and Drake. 
 
    Even though both gunshots she’d heard were accounted for, Hanna searched her body just in case. 
 
    She was clear. 
 
    “What the fuck!” Hanna shoved Drake. He wasn’t expecting this and tripped over Victor’s fallen body. The man cried out, but this was mostly a ploy; he reached for his gun, but Beckett booted it away.  
 
    “Nuh-uh-uh.” 
 
    “Where the fuck were you, Drake?” Hanna shouted. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, not ‘I’m sorry’—where were you? You were supposed to have my back! You were supposed to be here!” 
 
    Drake winced. Before he could answer, Beckett chimed in. 
 
    “That’s my bad. Needed his help with something. But we’re here now, and you’re fine. Victor over here,” he kicked the man in the ribs, eliciting another painful grunt, “not so much.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Hanna cursed loudly. She glared at Drake, but he refused to meet her eyes.  
 
    Evidently, he considered his paltry apology sufficient, as he ignored her and bent down to grab Victor’s shirt collar.  
 
    “Where are they, Victor? Where the fuck are Danika and Amelia?” Victor’s eyes rolled. Drake shook them forward. “Where are they?” 
 
    “I don’t know…” he sputtered, and blood speckled his lips and nose. “I-I—” 
 
    Drake shook the man even harder.  
 
    “Where is Danika Peggles? Where is Amelia Clark’s body?”  
 
    Victor made a lame effort to touch his breast but his arm barely flopped. Drake reached into the pocket for him and pulled out a card. Hanna watched him flip it over, watched his face go from hopeful to disgusted. 
 
    “Dr. Victor Hale? Really?” He showed them the man’s own name he’d scribbled on the back. “You planned this, too? Your own death?” 
 
    Hanna suddenly recalled what Victor had been blabbering about before Drake had shot him.  
 
    “Shit, Drake, I think—” 
 
    The front door blew open and a screaming woman stormed inside.  
 
    “You killed my—” 
 
    Hanna intercepted the woman with a picture-perfect clothesline. Her forearm made solid contact with the hollow of her throat and part of her chin. The woman’s body continued forward while her head remained behind. A cartoonish sound—huyuuuup—came from the pit of the woman’s stomach and then she slammed to the floor. 
 
    “What the actual fuck?” Beckett finally removed his sunglasses. “You just… you just clotheslined yourself.” 
 
    Hanna ignored him. 
 
    “I was about to say, I think they’re working together,” she huffed. “Victor and Rosa.” 
 
    Rosa writhed on the ground beside her husband, clutching her throat and struggling to draw breath.  
 
    “What?” Drake said. 
 
    “The way he was talking,” Hanna shook her head. “I dunno.” 
 
    “Hey, Rosa,” Beckett barked, leaning in close. “You steal them kids, hmm?” 
 
    Rosa coughed but wasn’t capable of speaking yet. 
 
    “It wasn’t… her,” Victor grunted.  
 
    Drake slapped the man across the face. 
 
    “Where the fuck are the girls?”  
 
    When Victor refused to answer, Drake took the black business card with the happy face on it and tore it in half. 
 
    “Fuck you—fuck the both of you. You had this whole plan, huh? To fuck up people’s lives? You wanted Chad and Serena and the rest to die, but you also wanted the others, Megan and Chloe and Colin to suffer too, right? You wanted to mess everybody up. And then you thought you were going to go out in a blaze of glory. Some sort of twisted murder-suicide, suicide by cop, whatever?” 
 
    “I… I saw you at the hospital. I know who you are, Drake.” 
 
    Drake laughed and the sound made Hanna wince. This wasn’t the same man who had told her to run after killing Donnie. Drake was different now. Darker, even more bleak.  
 
    Hanna didn’t like the change. 
 
    “I know who you are, too. You’re a fucking coward, Dr. Victor Hale. A child-murdering coward. And you think this—” he threw the torn card at Victor. One half stuck to some of the blood on his cheek. It didn’t line up exactly, but the yellow smile of the happy face—upside-down—was close enough to Victor’s actual mouth that it seemed to extend his lips into an elongated grimace. “—is going to bother me? You think that killing you will make me lose any sleep at all? Yeah? Really? Then you have no fucking clue who I am.” Drake looked as if he was recalling something and then he moved his foot to the man’s wound on his side and pressed down. Victor gasped and his eyelids retracted. “What’s wrong, Vic? Don’t feel like putting on a happy face?”  
 
    He ground his heel and Victor squealed.  
 
    “That’s enough.” Hanna grabbed the back of Drake’s arm. She tried to pull him away, but Drake remained steadfast. “C’mon,” she urged, “let’s go.” 
 
    Beckett grabbed his other arm and tugged. 
 
    “Take Rosa outside,” he instructed Drake. “Let me deal with lil’ Vic here. Go on.”  
 
    Drake turned and looked at both of them.  
 
    Oh, he’d changed alright.  
 
    “Find out where the girls are.” With that, Drake broke free from both of them and started to walk toward the still-open front door.  
 
    “Okay, time to go.” Hanna grabbed Rosa by the hair and yanked the screaming woman to her feet. 
 
    “Let go of me! You let go of me, right now! You killed my husband! You killed him!” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” Hanna growled. She shoved Rosa toward Drake. He caught the woman, twisted her arms behind her, and cuffed her in one motion. 
 
    He might be several years removed from being a cop, but muscle memory reigned supreme and he had that movement down pat. 
 
    As Hanna followed both of them to the door, she heard Beckett begin to coo behind her. 
 
    “A doctor who kills?” he said calmly. “How clichéd. Wait, are psychiatrists even doctors? Or are you like those Ph.D. guys who say they’re doctors just so that they can pretend to be important? So, that they can get laid? Hmm? Hmmmm?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 60 
 
      
 
    Dunbar aggressively rubbed his forehead. 
 
    What a mess. What a fucking mess.  
 
    And this time, it wasn’t Drake’s fault. It wasn’t all Drake’s fault, anyway. 
 
    Yasiv had screwed up. And now the sergeant, suspended or not, was MIA.  
 
    Gone.  
 
    Lost his fucking mind. 
 
    Dunbar was supposed to be picking up Drake. He was also supposed to have Victor Hale in custody. But things had turned the way of old milk: sour. 
 
    Victor was apparently dead. As best as Dunbar could understand it, Victor had shot at Hanna, whom he’d mistaken for his ex-wife. 
 
    Drake had been right about that part—Rosa Warren was the endgame. But how Victor had managed to get by Drake, who was waiting inside, poised and ready, and not only draw his weapon but shoot it, was beyond comprehension. 
 
    And then Drake had returned fire and Victor was DOA. 
 
    Dunbar knew that this plan was chalked from the start. Drake claimed that they couldn’t just arrest Victor when—if—he showed up. They needed to talk to him. They needed to find out where he was keeping Danika and Amelia. 
 
    Apparently, Victor had decided to take this information with him to the grave.  
 
    Even more confusing was that Drake was now claiming Rosa was involved with her ex-husband, that she was a willing participant in the doctor’s twisted scheme. That Rosa had somehow—what was the word Drake had used? Primed? Rosa had primed Victor to perform these hideous acts? Coerced the coercer? 
 
    Dunbar had visited the woman under the guise of following up on the divorce and she’d balled when she’d overheard the news of Colin Clark’s death. Had that been an act? If so, what did that mean? 
 
    Despite these doubts, Dunbar found himself searching through videos nonetheless, analyzing security camera footage from outside Chad Ward’s work and going over everything they had from Vanessa Yen’s attack. 
 
    And then there was the hospital, of course. 
 
    Not that Dunbar expected to find anything. The likelihood that— 
 
    The detective jogged the video back three frames and concentrated.  
 
    Near the entrance of the Manhattan Pediatric Wellness Hospital, just as Colin attacked Malcolm, he spotted a woman with shoulder-length dark hair. Dunbar rewound the video again and then paused it.  
 
