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 Do Not Resuscitate 
 
   


  
 

 Prologue 
 
      
 
    “Do you think there are some people who just deserve to die, Bradley?” Dr. Claire Teller asked. As she spoke, she focused on the boy’s face, which seemed to belong to someone much older. It wasn’t just that Bradley had shaved his head almost to the scalp now, or the fact that his eyes were practically buried beneath a brow that was perpetually furrowed. 
 
    It was something else entirely. 
 
    “Of course, don’t you?” he replied, completely unfazed by the question. 
 
    Dr. Teller was surprised by the immediate comeback, but she did her best to hide this from her face. After more than a year of treating Bradley, she was slowly getting accustomed to his candid replies, but he occasionally caught her off-guard.  
 
    “I’m not sure if deserve is the correct word for it,” Dr. Teller offered. 
 
    A smirk appeared on the boy’s face. He might be a few months shy of his eighth birthday, but he was highly intelligent, something that Dr. Teller had to constantly remind herself of.  
 
    Bradley wasn’t a normal patient, even in this atmosphere of outcasts and damaged youths. 
 
    “Those were your words, Claire. Not mine.” 
 
    Dr. Teller tilted her head to one side. 
 
    Indeed, they were. 
 
    “You’re right, but let’s not get bogged down with semantics, Bradley. What I’m asking is whether or not you believe that individuals should have the right to judge if someone else is to live or die?” 
 
    The smirk vanished. 
 
    “Of course. Don’t you?” 
 
    Dr. Teller waited for the boy to continue, but he refrained. It was a trap of course; she knew that the boy wanted her to continue to ask questions to which he could reply with either a single word or to send it right back at her. This was his coping mechanism as Dr. Teller had realized some time ago. And the more she bought into it, the more Bradley would close up. 
 
    Dr. Teller interlaced her fingers and waited, locking her eyes on the boy’s until he eventually looked away.  
 
    “Decisions like these are made all the time,” he finally expounded. “Doctors make them when they decide to pull the plug, judges make them when they decide to give someone the death penalty. Even normal people occasionally find themselves in a situation where they must select one life over another.” 
 
    This was true of course, despite the general populous believing the contrary. In Dr. Teller’s experience, people liked to believe that life and death were either determined by natural causes or by a higher power or even by accident. 
 
    But decisions such as the ones that Bradley had just described are being made all around us. Even autonomous vehicles are being programmed with morality. After all, with their increasing prevalence, it’s just a matter of time before the AI is stuck with a life or death decision: veer to the right and run over a woman pushing a stroller or turn left and strike an elderly man with a cane. 
 
    The irony was that nobody could agree on a universal moral code and thus, different entities operated by different rules.  
 
    Conflict was inevitable.  
 
    “I’ll give you that,” Dr. Teller conceded, nodding her head slowly. “But what about people? Should individual people walking down the street decide who gets to live or die?” 
 
    The boy’s eyes shot up. 
 
    “Why don’t you just come out and ask it?” 
 
    Again, Dr. Teller was surprised by the response, and this time the boy noticed. 
 
    He always noticed. 
 
    There was something about being locked up with other traumatized children that honed your subconscious, that made you more aware of the subtle cues of others. Because no matter the measures that Dr. Teller’s staff took to keep everyone safe, safety was still a personal claim. 
 
    When you had a group of children who had been abused or worse, kids who were prone to lashing out, it served you well to pick up on cues that might save your life. 
 
    Which was one of the reasons why Bradley Bumacher acted more mature than adults at times, despite his young age. 
 
    “Okay, okay—fine. Do you believe that you have the right to kill someone? And before you say it, I’m not talking about in self-defense.” 
 
    “You’re talking about murder.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Of course,” the boy answered immediately. 
 
    Dr. Teller debated asking for more details, but she knew this would only cause Bradley to clam up. They’d been making such good progress over the past three months or so—something that the other psychiatrists had claimed was impossible with the boy—but it appeared as if they still had more work to do.  
 
    “I think we’re done for the day, Bradley.” 
 
    Typically, after this line, Bradley would nod subtly and then head to the door. But for some reason, this time, he just sat there, staring straight ahead. 
 
    “Bradley? Did you hear me? We’re done for the day.” 
 
    Dr. Teller raised her eyes to the door and recognized the shape of an orderly standing just outside. All she had to do was say the word and the man would be here in an instant. 
 
    Except, unlike the others, she didn’t fear Bradley Bumacher. 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” he said flatly. 
 
    “Your question?” 
 
    Bradley nodded. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What was your question?” 
 
    “I said, don’t you?” 
 
    Claire rose to her feet, and Bradley followed suit. 
 
    “That’s enough for today.” 
 
    The boy started to grin. It wasn’t a threatening expression, but a knowing one, and this made Dr. Teller uneasy. 
 
    She snapped her fingers. 
 
    “Shawn?” she said, raising her voice. “You think you can come in here and escort Bradley back to his room?” 
 
    The door opened and a man with a thick black beard and slick hair entered. 
 
    “Come on, Bradley, time to go,” the orderly instructed, holding out a hand and gesturing towards the door. 
 
    For a moment, Bradley just stared at Dr. Teller, locking eyes with her for so long that it was she who became uncomfortable. 
 
    Then he nodded. 
 
    “Of course, you do,” the boy whispered under his breath. Before Dr. Teller could challenge him, could say something to the contrary, he turned and left with the orderly. 
 
    Dr. Teller just stood there for a moment, watching the boy as he left her office. She was about to sit back down to jot something in her notes, when Shawn leaned back inside the room, an envelope in his hand. 
 
    “This came for you.” 
 
    Dr. Teller frowned and took the envelope. There was no address on the front of it, no return address, and no stamp.  
 
    There was, however, some sort of wax seal on the back, and pressed into the soft material were three letters: D N R. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said.  
 
    When she was alone, Claire sat behind her desk and tapped the envelope against her palm for a few seconds, before curiosity got the better of her and she opened it. 
 
    Inside was a single photograph. 
 
    Dr. Teller held the picture in both hands as she stared at the man’s face. 
 
    There was no name on it, simply a phone number on the back. 
 
    But that didn’t matter, because Claire knew exactly who this man was. 
 
    It was the man who haunted Bradley Bumacher. 
 
    It was the man with the blond hair and tattoos. 
 
    It was the man the boy wanted to kill. 
 
   


  
 



PART I – A Solo Job 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    TWO YEARS AGO 
 
      
 
    The smoke was in her eyes, her nose, her lungs. Smoke was everywhere. 
 
    Her skin was blistered in places where the fire had singed her, and yet, as she was being carried to safety, she somehow managed to see down a narrow alleyway between two houses. 
 
    After what she’d just been through, she’d thought that nothing could shock her. 
 
    She was wrong. 
 
    What she saw then—a man with blond hair clutching a stone coated in thick matter that looked like undercooked oatmeal mixed with strawberry jam—would be etched in her memory forever.  
 
    She coughed and turned away. 
 
      
 
    EIGHTEEN MONTHS AGO 
 
      
 
    She watched as the man hoisted himself through the window of the upscale home. By pressing her back against the fence and standing on her toes, she could see into the house without fear of being seen herself.  
 
    Inside, the man in the mask moved about, evidently searching for something. 
 
    It took him a while to find a secret room beside the television, and when he did, he chuckled and muttered something under his breath. 
 
    She almost laughed then and might have, but that was before she heard the door open. 
 
    A giant, shirtless man with bulging muscles came out of nowhere and attacked the man in the mask. A fight ensued, and she watched closely, her jaw clenched the entire time. At some point, she pulled her cell phone out of her pocket without even realizing it. 
 
    She even went as far as dialing 911, but never hit send. 
 
    As she watched in horror, her breathing shallow, sweat breaking out on her forehead, the man in the balaclava finally bested his attacker. And then he drove a scalpel into the man’s thick neck over and over and over again. 
 
    The woman felt sick, and she started to back away, only to pause when she saw someone else walk into the room. Not a muscle-bound man like the one who now lay in a pool of blood on the floor, but a little boy who couldn’t have been more than six or seven years old. He was clutching a bunny rabbit in one hand. When the man on all fours looked up, his balaclava having been torn off in the struggle, she felt her throat constrict and her breathing stop altogether. 
 
    “Don’t do it,” she whispered, her thumb moving ever so close to the send button on her phone. “Don’t do it.” 
 
    But the intruder didn’t attack the boy. Instead, he started to make his way back to the open window.  
 
      
 
    ONE YEAR AGO 
 
      
 
    The man had come to the trailer park prepared this time, complete with a bag full of photographs. His ritual had become more orchestrated, contrived. 
 
    Deliberate. 
 
    This time her vantage point was poor, and after he accosted the man in the soiled muscle shirt, shoving him back into the trailer, she lost all sight of them. 
 
    But that was okay; she didn’t need to see to know what was taking place.  
 
      
 
    ELEVEN MONTHS AGO 
 
      
 
    She was already inside when the man arrived, hidden at the top of the stairs. This was the closest that she’d been to the man’s kills, and she was nervous. 
 
    This is a mistake, she thought. I shouldn’t be here. What if he sees me? What if they see me? What if I don’t get out in time? 
 
    These thoughts ran through her head as she watched the man with the blond hair take a seat in the oversized armchair, a bottle of booze in his hand. After a few minutes, the front door opened, and the homeowner was startled by the man in the chair. But instead of running or calling the police, the two struck up a conversation. If she hadn’t known better, she would’ve thought that this was just a normal interaction between two old friends. 
 
    And, in fact, they were old friends. 
 
    Only there was nothing normal about this situation. 
 
    Less than half an hour later, the man with the blond hair cleaned his scalpel and put it back in the black case. Then he looked down at the man slumped in the chair that he’d once occupied, his wrists resting on the armrests, palms up. There were red slits that ran from nearly his elbows to his hands. 
 
      
 
    ONE MONTH AGO 
 
      
 
    She watched the two men, one of whom had had far too much to drink, enter the home and then walk downstairs to the basement.  
 
    She listened to the blond man speak, concentrated on his mannerisms, his choice of words, as he told the drunk that he had a home theater in the basement that he just had to see.  
 
    She watched as the man slumped into the basement’s only chair and looked around confused, wondering where the theater was, moments before a syringe was inserted into his neck. 
 
    Peeking through the basement window, she watched the entire scene play out, horrified, fascinated, and a little excited. After the fat man was dead, she pulled out her cell phone and dialed a number.  
 
    Then she hurried back to her car to retrieve the Chinese food that she’d left on the passenger seat. 
 
    The next day, she went downstairs to survey the scene more closely. She inspected the fat man’s corpse, marveling at how much blood had come out of his body, at how cool his skin was.  
 
    Then she set about the task of first removing his bindings and then shoving the corpse off the chair and onto the tarp. She did the best she could to keep his bodily fluids contained as she wrapped him up like some sort of oversized burrito. She even went as far as to tape the ends of the tarp before starting to drag him upstairs. It was tough going considering the man outweighed her by a good hundred or more pounds, but she managed. In less than an hour, she had succeeded in relocating the corpse to the shed.  
 
    It would only be a matter of time now, she knew. When the blond man couldn’t find the body, he would have no choice but to come out to her. 
 
    To tell her what he really was.  
 
      
 
    TWO WEEKS AGO 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, thanks for the movie,” she said as she made her way back to her car. After purposely revving the engine, she pulled out of the driveway but didn’t go back to the hotel. Instead, she turned onto a side street and parked. 
 
    Then she slipped on her own mask, a smaller, but similar version of the balaclava that he wore. Moving nimbly, deftly, careful not to be seen, she hurried back to the Reverend’s house. 
 
    The back door was unlocked, and she slid inside. 
 
    He was speaking now, chastising the Reverend and his wife, recounting their crimes, before he made them say it. 
 
    Before he made them admit that they were murderers.  
 
    This time, unlike with the other ones, he didn’t slit their throats. Instead, he sealed their nostrils with glue and covered their mouths. 
 
    He suffocated them. 
 
    As she watched him head outside and begin to dig, she thought that this was it; that he was finally going to come to her, to talk to her.  
 
    If he didn’t, she would have to take things into her own hands—be more proactive than just moving a body. 
 
    She didn’t like the idea of forcing his hand; she was in favor of people coming to their own conclusions and acting on them. 
 
    But she couldn’t wait much longer. 
 
      
 
    TEN MINUTES AGO 
 
      
 
    She watched as the man flirted with the doctor, watched them kiss, watched them grope each other. And then she watched them open the door to the building and head upstairs. 
 
    There was no way to see inside this time—the man’s clinic was on the second floor. But she had to try. 
 
    Still wearing the balaclava, she made her way upstairs, and then looked around the office, searching for the blond man and his victim. 
 
    The light in the second operating room was on and for some reason, even though she knew she should stay in the shadows, she opened the door and stepped inside.  
 
    The man immediately whipped around, a bone saw gripped in both hands.  
 
    This is it, she thought, as she reached up and removed her mask. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “You,” Beckett gasped. “It’s you.” 
 
    And yet, despite his words, as he stared at the figure holding a balaclava in one hand, he still couldn’t believe it. 
 
    Beckett blinked and forced his mind to come up with a rational explanation as to why he would be here in the middle of the night with Dr. Gourde strapped to an operating gurney behind him. 
 
    “I—I—I’m Botoxing Dr. Gourde’s balls,” he blurted. “I know, I know, it’s weird, but it’s a thing, I swear it. And—and—and everyone loves smooth balls, am I right?” 
 
    The figure across from him didn’t react, but Dr. Gourde generated some sort of awful moan that originated in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    Beckett looked over at the man then, at the wound in his thigh from the bone saw and the horrified expression on his pale face. 
 
    “It appears as if I need to work on my aim,” Beckett offered. “And perhaps reconsider my tools.” 
 
    For some reason, this comment seemed to snap Dr. Gourde out of his stupor. 
 
    “Help me,” he begged. “This psycho is trying to kill me. Please, you need to—” 
 
    Beckett slowly slid his hand across the man’s mouth and muffled his cries. 
 
    “Sometimes the patients get cold feet at the last minute, you know?” Beckett tried to laugh, but only managed to produce a strange, high-pitched titter. His goose was cooked, and he knew it. “Look, there’s something I need to tell you. It’s not fair to keep this secret from you. I—I need to come clean about something.” 
 
    His whole body was soaked with sweat now, and yet the figure standing in the doorway seemed completely unfazed by anything that he said or the scene in general. In fact, if he didn’t see blinking eyes, he would’ve thought that it was just some sort of apparition who had caught him in the act. 
 
    “Suzan,” he said with a gasp. “I’m—I’m—I’m gay.” 
 
    At long last, Beckett managed to elicit a reaction from his girlfriend, but it wasn’t one that he wanted. He expected her eyes to go wide in complete shock, but instead, they did the opposite; they narrowed to slits as she glared at him. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, that’s right,” he said, doubling-down. “I’m gay. First, I kissed Grant, then I met up with Dr. Gourde. I’m sorry, I really am, but this wasn’t… it’s not a choice, Suzan.” 
 
    Beckett was doing his best to try to convince her that this was anything other than what it looked like, but he knew it was a lost cause. Even if he had come up with something less absurd than Botoxing balls and being gay, she’d still be able to tell that he was lying. 
 