    It certainly looked like Rosa Warren. But she was in the background and the video quality wasn’t great. It didn’t help that Rosa, like her husband, wasn’t terribly unique looking, either.  
 
    Dunbar tried to get a better angle from another video taken by an onlooker but was met with the same problem. It could be her.  
 
    That’s as far as he was willing to go.  
 
    He went back to the footage from outside of Chad Ward’s office. 
 
    Again, Dunbar thought he saw Rosa or at least someone like her.  
 
    He scratched the back of his head. 
 
    Had Victor and Rosa really been working together? Before Trumbo had taken Yasiv’s badge, the sergeant had mentioned the possibility that the then-unknown Victor Hale had an accomplice. They’d initially thought it was Colin Clark. But could it be Rosa Warren, formally Rosa Hale? 
 
    Dunbar didn’t know much about marriage statistics, but he didn’t think it was common for people who went through a contentious divorce, followed by the spouse calling the cops when one party tried to break into the family home, to reconcile.  
 
    But it was impossible, either. 
 
    There had been mention of an inciting incident, how even though Victor Hale’s actions had been the culmination of a series of events, one recent tragedy had pushed him over the edge. 
 
    The death of his daughter, Joanna Hale. 
 
    Could this have paradoxically brought Rosa and Victor together while simultaneously driving them both to commit murder?  
 
    Could this be a common ground that facilitated their reconciliation?  
 
    Maybe. 
 
    But Drake had claimed that Victor had been coerced by his ex-wife. This seemed even more unlikely, given that Victor Hale was supposed to be an expert in human behavior.  
 
    Dunbar grabbed his phone and scrolled through a seemingly endless number of contacts until he found the one he was looking for. 
 
    “Malcolm? Malcolm Fitzroy?” 
 
    “Who’s this?” The man’s voice sounded even more nasal than usual. 
 
    “It’s Detective Dunbar with the NYPD. I just had a couple of follow-ups—” 
 
    “That big oaf broke my nose!” Malcolm whined. “He broke my nose! He was only supposed to pretend to stab me, but now my nose is broken! I want the NYPD to pay for my hospital bill.” 
 
    “You went to the hospital for a broken nose?” 
 
    “I work at the hospital.” 
 
    “And they make you pay? Pay for what, by the way?” 
 
    “For my stay!” 
 
    Dunbar sighed. Malcolm was a piece of shit. No one ‘stayed’ at a hospital for a broken nose. You just jammed some cotton in your nostrils and went about your day. He just wanted money. 
 
    “Sure, I’ll have the NYPD cut you a check.” 
 
    “R-really?” 
 
    “Yeah, for sure,” Dunbar lied. “Just had a question for you, though.” 
 
    “Okay.” More amenable now, go figure.  
 
    “Do you remember a girl named Joanna Hale? She suffered from some sort of liver disease. Her father gave up a piece of his own liver for her, but she still passed.” A uniformed officer suddenly appeared in Dunbar’s doorway. He was holding his phone and pointing at it frantically. It looked like he was about to piss his pants. Dunbar held up a finger. “This would have happened about a month ago.” 
 
    “I see a lot of patients. A lot of sick kids.” Zero empathy. “Dunno.” 
 
    “The father was a doctor, a psychiatrist.” 
 
    Dunbar paused but Malcolm didn’t say anything.  
 
    “The girl’s mom would have been there, too. Rosa Hale—no, Rosa Warren.” 
 
    “Rosa… oh, yeah, I remember her. What a piece of work that woman was. Every day she would complain. Her daughter’s food was cold, her bed wasn’t made properly, blah, blah, blah. Bitch, your kid don’t care. She was on her way out by then. Get this, Rosa would tell her husband—yeah, I remember him now, too just a regular guy—to complain to anybody who would listen. Like, cuz he was a head shrink or whatever, he would get better treatment or some shit.” 
 
    Dunbar thought about this. It fit with Drake’s theory. And if they could confirm that Rosa had been present at the individual crime scenes, it would add further credence to it. But it didn’t prove anything.  
 
    Another question is whether anybody would care if Rosa was involved. Would the DA, who was bound to be ecstatic that they’d not only caught the man behind these crimes—for real, this time—but that he was dead, be interested in pursuing the possible tenuous involvement of the man’s ex-wife? 
 
    Probably not. 
 
    No, definitely not. 
 
    “So, you want me to forward the hospital bill to you guys?” Malcolm asked. “Care of…?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    Dunbar hung up and then gestured at the officer, who was wide-eyed and flushed. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “You’re not going to believe this, but I think I found where the photo of Amelia Clark was taken.” 
 
    Dunbar jumped to his feet. 
 
    “What? Where?” 
 
    “An old service road about twenty minutes from town. Not used much any—” 
 
    “Why did you say something? Let’s fucking go!” 
 
    When Drake had called and told Dunbar what had gone down at Rosa Warren’s house, he’d asked for ten minutes. Ten minutes for what, Dunbar had no idea. But he’d agreed—it was the least he could do for the man who was essentially working for free. 
 
    But now, as Dunbar sprinted to his car, he thought that Drake was going to have to wait just a little bit longer.  
 
    And that was okay.  
 
    Because Danika Peggles was more important than Rosa Warren or Victor Hale. 
 
    Or Drake, for that matter.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 61 
 
      
 
    “And I should just tell her outright? No preamble or anything like that?” Henry Yasiv asked. 
 
    When there was no immediate answer, he flicked his eyes to the mirror.  
 
    Dr. Albert Verma was still in the back seat, a red dot on his forehead like a third eye.  
 
    “You promised to tell the woman. Most people do much better in these circumstances when news is delivered in a straightforward manner. You start using confusing words or circles around the idea, they get lost. Worse, they might even get confused and not understand what you’re saying. Just tell Tabitha Ward why her husband was killed. That’s it.” 
 
    Yasiv scratched his cheek, which was rough with beard growth.  
 
    “But you think I should tell her, right?” 
 
    “The woman lost her husband and you promised to tell her why. I think it’s a good thing. And I think you’re a good man, Yasiv.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that.”  
 
    Yasiv got out of his car and walked to the front door. Imbued by the confidence instilled in him by a deceased psychiatrist, he knocked twice. 
 
    It took quite some time for Tabitha Ward to answer. She looked better today than she had when Yasiv had first met her but only marginally so. Her face was still soggy from crying. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Tabitha didn’t appear to recognize him.  
 
    Maybe this isn’t such a good idea, after all. 
 
    “I’m not speaking with reporters.” 
 
    Yasiv shook his head. 
 
    “I’m not a reporter. I’m a sergeant with the NYPD.” Was a sergeant. “Name is Henry Yasiv.  I was here before—” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I’m sorry. I’ve just had a lot of reporters come by. That Vanessa Yen won’t stop talking about my husband and that mechanic who was killed by the police. You want to—you want to come in?” 
 
    “N-n-no, thank you. I just—” Say it, don’t beat around the bush, just say it. Yasiv straightened. “Mrs. Ward, your husband was killed by a woman whom he’d never met. A man who was angry with Chad for siding with his wife in a divorce case wanted him dead. He hired this woman to kill him.” 
 
    Tabitha made a face. 
 
    “She was a… a hitman?” 
 
    Yasiv knew that she was picturing the diminutive woman who was behind this: Megan Gentry. 
 
    “Not exactly. This man kidnapped her daughter and promised to give her back, unharmed, if she killed your husband.” 
 
    Tabitha shook her head. 
 
    “That’s… that’s crazy.”  
 
    “I know. I’m very sorry.” 
 
    There was nothing else to say. Yasiv offered Tabitha a final, curt nod, and retreated to his car.  
 
    “See? Don’t you feel better now?” Dr. Verma asked. 
 
    Maybe. Maybe a little. 
 
    Yasiv’s phone rang, and he answered. 
 