    That was her superpower. 
 
    Suzan suddenly strode toward him, and Beckett cowered, but he still somehow managed to keep a hand over Dr. Gourde’s mouth. 
 
    He had to accept whatever came next. He had to accept a slap, a punch, a call to the police. 
 
    But what Suzan opted for was so surprising, that Beckett nearly fell. 
 
    She came right up to him, stared him directly in the eyes, and then kissed him on the lips. 
 
    Beckett couldn’t tell if it was a loving kiss or a farewell kiss; he only knew that it was a kiss. 
 
    A fucking kiss. 
 
    He pulled back. 
 
    “Suzan, this isn’t—shit!” 
 
    Beckett yanked his hand away from Dr. Gourde’s mouth.  
 
    “You bit my fucking finger! No wonder you can’t keep a steady boyfriend, using your teeth like that!” 
 
    “Help me, please, he’s crazy,” Dr. Gourde pleaded, his eyes drifting from Beckett to Suzan. “Goddamn psycho!” 
 
    Beckett was at a loss for what to do next. He could usually talk his way out of a mess, but this was a dumpster fire that refused to be put out.  
 
    “Psycho,” Suzan repeated, speaking for the first time since entering the operating room. Before Beckett could stop her, she grabbed a scalpel from the table behind them and started walking forward. 
 
    Beckett held up his hands. 
 
    “Suze, this is one bad dude,” he said, worried that she was going to lunge at him with the razor-sharp blade. “This Dr. Gourde, he didn’t just kill Dolores’s father, he didn’t just kill Mr. Leacock, he killed others, too. And he’ll kill again. He’s been to tribunals and Pow wows and fucking séances and nobody does anything about it. They just ship him off to another hospital so he can kill again. There’s nothing that will make him stop other than to… well, make him stop.” 
 
    Beckett realized that he was rambling, but he couldn’t help himself. For the first time in a long time, he had no idea what to do next.  
 
    With a heavy sigh, he lowered his arms to his sides. 
 
    “You know what, Suzan?” he said softly. “I’m sick of lying. Do whatever you want to me. I won’t stop you.” 
 
    And then Suzan lunged, and Beckett immediately regretted uttering those words.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    If he hadn’t cringed, if he hadn’t tucked his chin into his chest and closed his eyes like a fucking turtle, Beckett might’ve been able to stop Suzan. 
 
    But he didn’t. And by the time he realized that the blade wasn’t for him but for Dr. Gourde, it was already buried in the man’s neck. 
 
    “No!” Beckett shouted, reaching for Suzan’s hands that were already covered in blood. 
 
    But no matter how hard he tried to pull her away, Suzan remained locked in place. Dr. Gourde opened his mouth to scream, but instead of sound, blood spewed forth, coating his chin and neck.  
 
    “Suzan!” 
 
    She still didn’t answer. Instead, she simply stared down at Dr. Gourde, her grip on the blade tightening, if that was even possible. 
 
    The steady stream of blood from the wound stopped spurting and eventually slowed to a trickle. 
 
    Dr. Gourde twitched once, a second time, and then became perfectly still. 
 
    Only then did Suzan let go of the blade and take a step backward. 
 
    Beckett looked at his girlfriend, feeling confused, frightened, and absolutely disgusted by what had just happened. 
 
    “Suzan, what the—” 
 
    Suzan staggered and Beckett gripped her by the shoulders, making sure that she didn’t fall. There was blood all over her and it smeared across his outfit, but he didn’t care.  
 
    As he held her tightly, he could feel her back start to hitch. Beckett’s first thought was that she was crying, but he quickly realized that this wasn’t the case. 
 
    She was gagging. 
 
    “In the sink. Suzan, if you have to do it, do it in the sink,” he said, guiding her away from the gurney and toward a metal basin at the back of the operating room.  
 
    They barely made it in time.  
 
    Suzan doubled over and vomited violently into the sink.  
 
    Beckett held her hair back and turned away, his eyes eventually falling on Dr. Gourde’s corpse.  
 
    For the first time since he’d started killing, Beckett felt a twinge of something deep inside of him. In fact, it was so foreign that it took him a moment to realize exactly what it was. 
 
    Regret. 
 
    He squeezed his eyes closed. 
 
    What have you done, Beckett? What on earth have you done? 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Suzan raised her head and turned her eyes to look at Beckett, her lips glistening.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, her eyes watering.  
 
    Beckett made a face. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry,” he said. “Suzan, I don’t—I’m not sure—” 
 
    “I just had to know what it was like,” she interrupted, wiping her tears away with the back of her hand.  
 
    Something inside of Beckett broke. Up to this point, all his murders had been solitary, personal experiences. He knew that there was something wrong with him, that something had awoken when he’d smashed Craig Sloan’s head in with the rock. 
 
    But this… getting Suzan involved? Suzan, what with a promising career ahead of her? Suzan, who’d lost her dad at the hands of a psychotic cult? Suzan, whose mother had run away with her half-brother? That Suzan?  
 
    “I followed you; I followed you from the beginning and I’ve seen what you’ve done,” Suzan said softly. 
 
    Beckett thought back to the figure in black that had fallen over his fence, and how Suzan had been limping the day after.  
 
    “That was you in my backyard, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Suzan nodded and everything came clear to Beckett. It was her, of course, who had moved the body from the basement to the shed before those DNR nutjobs had brought it to the body farm.  
 
    Beckett recalled his other kills and how, for most of them, he’d always felt as if someone was watching him. At the time, he’d considered this his last vestige of conscience, but what if it was an actual person? 
 
    What if it was Suzan? 
 
    Beckett swiped at his own tears. 
 
    “You were never here,” he said. 
 
    “I had to know how it felt, how you feel,” Suzan said again, apparently not having heard his comment.  
 
    “You were never here, and this never happened,” Beckett said, shaking his head. “You need to leave this place and forget—” 
 
    Suzan still didn’t appear to be listening, and Beckett ground his teeth in frustration. 
 
    “I think… I think you had too much to drink—no, no, that’s not it. You had a glass of wine with a Xanax tab and some Ambien to help you sleep and the combination gave you a horrible nightmare. Here, let’s wash your hands and—” as he reached for the tap, Suzan grabbed his arm, her hand still sticky with Dr. Gourde’s blood. 
 
    Beckett looked at her then and tried to hold back his tears, terrified of what she might say.  
 
    “I liked it,” she whispered. “Beckett, Dr. Gourde was a bad man who got what he deserved.” 
 
    Beckett tore his arm free from her grip.  
 
    “Suzan, you took too many meds. This isn’t—” 
 
    “I liked it, Beckett.” 
 
    The sound of a door opening in the clinic caused both of them to freeze.  
 
    There’s someone else here! His mind screamed.  
 
    His heart racing, Beckett looked at Suzan, wondering if perhaps she had done something completely moronic, like called the cops, or maybe asked someone to come along with her. She didn’t have many friends to speak of, but there was always a chance… 
 
    But her wide eyes confirmed that she had no idea who this was, either. 
 
    Beckett suddenly sprang into action, placing his hands on her head and shoving her down. 
 
    “Hide,” he hissed. “Hide. And whatever you do, whatever you hear, do not come out. You were never here, Suzan. This is my problem and I’ll deal with it. Just hide.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Beckett waited for Suzan to scramble beneath the gurney upon which Dr. Gourde’s corpse lay, then he grabbed the bone saw from the table. 
 
    He was hoping that it was just the smoking nurse returning for something that she’d forgotten, and so long as she didn’t come into Operating Room 2, there would be no problem.  
 
    After all, Beckett wasn’t a savage—he had rules when it came to murder 
 
    But that was before. Now he had Suzan to think of, to protect.  
 
    He wasn’t sure he could hurt someone, really hurt them, if they hadn’t committed heinous crimes similar to those of Winston Trent, Wayne Cravat, or Dr. Gourde.  
 
    Yet, something told him he was about to find out. 
 
    Beckett looked through the operating room window but saw nothing; the entire clinic was dark.  
 
    With the bone saw tucked behind his back, he took a deep breath and stepped into the hallway. After two steps, Beckett noticed not one, but two figures approaching. 
 
    “I think I forgot my car keys,” he said with a grin. 
 
    They were large, male figures, men who strode forward with confidence. 
 
    Beckett tightened his grip on the bone saw that was still hidden out of sight. He also had pepper spray… somewhere. 
 
    Probably back in the operating room.  
 
    Another perfect plan gone to perfect shit, he thought. 
 
    The men said nothing as they continued to approach, and Beckett quickly looked around. On the wall, he saw a light switch and he sidled closer to it. 
 
    “Are you guys janitors?” Beckett asked. “No, no, let me guess: you guys are the nighttime security detail. Wow, that’s perfect, because—” Beckett’s hand shot out and he flipped the switch. The two men immediately shielded their eyes and Beckett brought the bone saw around, his finger tensing on the trigger. 
 
    Only to once again stop in his tracks. 
 
    “You two fuckers? What the hell are you douchebags doing here?” 
 
    The men lowered their arms and squinted at him. 
 
    “Dr. Swansea said you might need a hand,” the man on the left answered. Beckett recognized him as the frat boy from the black Lincoln who threw envelopes like ninja stars. 
 
    “Dr. Swansea?” 
 
    “Yeah, Dr. Ian Swansea. He’s the—” the other man started, but Beckett cut him off.  
 
    “I know who he is, you fucking tool. But how did he… ah, shit, never mind.” 
 
    The two men stopped a respectable distance from him, their hands hanging limply at their sides. Neither man appeared to be armed, but one of them had a thick black bag draped over his shoulder. It reminded Beckett of a body bag, but instead of having NYPD Coroner’s Office stamped on the side, however, it had two words: BODY FARM. 
 
    “Well? Dr. Campbell? Do you need a hand?” 
 
    Beckett chewed the inside of his lip, his eyes darting from the bone saw to his blood-covered clothes and back to the black bag.  
 
    In for an inch, he thought, in balls deep. 
 
    “Yeah, as luck would have it, I could use a little help, actually.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Suzan, they’re gone,” Beckett said softly. “You can come out now, they’re gone.” 
 
    Suzan extricated herself from beneath the gurney and then immediately placed her hands on top of it and breathed heavily.  
 
    “Where—where is Dr. Gourde?” Suzan wheezed. “Who were those guys and where did they take Dr. Gourde?” 
 
    Sensing that she was about to panic, Beckett put his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Suzan. I found you here in a daze, a fugue state. I think—” 
 
    She swatted his arm away. 
 
    “Don’t patronize me; I know what I did,” she snapped. Then she rapped the metal table with her knuckles. “I know what I did here, Beckett. Who were those people who took the body?” 
 
    Beckett gave up the ruse. 
 
    “To be honest? I don’t know.” 
 
    Suzan glowered at him. 
 
    “Stop lying, Beckett.” 
 
    “I’m not lying—I don’t know who the fuck they are. I think they work for Dr. Swansea, or for this fucking DNR cult thing. Like you, they must have been following me around. I guess my bleached hair and tattoos aren’t the best disguise for this line of… business.” 
 
    As soon as he uttered these words, he regretted them. His goal was to make Suzan forget about what happened here tonight, not make jokes.  
 
    “Beckett, I think—” 
 
    “—we should get the fuck out of here,” he finished for her.  
 
    When she refused to accompany him toward the door, he sighed and looked back at her. 
 
    “Look, I’ll tell you everything, I will. But not here, not now. We need to get the fuck out of here before the frat boys return to finish their clean up. Let’s go back to my place, have a hot shower, a Mai Tai, and then we can talk about this, all right?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    While Suzan was in the shower cleaning herself up, Beckett poured them each a finger of scotch. Then he chugged one, followed by the other. He poured new drinks and stood at the bar, listening to the shower upstairs. 
 
    He was still trying to wrap his mind around what had happened and the fact that Suzan had followed him not just to Dr. Gourde’s private clinic, but to all of his other kills, as well. 
 
    And yet she’d stayed with him the whole time. 
 
    That, aside from the fact that Suzan had stabbed Dr. Gourde in the throat, was the most perplexing thing of all.  
 
    Suzan knew that he was a killer, that he was a cold-blooded murderer, and yet not only did she stay with him, but she managed to seem… mostly… normal about it.  
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with me?” he whispered. This was quickly followed up by, “what the fuck is wrong with her?” 
 
    And then there were those DNR freaks, Dr. Swansea’s crew, who came out of nowhere to once again clean up his mess.  
 
    Their mess. 
 
    Beckett grasped his forehead in his palm, trying to ward off another headache.  
 
    Our mess. 
 
    The water stopped running and Suzan’s voice filtered down to him. 
 
    “Beckett?” 
 
    Beckett let go of his head and picked up the two glasses. 
 
    “Coming.” 
 
    The reply was horribly lame, but what the hell was he supposed to say? Coming, dear? I’ve got our après-murder drinks right here? 
 
    He found Suzan standing stark naked in front of the mirror, and his eyes drifted down her tight, muscular body.  
 
    Beckett shook his head. 
 
    “Drink?” 
 
    Suzan looked over at him, tucked a towel beneath her armpits and took her drink. Unlike what he had done downstairs, she only sipped the scotch. Beckett noticed that there was more color to her face now, and her eyes were sparkling. 
 
    “How do you feel?” he asked. 
 
    Oh god, what the hell is wrong with you, Beckett? 
 
    “I feel… I feel fine.” 
 
    Unsure of what to say next, Beckett bought himself some time by taking another mouthful of scotch.  
 
    It had only been an hour or so since Dr. Gourde’s murder, and there was no way in hell that that was enough time to process everything that happened. 
 
    “You gonna tell me who the cleanup crew was, now?” Suzan asked. 
 
    Beckett put his drink down and started to undress. 
 
    “Not yet—I’m filthy. Let me shower first.” 
 
    Suzan looked like she was about to protest, but Beckett pushed by her quickly and jumped into the shower, almost twisting an ankle in the process. He pulled the curtain closed and then set the water to hot. As the water cascaded down from the crown of his head and wet his tattoos, he paid particular attention to the horizontal lines beneath his right arm. 
 
    After a few moments, Beckett started to suds up, using the antiseptic soap to get beneath his nails, to clean every nook and crevice that might hold Dr. Gourde’s DNA. He even gargled with a little shampoo, just to be sure. 
 
    Even though there were people looking out for him now—how fucking weird is that?—Beckett was taking no chances.  
 
    As he washed his hair, Beckett heard a strange sound coming from the bedroom. It was a motorized buzz, like an electric toothbrush or unbalanced vibrator.  
 
    The noise was grating which caused his headache to bloom. The pain was so intense that it triggered white spots to float across his vision. 
 
    His headaches were becoming more frequent now and more devastating. 
 
    Maybe I should get it checked out. For real this time, not like in South Carolina. 
 
    But that was the least of his worries. 
 
    It took quite a while with his debilitating headache to get all the soap out of his hair, but he somehow managed. Once out of the shower, he wasted no time grabbing a bottle of Excedrin and popping two tabs with a scotch chaser. 
 
    Then he wrapped a towel around his waist and started into the bedroom. 
 
    That’s when he saw her. Suzan had since dropped her towel and was huddled with her back to him, her soft skin illuminated with the bluish glow of moonlight. 
 