    “About fucking time.” Evidently, Drake believed in no preamble, as well. “Yasiv, things have moved up. Remember what we talked about? Well, it’s happening tonight.” 
 
    Any sort of relief Yasiv felt from speaking the truth to Tabitha Ward, a truth she might never otherwise hear, at least not with the DA’s spin on it, vanished. 
 
     “I’m sorry, but the DA took my badge. There’s nothing I can—” 
 
    “Yeah, there is. Nothing has changed. Yasiv, you do what we talked about, and I’ll get your job back.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 62 
 
      
 
    “Where the fuck is Dunbar?” 
 
    Drake hung up on Yasiv and tried the detective again. Ten minutes he’d said. 
 
    It had already been twenty. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Beckett appeared in the doorway of Rosa Warren’s house, his hands dotted with blood.  
 
    Good thing Dunbar waited, Drake thought. 
 
    “Well? Did Victor tell you where the girls are?” 
 
    Beckett frowned. 
 
    “I don’t think he knows.” He indicated Rosa Warren, who was cuffed and sitting in the back of her own car. “But I bet she knows.” 
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
    “Leave her.” He didn’t mind letting Beckett do whatever he did to Victor. The man was already dying. But not Rosa.  
 
    “Where’s Dunbar?” Hanna asked, apparently over her anger directed at Drake. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I can’t wait around any longer.” He looked at Beckett. “I need your help with something.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    “Hanna, think you can stay with Rosa until Dunbar gets here?” Hanna frowned. “It’ll be okay. Just Dunbar.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    He nodded, then gestured toward Beckett’s Tesla. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    In the car, he made two calls, one to the DA and one to Vanessa Yen. Short, to the point. No room for misinterpretation. 
 
    No time for explanation. 
 
    “Where to?” Beckett asked after he’d hung up. 
 
    “Victor Hale’s house.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Drake! I thought Dunbar was gonna swing by to relieve me? I mean, good thing you’re here because I need to—”  
 
    Drake walked up to Officer George Lincoln and grabbed him by the throat. The man was so surprised that it took him a good two seconds to react. 
 
    And then he went for his gun.  
 
    Beckett stayed his hand by flashing the scalpel.  
 
    “Yeeeah, I wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    Drake shoved Officer Lincoln up against his squad car.  
 
    “The fuck is going on?” Lincoln hissed through clenched teeth. “The fuck is this?” 
 
    With his free hand, Drake grabbed the officer’s cell phone from his pocket. He unlocked it by holding it up to the man’s face. 
 
    “What the fuck, Drake?” 
 
    Lincoln squirmed and Drake squeezed harder.  
 
    He found the photo he was looking for; the cop hadn’t even tried to hide it.  
 
    Drake showed it to him and then to Beckett. 
 
    It was the same one that Andres Mendes had flashed in Colombia—a photo of Patty Sheer.  
 
    Lincoln was Andres’ man on this side of the equator. Drake had suspected as much the moment he’d met the cop on the private airfield. But now he knew.  
 
    Drake leaned close to the man’s ear, now gripping his throat so hard that his fingers started to ache. 
 
    “If anything happens to her or Jasmine or Clay or anyone, my man will kill you.”  
 
    Lincoln was focusing on Drake, so he forcibly made him look at Beckett. 
 
    The cop knew.  
 
    Anybody with experience with killers, on either side of the law, could see it in Beckett’s eyes. 
 
    And Officer George Lincoln straddled the line. 
 
    Oh, he knew alright. 
 
    Drake offered a final whisper and accompanying squeeze.  
 
    “He will kill you.” 
 
    “I won’t—” 
 
    “You, anybody. A fucking stranger. A random attack. I don’t care. If anything happens to them, you’re dead.” 
 
    Drake released Lincoln and the man immediately started to cough.  
 
    Beckett waited behind for a moment longer as Drake retreated to the Tesla. 
 
    The point had been made… with the tip of a razor-sharp scalpel. 
 
    “Well, that was fun!” Beckett said as he plopped into the driver’s seat. “What other exciting adventures do you have planned for us today, ol’ friend?” 
 
    Drake finally managed to take a deep breath—his throat was constricted as if he’d been the one who had been strangled. 
 
    Was it enough? Would his threat to George keep Patty and Jasmine and Clay safe? 
 
    He didn’t know—couldn’t know. 
 
    Drake had considered killing George. Either with his own hands or simply by letting Beckett lose.  
 
    But this was better. George would look out for them. He was Drake’s insurance policy that Andres couldn’t just send another man after his friends and family. 
 
    Was it enough?  
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Mackenzie Hart would also be on the lookout. That was part of the deal. 
 
    “Drake? I think we should probably get going.”  
 
    Drake cleared his throat. 
 
    “No more adventures for today. I need a drink.” 
 
    “Great! Got any place in mind?” 
 
    “Anywhere that sells alcohol.” Drake considered this. “You know what, scratch that. Let’s go to Barney’s. Round up of the troops—the first round is on me.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 63 
 
      
 
    “Woman to woman, you helped him, right?” Hanna asked. “Victor—you helped him kidnap those girls?” 
 
    Rosa’s face contorted. 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    “Naw, c’mon, it’s just us. Tell me.” 
 
    “You killed my husband. And you expect me to talk to you?” Rosa tried to lunge at her, but Hanna, who was standing and holding the car open door, closed it a little and the woman banged her head. 
 
    “I never killed anyone,” Hanna lied. “And he’s your ex-husband. An ex-husband who just happens to be a murderer, in case you forgot.” 
 
    Rosa laughed. The sound was piercing despite being mostly blocked by the partially closed door. 
 
    “Victor could never kill anybody.” 
 
    “I mean, the judge and the accountant would beg to differ. But even if, in your twisted little head, you don’t consider these to be your husband’s doing, he killed that girl. He killed Amelia.” 
 
    Another laugh.  
 
    “He couldn’t do it. He should have, but he couldn’t. Didn’t have the balls.” 
 
    This confused Hanna. Although nobody had crossed Amelia’s picture out, she was on the board back at DSLH. And Drake had seen a photo of her lying face down, covered in blood. They were less certain about Danika Peggles’ condition, but Amelia was dead. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Rosa realized that she’d said too much and decided to clam up. 
 
    Hanna sighed. 
 
    “You know, I can call my friend back. The one with the cool glasses? He has ways of making people talk.” 
 
    Rosa scowled. 
 
    “That what he did to my husband? Force him to talk?” 
 
    “No, your husband died by gunshot. At least, that’s what the official coroner’s report will state. See, he has this way of… never mind. I suggest you start talking, though, unless you want him to come back.” 
 
    “I’d just be wasting my breath—you wouldn’t get it.” 
 
    “Get what? Murder? You’d be surprised.” 
 
    Donnie Duggar’s headless corpse flashed in Hana’s mind. 
 
    “No, not that—what it’s like to lose someone you love. A child. You wouldn’t get it, because you don’t love anybody, and nobody loves you.” 
 
    For some reason, these bromide comments stung Hanna. 
 
    “Fuck you,” she blurted unexpectedly. 
 
    They’d switched roles which brought a third laugh from the deranged woman. 
 
    “You wouldn’t get it. And those women? Megan and Chantal and Kristin… even Colin, they never had to sacrifice anything for their child. But we did. Victor even gave up part of his body for her.” 
 
    “That’s what this was all about? Making them feel what you felt? Because you sacrificed, you wanted them to do the same? You wanted them to know what it felt like to lose someone they loved, even if it was only temporary?” Hanna deliberately left out a second mention of Amelia Clark. 
 
    Rosa said nothing but her expression suggested that this was all true. 
 
    “It had nothing to do with getting back at Malcolm Fitzroy for being a true cunt, right? Or Joseph Belk for beating up your husband? This was just about Joanna, right? All about her?” 
 