    “Suzan?” 
 
    When she failed to reply with anything other than a grunt, Beckett had the horrible thought that she had a gun in her hand. It didn’t matter that he didn’t own any guns, and neither did Suzan, but he was convinced that she was going to use it on herself.  
 
    “Suzan!” he shouted, reaching for her. Before he got to the bed, she turned. 
 
    It was a gun in her hand, he realized, just not that kind of gun. 
 
    Suzan placed the gun on the bed and raised her right arm. She used her left hand to lift her breast, thereby exposing a thin black line about four inches in length that ran just below her armpit. 
 
    “What do you think? I doubt it’s as straight as yours, but it’s just my first one. I’m sure the next few will be better.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Fuckin’ hell, Suzan!” Beckett barked, grabbing the tattoo gun off the bed. “What did you do?” 
 
    Suzan let her eyes drift to the tattoos under Beckett’s arm, and he felt his anger growing. 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that. I’m—I’m different.” 
 
    He knew that this was the wrong reply a second after the words had come out of his mouth. 
 
    “Oh, so you’re different, are you?” 
 
    “What I mean is… I mean, you’re young and—” 
 
    “—a woman?” Suzan finished for him. Beckett could feel the grave he was digging for himself getting deeper and decided to just go ahead and jump right in. 
 
    “This isn’t right, Suzan. What I’ve done, it’s—it’s wrong. You can’t—we can’t do this.” 
 
    Suzan simply stared. 
 
    “Too late, Beckett. I did it already.” 
 
    “This is so—” Beckett suddenly grimaced, and one of his eyes closed in pain.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he said through gritted teeth. “Well, not nothing—everything; everything is wrong. What happened tonight was wrong. What happened yesterday was wrong, what happened the day before that was wrong, and what happened every fucking day since Moses parted the Red Sea, is all… fucking… wrong.” 
 
    Beckett wasn’t sure if it was the headache or sheer frustration, but for some reason, he started to cry then. And these weren’t manly tears, either. This was ugly face crying. 
 
    This was sobbing. 
 
    Suzan stood and wrapped her arms around him. Her skin was cool, and it made him shiver.  
 
    He knew this was the opposite of what should be happening—Beckett should be comforting Suzan and not the other way around—but he simply melted in her arms. 
 
    “I fucked up, Suzan, I’m sorry,” he whimpered. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Suzan eased him back and looked up at him. Like in Operating Room 2, instead of chastising him, she kissed him on the lips. 
 
    When Beckett tried to pull away—this too was wrong—her hand gripped the back of his head and she kissed him with more fervor. In his heightened state of emotion, Beckett soon found himself kissing her back.  
 
    Before he realized what was happening, she’d removed his towel and was guiding them toward the bed. A second later, she was on top of him, and he was inside her.  
 
    That’s when things got even stranger. 
 
    Suzan had always been a sexual being and hadn’t been shy about it. Quite simply, she loved sex and wasn’t afraid to say it, which was something of a redeeming quality in today’s day and age. 
 
    But this time, she was fucking him with more intensity than he’d ever experienced. She ground her hips on top of him, forcing him deeper. Every few strokes, Suzan leaned down and nibbled at him—his lips, his earlobe, anything she could find.  
 
    At first, Beckett was into this, but it quickly transcended into something too violent for him to appreciate. 
 
    And yet, when he tried to push her away, she simply rocked stronger, faster, deeper.  
 
    “Suzan,” he said softly. 
 
    With her face still cast in the bluish glow of the moon, Suzan didn’t appear to be enjoying this either. 
 
    She seemed… angry.  
 
    “Suzan, please. You’re hurting me.” 
 
    Suzan didn’t relent. 
 
    Eventually, Beckett reached his breaking point. He tried to push her off, but she pressed her palms into the mattress and held firm. 
 
    “Meatloaf!” he yelled. When Suzan still failed to react, he shouted the word again, louder this time. “Meatloaf! Meatloaf, meatloaf, meatloaf!” 
 
    At long last, Suzan stopped thrusting and opened her eyes.  
 
    “Why the fuck are you screaming about meatloaf?” 
 
    “It’s my safe word, Suzan. Jesus.” 
 
    For a good ten seconds, she just stared at him blankly. 
 
    “Your… your safe word? Why is meatloaf your safe word?” 
 
    With her distracted and confused, Beckett managed to guide her off him and she rolled onto her back. 
 
    “Because, Suzan… because I would do anything for love, but I won’t do that… I won’t do that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “You awake?” Beckett asked softly. 
 
    When there was no reply, he looked at Suzan. She was lying on her stomach, her favorite sleeping position, and even though her face was turned away from him, the slow rise and fall of her back indicated that she was indeed asleep. 
 
    He huffed. 
 
    After basically begging for him to explain DNR and Dr. Swansea, exhaustion had taken hold before Beckett had managed all but a few sentences. It was the adrenaline dump, he supposed, that had caused her to pass out.  
 
    Beckett sighed. 
 
    He couldn’t believe that his girlfriend had killed the man. Sure, Dr. Gourde was a reprehensible human being who deserved everything that he’d gotten. In fact, Suzan had likely done him a favor by killing him out as quickly as she had. If Beckett had done the honors, he would have taken his time.  
 
    But she had killed. 
 
    And Beckett knew first-hand how much that could change a person.  
 
    I can’t let this happen, he thought. But of course, it was too late for that. He had let it happen.  
 
    Caused it, even.  
 
    Beckett had just stood there as his girlfriend drove the scalpel into Dr. Gourde’s neck. 
 
    He squeezed his eyes tightly closed. 
 
    His headache was still present and didn’t appear in a hurry to punish someone else. But the pills had numbed it enough for him to think. 
 
    Part of him wanted to go downstairs and chug the rest of the scotch, force himself to forget tonight.  
 
    But he knew that there wasn’t enough alcohol in the world to forget the look on Suzan’s face when she killed for the first time.  
 
    That was something that would stick with him until his time came. Which, given recent events, might be sooner rather than later. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When the first inklings of sunlight started to peter in through the window, Beckett crawled out of bed. 
 
    He hadn’t slept at all and his reflection in the mirror showed it. He dressed quickly, brushed his teeth, and then headed downstairs. He didn’t even stop to make himself a cup of coffee. 
 
    Instead, he left as quickly as he could, careful not to wake Suzan. 
 
    Things were fucked up, but his night of thinking had generated a plan. And the first part of said plan? The first part was to make everything as normal as it possibly could be. 
 
    The second part? 
 
    Deal with Dr. Karen Nordmeyer. 
 
    She’d started this whole mess. The mousy woman was the one who went to Sergeant Yasiv with a cockamamie story—all true, by the way—about him, which had eventually led to Dr. Swansea’s involvement.  
 
    And now Yasiv was charged for Beckett’s murders, of all things, and while this got the man out of his hair for a while, there was no way that they would amount to anything. The DA would likely hold Yasiv for as long as he could before letting him go. 
 
    There was no telling what course the sergeant would take once released; whether he’d give up his witch hunt or simply push even harder. 
 
    Beckett didn’t forget the words the man had uttered before being arrested in front of his house—I’ll get you, Beckett, no matter what, I’m going to get you—but prison could change a person’s attitude quick.  
 
    What wouldn’t help, however, was to have Dr. Nordmeyer whispering in Yasiv’s ear again, telling him not to give up. To keep on truckin’. 
 
    So, yeah, Dr. Karen Nordmeyer? She was part two of the plan. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Beckett headed straight for the morgue. 
 
    Even though it was only six-thirty when he arrived, he wasn’t surprised that Dr. Nordmeyer was already there. An overachiever like her? Beckett doubted that she ever left the damn place. He was also skeptical that she had any friends outside of the corpses that she operated on. 
 
    The woman’s back was to him as he entered the morgue, and she didn’t hear him approach. 
 
    Beckett briefly contemplated just strangling her or whacking her upside the head in order to knock some sense into the woman, but instead opted for a more indirect, passive-aggressive approach. After all, that was the in-thing these days. 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer was hunched over a gurney performing an autopsy, and Beckett took a wide berth around her, careful not to be noticed. The back wall was comprised of large, refrigerated drawers, each one of which, at any given time, might contain a body.  
 
    Except for the one labeled 666, of course. It was actually drawer number four, but he’d changed the number some time ago as a joke. 
 
    “Dr. Campbell?” 
 
    So much for the element of surprise. 
 
    Beckett ignored the woman and opened 666. 
 
    “Dr. Campbell, what the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    Once again, he ignored Dr. Nordmeyer and pulled the tray out. Instead of a body inside, there was a cool six-pack of Heineken. It wasn’t quite seven yet, but he did have a killer headache… 
 
    Beckett removed one of the bottles and then tried to open it. 
 
    Dammit—not a screw top. You didn’t think this through either, did you, Beckett? 
 
    He turned to look at Dr. Nordmeyer, not surprised that she was wearing the damn face shield again, the one that almost covered her entire torso. 
 
    And behind that shield, her expression was one of fright. 
 
    Good, you should be scared. 
 
    He held the bottle up for her to see. 
 
    “You got an opener?” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer didn’t answer at first, but eventually, she came to her senses.  
 
    “No,” she replied, a slight tremor in her voice. 
 
    Beckett looked around for something to pry it open with, but when he saw nothing, he moved to the side of her gurney and looked down at the corpse. 
 
    It was the body of a young man, likely no older than twenty-five years. His ashen body was covered in deep puncture marks, which were clearly his cause of death. 
 
    Without thinking, he jabbed the bottle inside the corpse’s mouth. 
 
    “Dr. Campbell!” Karen gasped. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Beckett gave the bottle a little twist and after feeling the cap grab on the back of the man’s teeth, he pulled.  
 
    There was an audible crunch and Beckett cringed and suppressed a gag. 
 
    Well, that solves that mystery; no, you can’t open a bottle with a cadaver’s mouth.  
 
    “Nothing,” Beckett said quickly, putting the bottle down.  
 
    Aaaaaand your attempt to look… cool? Intimidating? Threatening?… failed miserably. Way to go. 
 
    He crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “I don’t think you got the message last time, so let me spell it out for you: I know what you did, Karen. I know you went to Sergeant Yasiv. I know you gave him information about Bob Bumacher and about Craig Sloan. Probably even about Winston Trent, too.” 
 
    The horrified Dr. Nordmeyer continued to stare at him. 
 
    “What? You thought I’d be in jail by now, didn’t you? What can I say? I have friends in high places.” He pointed at the cadaver on the gurney with his chin. “Real friends who can actually speak and open a beer bottle.” 
 
    He paused for effect, letting the silence run on longer than was comfortable. Even though he’d had this discussion with Karen before, now that Suzan was involved, he had to impress on the mousy woman how important it was for her to stay the fuck out of his business. 
 
    “So, let me get this straight, you think that I’m some sort of killer? Is that it?” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer suddenly found her tongue. She also gripped the scalpel she was holding in her hand even more tightly. 
 
    “You are a killer,” she said bluntly. 
 
    Beckett shrugged and let that hang in the air for a moment, too. 
 
    “Yeah, I get that; you think I’m a serial killer, someone who spends his nights beating criminals to a pulp with my bare hands and your plan is to blackmail me?” 
 
    Dr. Karen Nordmeyer took a step back. 
 
    “Blackmail? I didn’t—wait, was that a line from The Dark Night? From Batman?” 
 
    Beckett was stunned. 
 
    No fucking wonder it sounded so good in my head! 
 
    “Well—I—just… never mind that. I think we need to have a real chat about this. You think that I did something wrong here, you think that I killed those men, is that right?” 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer looked around, confused. To be honest, Beckett was a little lost himself. 
 
    Focus! 
 
    “I know you did.” 
 
    All right, so this isn’t going exactly as planned. 
 
    “You need to back off, Karen, and just let me do my job. If you want to keep yours, that is. And even if I did kill those men, which,” Beckett raised his voice just in case the woman had a listening device somewhere in the room, “I most certainly did not—I’m a doctor who saves lives for Christ’s sake, not takes them—do you know what those men did?” 
 
    Karen looked away. 
 
    “Of course, you do. You know what they did, because you read the reports about them, just like I knew you would. I want you to stay the fuck out of my life, Karen. So, here’s what I’m willing to do; I’ll make a deal with you. If I fuck up—err, if this hypothetical individual of which you speak fucks up and kills someone who doesn’t deserve it. Then come for me—I mean him. In fact, he’ll even turn himself in.” 
 
    This was so far from his initial plan that it had become unrecognizable. 
 
    Karen just continued to look at him with her beady brown eyes. 
 
    Beckett stepped forward and Dr. Nordmeyer cringed. 
 
    “Relax, I’m not going to hurt you. I’m not gonna hurt you because I don’t hurt anybody… you hear that, FBI? Cops? IRS?” 
 
    When there was no answer to this either, Beckett turned his attention to the body. Once again, whoever was in charge had decided that he wasn’t ready for any of the good cases.  
 
    Once again, they’d given it to Dr. Nordmeyer.  
 
    “What happened to him anyway?” 
 
    “Wh-what?” Karen balked. “Him?” 
 
    “Yeah, him. What the fuck happened to him?” 
 
    Karen shook her head, clearly trying to figure out this sudden change in topic.  
 
    “Them. You mean what happened to them.” 
 
    Beckett’s brow furrowed and he followed her gaze to the other side of the room. He hadn’t noticed the two other bodies when he’d gone for his beer: a man and a woman, both of whom had identical puncture marks riddling their pale torsos. 
 
    “Yeah, them. What happened to them?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Beckett left the morgue more frustrated than he’d arrived. 
 
    Of course, Karen wouldn’t tell him anything about the bodies. Of course, Beckett had to do everything on his own, everything but— 
 
    He stemmed that line of thinking before it got on a roll. He would discover what happened to those two men and the woman and then he would find out who had stabbed them with a screwdriver, or whatever it was. After that, he would take them out. He would do what he did to Dr. Gourde— 
 
    Beckett stopped his runaway thoughts once more. 
 
    Jesus Christ, I can’t even think straight. 
 
    “Morning, Dr. Campbell,” a familiar voice said as he entered the pathology department. 
 
    Beckett looked up and was surprised to see Dolores behind her desk. It had only been a week, maybe a little more, since her father had been killed, and yet here she was, trying her best to put on a happy face. 
 
    And doing a damn good job of it. 
 
    Beckett accepted the outstretched cup of coffee with earnest. 
 
    “You know you can take a few more days off, Dolores.” 
 
    The big woman nodded. 
 
    “I know—thank you—but I wanted to come in, take my mind off things. I also wanted to talk to you about your promise.” 
 
    Beckett’s eyes had been drifting towards his office door, which was slightly ajar, but when Delores said this last part, his gaze drifted back. 
 
    “My… promise?” 
 
    “About Dr. Gourde, you promised—” 
 
    Beckett held up a hand, remembering his words. He’d promise that Dr. Gourde would never operate again, and he’d meant it. 
 
    “Yeah, about that. I was—” 
 
    “He’s gone—skipped town. Heard it on the news this morning.” 
 
    Beckett was floored. 
 
    On the news? Suzan killed the man yesterday—no, last night. How can the news report him gone already? 
 
    But Beckett knew the answer to that. Dr. Swansea and his DNR cult had their fingers in many pies, it seemed.  
 