    “We gave up everything!” Rosa screamed, lunging again. Her movement was violent this time that she nearly managed to get out of the car. 
 
    Hanna slammed the door all the way closed. 
 
    “You’re fucking crazy, you know that? Crazy and so full of yourself, so insanely self-centered that you made your poor daughter’s death about you. You and your husband, both. It truly is pathetic. And it’s only fitting that if you did get back together then you deserve each other.” 
 
    Rosa growled and banged her head off the glass, deliberately this time. 
 
    “They never had to sacrifice anything! Now they know! Now they fucking know!” 
 
    A car pulled into the driveway and Hanna was grateful to no longer have to stare at the sheer hatred in Rosa’s eyes. 
 
    Rosa was right about one thing: Hanna could never understand… understand how someone could take a tragedy like losing one’s child and twist it into a rationale to justify kidnapping, extortion, and murder. 
 
    Hanna had killed—she’d killed Donnie Duggar. But she didn’t need to pretend it was anything other than what it was: revenge. 
 
    Did that make her better than Rosa? Maybe.  
 
    At least she hadn’t murdered an innocent child.   
 
    Dunbar got out of the car and had an unexpected pep in his step as he walked over to her. If Hanna hadn’t known better, the big detective almost looked happy. But that couldn’t be right.  
 
    The only happy things about any of this were the fact that Victor was dead and The Happy Face Killer moniker, itself. But the more Hanna thought about this, she realized she considered them pathetic than anything else.  
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked.   
 
    “They’re alive.”  
 
    “What? Who?”  
 
    Dunbar, his teeth gleaming, pointed at his car. 
 
    In the back seat, Hanna saw two young faces: Danika Peggles and Amelia Clark. 
 
    “I thought… I thought…” she let her sentence trail off.  
 
    “Me, too. Apparently, Victor just dressed Amelia up. Told her to play dead, that it was just a game.” 
 
    Hanna glanced at Rosa.  
 
    He couldn’t do it. He should have, but he couldn’t. Didn’t have the balls. 
 
    Underlying this comment was that if it were up to her, Rosa would have done it herself. Were they working together? Victor and Rosa? Or was this all lip service by a woman who was overcome with grief?  
 
    Victor hadn’t mentioned Rosa back when he’d cornered Hanna in the kitchen other than to say she was coming here. But that could have meant anything. It was, after all, the woman’s home and she’d just finished a shift. 
 
    Yet, the way Rosa was speaking about the lives that had been destroyed by the work of The Happy Face Killer suggested that this was intensely personal to her. Another possibility was that Victor didn’t know that Rosa was involved, that she was manipulating him without him even being aware of it. 
 
    Psychiatrist or not, Hanna knew ways of manipulating men. She’d done it dozens of times.  
 
    Could Rosa have done the same? 
 
    “Victor’s dead?” Dunbar asked, no longer smiling.  
 
    They might never know for sure. 
 
    “Yeah. What’s going to happen to her?” 
 
    Dunbar stared through the window at Rosa Warren.  
 
    “I don’t know. I think she was at all the crime scenes. But I’m guessing there’s going to be nothing that physically links her to any of the kidnappings. I’ll do what I always do: present what I got to the DA and let him make the call.” 
 
    Even though Rosa wasn’t laughing, Hanna swore she heard the unmistakable sound. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    Hanna wanted to say more but her phone vibrated. 
 
    It was a text from Drake. 
 
    “I… I have to go,” she said. “I’ve got somewhere to be. People to see.” 
 
    Dunbar nodded and Hanna gave Rosa the middle finger. 
 
    I have people who love me, you bitch—you don’t. The only person who might have cared about you is lying in a pool of his own blood.  
 
    So, yeah, fuck you, Rosa Warren.  
 
    Even though you might never be arrested for your crimes, let me tell you one thing from experience: you never get away with murder. 
 
    It sticks with you forever. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 64 
 
      
 
    Barney’s had returned to something close to its roots. It wasn’t quite the quintessential Irish pub that Drake had loved but it was a far cry from the neon vomit it had become.  
 
    They had the place to themselves—a large tip and a courtesy from Mickey the bartender, with whom Drake went way back, ensured it would stay that way.  
 
    The first things Drake did were ask for the music to be turned way down and the TV to be changed from sports to the news.  
 
    Then he ordered drinks. Lots of drinks.  
 
    To say that the mood was jovial would be a lie. But it wasn’t depressing. Some good had come out of what they’d done. Victor Hale was dead and even though it looked as if Rosa Warren was going to be set free, none of them believed she was capable of any violence on her own. 
 
    Despite what she’d told Hanna, the woman, like her husband, was a true coward… which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. 
 
    It meant that Amelia Clark was still alive. 
 
    They were all together, which felt like old times. Other than Leroy’s face being a bit swollen thanks to Rosa’s pepper spray they were pretty much the same as they’d always been. 
 
    On the outside, at least.  
 
    They’d all changed over the years. Beckett, Hanna, Leroy, and Screech. 
 
    Drake, too. 
 
    And not for the better.  
 
    But for one night, one drink, Drake found himself capable of pretending that he hadn’t totally fucked up everyone’s lives. So, while everyone else chatted and drank, he just sat back and watched with something akin to a smile on his face. 
 
    He saw Beckett telling anybody who would listen to a story about two frat boys who he’d forced to decompact each other… whatever the hell that meant. Hanna teased Screech about his peach fuzz goatee and Leroy flexed his new muscles, mostly for the woman at the party. 
 
    “Drake? Another scotch?” 
 
    Drake looked down at his glass, which he hadn’t realized was empty.  
 
    “I think I’m good, Mick. Do me a favor?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Keep them drinking and keep the news on.” 
 
    “No problem. Take care, Drake.” 
 
    There was something final about this goodbye. Something sad. 
 
    Drake clapped Mickey on the back and walked over to where his friends had hung their coats. He slipped an envelope, each personally addressed, into their pockets one by one. 
 
    Then he left. 
 
    But not before looking back one final time. 
 
    The smile that crossed his lips now felt foreign. 
 
    But it was genuine.  
 
    For once, it was a real, bonafide smile. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Drake whispered. 
 
    And then he was gone. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 65 
 
      
 
    Drake had two stops to make before the final part of his plan kicked in. 
 
    The first was Patty Sheer’s. 
 
    She wasn’t home and for this, he was grateful. Drake’s urge to go to her when he’d staked out the SPCA had been great. He wasn’t sure if he’d be able to resist this time around.  
 
    One final kiss, one final hug. 
 
    Who knows where that might have led? 
 
    Drake put the letter with ‘Patty’ scrawled on the front in her mailbox.  
 
    The second stop proved more difficult: Jasmine Cuthbert’s.  
 
    Both she and Clay were home. He could see them through the window. Jasmine was holding the baby in her arms, rocking him back and forth while she watched TV. 
 
    It reminded him of a time when he’d held her in his arms while doing the same. 
 
    Drake started to tremble.  
 
    Maybe it was because he was coming off Victor’s case, one that proved, if nothing else, how incredibly self-centered and egotistical people could be, that he managed to stay in his car until Jasmine got up and put Clay in his sleeper before leaving the room. 
 
    Speaking to Jasmine and holding Clay was only for Drake. And in the end, it would make things more difficult for both of them. All of them. 
 
    What did that bastard Beckett like to say? 
 
    You’re the King Midas of feces… everything you touch turns to shit. 
 
    Drake hurried up to the window and peered through the glass at Clay. 
 
    “Well, little buddy, you should consider yourself lucky that I never held ya, not really.” 
 
    Jasmine returned to the room and Drake ducked out of sight. He put her letter in the mailbox and then got back in his car.  
 
    Tears filled Drake’s eyes as he drove away, distorting anything he might have seen in his rearview. 
 
    Like Jasmine standing on the porch, cradling Clay in one arm, waving to him with her free hand, yelling at him to come back. 
 
    That he didn’t have to do this. 
 
    That there was another way. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 66 
 
      
 
    “I can’t get the same inspection guy here. I tried, Drake, but he wouldn’t do it. No matter how much money I offered him, he said he was busy. Fucking busy,” Norm croaked. “The landing is all setup, but it has to be at exactly 11:30. If the pilot misses that window by as much as five minutes, he’s gonna have to circle for another hour or two. I just—the ATO has all these rules and I—” 
 
    Drake reached out and shook Norm’s hand. The man wasn’t expecting this, and it made for an awkward exchange. 
 
    “You’ve done more than enough, Norm. I’m sorry I got you involved in this. I really am. I’m sorry about everything.” 
 
    Norm was unimpressed by the apology. 
 
    “I don’t know what this is about. And—and—and I don’t want to.” 
 
    “Go home, now. Nothing that happens here or has happened will come back to you. I promise.” 
 
    Norm’s brow crinkled.  
 
    “I don’t understand. I have the keys to the gallery. They were not happy about letting us back in but your guy paid for more than just damages. They’ve agreed to—”  
 
    “Go home,” Drake said more sternly. “Go home and forget all about this.” 
 
    Norm’s crow’s feet became deep lines. 
 
    “Drake—” 
 
    “Go home.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Norm stared at him for another three seconds before turning and leaving, just as Drake had asked. 
 
    It was the last time he ever saw the man.  
 
    Andres’ cargo plane arrived at exactly 11:30 and, as per Norm’s promise, it landed without incident. 
 
    Drake waited for it to come to a stop before approaching, satellite phone in hand. As the pilot started to lower the aft door, he made the call.  
 
    “Andres, the plane just landed. I’m going to get it unloaded and then I’ll get on it.”  
 
    “You’re a man of your word, Drake. And I’m a man of mine. Your friends will not—what’s that sound?” 
 
    Drake looked up and his heart instantly started to race. 
 
    The sound of sirens filled the air and flashing red and blue lights illuminated the night sky. 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Drake, what’s going on?” 
 
    “You set me up,” he shouted into the phone. “You fucking set me up!” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Tell me what’s happening!” 
 
    Six squad cars came racing toward him, as well as what appeared to be a news van. 
 
    “You motherfucker,” Drake yelled. “Andres, you planned this. You set me up!” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Andres screamed something in Spanish as a handful of police officers got out of their cars, weapons aimed at Drake. 
 
    “Drop the fucking phone and put your hands in the air!” 
 
    “Drake? Drake!” 
 
    “You did this,” he said.  
 
    “Drop the phone, now!” 
 
    Drake did as he was ordered.  
 
    It fell to the ground, angry Spanish clearly audible from the receiver despite it falling face down. 
 
    As Drake put his hands in the air and was stormed by the cops, a rueful smile crossed his lips. 
 
    A second genuine expression in as many hours. 
 
    He told himself to be careful, this had the potential to become a pattern.  
 
    And where he was going, putting on a happy face tended to get you in trouble. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 67 
 
      
 
    Beckett peered under the first bathroom stall. 
 
    “Drake? You all right in there? Listen, if you need someone to decompact you, I can call Screech. That guy is a master with his digits.” He paused. “Drake?” 
 
    There was no answer so he moved on to the next. And then the next. 
 
    They were all empty. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    Beckett hurried back to the bar and grabbed his jacket off the hook. 
 
    “He’s not in there,” he told Screech.  
 
    Screech didn’t look at all surprised. 
 
    “Wait, you knew he was leaving?”  
 
    The man shrugged. 
 
    “I thought maybe… I dunno.”  
 
    Something poked Beckett in the ribs and he reached into the inside pocket of his coat. 
 
    “What do you mean, you don’t know?” 
 
    “I dunno, it’s just…” he indicated Hanna, whose eyes were glued to the TV. “I kinda figured something was up. She looks like Rosa but not that much.” 
 
    Beckett felt a knot form in his stomach.  
 
    Or maybe it was just from the envelope poking into him. 
 
    The envelope? 
 
    He took it out and opened it. 
 
    Inside was a simple letter consisting of but two lines.  
 
      
 
    Stop being a fucking dickhead. Look after Suzan.  
 
    Drake 
 
      
 
    “What does it say?” Screech asked. 
 
    Beckett folded the letter and put it back in the envelope. 
 
    “It says to let him go.” 
 
    “Hey, look! Look!” Leroy pointed at the TV. “No fucking way.” 
 
    “Damn this girl sure gets around,” Hanna said.  
 
    Vanessa Yen was front and center, only she wasn’t standing outside the hospital this time.  
 
    She appeared to be on a tarmac. Behind her was a flurry of activity: people in white jumpsuits boarding some sort of cargo plane. 
 
    “Breaking news,” Vanessa announced as only newscasters could, “the NYPD, working closely with the DA’s office, has just intercepted a record-setting shipment of heroin that was attempted to be smuggled into New York City.” 
 
    Beckett felt his mouth dry up and he took a sip of bourbon. It burned. 
 
    Vanessa shifted to one side to allow a better view of the happenings behind her.  
 
    The DA and none other than Sergeant Henry Yasiv appeared in the shot. They were each holding the arm of a cuffed man whose head was down.  
 
    “It is believed that the person responsible for organizing this shipment was once an NYPD Detective—someone who was around during Ken Smith’s tumultuous reign as mayor of New York City.” 
 
    The man in the cuffs raised his head and someone dropped a glass inside Barney’s. 
 
    “Private Investigator Damien Drake.”  
 
    “Shit,” Screech gasped. 
 
    Shit was right. 
 
    The King Midas of shit. 
 
    Beckett looked down at his bourbon, which was mostly gone. 
 
    “Goodbye friend,” he whispered and then downed the remainder. “I hope this is what you wanted.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Eight Months Later 
 
      
 
    Leroy Walker sat facing the entrance to the library and opened his textbook. 
 
    Organic chemistry… was there anything worse? 
 
    He thought about it. 
 
    Probably inorganic chemistry. 
 
    It was basic shit—ionic bonds between metals and non-metals—but it was also boring as hell. He had just started to read the first chapter when someone plopped a backpack on the table across from him. Leroy, conditioned as he was, tensed. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    She was cute. Caramel-colored skin, one of those fluffed-out afros that was on trend. 
 
    “Hi.” Leroy remained tense, but for different reasons now. How long had it been since he’d spoken to a girl his age? One that wasn’t involved in a murder? 
 
    She smiled at him and held out her hand. 
 
    Leroy shook it. 
 
    “I’m Sherry.” 
 
    “Leroy.” 
 
    “You new here?” she asked as she opened her backpack. Leroy smiled when she pulled out the same organic chem book that he had out in front of him. 
 
    “Yeah, just started this semester.” 
 
    “Hey, me too. You’re in Mr. Hannold’s? He’s a real pain in the ass. Upper years say that if your dots representing electrons are a little more stretched out—like a dash instead of a dot—he’ll give you zero for the entire question.” 
 
    Leroy just stared awkwardly, unsure of how to respond. He didn’t know any upper-year students.  
 
    He didn’t know anyone. 
 
    His first two weeks at NYU had been extremely uncomfortable. A new environment always triggered him—Leroy had never been good at meeting people, that had been his brother Declan’s bag—and he typically shied away from such situations.  
 
    Only, there was nowhere to go now. Not after just sitting down himself. 
 
    Leroy’s hand instinctively went to the ‘D’ on the chain around his neck, a habit of his whenever he so much as thought of his brother. 
 
    “What’s that?” Sherry asked. 
 
    Leroy felt heat rise in his face. Somehow, hunting killers seemed easier and less dangerous than this conversation. 
 
    “It’s just a necklace.” 
 
    A wry smirk appeared on Sherry’s full lips. 
 
    “C’mon, show me.” 
 
    Leroy hesitated and he wished he hadn’t said anything to the girl at all. 
 