    “Yeah—yeah, that’s what I heard, too. Look, I’m really sorry about what happened to your dad. And I know that this might not mean much now, but because of you, because of your persistence, Dr. Gourde got spooked. He won’t be operating in New York any time soon, or anywhere else for that matter. And he won’t be killing any more patients, either, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Not because of me—because of you, Dr. Campbell. Because of you.” 
 
    Beckett opened his mouth to argue this point but decided against it.  
 
    “Well, thanks for the coffee,” he said as he started toward his office. 
 
    “You’re welcome, and just to let you know, Suzan is waiting for you.” 
 
    Beckett tried to continue walking naturally, but it felt as if his joints had suddenly seized.  
 
    Suzan… 
 
    In the past, there had been times when he didn’t want to see his girlfriend, of course. Most of those times, it was because he’d fucked up and he didn’t feel like facing the music. But this time was different. This time he had fucked up, but so had she. 
 
    With a sigh, Beckett took a sip of his coffee only to immediately spit it back into the cup it was so damn hot. He ran his tongue across the roof of his mouth, feeling the blisters that had formed instantly. 
 
    Again, smooth, Beckett. Smooth. 
 
    Suzan was indeed in his office, seated behind his desk. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said hesitantly. 
 
    Suzan, whose eyes were locked on the computer, didn’t bother looking up. 
 
    Not a good sign. Nope. Not at all. 
 
    “Shut the door behind you.” 
 
    Beckett did as he was asked and then sat in the chair across from her. 
 
    He sat there for several moments, wanting to kill time by sipping his coffee but not daring to taste the magma again.  
 
    It was obvious that Suzan wanted him to speak first, to perhaps apologize or… something… but he wouldn’t give her that dignity. So, he waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    “Suzan, I’m—” 
 
    Suzan’s eyes flicked from the computer screen and she glared at him. 
 
    “Dr. Gourde’s vehicle was seen crossing the Mexican border, did you know that?” 
 
    Damn you got me.  
 
    Beckett shook his head. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She turned the monitor slightly, and Beckett started to read. 
 
    “Disgruntled neurosurgeon flees into Mexico after numerous botched surgeries. Authorities say—” 
 
    Suzan flung the monitor around again. 
 
    “Yeah, so are you going to tell me about your friends now, or what?” 
 
    Beckett hesitated. 
 
    “How can you be so normal about this, Suzan?” he asked, making sure to keep his voice down. It was unlikely that anybody could hear him; the place was practically empty at this hour aside from Dolores, and he was pretty sure he could trust her, but being cautious couldn’t hurt.  
 
    “How can you be so normal about this?” Suzan shot back. 
 
    “Me? What about you? You—” 
 
    Suzan scowled. 
 
    “What, you think I can’t handle this, but you can? Why? Is it because I’m a woman or because I’m younger? Which one is it?” 
 
    Beckett felt trapped; the question was as loaded as ‘do I look fat in this dress?’ 
 
    “We can’t do this, Suzan.” 
 
    “We can’t do what?” 
 
    Beckett’s headache was back in full force. 
 
    We can’t kill people—come on, use your head. It’s wrong. 
 
    “I give up,” he said. “I give up. But, please, let’s not do this here.” 
 
    “You’re right; this isn’t the place. Besides, I’ve got class.” 
 
    Beckett just stared, amazed. 
 
    Class? She’s thinking about class, and I’m thinking about the electric chair. 
 
    Figures. 
 
    Suzan rose from his desk. But before leaving, she leaned down and kissed him on the cheek. It took him a moment to realize that in addition to her lingering fresh scent, she’d left him another present. 
 
    A small white envelope rested on his lap. 
 
    Suzan suddenly reappeared, leaning back into his office. 
 
    “By the way, you’ve got mail. You bet your ass we’re going to talk about that tonight, too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Beckett didn’t need to open the envelope to know what was inside. And even though every instinct he had was shouting at him to just throw it in the garbage, he tore into it. 
 
    As expected, he found a black and white business card with DNR on one side, but instead of an address and time on the other side, there was a person’s name. 
 
    The idea behind Dr. Swansea and his band of Neve Campbell wannabes suddenly became clear. Sure, they would get Beckett out of certain jams, but in return, he’d have to do something for them. 
 
    I’m a fucking hitman, for Christ’s sake. Goddamn shaved head, barcode on the back of my neck, hitman. 
 
    He growled and tapped the card against his palm. It was high-quality paper and fairly stiff, which explained why his eye was still sore from when he’d been struck by a nearly identical one outside his home. 
 
    Beckett had gotten himself into this mess by being sloppy, by leaving evidence behind at his crime scenes, and he couldn’t rightly see a way out of it.  
 
    It was only logical to assume that Dr. Swansea had collected said evidence, just in case Beckett decided not to play nice. And it wasn’t as if he could turn around and go to the cops about DNR, even if he was squeaky clean. With all of the media attention following Craig Sloan’s death, and then the whole Armand Armatridge situation, and the Sergeant Yasiv fiasco—not to mention the video of him talking in tongues at Reverend Alister Cameron’s parish—his credibility was shot.  
 
    Shaking his head, Beckett considered Dr. Swansea’s proposal. 
 
    They helped me—us—get rid of Dr. Gourde, so I owe him this one.  
 
    He had no idea who the man listed on the card was—didn’t know if he was a saint or sinner—but if he was the former?  
 
    There was no way Beckett would kill an innocent man. 
 
    He could be pushed to do some wild and crazy things, but not that. Beckett had his code. And as simple as it was, it was the glue, the foundation, the only thing that kept him from a Dahmer or Bundy classification. Those men were savages who killed for sexual gratification. Beckett, on the other hand, killed because… because… well, he killed because— 
 
    There was a knock at his door and Beckett looked up. 
 
    Grant McEwing stood with his hands in his pockets, his lips a predictably flat line. 
 
    “Why are you sitting over here and not behind your desk?” the man asked. 
 
    “Gee, it’s nice to see you, too. Good morning, my revered leader,” Beckett said glumly. With a grunt, he stood and made his way behind his desk. He placed the business card down and folded his hands over top of it.  
 
    “What do you need from me, Grant? Dating advice? General hygiene tips?” 
 
    “I got to thinking about what you said regarding Dr. Swansea and the Body Farm. I was wondering if maybe I could do a placement out there, learn a little more about what he does. If that’s all right by you, of course.” 
 
    Just hearing the man’s name made Beckett’s upper lip curl. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a—” he began reactively, before changing his mind. “You know what? I think that’s a great idea. In fact, I think I’ll drive up with you.” 
 
    Grant made a face. 
 
    “What? You wanna go alone, is that it? Got a thing for the bearded doctor?” 
 
    “No, it’s not that. It’s just… don’t you have something important to do this morning?” 
 
    Beckett’s eyes became slits as he tried to rack his brain about what this ‘thing’ could possibly be. 
 
    Could it be as pressing as finding Wayne Cravat’s body? No. Could it be as pressing as making sure they’d covered all their tracks after killing Dr. Gourde? No. Could it be as pressing as to go to speak to the man who had pretty much just asked Beckett to kill someone he never met before? No. 
 
    “I don’t know what—” 
 
    “Your medical board review. Tell me you didn’t forget about it. After the Craig Sloan thing—” 
 
    Beckett’s jaw fell slack. 
 
    Yep—it was indeed something as pressing as all those other things.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “You’re… you’re going in there looking like that?” Grant asked. 
 
    Beckett glanced down at himself. He was wearing a plain black T-shirt and a pair of jeans.  
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Why the hell not? It’s not prom, Grant, it’s a tribunal.” He thought about this for a moment. “Actually, I don’t really know what the fuck this is. A check-up? A follow-up? A welfare check?” 
 
    Beckett shrugged again. He’d completely forgotten about this ‘meeting’, and if it hadn’t been for Grant reminding him, he would’ve missed it entirely. It wasn’t exactly clear how much hinged on today’s events, either.  
 
    “Well, I just thought that you would, you know, dress-up or something.” 
 
    Beckett made a face. 
 
    “Grant, in case you hadn’t noticed, I’m not like—” 
 
    “—other doctors. Yeah, I get it. You’ve only said it about a dozen times a day.” 
 
    The comment surprised Beckett. Not because it wasn’t true, but because Grant didn’t usually speak this way. Grant was normally reserved, polished, annoying as hell. 
 
    “Touché.” 
 
    The more Beckett thought about it, the more he considered that this meeting might actually carry some weight. While he’d already been cleared of any sort of criminal charges related to the Craig Sloan incident, and they couldn’t do anything about his tenure, this trio of ass clowns had already significantly dampened his caseload. He’d gone from investigating some of the most important deaths in New York City history to only being called in to probe the random cat lady who’d choked on a hairball.  
 
    And Beckett was bored as hell. Sure, he had enough on his plate dealing with this whole DNR thing and his extracurricular activities, but they were, for the most part, cut and dry. Wayne Cravat, Winston Trent, and Brent Hopper were all child murderers—there was no mystery there. And it was the puzzle of death that was one of the major driving forces behind Beckett getting into forensic pathology in the first place.  
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    Sweat suddenly broke out on his forehead. He felt like a girl wearing white shorts getting her period for the first time. 
 
    Beckett shook his hands out, raspberried his lips, and was grateful that for once he didn’t seem to have a headache. 
 
    “I’ll be all right,” he said, unsure if the words were meant for himself, or for Grant’s benefit.  
 
    Take a deep breath, relax, he told himself. 
 
    This wasn’t like him—getting nervous—but nothing that happened over the past two years since meeting with these goons was like him. Beckett was a different person now, inside and out. 
 
    “I think you should go in now—it’s about time,” Grant said, checking his watch. 
 
    Beckett nodded and was reaching for the door handle when he noticed a man hanging out by the end of the hallway. This part of NY Med wasn’t busy—most of the classes were reserved for the newer wings, which housed the new equipment—and the man looked out of place. He was wearing a pinstripe suit and one of those high-collared shirts and a pink paisley tie. 
 
    “You gotta be shittin’ me,” Beckett grumbled. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He ignored Grant and took two steps down the hallway. As he approached the man, his suspicions were confirmed.  
 
    It was none other than Sir Francis England, the douchebag who had performed the ceremonial opening of the McEwing Transplant Wing. The very same man that Beckett had seen at the DNR event when he’d told the story about the French girl in Montréal. This was no coincidence. He took one more step and Sir England looked over at him. 
 
    Then the man nodded. 
 
    “What the hell are you—”doing here, Beckett meant to say, but someone from behind him said his name, and he turned. 
 
    “Please, if you could join us, Dr. Campbell,” a spindly man with a flat accent said. 
 
    Beckett looked at Sir England for a moment, then shrugged. 
 
    I’ll deal with you later, he thought.  
 
    As he passed Grant on his way into the room, the man whispered in his ear, “Good luck.” 
 
    It was as benign a statement as there ever was, but for some reason, it brought about a change in Beckett. 
 
    “You know what?” he whispered back. “I really don’t think I’m going to need it.” 
 
    Casting one final look over his shoulder at Sir England, Beckett realized that once again Dr. Swansea and his crew had felt the need to get involved in his business.  
 
    All right, all right, I get it. You’re trying to prove a point, aren’t you, Dr. Swansea? You want me to know just how far your reach actually goes. Well then, let’s just put that to the test, shall we? 
 
    “My man,” Beckett said, clapping the skinny doctor on the back, “I’m ready for my physical, now. Just tell me when you want me to bend over and cough.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, Dr. Beckett Campbell,” the man who had led Beckett into the room said. “My name is Dr. Fred Kurtz, and with me today are Dr. Linda Freemont and Deputy Inspector Roger Albright.” 
 
    “So nice to see you again, Roger.” 
 
    Roger Albright made a face but held his tongue. 
 
    “All right, let’s get started then. Dr. Campbell, it has been two years since the investigation into Craig Sloan’s death was concluded,” Dr. Kurtz began. “The point of this current meeting is to ensure—” 
 
    “Ensure what? That I keep getting the cases that no one else wants?” 
 
    Dr. Kurtz cleared his throat and continued. 
 
    “The purpose of this meeting is to assess your mental state and to ascertain whether or not you have been proactive in your recovery.” 
 
    Beckett scoffed. 
 
    Recovery? 
 
    “So, to that effect, we would like to know what measures you have taken over these past two years to deal with the emotional trauma of the night in question,” Dr. Freemont finished for the first speaker.  
 
    “What measures have I taken? What measures?” Beckett scratched his chin. “Well, lemme see, for one, I don’t like rocks anymore. In fact, I don’t even pick ‘em up. Not ever. Two, I stopped hanging around serial killers. Three—” 
 
    Roger Albright leaned forward. 
 
    “You think this is a joke, Dr. Campbell? This is your career, your life, we’re talking about here.” 
 
    Beckett chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, my life, sure…” 
 
    “This is serious, Dr. Campbell. This is serious. We want to hear if you went to counseling, if you sought salvation in the Lord, that sort of thing.” 
 
    Beckett suddenly became serious.  
 
    The comment could have just been an innocent, colloquial statement, but Beckett wasn’t sure.  
 
    It could also be related to Reverend Alister Cameron.  
 
    “Yeah, I went to counseling,” he admitted at last, still glaring at Roger Albright. 
 
    The man seemed content with this and leaned back, crossing his arms over his chest as he did. 
 
    “Can you tell us a little bit about your sessions? Did you see a psychiatrist or psychologist, was it in a group or private sessions, that sort of thing?” Dr. Kurtz asked. Dr. Freemont leaned over and whispered something into the man’s ear. “I just want to confirm that we’re not asking you to reveal the details of—” 
 
    Beckett shook his head. 
 
    “No, no, it’s fine—I don’t mind at all. So, the sessions were semi-private, I think? And I don’t know if you could call her a psychiatrist or psychologist, but maybe therapist is a better word. I mean, I’m not up to date on all the PC terms and lingo.” 
 
    “Therapist is fine,” Dr. Freemont said. Her shoulders relaxed a little and Beckett felt some of the tension that had been in the air when he entered the room suddenly get sucked out. 
 
    Oh, they’re not gonna like this, he thought, suppressing a grin. These assholes aren’t going to like this one bit. 
 
    “Anyways, therapist, then. So, I’m calling into this therapist, and I tell Sue that I’ve got a problem.” 
 
    “Sue?” Dr. Kurtz asked. 
 
    Beckett nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, Sue Johanson, my therapist. You see, the conversation was a little awkward at first because the connection wasn’t great.” 
 
    “Connection?” Dr. Fremont asked. The way her voice flexed in the middle of the word was an indication that she was suspicious of what was to come.  
 
    “Yeah, connection—Sue does a weekly radio show. Anyways, so I call up and tell her that no matter how hot the girl is, I just can’t stay hard the whole time we’re having sex. I mean, I thought she would be the best one to help me out, given that she’s a sex therapist, but what I didn’t expect—” 
 
    Roger Albright suddenly slammed his fist down on the table loud enough to even startle Beckett, who had correctly guessed that an outburst was forthcoming.  
 
    “Dr. Campbell, I implore you to take this seriously.” 
 
    “Oh, I am. Trust me, I am. I used to be such a dynamo in the sack, but now I just get soft halfway through, you know? So, I am taking this very seriously.” 
 