    “C’mon,” she urged. 
 
    He reluctantly teased the chain and out of the collar of his t-shirt. 
 
    “D? Really? I thought you said your name was Leroy.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Hmm. Well, remind me when I ask you for your number later to text you to make sure you give me the right one.” 
 
    “It’s not mine,” Leroy said defensively. “It’s my brother’s. Was my brother’s.” 
 
    “Looks expensive—he know you have it?” 
 
    “He’s dead.” 
 
    Leroy’s cheeks felt hot before but now they were on fire. 
 
    “I’m sorry. My sister died when I was young, too.” She smiled again. “On that happy note, you understand any of this?” Sherry waved her hand over the textbook with an air of disgust.  
 
    “Organic Chemistry?” 
 
    “No, Intro to Creative Writing.” 
 
    “I’m not taking Intro to—oh, you’re joking.” 
 
    Sherry laughed. It was a sweet sound, loud and infectious.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m joking. You’re a pretty serious guy, aren’t you, Leroy?” 
 
    Yep—serious as they come. If you’d seen half the shit I’ve seen, you’d be serious, too. 
 
    “Hey, that’s okay, I like serious guys. Anyway, this chemistry shit? Think you can help me?” 
 
    Leroy nodded. 
 
    “Sure. What chapter are you on?” 
 
    “No, not now, silly. Later. If you give me your number, I can call you to set up a time to study.” The smile returned to Sherry’s pretty face. “What do you say, serious Leroy with the big ‘D’ necklace? Interested in a date?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Screech was a big fan of DSLH Investigations’ modern decor—he’d picked it out. The interior of Stephen A. Thompson’s was much more muted. Simple. Maybe one day, when he had a client or two to speak of, he’d be able to afford modern touches. But for now, the square 8 x 14’ office building that Screech rented with some of the money he’d made selling his portion of DSLH to Mackenzie Hart would have to do. 
 
    The only thing that Screech despised more than the design was the name: Stephen A. Thompson. He sounded like a cheesy lawyer, an ambulance chaser, not a PI. It was meant to be a placeholder until he came up with something more creative.  
 
    That was more than six months ago. 
 
    Creativity just wasn’t his forte. Screech’s expertise lay in computers.  
 
    Starting over wasn’t easy. What made it even more difficult was trying to do it on his own. Despite Drake’s name being sullied by his arrest and subsequent conviction, Screech still had contacts in the NYPD. Contacts like Sergeant Yasiv. And while the DA’s preferred PI firm was Hart Investigator, that didn’t mean that the sergeant couldn’t shoot him a client or two, here or there. 
 
    But Screech refused. 
 
    This was his gig. And he would do it his way. No matter how difficult, he was determined to start over. 
 
    Really start over. 
 
    He leaned back in his chair. Except, Screech had forgotten that it wasn’t one of the fancy ergonomic ones that he’d had back at DSLH. It was hard and wooden, and he almost fell backward. Screech steadied himself by grabbing the closest thing at hand: his computer monitor.  
 
    It wobbled and, of course, at that moment, the door opened.  
 
    “This a bad time?” 
 
    “No,” Screech put on a fake smile and let go of the monitor. His chair rocked back to its initial position and his knee banged the underside of the desk. The monitor wobbled once more and would have fallen if the girl hadn’t hurried over and grabbed it. 
 
    Screech felt blood fill his cheeks. 
 
    The girl made sure the monitor was stable before letting go. 
 
    “Are you… are you looking for somebody?” Screech asked tentatively. 
 
    The girl was young, fifteen, tops—she couldn’t possibly be interested in his services.  
 
    “Matter of fact I am.” 
 
    “Well, feel free to use my phone, if you want.”  
 
    The girl looked at him as if he had three heads. She produced an envelope emblazoned with a bank insignia on the front and slid it over to him.   
 
    Curious, Screech took the package and looked inside. 
 
    Try as he might, he couldn’t keep the shock off his features. 
 
    There were fifteen, maybe twenty, crisp one-hundred-dollar bills inside.  
 
    Screech attempted to hand it back. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Not enough?” 
 
    “No… I—I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Aren’t you a private investigator?” The girl placed her hands on her hips. “I want to hire you. That should be enough for a retainer.” 
 
    A retainer? What do you know about retainers? They’re something you put in your mouth while you’re sleeping to prevent your teeth from shifting.  
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “How old do you need me to be?” 
 
    Screech cringed. 
 
    “No, sorry, I just—”  
 
    “Look, nobody will help me, okay? My parents won’t help me, the cops won’t help me. I went to one of your competitors, the big guys, and they refused to help me, too.” 
 
    The big guys. There was only one big guy: Mackenzie Hart. 
 
    Screech’s interest piqued. 
 
    “What do you need help with?” 
 
    He wasn’t agreeing to the job, not yet, but he felt like he owed this girl enough to at least hear her out. 
 
    The girl sighed, and part of her façade, the tough girl, the no-nonsense, throw money at you girl was gone. In her place was a young, scared kid. 
 
    “My sister’s gone.” Her eyes moistened, but then she balled her fists and they dried up. “My sister went missing two weeks ago. Everyone says that she went away with her boyfriend, but I know that’s not true. I need to find her. I think… I think something bad has happened to her.” 
 
    Screech stared at the girl, trying to get a deeper read. 
 
    She gave away nothing. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Everyone calls me Sunny.” 
 
    “Well, Sunny.” Screech picked up the envelope again. He opened it and took out a single hundred-dollar bill. Then he pushed the envelope back.  
 
    “I thought you were going to be different,” Sunny said bitterly, clenching her fists hard enough that her nails made little crescent-shaped indentations in her palms. “I thought you of all people would help me.” 
 
    She snatched the gruffly and shoved it into her pocket. She turned and walked briskly to the door. Screech was so taken aback by the comment—I thought you of all people would be different—that he almost let her go.  
 
    But he didn’t. 
 
    “Wait—wait! Come back. You misinterpreted. I’m taking your case, Sunny. But you can keep your money.” Screech held up the $100 bill. “This is payment enough. C’mon, let’s find your sister.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    This wasn’t the first time she’d used a fake Southern accent, but Hanna was out of practice. The first few times she spoke, she cringed at how fake it sounded. 
 
    But nobody seemed to notice; alcohol did that. It made you horny and shut off that little voice in your brain that told you something was off. 
 
    “Hey, sug,” Hanna said as she sidled up to the man. He was laughing boisterously with two carbon copies of himself—men in expensive suits, with perfectly coiffed silver hair. She rattled her glass, which was empty save a pair of lonely ice cubes. 
 
    “Look at this one, she’s got some miles on her,” one of the man’s colleagues said out of the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “Some say miles, others call it experience,” Hanna shot back, sitting on the mark’s armrest. “But, let me guess, you’re the type that only fucks virgins. That way, they don’t realize how small your pecker is. Sug.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence as all three men gaped at her. 
 
    And then two of them burst out laughing while the man Hanna had insulted turned red. 
 
    “Oh, she’s a lively one,” the mark said between obnoxious bleets. “A lively one.” He got to his feet and wrapped his arm around Hanna. She could smell his sweat through the suit and the monogrammed dress shirt beneath. “C’mon, let me get you a drink.” 
 
    Hanna allowed herself to be led away from the other two men to a pop-up bar.  
 
    “What’s your poison?” the mark asked, pulling out his wallet and removing a twenty-dollar bill. 
 
    “Sir, all the drinks are complimentary tonight,” the bartender said, eying the cash. 
 
    “Ah, that’s alright.” The mark reached across the table and put the money in the bartender’s breast pocket. He tapped it twice and said, “Buy yourself something nice. Now, what will it be, hon?” 
 
    A goddamn gun to the temple, please, Hanna thought. Make it quick. 
 
    “I’ll have—” 
 
    The man held up a finger, halting her mid-sentence. 
 