    “Goddammit, Dr. Campbell!” 
 
    “Now, now, watch your words, or you will be the one who is seeking salvation in the Lord.” 
 
    Roger Albright suddenly rose to his feet and pointed toward the door. 
 
    “Get out.” 
 
    “I’m not done yet. You asked about my therapy sessions, so let me tell you. Sue asks me what I’m thinking about while I’m having sex and right before I go soft.” 
 
    “Get out!” Roger shouted. Both Dr. Kurtz and Dr. Freemont rose to their feet.  
 
    “But I’m not finished yet! So, as I was saying, Sue Johanson asked me what I’m thinking about right before I go soft. And bingo! It pops in my head. I was thinking about—” 
 
    “Out!” Roger bellowed so loudly that it echoed throughout the entire room. 
 
    Beckett’s eyes were drawn to the door just as a shadow crossed in front of the window. His first thought was that it was security, but that made no sense; these sorts of things didn’t have security. 
 
    It was just Grant. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Beckett said as he made his way out of the room. “But are you sure you don’t want to know the ending?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What was all that yelling about?” Grant asked as Beckett stepped into the hallway. The man tried to peer over his shoulder at the red-faced Roger Albright in the room behind him, but Beckett blocked his view and closed the door. 
 
    “It went fantastic, trust me, everything should be fine. That shouting was just playful banter between me and an old friend.” 
 
    Grant looked at him and his upper lip started to curl into something of a sneer. 
 
    Gee, you’re just full of surprises, lately.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure that—” 
 
    The door to the room opened and a now purple-faced Roger leaned out and glared at Beckett.  
 
    “Dr. Campbell, this concludes our—” 
 
    Beckett reached out and clapped the man on the back. 
 
    “That’s all right, I knew what you were going to say the moment I stepped in there. Anyways, tell your cronies back at the station to start sending me some good cases, would you?” Then to Grant, Beckett said, “Come on, let’s get out of here. I’ve got a rock collection I want to show you.” 
 
    Before Roger could say anything further, Beckett wrapped his arm over Grant’s shoulder and led him down the hall. 
 
    As they passed Sir England, the man looked up from his cell phone and offered a nearly imperceptible nod.  
 
    “Rock collection? What are you talking about?” Grant asked. 
 
    “Never mind, Grant. You still up for that ride? Let’s get out to the Body Farm as soon as possible. I hear they make the best sloppy Joes for lunch.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    They didn’t speak much on the forty-five minute to an hour drive to the Body Farm, however, when they pulled up to the nondescript building, Beckett figured that he was obliged to lay at least one Easter egg in the man’s mind. 
 
    Because, of course, his decision to allow Grant to come here wasn’t entirely altruistic. 
 
    Sure, the man would learn a lot from Dr. Swansea, but he could also learn a lot for Beckett. 
 
    “Grant, Dr. Swansea and I go back a ways, but it’s been some time since we’ve seen each other. In fact, outside of the last time we were here, I hadn’t seen him in years. So, while you will undoubtedly learn more in the next three months than in a decade elsewhere, I can’t attest to his teaching tactics. I’m hoping that maybe you can take some notes or, better yet, just have your eyes and ears open. Every so often, you might also be inclined to report on his… teaching.” As he finished the sentence, Beckett turned to look at Grant. The man offered him a doe-eyed expression, blinked, then nodded. 
 
    “Eyes and ears, got it.” 
 
    Beckett held his stare for a moment longer, before nodding himself. 
 
    “Good,” Beckett said as he got out of the car. “Good.” 
 
    It took them a while to find Dr. Ian Swansea, primarily because nobody on his staff seemed to know where he was. He wasn’t in the body farm, at least not the areas that they visited the last time they were here, but Beckett had been assured that the man was around. Eventually, when Beckett’s frustration was starting to peak, he decided that he was done with trudging through the mud and had gotten back in his car. It was while driving down a dirt road that Beckett suspected was part of the Body Farm that they finally found him. 
 
    Dr. Swansea was dressed in a white hazmat suit, which must have been sweltering in the warm sun. His back was to them and he was standing in front of a large yellow machine that Beckett didn’t immediately recognize. The man’s arms were wrapped around something thick and heavy, and it appeared as if he was trying to jam it into the back of the machine. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    Beckett quickly got out of his car and Grant followed. 
 
    “Dr. Swansea! Dr. Swansea!” Beckett said loudly as they approached. 
 
    The man didn’t turn; instead, he just continued to struggle with the heavy object. 
 
    “Swansea?” Beckett said again, this time in a more inquisitive tone. If Dr. Swansea couldn’t hear him before, when he reached up with a gloved hand and slammed his palm against a button, he definitely couldn’t hear him now. 
 
    The giant yellow machine roared to life and Dr. Swansea shoved again, which was followed by an awful bubbling sound that made Beckett cringe. 
 
    He finally figured out what the machine was, as well as what Swansea was trying to do.  
 
    Yeah, I could’ve gone my whole life without seeing this and I’d be just dandy.  
 
    Beckett reached out and grabbed the man by the shoulder. Dr. Swansea was so startled that he turned and leaned backward at the same time. Beckett actually had to reach out and grab the man by the front of his white hazmat suit to prevent him from falling into the wood chipper.  
 
    The man’s face was covered in sweat. He regained his balance and turned off the machine.  
 
    “Doing a little yardwork, I see?” Beckett asked, deliberately avoiding looking at the corpse that was now halfway inside the wood chipper. He had no idea what the other side looked like, but Ragu came to mind. 
 
    Dr. Swansea slipped off his hood and pulled the zipper on his outfit down a few inches. 
 
    “Dr. Campbell, I wasn’t expecting to see you so soon.” 
 
    No? Then why the hell did you give me that damn business card? 
 
    “And with a guest, no less,” Dr. Swansea continued, his eyes drifting briefly over to Grant. Boy Wonder had turned a chalky color and his lips were pressed together so tightly that they started to look like a Bulldog’s asshole.  
 
    “Yeah, I brought Doogie Houser. Look, I know you’re busy, but I thought I’d drop him off for a few months for a stage, as the French say, so that you can bestow your insight upon him.” 
 
    Dr. Swansea raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I can do that. Yeah, I can do that.” The man hooked a thumb at the corpse that lay half in and half out of the wood chipper. “You’d be surprised about how many people think it’s a good idea to get rid of their unfaithful spouse this way. I’m running an experiment here to see what kind of bone fragments and soft tissue is left over after a body gets forced through a wood chipper.” 
 
    Beckett looked over at Grant and he saw the man’s Adam’s apple bob in his throat. 
 
    “Around the other side—” 
 
    Grant shook his head and Dr. Swansea chuckled. 
 
    “All right, all right. We’ll get there. Not today, not tomorrow, but we will get there.” 
 
    Beckett cocked his head, trying to impress on Dr. Swansea that they needed to have a more private chat.  
 
    “Grant, you turn this thing on, and Beckett and I will go around the other side and take a look at what comes out. Make sure nothing snags. It should be all ready, but if the corpse jams, just give a little push.” 
 
    Grant looked near vomiting now. 
 
    “It’s going to be loud, so…” Beckett let his sentence trail off, but when Grant did nothing, he added, “Earmuffs, Grant, earmuffs.” 
 
    Grant nodded a little too enthusiastically, then brought his hands up to his ears like a child whose parents were about to let out a string of obscenities. 
 
    Beckett shook his head. 
 
    “No, Grant, real earmuffs, you idiot. Right there, on the wall.” He indicated a pair of earmuffs that were hanging from a small hook just inside the wood chipper. Grant looked squeamish, but he eventually grabbed them. As he slipped them on, Beckett reached out and put a hand over Dr. Swansea’s shoulders. This action clearly made the man uncomfortable, but Beckett didn’t let go. 
 
    “All right, how about you and I check out the lasagna on the other end of this thing, Dr. Swansea? What do you think? You wanna discuss our findings?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Beckett tried to play it cool, but the mess on the other end of the wood chipper looked like a dog’s breakfast… if the dog had eaten ravioli that had been rolled over by a Mack truck. 
 
    “All right,” Beckett said, just loud enough to be heard by Dr. Swansea over the roar of the wood chipper. “So, who the fuck do you think you are?” 
 
    Dr. Swansea, clearly thinking that the conversation was going to go down a different way, leaned away from him. 
 
    “Yeah, you heard me. Why are you still following me around? Why don’t your frat boys find some other poor schlep to haze?” 
 
    “It’s not me, Beckett,” Dr. Swansea said so softly that he had to read the man’s lips to make out what he was saying. This was a very different version of the man who had been boisterous and bombastic at the black-tie event.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Beckett, these people… this group? It’s not me. I’m part of it, I guess, but it’s not me.” 
 
    Beckett was more confused than ever. 
 
    Dr. Swansea had been acting like the DNR ringleader since Beckett had found out about them. 
 
    Was this some sort of ploy? A game? A trick? 
 
    “You can’t mess with these guys, Beckett. You just can’t. They have their fingers in every single fucking pie in this city. Like I said before, they think you’re important, but you’re not that important. If you keep on—” 
 
    The body in the wood chipper snagged on what appeared to be a pelvic bone. The blades stopped moving for a moment and steam started to come out of the tiny chimney. 
 
    “Is that—” 
 
    A bone rocketed just by Beckett’s left ear as the chipper started up again. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” he exclaimed. 
 
    “Yeah, if he was still around, I’m sure DNR would have him under payroll, too.” 
 
    Despite the joke, it was clear that Dr. Swansea was actually frightened by DNR. And a man standing in front of a wood chipper that was being fed a corpse didn’t usually scare easily.  
 
    “Look, Beckett, just do what they say; pay off your debts, then we can talk about getting you out. But for now…” 
 
    Beckett didn’t like where any of this was going. He was nobody’s lackey, and he’d made a career out of ignoring what people told him to do.  
 
    But the man did have a point. After all, Dr. Swansea had gotten rid of Wayne Cravat’s body for him. And if they hadn’t, it might have been Beckett on the other end of the wood chipper or in the very least pinned down in a jailhouse shower by two men both named Mabel.  
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “So, who is this Tyler Tisdale guy, anyway?” 
 
    Dr. Swansea shrugged. 
 
    “I just pass the messages along.” 
 
    The man’s attitude was alarming, and Beckett wondered what kind of dirt they had on Dr. Swansea to make him so… malleable.  
 
    Eyes and ears, Grant. Eyes and ears. 
 
    “There’s a QR code on the—” another chunk flew out of the wood chipper and an acorn-sized object landed beside Beckett’s left foot.  
 
    “What is that?” he asked. 
 
    Dr. Swansea shrugged, but Beckett was intrigued. 
 
    “Give me one of your gloves for a second, would you?” 
 
    Dr. Swansea handed him his glove, but Beckett didn’t put it on. Instead, he just palmed it and used the outside to pick up the object. 
 
    “Hey, you know what this is?” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    “One of his balls.” 
 
    Beckett tossed the testicle at Dr. Swansea and the man instinctively grabbed it with his bare hand. When he realized what he’d done, he immediately dropped it.  
 
    “Yeah, so, here’s the thing, Swansea: it looks like you’ve got this guy’s balls in your hands, but you don’t have mine. I might do this one job—I might—but then we’re even.” 
 
    Beckett slipped the glove into his pocket. 
 
    “This job is for Wayne Cravat, but—” 
 
    Beckett didn’t listen to the rest of what the man had to say. He quickly walked around to the front of the wood chipper and looked at Grant, who, to his surprise, was pushing the corpse’s legs.  
 
    While he thought it might be funny to lend a hand, maybe splatter Dr. Swansea with the man’s blood, when his eyes fell on the set of shoes that the corpse was still wearing, he stopped cold. 
 
    Beckett recognized them; he’d seen them a couple of nights ago, in fact.  
 
    They were Dr. Gourde’s shoes and he suddenly felt sick to his stomach. 
 
    Even though Dr. Swansea hadn’t finished his sentence, it was clear what the man was going to say. 
 
    He was going to inform Beckett that his debt would not be paid after this Tyler Tisdale character was dealt with. 
 
    Tyler Tisdale was for Wayne Cravat. 
 
    As of yet, there was no indication of what sort of favor Beckett would have to do in return for them getting rid of Dr. Gourde.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Beckett was sitting at home in the dark when Suzan finally arrived, bookbag in hand. She dropped it by the door, burped, and then reached for the light switch. 
 
    “Hello, Clarice,” Beckett whispered. 
 
    Suzan screamed. 
 
    “No, wait, it’s just me.” She switched on the lights. “Sorry, but why the hell didn’t you tell me I had my tribunal thing this morning? Did you forget?” 
 
    Suzan shook her head.  
 
    “Why would you scare me like that?” 
 
    “Sorry.” Now Beckett felt genuinely bad for the joke, which was most definitely in poor taste. “But, seriously, did you forget?” 
 
    Suzan shook her head again. 
 
    “Of course, I didn’t forget. I knew you had the meeting, I just elected not to tell you about it.” 
 
    This was not the response that Beckett had been expecting. 
 
    “Really? Why?” 
 
    Suzan shrugged and made her way to the kitchen. Beckett stood and followed. 
 
    “To prove a point, Beckett. You don’t seem to get the subtle nuances when it comes to me trying to teach you a lesson.” 
 
    Beckett made a face. 
 
    “What point? What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Suzan took her sweet ass time answering, electing to pour a glass of wine first. She even did a mock tasting, similar, but not as dramatic, as the one Beckett had done at Dorsia’s. 
 
    “I organize your life, Beckett—you need me. We can work together.” 
 
    Beckett’s jaw fell open. 
 
    “You really have to be kidding me, Suzan. What happened the other night… no. Just no. We can’t be doing—” 
 
    “We can, and you have. How many people have you killed, Beckett? Eight? Nine?” 
 
    Beckett winced at the words. It wasn’t that he hadn’t come to terms with what he’d done, he most definitely had, but those words should never be spoken out loud.  
 
    “Suzan, this is—” 
 
    “Don’t Suzan me. Don’t Suzie me. Don’t anything me, Beckett. We’re in this together now, and I’m going to help you organize your shit, so you don’t leave a corpse in a basement to rot while we’re on vacation.” 
 
    Beckett knew that he should refrain from continuing this conversation at all, but she knew exactly how to push his buttons. 
 
    “Oh, you mean the vacation that you tricked me into taking, the one that if you didn’t come and pick me up for, I wouldn’t have left the body down there in the first place? You mean that vacation?” 
 
    Suzan took a large gulp of her wine. 
 
    “Yeah, that vacation. What if I hadn’t taken you on vacation… what then? What were you going to do with Wayne’s body, huh? What was your master plan?” 
 
    “Well, I think I was… uhhh… I was going to—” 
 
    “Exactly what I fucking thought. You had no plan for the body. And that’s your problem. You either don’t plan, or your plans are shit. Just one mistake and someone will find you out. Someone like Sergeant Yasiv, or that pathologist that you’re always complaining about… Dr. Karen…” 
 
    “Cuntmeyer, Dr. Karen Cuntmeyer.” 
 
    Beckett wanted to argue more, but Suzan had had months to plan this discussion and it was clear that she’d already come up with a response to everything. 
 
    “So, what now, Suzie Q? You wanna just go around killing bad guys all the time?” 
 
    Suzan shrugged and finished her wine. 
 
    “You know what they say, couples who kill together, stay together.” 
 
    Beckett growled. 
 
    If only I’d been quicker… if only I’d stopped her before she’d killed Dr. Gourde things might be different. 
 
    “This is not for you, Suzan. This isn’t the life you want. It’s not the life I wanted either, but it was one I was thrust into. You don’t have to do this—seriously. It’ll be tough, but you can just chalk up what happened the other day to a horrible mistake and move on.” 
 
    Suzan scoffed. 
 
    “Yeah, right. Let me ask you something, Beckett? Why do you do it?” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    Suzan just stared at him and eventually, Beckett averted his eyes. 
 
    “Why do I kill these people?” He was about to say, because if I don’t, who will, but given the context of the conversation, he decided against it. “I do it because sometimes they get away with it. I do it because they’re guilty and they deserve it, I guess.” 
 
    Suzan continued to look at him, and Beckett fought the urge to try to expound on this nonsense even further. The hole he was digging for himself had reached about five feet deep, and he knew that he still had a chance to crawl out of it so long as it didn’t hit the infamous six feet below ground. 
 
    “I think you should really look into why you do it, Beckett, before you tell me I can’t.” 
 
    “Thanks, mom,” Beckett said, reaching for the file folder that he’d placed on the counter about an hour before Suzan had come home. Then he started towards the door. 
 
    “Hey, where are you going?” 
 
    Beckett didn’t bother turning back. 
 
    “It’s Tuesday so… I’m going to kill someone, ho-hum. You just get your homework done—there’s no point in both of us going to prison and neither being smart enough to know how to escape.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PART II – Why Do You Do It? 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Suzan finished her second glass of wine and then just stood in the kitchen for a good five minutes, sobbing. 
 
    She was dating a serial killer. There was no question about it. And while this fact was difficult enough to come to grips with on its own, she also had to deal with the reality that she’d also killed someone. 
 
    It was unfathomable.  
 
    Which was why, at the exact moment she’d jammed the scalpel into Dr. Gourde’s carotid artery, it was as if her mind had split into two. She knew that Dr. Gourde was a bad man, she knew that he’d killed people and would continue to do so until someone put a stop to it. And she also knew that all the people that Beckett had killed were, in his words, Bad Mamma Jammas. But none of this changed the fact that Suzan had taken another person’s life. 
 
    So, now, there were two of her: there was the Suzan who went about her daily life, went to class, aced her exams. And there was the Suzan that existed in Beckett’s world of death and destruction. Not the world of a forensic medical examiner or a pathologist, but a hidden, secret world of vigilante justice.  
 
    What made her new, dichotomous life even more difficult to comprehend, was the fact that she simply could not sleep. The moment she closed her eyes, Suzan saw blood gurgling up around the scalpel, and she relived the final moments of Dr. Gourde’s life. 
 
    With a sigh, Suzan wiped her eyes and then slipped her shoes back on. Her car, an old Camry was a considerable step down from Beckett’s Tesla, but it drove just fine. And while she was aware of the fact she was operating the vehicle, it was unclear exactly where she was headed. However, it soon became apparent that she wasn’t just taking some sort of meandering route in the hopes that she’d get so tired she’d be forced to pull over. Instead, Suzan seemed to have a purpose, a destination in mind. 
 
    The killer within her had come alive. 
 
    She suspected that this had always been part of her, that it had previously just been buried deep down inside. But when her father, Clay Cuthbert, a veteran of the police force, a detective, had been gunned down serving a warrant for a man who was suspected of being the Skeleton King, it had begun to surface. While everyone else considered the murder to be the act of one man, her father’s partner, Damien Drake, had been adamant that Peter Killington was but a pawn in a much larger scheme. 
 
    And the people truly responsible for her father’s death washed their hands of the entire ordeal. 
 
    They thought they were in the clear. 
 
    They thought they’d gotten away with it.  
 
    But what they hadn’t counted on, was the ruthlessness and determination of Damien Drake. 
 
    Suzan didn’t know if Drake had killed before this incident, but that didn’t really matter. Her father’s murder and subsequent revenge had proven one thing to her: sometimes you needed to reach deep, to go to dark places, to ensure that people got what they deserved.  
 
    Sometimes you had to do the unthinkable. 
 
    Sometimes you had to kill. 
 
    And Suzan was determined to find out if she had it in her to do it again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Beckett sat in his Tesla with the car off, a folder splayed in his lap. 
 
    There had indeed been a QR code on the DNR business card. It was actually more like a QR watermark, which took some considerable lighting magic to get his phone to register it. But when it did, his phone regurgitated approximately fifteen pages of information about Tyler Tisdale. It appeared as if the man had started out in Seattle as some sort of low-level drug dealer and part-time pimp. He used to sell women, including his own sister, in order to make a buck, to get his next fix. But then something happened a few years back: Tyler’s image started to change. By all accounts, he cleaned up his act and eventually moved to New York. 
 
    The information contained within the folder was pretty much a timeline of Tyler Tisdale’s life, but what it didn’t offer was an overt motive for why DNR wanted the man dead. Beckett’s best guess was that either the man had wronged someone important in his past, or that he wasn’t as truly out of the drug and pimping game as his clean-cut appearance would suggest. 
 
    But none of this really mattered to Beckett. After all, nothing he’d read so far suggested that the man deserved to die. 
 
    He saw no evidence that Tyler himself had committed murder.  
 
    Which is why Beckett found himself parked on 14th Ave. outside a modest triplex, doing what amounted to nothing more than recon for Dr. Swansea. While he waited for some sort of sign, he thought about his conversation with Suzan, and how he was gonna deal with this whole mess. He’d already concluded that if they ever got caught, he’d take the blame for everything. For once, the fact that she was his TA, fifteen years his junior, and he was in a position of authority over her, might actually work in his favor. 
 
    All Beckett had to do was tell the cops or FBI that he’d threatened to flunk Suzan if she didn’t play nice, if she didn’t let him beat off in her presence, that sort of thing. From there, things escalated quickly. 
 
    Provided the stubborn lady corroborated his story, of which there was no guarantee, Beckett thought it a somewhat believable tale. 
 
    “Ask yourself why you’re doing this, Beckett,” he mocked in Suzan’s voice. “Ask yourself why you’re killing these people.” 
 
    Why am I doing this? He wondered absently. 
 
    Beckett wasn’t sure if Suzan had just asked the question offhand, or if it was something that was really eating away at her. To be honest, it wasn’t something that Beckett put too much thought into. 
 
    He killed bad people because they deserved it. 
 
    But now that the question had been posed— 
 
    The door to Tyler Tisdale’s apartment building opened and the man stepped out. He was wearing blue slacks with a crisp white shirt tucked into them. Beneath one arm was a plain brown package, roughly the size of a suitcase. Tyler looked around cautiously before hurrying across the street and getting into a newish, but not brand new, BMW. 
 
    Beckett closed the folder and started his car. As soon as Tyler Tisdale pulled away from the curb, he followed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Suzan found herself back at NY Med, sitting in the staff parking lot, staring at one of the few cars that remained. Her gaze gravitated to a silver Nissan Leaf. This hadn’t been her first time tracking down this car, but it was the first time since what happened with Dr. Gourde. 
 
    After her mind split. 
 
    Eventually, Dr. Karen Nordmeyer, or Cuntmeyer as Beckett had affectionately called her, stepped out of the building. The mousy woman even walked like some sort of rodent, her tiny legs scampering, her arms moving in unison with her legs.  
 
    Suzan expected the woman to head home—it was late and based on what Beckett had told her, Dr. Nordmeyer was often the first person to arrive in the morning—but she was surprised when, instead, she headed deeper into Manhattan. Suzan was even more surprised when the woman pulled up in front of a building with the words ‘Hart Investigations’ on the front. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” 
 
    As Karen got out of her car and made her way towards the door, Suzan took her phone out and snapped a few pictures. She also Googled Hart Investigations, figuring that she would have time to figure out what this place was all about when Karen went inside. Except, the door was locked, and Karen stepped back, hands on her hips. The woman’s eyes drifted upward to the sole window and she said something that Suzan couldn’t make out. Less than a minute later, the door opened and a handsome man with the beginnings of a beard and medium length brown hair stared out. They exchanged more words before Karen handed over an envelope, which, based on the telltale bulge, was most likely filled with bills. 
 
    The man nodded and receded back into the building. Apparently satisfied, Karen turned around and, for a moment, Suzan thought that she’d been spotted.  
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    She crouched down low but then chanced looking up when she heard a car start.  
 
    Breathing heavily, Suzan watched Dr. Nordmeyer drive off, then looked down at her phone. 
 
    According to Google, Hart Investigations appeared to be one of the premier private investigation firms in the city. Suzan knew a little bit about PIs given the fact that Damien Drake had one time run his own, but Hart looked nothing like Triple D. 
 
    If Triple D was a mom and pop confectionery store, Hart Investigation was Willie Fucking Wonka’s Chocolate Factory. 
 
    A few more clicks and Suzan came across the PI firm’s namesake: Mackenzie Hart.  
 
    It was the man who’d come to the door and accepted cash from Dr. Nordmeyer. 
 
    Suzan was shaking her head without even realizing it. 
 
    This was… not good. 
 
    Not good at all.  
 
    She tossed her cell phone on the passenger seat. 
 
    There could have been any number of reasons why Dr. Karen Nordmeyer would employ the services of a PI firm. She could be suspicious that her husband was cheating on her, except the woman wasn’t married. Someone might be blackmailing her, except she didn’t really have all that much money. She could be doing a background check on potential tenants, except as far as Suzan knew the woman lived alone and didn’t own any rental properties.  
 
    No, there could be a dozen or so reasons why Dr. Karen Nordmeyer would need the services of a private investigator. 
 
    But, in reality, only one made sense. 
 
    Beckett. 
 
    Suzan swore again and then started the slow drive back home. 
 
    Not only did Beckett need her to help organize his life, but the man also needed Suzan to make sure that he stayed the hell out of prison. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Beckett followed Tyler Tisdale across town. The man drove cautiously, which meant that he was either wary of a tail, or he was concerned about getting pulled over with the package he had with him. Either way, Beckett had to stay well back, given the fact that his Tesla wasn’t the most inconspicuous vehicle around. When Tyler unexpectedly pulled up outside a restaurant called Taglia’s, Beckett almost drove right by.  
 
    He’s… getting dinner? 
 
    Beckett quickly quashed this idea. Not only was it past midnight, but the restaurant appeared to be closed. And yet, there was a human refrigerator with a long ponytail standing in front of the doors. Now, Beckett was no master sleuth, but one didn’t need to be Sherlock Holmes to know what a bouncer in front of an Italian restaurant on a slow Tuesday night meant. 
 
    And when the man frisked Tyler Tisdale as he approached and took the brown package from him, Beckett figured that his intuition was spot on. 
 
    It appeared to him that Tyler hadn’t changed his ways much at all. Sure, his clothes were nicer, he was clean-shaven, but he was still in the drug business. 
 
    What this had to do with DNR, however, was still a mystery. 
 
    Beckett debated getting out of his car and investigating for himself, but he didn’t think his jujitsu skills would get him anywhere fast with the oaf of a bouncer. 
 
    He decided that identifying the target and forming a link between Tyler and the mob was enough work for one night. Beckett was no closer to deciding whether he would kill Tyler Tisdale, but that would come, in time. 
 
    Besides, he was a doctor, not a PI. And some things were best left to the professionals.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    On the third knock, Hanna opened the door. As usual, the odd woman was flirtatious, which was something that Beckett had grown accustomed to. 
 
    “Is Screech around?” 
 
    Hanna pulled back and made a face. It took Beckett a moment to realize that he was tired, and he’d slurred his words a little. 
 
    Is Screech around, sounded a hell of a lot like A reach around.  
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    You need some rest, Beckett. 
 
    “Is Screech here?” 
 
    Hanna grinned and opened the door.  
 
    “He’s always here. Which means that I also stay late and never get overtime. The only one who gets to go home early—for boxing lessons of all things—is that lucky bastard, Leroy.” 
 
    “Who is it?” Beckett heard Screech’s familiar voice holler from somewhere in the back of SLH Investigations. 
 
    “Your favorite neighborhood pathologist, that’s who,” he replied in an overly jolly tone. 
 
    In reality, Beckett wasn’t pleased that he’d once again returned to this place—to Drake’s place. It might not have his name on the door anymore, but the man’s influence was pervasive. On many an occasion, Beckett had said that anybody that came near Damien Drake was tainted, and he stood by that claim. Hell, just look at him. If it hadn’t been for Drake getting him involved in Suzan’s kidnapping, who knew how things might have played out? 
 
    And now look at you, a voice in Beckett’s head chimed. Look at what you’ve done to Suzan… dragging her down to your depth. Let’s not split hairs here, Beckett; while Drake may not be a model moral citizen, you’re on the far end of the spectrum. 
 
    “Screech? I’ve got a job for you.” 
 
    Screech stepped forward, making no effort to hide the fact that he wasn’t happy Beckett was here, either. They had a love-hate relationship, like sexual partners who enjoy slapping and spanking each other for fun. But every once in a while, they felt the need to cry out, “Meatloaf!” 
 
    “I don’t think—” Screech began, but Hanna cut him off. 
 
    “Did you hear what the man said? He has a job for us. A paying gig. So, put on your big boy pants, Screech, and at least listen to what Beckett has to say.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So, let me get this straight,” Screech began, pausing to take a sip of scotch. It wasn’t Johnny Blue, Beckett noted, which was Drake’s favorite drink, but Johnny Red. 
 
    Oh, how far have ye fallen. 
 
    “You want me to find out about this Tyler Tisdale character, find out about his past, that sort of thing?” 
 
    Beckett moved his head in a semicircular motion and brought his own glass of scotch to his lips. 
 
    “Sure, something like that.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Beckett thought Hanna was going to smack Screech. It was clear that this line of questioning, this third degree, was special treatment. PIs were like lawyers, they didn’t ask why or if, they just did.  
 
    “Because I’m looking for a new boyfriend,” Beckett said with a sheepish grin. “And Grindr just isn’t working out for me. The last guy I met on there turned out to be a bit of a head case.” 
 
    Screech frowned. 
 
    “Sergeant Yasiv came by a while back.” 
 
    And now was Beckett’s turn for his eyes to narrow. 
 
    With everything that had happened with Suzan and Dr. Gourde, he’d forgotten about Sergeant Yasiv. 
 
    “He was asking about you,” Screech continued. 
 
    Beckett inhaled deeply and tried not to be drawn into this game. 
 
    “Almost famous? Almost infamous? It doesn’t seem to matter anymore. One little accident with Craig Sloan and everyone wants my autograph.” 
 
    “He wasn’t interested in Craig Sloan, but he did have some other interesting names on his list.” 
 
    Who the fuck is he? Santa Claus? 
 
    Beckett was fairly certain that Screech knew at least a little about his extra-curricular activities. After all, he’d been on the boat when Donnie DiMarco had had his little ‘accident’ and the man was no idiot. 
 
    This might be something that he’d have to deal with eventually, but for now, he had more pressing concerns.  
 