    “Lemme guess, something fruity? A strawberry martini, perhaps?” His grin was sloppy. 
 
    Kill me now. Please. If there is a god, just make this end. 
 
    Hanna gently rubbed the man’s back. 
 
    “How’d you guess?” 
 
    The grin became a full-fledged smile, but no less lop-sided. 
 
    “Oh, I know a lot of things.” He snapped at the bartender. “You heard her, strawberry martini, stat.” 
 
    As the bartender prepared the drink, Hanna moved even closer to the man. She guided him up to the high bar and then slid her free hand onto his belt. Hanna toyed with the metal buckle but went no lower. 
 
    “You really are experienced, aren’t you,” he said in her ear. Even though she had barely touched him, the mark had started to breathe heavily. 
 
    “Oh, I know a lot of things,” Hanna parroted. “I can show you.” 
 
    The front of his pants became considerably tighter. 
 
    “Your drink.” 
 
    Hanna released the mark’s belt and took the drink.  
 
    “Thank you, sug.”  
 
    It was predictably terrible.   
 
    “You wanna go somewhere more private?” the mark asked, nuzzling up to her. His breath was sour from scotch, which reminded her of Drake of all people. 
 
    “Sounds splendid.” 
 
    Hanna downed the entire drink in one go and set the empty glass on the table. 
 
    “C’mon.” 
 
    The house was large enough that even the architect who had designed it would get lost from time to time. Hanna found a quiet corner away from the crowd. 
 
    The second they were alone, the mark grabbed her around the waist and pulled her tight. As he kissed her neck feverishly, Hanna rolled her eyes. 
 
    This is what passes for romance these days?  
 
    Hanna didn’t like classifications but thought that if anything would drive her away from men completely it was this: the hunger. It wasn’t sexy, it was too animalistic. Too bestial. Too raw. 
 
    As the man roughly groped her breasts through her blouse, Hanna let her mind wander. 
 
    She thought of Colin Elliot, the creative writing teacher who had fucked her in the classroom, the man she was convinced had been the Download Killer. She thought about going to Drake, about lying to him by telling him that she was raped by Colin. 
 
    That was how they first met a lifetime ago. Hanna was just trying to survive, doing what she could to get by. Her immediate situation notwithstanding, things were different now. 
 
    She was different. 
 
    And Drake was gone. 
 
    “Why don’t you show me what you can do with all that experience, huh?” 
 
    The man’s hands went from her breasts to the top of her head. Hanna resisted, but mostly for show as he forced her to her knees. 
 
    Maybe things haven’t changed all that much, after all. Well, Hanna, if you’re gonna do this, do it right. 
 
    She massaged the mark through his pants, feeling his pathetic member swell beneath her touch. 
 
    The man was on the verge of coming even before she’d pulled down his zipper. He inhaled sharply when her cool hand pulled him out through his fly. 
 
    Hanna never really understood why some women found penises attractive. They were strangely colored, veiny, obtrusive. 
 
    She stared at the mark’s dick for a moment, realizing that she’d made a mistake. 
 
    The mark’s friend wasn’t the one with the small cock, it was him. 
 
    “C’mon, take it. Take all of me.” 
 
    Oh, boy, all three fucking inches. 
 
    Hanna moved her mouth forward at the same time that he thrust, and his disgusting cock nearly touched her lips. 
 
    At the last second, she pulled back and sat on the floor. 
 
    And then she moved the hand that had been behind her back out in front and began snapping pictures with her phone. 
 
    The mark was so enraptured that she managed several good shots, ones that included his dick and his face before he realized what was going on. 
 
    “Hey! What are you doing?” 
 
    The man scrambled to shove himself back in his pants but even at just three inches, he struggled he struggled. 
 
    It was comical. 
 
    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he repeated.  
 
    “Just taking some pictures to send to your wife, Kevin Vincente.” 
 
    “What? Who are you?” The man backed up. “Who the fuck are you?” 
 
    Hanna rose and slid the phone in her pocket for safekeeping.  
 
    “I’m whoever you want me to be, Kevin. But what you should be asking, is what I want.” 
 
    The man blubbered something incoherent. 
 
    “And what I want, is the names of the people who you bribed to push the Greenfield Real Estate deal through.” She tapped her pocket and smiled. “You tell me that, and sweet Madelaine Vincente will never see these images of your pathetic little cock. You do anything else and, well, I hope you can maintain your lavish lifestyle with only half your money. What do you say, Kevin Vincente? You ready to squeal like the little piggy that you are?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “And the scorpion stung the frog. The frog, wincing in pain, said, ‘Why did you do that? Now we’re both going to drown.’” Beckett smiled as he closed Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire. 
 
    “That’s stupid,”  
 
    Beckett tousled the boy’s blond hair. 
 
    “Is it, though?”  
 
    “Yes, it is,” Bradley said matter-of-factly.  
 
    “Well, the thing you might not get because you’re so young is that it’s in the scorpion’s nature to—” 
 
    “No, I get that—a scorpion is going to be a scorpion—but the frog… he’s so dumb.” 
 
    Beckett didn’t expect this and stopped halfway to the door. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, the frog deserved what happened to him. If you don’t know a scorpion is going to sting you, then you deserve to get stung.” 
 
    The insight was impressive for such a young child.  
 
    But Bradley was no normal kid.  
 
    Right. He’s a killer. 
 
    Beckett instantly regretted telling that story—except one could only handle so much J.K. Rowling. 
 
    “Well, the scorpion didn’t have to sting him,” Beckett backtracked. “He had other choices.” 
 
    “Nope. 
 
    “What do you mean, nope?” 
 
    “I mean he had to do it. Like you said, it was in his nature.” 
 
    Beckett cringed. Given the boy’s history, now he really regretted telling this story. 
 
    “Nature can be changed.” 
 
    The boy’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Well, I mean, uhh, with nurture, of course.” 
 
    “Nurture?” 
 
    “Yeah, like a good, loving home. Nurture can overcome nature.” 
 
    The boy appeared skeptical and once more Beckett turned to leave. Bradley called him back. 
 
    “What happened to you, then?” 
 
    Beckett didn’t turn this time, but he did stop. 
 
    What happened to me? I had a brain tumor, that’s what happened to me. It made me do things… bad things that I justified by carefully curating my victims.  
 
    Beckett’s mind turned to Dr. Victor Hale. The man lying on the floor of his ex-wife’s home, begging for his life as he brandished what was quickly, and unironically, becoming his favorite tool: a scalpel. 
 
    The tumor made me do it… right?  
 
    He shivered. 
 
    The same tumor you had removed? Is that the one of which you speak, Dr. Beckett Campbell? 
 
    “What happened to me is that I was dropped on my head as a child. Repeatedly. Now, go to bed, Brad.” 
 
    Beckett closed the door behind him. He found Suzan sitting at the kitchen table, a glass of scotch in front of her. When he sat next to her, she passed Beckett the drink she’d prepared for him.  
 
    He sipped it. 
 
    “You think that’s a good idea, telling Bradley a story like that?” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “Then why’d you do it?” 
 
    “Because I’m a scorpion,” Beckett said without hesitation. 
 
    Suzan fell silent and Beckett drank some more. As he did, he thought of the new tattoos he’d given himself after helping—no, not helping, saving—Drake and his crew. 
 
    “You ever going to tell me what happened in New York?” 
 
    “Nothing to tell. Just did some hot yoga, gave myself a coffee enema, and bought a twelve-dollar latte from Starbucks.” 
 
    Suzan swirled the scotch that was left in her glass. 
 
    “Do you miss it?” 
 
    “The coffee enema? No. I almost perforated my colon and now my shit looks like caramel taffy.”  
 
    Suzan didn’t laugh.  
 
    “I meant New York. Do you miss New York?” 
 
    Beckett did. He missed everything about it, including the coffee enema.  
 
    “You think we’ll ever go back? Like, for good?”  
 