    “I don’t think Sergeant Yasiv will be bothering you anytime soon. Let’s just focus on Tyler Tisdale. I need you to find out what you can about him as soon as possible. As for payment… how does five grand sound?” 
 
    “That’s just for the retainer. Hourly wages are extra.” 
 
    Hanna had been the one to answer, and Beckett couldn’t help but smirk.  
 
    “Well, m’lady, that sounds like a plan. I’ll give you the retainer, pay your hourly wage, and there’ll even be a little bonus in it for you if things work. That seem fair?” 
 
    Screech made a face.  
 
    “Something tells me that this is going to be anything but fair,” he grumbled. 
 
    Once again, Hanna looked as if she was going to slap Screech, and Beckett smiled. 
 
    “Fair, unfair, who’s to judge? I’ll see you in a couple of days, friend-o.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Beckett found Suzan in bed when he got home. She appeared to be sleeping, but when he looked closely enough, he saw that her eyelids were fluttering ever so slightly. Maybe she was in REM sleep, or maybe she was just pretending to avoid another fight. It was just as well for Beckett, who was tired and worn out after the day’s events. It wasn’t often that you had a tribunal about your involvement in the death of a serial killer, followed by watching a body of a man you’ve killed being shoved into a woodchipper, and then chasing after a drug dealer pimp who was tied up with the mob. 
 
    Mix in an argument with your girlfriend about whether or not she should become a serial killer and you had one heck of an exhausting day. 
 
    Beckett slid between the sheets and as he did, Suzan rolled over and put her arm across his chest. 
 
    “Well?” she asked in a sleepy voice. 
 
    Nope. Not sleeping. 
 
    Beckett stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    “I didn’t kill anybody if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    Suzan tapped him gently on the stomach. 
 
    “Suzan, why were you following me around all this time?” 
 
    “I thought you were cheating on me,” she said dryly. 
 
    Beckett chuckled. 
 
    “No, seriously.” 
 
    When Suzan didn’t answer right away, Beckett turned to look at his girlfriend. 
 
    “Because you changed. I noticed it as soon as they let me out of the hospital after the fire.” 
 
    Beckett thought back to that night, to the inciting incident that had sent him on this path. Craig Sloan had kidnapped Suzan Cuthbert, had tied both her and a curmudgeonly professor in a derelict house, and set it on fire. Through a series of bizarre events, Beckett had found himself in an alley, squaring off with the man responsible.  
 
    Beckett had won decisively. 
 
    But something had happened just before that, too: his headaches had started. And the pressure that was building in his head had only died down after the first blow to Craig Sloan’s cranium.  
 
    Ironic, wasn’t it? 
 
    Beckett made a face, desperate for a topic change. He took a page out of Suzan’s playbook and leaned over and kissed her on the lips. 
 
    “Wanna fuck?” 
 
    Suzan shrugged. 
 
    “So long as you don’t call me Meatloaf this time.” 
 
    “Then let’s keep the biting to a minimum, shall we?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Beckett grabbed his coffee from Dolores and headed straight into his office. For the first time in a while, his head was clear, and his headache was gone. 
 
    Is that all I needed this whole time? Not to kill people, but just a good lay?  
 
    He chuckled and opened his email.  
 
    “And things just keep getting better,” he exclaimed, looking at a new email from the NYPD. A brief image of Sir England flashed in his mind, but he didn’t let this ruin his morning. 
 
    He had a new case and for once he was hopeful that it would be an interesting one. 
 
    White male, multiple stab wounds with a pointed object. Suspect in custody. 
 
    Beckett’s grin suddenly became a frown when he recognized the similarities between this victim and the one that he had seen on Dr. Karen Nordmeyer’s table. 
 
    And the more he read, the more his lips curled downward. 
 
    This was, according to the brief, the fourth victim this week. Beckett scrolled to the name of the person in the NYPD who had sent this to him. 
 
    He was surprised to see that it was Detective Dunbar. 
 
    “I guess you’re back,” Beckett said out loud. “That’s a good thing… right?” 
 
    But Dunbar had made one critical error in sending this case to him: the detective had linked it to Dr. Nordmeyer’s cases, which meant that they were going to have to work together on this one.  
 
    Beckett gagged. 
 
    Is this some sort of sick joke? He wondered. Is Dunbar working for DNR, too, and this is their way of punishing me for being a dick the other day? 
 
    The only saving grace was that the body still hadn’t been released, which meant that if he hurried— 
 
    “Dr. Campbell, it looks like we’re working together on this one,” Dr. Karen Nordmeyer said from his doorway. 
 
    Beckett stared up at her mousy face and cringed. 
 
    Great. Just great. 
 
    “Indeed, we are,” he said glumly. 
 
    And it’s days like today that I wish Sergeant Yasiv had succeeded in arresting me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    They’d taken separate cars to the crime scene, but somehow Dr. Nordmeyer had managed to beat Beckett there even though her vehicle ran on vegetable oil and armpit hair. He spotted her crossing the street and immediately picked up the pace. Dr. Nordmeyer glanced over her shoulder at him, and her rodent legs started to move more quickly. By the time they made it to Dunbar, who was seated on the stoop, they looked like Olympic walkers jostling for position.  
 
    “Dunbar, nice to see you again,” Beckett said with a grin. He reached out and slapped the man’s hand a little more enthusiastically than normal, all the while making a face at Karen.  
 
    The woman started to sulk. 
 
    “Dr. Campbell, it’s good to see you out in the field again.” Dunbar looked as if he was about to add more but decided against it. They still had a lot to discuss, but now wasn’t the place or the time. 
 
    Beckett nodded. 
 
    “Body’s inside?” 
 
    Dunbar rose to his feet and hooked a thumb over his shoulder. 
 
    “Yep—cut and dry, but still needs to be released. Who’s your friend?” 
 
    Beckett shuddered at the word friend. 
 
    “Karen,” he said simply. 
 
    “Dr. Karen Nordmeyer.” She pushed in front of Beckett and offered her hand. “Medical Examiner.” 
 
    Dunbar shook it, but not without giving Beckett a look.  
 
    “All right, let’s clear this body, so I can talk to the DA about pressing charges on the man we apprehended.” 
 
    Beckett followed Dunbar into the building, examining the surroundings as he went. The place wasn’t ramshackle, but it wasn’t pristine, either. It hung in purgatory, somewhere on the spectrum of frat boy and professional bachelor. There were paintings on some walls, but posters on others. There were several empty beer bottles scattered throughout the one-bedroom apartment, but not an inordinate number.  
 
    “The body is over here,” Dunbar instructed. Beckett and Karen were led into a small dining area. 
 
    Lying on the floor with his arms splayed was the body of a young male with shaggy blond hair. His eyes were open and staring blankly at the wall. He was wearing a T-shirt that Beckett surmised had been white before the attack, and a pair of cargo shorts that came to just below his knee. 
 
    “We estimate the time of death between ten-thirty and eleven p.m. last night,” Dunbar informed them as Beckett stepped around to the head of the body. He pulled a set of gloves from his pocket and slipped them on. “Neighbors heard some commotion around that time, but it wasn’t out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “Domestic dispute?” Karen asked.  
 
    Beckett shook his head, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “No, no girlfriend, no wife, no history of domestic violence at all. In fact, the victim, Victor Walken, has no record. We did a rudimentary search of the apartment, and other than a couple of joints, no drugs, no weapons, or anything like that was found. Apparently, Victor just liked to have his friends over and play video games. Sometimes things got loud, is all.” 
 
    Beckett nodded. He could tell just by looking at the man that he didn’t have a girlfriend. After all, no self-respecting woman, or man, would allow their partner to wear cargo shorts. 
 
    He leaned close to the body, gently palpating the multiple stab wounds that covered his neck and torso. They were deep, some at least six inches, and spread out in a pattern that suggested desperation. 
 
    “Weapon was most likely a screwdriver,” he remarked. 
 
    “How can you tell?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    Beckett took two fingers of his left hand and spread one of the wounds ever so slightly. 
 
    “Circular incision with no slice marks on either side. Similar to three other victims back at the morgue. Isn’t that right, Karen?” 
 
    Beckett craned his head over his shoulder to look at the woman. He was well aware that she didn’t work like this, that she didn’t like to hypothesize. She was more the run a test, do an assay type, while Beckett relied on his experience. 
 
    As predicted, she was frowning.  
 
    “It does look similar to the other victims,” she finally conceded. 
 
    Similar… pssh, they’re exactly the same.  
 
    “You mentioned something about having a suspect in custody? 
 
    Dunbar nodded. 
 
    “His name is Frank Beauchamp, aged twenty-four. Someone called 911, stating that there was a man covered in blood holding a screwdriver wandering the streets.” 
 
    Beckett offered Karen a shit-eating grin. 
 
    See? I’m right again. 
 
    “When my men approached, Frank didn’t put up a fight. In fact, he was out of it, claiming that he had no idea what he’d done. It was the same as the other cases; none of the suspects could remember what happened. They were just walking around like zombies holding screwdrivers covered in blood. So far as we can tell, although we’re still working out the details, we can’t find any link between the suspects or the victims.” 
 
    Huh, so you were just playing coy, were you, Dunbar? You knew about the other victims and the screwdriver all along. Did DNR get to you? Are you testing me?  
 
    “So, these are random acts of violence?” Karen asked.  
 
    In Beckett’s experience, these were the rarest types of murders. And to have four separate random events in the same week? This smelled fishier than Dr. Nordmeyer’s panties after watching The Notebook back-to-back.  
 
    Dunbar shrugged. 
 
    “Maybe—don’t know. But it does seem strange that there would be four different victims, so far as of yet unrelated, killed by the same methodology with a high degree of violence. I’d say that’s too random to actually be random, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Nailed it! 
 
    “What do you mean?” Dr. Nordmeyer asked. 
 
    Beckett rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, there’s a link between them. We just have to find it.” 
 
    With that, Beckett rose to his feet and started to peel off his gloves. 
 
    “You releasing the body?” 
 
    Beckett nodded. 
 
    “Yep. I’ll call someone from the coroner’s office to bring a bag and—” 
 
    “We have to check his pulse, first,” Dr. Nordmeyer exclaimed. 
 
    Dunbar and Beckett looked at each other, then at Karen whose mousy face suddenly started to turn red.  
 
    “I mean, it’s protocol, and—” 
 
    “You think he’s just gonna come to life? The man’s been stabbed, oh, I don’t know, eight times with a screwdriver, including once that severed his carotid artery and once that punctured his heart. If you want to check for a pulse, go right ahead. While you’re at it, maybe check to see if you can get him hard, too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” Beckett asked. 
 
    Dr. Karen Nordmeyer set a tape recorder down directly between them. 
 
    “I’m recording, that’s what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Thanks, tips. But why?” 
 
    “To make sure I don’t miss anything.” 
 
    Beckett frowned. It was clear that she was desperate to get any dirt on him, even if it was a simple deviation from procedure. 
 
    “Turn it off,” he ordered. 
 
    Karen folded her arms across her chest and shook her head. 
 
    “I said, turn it off,” Beckett repeated. 
 
    No sooner had he uttered those words, his headache started to return. It had been gone for most of the day but leave it to Dr. Nordmeyer to fuck that up, too. Beckett winced and clenched his jaw. 
 
    “I’m not turning it off. This is a joint case and I—” 
 
    “I said, turn it off!” Beckett roared. His intention had been to reach for the recorder, but he was surprised when his fingers stopped just inches from the woman’s throat.  
 
    “What? Are you going to hit me? Strangle me?” 
 
    This was exactly what she wanted, of course.  
 
    He lowered his hand. 
 
    “All right, record this, if you want. But I want you to do the examination and the autopsy.” 
 
    Karen frowned. 
 
    “I already did the other three victims, maybe—” 
 
    Beckett shook his head. 
 
    When he spoke next, Beckett made sure to lean in close to the tape recorder. 
 
    “This is Dr. Beckett Campbell, Senior Medical Examiner for the state of New York. It’s been six months since Dr. Karen Nordmeyer, Junior ME, has been evaluated. I propose that the autopsy on a one Victor Walken serves this purpose.” 
 
    Karen scowled. 
 
    “Fine,” she said, pulling a pair of rubber gloves up to her elbows. Then she moved towards Beckett, coming very close to bumping into him on purpose. “The victim is a Caucasian male, somewhere between twenty-two and thirty-two years of age…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Did you send blood from the other victims to look for toxins?” Beckett asked the moment Karen completed the autopsy. She was tired; autopsies were hard work, both physically and mentally exhausting, and it showed on the woman’s face. 
 
    “No, not yet, I can—” 
 
    “You should do that right away to avoid any complications.” 
 
    The woman massaged her wrists.  
 
    “Can you—” 
 
    “Nope. You do it. I want full tox on all the victims.” 
 
    “But I just—” 
 
    Beckett lowered his head to the recorder once more. 
 
    “This is Dr. Beckett Campbell, Senior ME for New York State. I’m hereby formally requesting that Dr. Karen Nordmeyer—” 
 
    “Fine, fine. Whatever,” Karen whined. She started to remove her garb and then collect her things, including the vials of blood, while Beckett sat on an empty gurney, twiddling his thumbs.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” Dr. Nordmeyer asked while waiting for the elevator to arrive.  
 
    Noticing that Karen had forgotten her recorder, he picked it up and shut it off. Then he tossed it to her. Her hands were so full, however, that it struck her in the chest and fell to the floor with a loud clang. 
 
    “Me? What am I going to do? Well, it’s Wednesday, so I’m thinking murder. Yeah, that sounds about right.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Beckett strode right up to Detective Dunbar and shook his hand again. 
 
    “Two times in one day? To what do I owe the pleasure?” Dunbar said with a grin. 
 
    “Pleasure’s all mine. Trust me, anything to get away from Dr. Cun—Dr. Nordmeyer. I would like to speak to the suspects you have in custody, but before that, I just wanted to say that I’m glad to see that you’re a detective again.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m back all right.” Dunbar finished the sentence with something akin to a sigh and the smile was gone from his face. 
 
    “…and you’re not super happy about it?” 
 
    “No, I mean, I’m glad to be back, but things are different now.” 
 
    “You mean after Yasiv’s arrest,” Beckett finished for him. He didn’t like to mince words, and although the discussion was making Dunbar uncomfortable, Beckett didn’t hold back. 
 
    “Yeah, since that. He was released, you know. Just yesterday, in fact.” 
 
    Beckett raised an eyebrow and looked around. They were sitting in a small conference room in the 62nd precinct, and while several police officers had glanced inside as they walked by, no one as of yet had bothered them.  
 
    “Now, that I did not know.” 
 
    “Yeah, the DA dropped the charges. They were bullshit, anyway. Still have him on obstruction, though, but those are pending.” 
 
    This was news to Beckett, and a dozen questions popped into his mind. But there was only one that really mattered.  
 
    “Yeah? And those murders in South Carolina?” 
 
    “Still open. Things work at a different speed down there, so I don’t expect to hear anything soon.” Dunbar offered a pregnant pause. “Or ever, even.” 
 
    Beckett was unsure of how to interpret this, but before he could figure it out, Dunbar continued. 
 
    “Slow as molasses—especially the morbidly obese detective in charge.” 
 