    Suzan finished her drink. 
 
    Beckett thought about it. 
 
    “Yeah, I think we will. After all, even though Drake is gone, I still have some friends that need my help. One in particular comes to mind: a man who likes to clean up others’ crime scenes more than his own.” He gulped the last of his scotch and pulled Suzan to her feet. “C’mon, Amanda Lick. I know a man that needs some licking. If you play your cards right, I might just put on that suit I wore for my sex ed class.” 
 
    Suzan frowned. 
 
    “Way to ruin the mood.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Mentioning my class? Might I remind you that I teach high schoolers, and this is New Orleans? The age of consent is seventeen.” 
 
    “No, I meant picturing your balls wrapped in leather. Like two marbles in a lambskin sack.” 
 
    Beckett chuckled. 
 
    “My marbles may be small but they’re beautiful, aren’t they? Not the shitty brown kind but the cat’s eye kind. The kind all the kids want to play with—oh, shit, that came out way wrong.” 
 
    “Sometimes you should just stop talking, Don.” 
 
    “Right. No more talking. Instead, I have other ideas.” Beckett thumped his chest with his fist. “Come with me, woman. Don has a… Keedic to show you.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot, you know that?” 
 
    “Oh, I know. Trust me, I know.” 
 
    Maybe nature does overcome nurture, Beckett thought as he kissed Suzan flush on the lips. But I sure as hell hope not. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Coming up on a year, are you, Drake?” 
 
    Damien Drake, who had been sitting by himself reading a book, looked up. Russ Singletary was a nice man. And unlike many of the people that Drake had been locked up with, he hadn’t committed any heinous crime. 
 
    Nothing as bad as trying to smuggle an entire ton of heroin into New York City for a Colombian drug lord. 
 
    Instead, Russ had been arrested for wire fraud. It was his third offense, which netted him fifteen years, nearly double what Drake had gotten. Although, unlike Drake, Russ hadn’t had the benefit of knowing exactly when and where he was going to be arrested and he certainly hadn’t orchestrated the arrest himself. He also didn’t have any connections in NYPD or the DA’s office. 
 
    “Almost, almost,” Drake said absently. He went back to reading his book, hoping that Russ would get the hint and leave him alone. It wasn’t that he didn’t like the man—he was fine—but even in this place, Drake was cognizant of poisoning others just by being around them.  
 
    Russ didn’t leave.  
 
    Instead, the man hoisted his body up onto the table and sat. Drake continued to try to ignore him, but Russ liked to talk. 
 
    “Who’s the new guy?” 
 
    This was enough to encourage Drake to look up from his book. 
 
    He saw a new face, sheepish, eyes downcast, a man holding a pile of clothes in his arms. It used to be that when fresh meat arrived in the prison, everyone would hoot and holler, intimidate the newcomer. Not anymore. The warden had made it clear that any such behavior would result in a day in the hole. Repeated offenses would mean three days. 
 
    This wasn’t the first new person that Drake had encountered since being incarcerated eight months ago. The misconception was that there was a low turnover rate in medium-security prisons such as this one.  
 
    That just wasn’t the case.  
 
    Some people completed their sentences, sure, but others were just moved around a lot. It was no secret that most of the prisons in New York were overcrowded. This was almost a given.  
 
    But there were limits to just how overcrowded a prison could be. The way that the corporate entities that ran these for-profit prisons stayed under this limit was as simple as it was effective. They paid someone off to tell them when a ‘surprise’ inspection was coming, and they would just move the excess from that prison to another. They were constantly shuffling prisoners around for this exact purpose. 
 
    But there was something about this particular inmate that struck Drake as odd. His movements appeared random, and he never looked directly at Drake, but he seemed to be coming straight for him.  
 
    As he approached, Drake took his bookmark, a recent, pocket-sized photo of Clay Cuthbert, that Jasmine had sent him, and marked his page.  
 
    And then he tensed as the man walked by. So far, there had been no repercussions for what went down eight months ago. Either Andres had fallen for his ploy, that the eight years that Drake had been sentenced to was enough to convince Andres that he hadn’t set up the entire thing up himself, or the drug lord hadn’t been able to reach him yet. Or maybe Officer George Lincoln and Mackenzie Hart were upholding their ends of the bargain and were looking for his people.  
 
    He would never know. 
 
    But Drake was forever on guard. As the man came near, he slid the book away from and stood. He kept his eyes locked on the inmate, but the newcomer walked by without incident.  
 
    Drake breathed more easily. He turned to follow the man with his eyes just in case, and that’s when he realized that Russ Singletary had moved and was now standing right next to him. There were many rules in prison and several of them involved respecting another’s personal space. 
 
    Russ had violated almost all of these and by the time Drake was aware of it, it was too late. 
 
    He felt something slide into his side, something that felt hot. And then his blood began to seep from the wound. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Drake. They made me do it. I had no choice.” 
 
    Russ rushed forward and shoved the newcomer with both hands. The man fell and Russ began pounding his chest and head with his fists. 
 
    A siren went off, an alarm indicating everyone to lie flat on the floor, but the new inmate wasn’t ready to back down. Backing down from your first challenge was the fastest way to make you someone’s prison bitch. 
 
    Chaos erupted.  
 
    Someone bumped into Drake he collapsed to the floor. He was trying to hold his blood in, but there was just too much of it.  
 
    His shirt was already soaked through. 
 
    As feet trampled all around him, his book was knocked off the table and fell beside him. With his free hand, he managed to open it without his fingers being crushed by an errant foot. 
 
    Drake brought the photograph of his son to his face. The son he didn’t know and would never know.  
 
    I’m sorry, they gave me no choice. 
 
    Drake had no idea who Russ Singletary was referring to. It could’ve been Rosa Warren as the comment was consistent with The Happy Face Killer’s MO.  
 
    It was equally as likely to have been Andres’ doing, or it could’ve been one of dozens of other people who he’d crossed during his years in law enforcement or later as a private investigator.  
 
    But as the blood continued to leak out of him and the alarms became more frantic, Drake realized that it didn’t matter who had convinced Russ Singleton to stab him. 
 
    What mattered was that it was finally over.  
 
    What mattered to Drake was that his influence was never going to poison someone he loved again.  
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 END 
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Is this the end of Damien Drake?  
 
    Maybe.  
 
    Probably. 
 
    Everything Drake does, intentional or not, ends up hurting the people he loves. At least, that’s what he’s come to believe. He’s so convinced of this fact that even when things happen outside of his control and influence, he considers himself responsible. The only way he can come to terms with the guilt he feels and possibly assuage it, is for him to punish himself.  
 
    Thus, it was inevitable that Drake ended up in prison—I knew this was bound to happen from the very start. What I didn’t know was that someone would get to him there.  
 
    And I still don’t know who that someone is.  
 
    Three years, twelve books and a whole of fun. While the primary focus of the Detective Damien Drake series is undoubtedly on the eponymous character, they’re about more than just the disgruntled PI. They’re about his friends, some of whom have branched out to start their own series’, most notably Chase and Beckett. But they’re also about Leroy, Screech, and Hanna, and Dunbar and Yasiv.  
 
    What Drake doesn’t realize, is that even though his influence can hardly be considered positive, he did succeed in one thing: bringing people together. And because Happy Face is (maybe, probably—definitely ironically) Drake’s swan song, it felt right for everyone to share one last drink at Barney’s.  
 
    Drake firmly believes that everyone in his life is better off without him. This, I can unequivocally state is untrue. Because my life will be just a little bit emptier with him gone. 
 
    I hope, on some level, you feel the same.  
 
    And should this feeling of emptiness grow, I might just be convinced to bring Drake back one day. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Probably. 
 
      
 
    Thanks for joining me on this journey and I hope to see you again soon. 
 
      
 
    You keep reading, I’ll keep writing. 
 
      
 
    Pat 
 
    Montreal, 2023 
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