    Beckett decided to bring the conversation back to Yasiv. 
 
    “Anyways, so obstruction? I’m guessing that Yasiv’s career is effectively over.” 
 
    Dunbar nodded. Even though the two men had been at odds, it was clear that Dunbar still regarded Yasiv as a friend. 
 
    “How’s he taking it?” 
 
    Dunbar averted his gaze. 
 
    “He’s still… determined.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Oh, and while we’re on the subject, I feel that I should warn you, that Dr. Nord-whatever? I’m pretty sure she was the one who came to—” 
 
    Beckett waved his hand, a clear indication that he was aware of the woman’s transgressions.  
 
    “Yeah—what I’m hearing is that both she and Yasiv are still… determined.” 
 
    This surprised Beckett, but only a little. 
 
    Dr. Karen Nordmeyer was ugly, untalented, and a pain in the ass. The woman would have been offered no favors on her career path, which meant that she’d survived on sheer will-power and fortitude.  
 
    And people like that who got something stuck in their heads? They rarely gave up. 
 
    Beckett clapped his palms together. 
 
    “All right then, it appears as if we’re all caught up. Think we can go talk to the suspects now?” 
 
    “You know what? I think that’s a great idea.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27  
 
      
 
    Frank Beauchamp looked much younger than his twenty-four years. He was seated in a holding cell with his elbows on his knees, his face buried in his hands. The man didn’t seem to notice them approach.  
 
    “Frank, I’ve got someone here to see you,” Dunbar said as he unlocked the cell door.  
 
    The man finally looked up, revealing cheeks chapped from tears. 
 
    “I didn’t do it,” he said in a hoarse voice. “I didn’t do it.” 
 
    Dunbar leaned over and spoke to Beckett out of the corner of his mouth.  
 
    “I forgot to warn you, he says that a lot.” 
 
    Beckett acknowledged the comment and then strode forward. 
 
    “My name’s Dr. Campbell, and all I want to do is chat.” 
 
    “I didn’t do it,” the man repeated. 
 
    “Yeah, so you say, but the evidence suggests otherwise. There’s a video of you on a CCTV camera carrying the screwdriver that’s covered in the victim’s blood and we have your fingerprints all over his apartment. And yet—” 
 
    “I didn’t do it.” 
 
    Beckett nodded as if the man had completed his sentence for him.  
 
    “Alright, sure. But you must have known the man, right? You must have known Victor?” 
 
    As he asked these questions, Beckett moved closer to the man and looked into his eyes. Over the past few years, he’d stared into the eyes of many killers, and he knew what he was looking for.  
 
    “I’ve never seen that guy before in my life,” Frank proclaimed. “I don’t remember anything until the cops arrested me.” 
 
    The man’s eyes were clear. 
 
    “So, you have no idea who Victor Walker is, you have no idea how you got into his apartment, you have no idea why you were holding the weapon that took his life, and you have no idea why you were covered in his blood. Huh. Looks like you’re going to go with the Shaggy defense, is that right?” 
 
    Frank made a face. 
 
    “It wasn’t me,” Beckett said in a Rastafarian accent. “Anyways, let’s just say I have some sort of head injury and believe your story. Why were you outside at around midnight, then? I mean, you can’t refute that point—we’ve got you on camera.” 
 
    The confusion never left Frank’s face. 
 
    “I don’t know what I was doing there. I can’t—I can’t remember.” 
 
    Beckett resisted the urge to roll his eyes. While it was possible that the trauma of committing this heinous act had given Frank Beauchamp amnesia, it was highly unlikely. 
 
    “What’s the last thing you remember, then?” 
 
    The man looked up and to the left, a suggestion that he was recalling something and not making it up.  
 
    “I remember… I remember having dinner,” as he spoke, Frank became more animated. “Yeah, yeah, I remember eating at this Mexican joint, Jalapenos. Yeah, that’s it.” 
 
    “Do you remember what you had?” 
 
    “No—wait, I had a bean burrito. A bean burrito with extra guacamole.” 
 
    Beckett once again looked at Dunbar, this time to make sure that he was getting this down.  
 
    “And then…?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    Beckett looked down at his feet, a clear indication that he was pissed off. 
 
    “All right, Dunbar, let’s go talk to the other guys.” 
 
    “The other guys?” Frank blurted. “There are other guys? Like… like suspects? I told you I didn’t do it—I told you!” 
 
    Beckett turned his back on the man. 
 
    “Come on Dunbar, let’s go.” 
 
    After instructing Frank to sit back down, the detective led them out of the cell and locked it behind them.  
 
    “We’re keeping all the other suspects in different sections—keeping them separated, just in case.” 
 
    “I didn’t do it!” Frank hollered. “I didn’t do it!” 
 
    As he walked away, Beckett started to sing. 
 
    “Honey came in and she caught me red-handed…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    “So, what do you think?” Dunbar asked as they finally made their way back to the conference room. 
 
    “I think they’re all full of shit, that’s what I think.” 
 
    Dunbar chuckled. They’d just spent the better part of two hours interviewing suspects who had committed nearly identical murders days apart. And each one had the same claim: they didn’t remember anything after dinner.  
 
    “And you’re sure that none of the victims knew their attackers?” Beckett asked, trying to wrap his head around this whole thing.  
 
    “We’re still looking into it, but so far, no—no linked social media profiles, no phone contacts, nothing like that.” 
 
    “What about the victims? Did they know each other? Maybe the suspects are all buddies?” 
 
    Dunbar opened a folder on the table and looked at the pages within. 
 
    “Again, no links yet. Still digging into employment records, class lists, that sort of thing. It could take some time. Usually, these types of cases—the ones with a clear suspect and a mountain of evidence—aren’t a priority.” 
 
    “So, we have random acts of violence and concerted bouts of amnesia.” 
 
    “What’s that now?” 
 
    “Nothing, just musing aloud. Look, you already have the cause of death in all four cases—multiple stab wounds with a cylindrical object, which is most likely a screwdriver—and the manner of death—homicide—so my advice is to go ahead and charge them.” 
 
    “I’ll speak to the DA.” 
 
    Beckett was about to leave when a thought occurred to him. 
 
    “Dunbar, what drives a man to kill? In your experience, of course.” 
 
    Detective Dunbar’s brow furrowed, and he refused to meet Beckett’s stare.  
 
    “Greed, envy, power. Those are the most common motivations. And love, of course.” 
 
    Beckett scratched his head. He wasn’t actually sure why he’d asked the question, but his best guess was that Suzan had implanted the idea in his head. He decided to run with it. 
 
    “You think they’re gay?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Do you think that any of the suspects are gay?” 
 
    “No,” Dunbar replied hesitantly. “Not as far as I know.” 
 
    “Then get your detectives to look into whether or not any of the victims slept with the girlfriends of the accused. That’ll rule out love. As for greed, it’s a stretch given that nothing was taken from any of the apartments. Power? Maybe, but usually, this type of motivation would propel the suspect up the food chain, somehow. A person in pursuit of power doesn’t readily turn themselves over to the police looking like a dumb ass covered in blood. Envy?” Beckett shrugged. “Of what? Cargo shorts and a lower-middle-class income?” 
 
    None of the motivations seemed to fit the bill. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine at this point,” Dunbar remarked. “I appreciate you coming in and offering your insight. If there’s anything I can do…” 
 
    “Actually, there is something. I’ve got this nagging coworker. You may know her—looks like a mouse? Big ol’ chicklets in the front? Could eat a cob of corn through a wire fence? Anyway, if you could just put her behind bars for a couple of days, that would be fantastic.” 
 
    Dunbar laughed. 
 
    “Have a good one, Beckett. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Beckett was sitting in his car, contemplating the question that he’d just posed to Dunbar when his phone started to ring. He didn’t want to answer it but was so grateful that it wasn’t either Dr. Nordmeyer or Suzan that he picked it up anyway. 
 
    “Grant, how goes the forestry business?” 
 
    “Dr. Campbell?” 
 
    Beckett rolled his eyes.  
 
    The guy called me this time, and he’s still asking who it is. 
 
    “No, it’s Rip van Winkle. Grant, what’s up? I’m kinda busy here.” 
 
    “Well, I just… I…” 
 
    “Spit it out, Junior.” 
 
    “Well, remember how you said to look and listen?” 
 
    Beckett pinched the bridge of his nose. His headache was still there, but it had regressed to a dull throb. 
 
    “Grant, please; I may be Rip van Winkle, but I’m going to be dead before you get to the end of this goddamn story.” 
 
    “Sorry, but I heard Dr. Swansea talking. I heard him say something about reaching out to you tonight? He was talking to these young guys—” 
 
    Beckett closed his eyes and immediately pictured the two frat boys who had come to pick up Dr. Gourde’s body. 
 
    “Tonight?” 
 
    “Yeah, tonight.” 
 
    Beckett wasn’t sure if this was Grant telling him something he’d overheard or just relaying a message directly from the horse’s mouth. Either way, it appeared as if the timeline on Tyler Tisdale had moved up. 
 
    “All right, Grant, thanks. How are things going otherwise?” 
 
    “Great, I’m learning a lot about—” 
 
    Beckett hung up the phone and tossed it on the passenger seat. 
 
    “Shit,” he grumbled. Beckett had intended to take the afternoon off before Grant’s call, but it was clear now that this was no longer an option. “No rest for the wicked, Beckett. No rest for the wicked.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “In here,” Screech said, indicating what looked like a closet at the back of SLH Investigations. 
 
    Beckett looked first at Leroy and then Hanna, neither of whom looked pleased. It was his understanding that Drake had been the one who relished secrecy, whereas Screech preached an open-door policy. It seemed, however, that this was an exception. 
 
    His interest piqued, Becket stepped into the broom closet. Once inside, Screech poured himself a drink and offered him one. 
 
    Beckett declined. 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re interested in this Tyler Tisdale character, but you need to back off.” 
 
    Beckett was incredulous. 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “I think it’s in your best interest to just back off, Beckett.” 
 
    Beckett expected the man to continue but when he didn’t, his eyes narrowed. 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean? I pay you five grand and the only thing you come up with is to ‘back off’? No wonder you can barely keep the lights on in this place.” 
 
    The comment had meant to get under Screech’s skin, and it didn’t miss its mark. 
 
    “I’m just looking out for you, Beckett. Tyler Tisdale is involved with some bad people and some bad shit. Both of which you should stay away from.” 
 
    “Really? What’d you do, Google him? You think I didn’t know that already?” 
 
    A vein in Screech’s forehead started to pulsate. 
 
    “I have a… friend… who dealt with him back in Seattle. Says he was a real piece of work, used to whore out his sister. There’s even a rumor that he killed several people there, slinging some bad dope on purpose when people refused to pay their debts. Managed to skip out on any serious jail time though, based on a plea deal that has been sealed. From there, he moved to New York, but he kept his connections in the drug trade. Someone must have taken a liking to him—Lord only knows why—because now he’s no longer dealing in ounce baggies, but in kilos, and he’s delivering the goods directly to—” 
 
    Screech stopped suddenly, evidently concerned with how much he’d already said. 
 
    All you have to do is get under Screech’s skin and he spills the beans? Beckett thought. Good to know. 
 
    “The mob, Screech—just say it. Tyler is delivering his dope right to the mob.” 
 
    Screech’s face remained neutral. 
 
    “Okay, then, thanks for all your excellent work, Columbo.” 
 
    Beckett reached for the door, but Screech had something else to add. 
 
    “Beckett, I can’t do this. I’ll give you back your retainer and I won’t charge you for the information I just told you. But I can’t be involved with anything to do with—” the man hesitated, “— Tyler Tisdale or his associates.” 
 
    Beckett turned. 
 
    “Why do I get the sneaking suspicion that you’re already involved with them, Screech? Why do I get the impression that you’re in too deep?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    A secondhand account of what may or may not have happened in Seattle didn’t surpass Beckett’s threshold of proof, of course. But what it did do, was confirm his suspicions about Tyler Tisdale being a bad man.  
 
    A bad man who needed to be spoken to. 
 
    As expected, Tyler’s car was in his driveway. It was coming on two-thirty in the afternoon, but the man did his work at night and likely slept during the day.  
 
    Just good old-fashioned, blue-collar shiftwork. 
 
    After confirming that the street in the middle-class neighborhood was empty—everyone else was at work—Beckett slowly got out of his car and made his way to the door. He pretended to knock while holding a file folder in his hand. He waited for what he thought was a reasonable amount of time, and then made his way down the steps and toward the man’s BMW. The car was locked, and the alarm was armed, but that didn’t matter. Beckett dropped to his knees and then turned onto his back. Once underneath the car, he used the small switchblade he’d brought with him to stab two holes in the radiator.  
 
    In less than a minute, Beckett was back on his feet again, the blade in his pocket and the folder in his hand. 
 
    Once inside his Tesla, he remained completely still for several minutes to make sure that no one had seen him. When the air remained devoid of police sirens, Beckett drove off and started to count the hours before he would return. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How was school?” Beckett asked, trying to act normally. He still held out hope that Suzan could eventually forget what happened with Dr. Gourde and things could go back to how they’d been before. 
 
    It was a slim hope, but still… 
 
    “Fine. How was your day?” Suzan asked. 
 
    Maybe larger than slim? 
 
    “Well, let’s just say it was… productive.” 
 
    Suzan waited for him to expound, and as much as Beckett wanted to steer clear of the topic of death, it was apparent that this was just not possible given his extracurricular activities and his profession.  
 
    He sighed and took out a bottle of wine. 
 
    “Got called to a homicide today. Young man was stabbed to death with a screwdriver and the suspect was found wandering around the streets covered in blood. Claims that he doesn’t know what happened. It should be cut and dry, but this is the fourth time this has happened this week—all with different suspects, none of whom claim to remember anything.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    “Huh? That’s all you got?” 
 
    Suzan shrugged and poured herself a glass of wine from the bottle Beckett had just opened. 
 
    “Reminds me of that bath salt incident in Florida a couple of years back.” 
 
    Beckett racked his brain. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Yeah, so this college kid goes out for dinner with his family, then abruptly gets up and leaves. On the way home, he attacks a man in his garage and eats his face. Never met him before. Similar to your thing, though the guy said he didn’t remember anything after dinner. Came out later that he smoked some weed, which was rumored to contain bath salts.” 
 
    This triggered a memory in Beckett, but his recollection wasn’t exactly the same as Suzan’s. 
 
    “Yeah, but it turned out that there were no bath salts in the man’s system. No one knows why he did it—could’ve just been a psychotic break or maybe the marijuana was a gateway to something else,” Beckett said, lowering his voice with every word. 
 
    “Like a gateway into relaxation and the munchies?” 
 
    “Or unparalleled creativity,” Beckett said holding his hands out in a grandiose gesture. 
 
    With that, the two fell into silence as they sipped their wine. For as long as Beckett had known Suzan, they’d shared but a handful of awkward moments. Moments that weren’t intentional on Beckett’s part, that is. But now, sitting at the table, he just wasn’t sure what to say. Beckett had imagined that getting his largest burden off his chest, sharing it with the only person he truly trusted, would’ve made him feel better. 
 
    But it hadn’t; if anything, it made him feel shittier.  
 
    “Yeah, psychotic break,” Suzan said out of the blue. 
 
    Beckett observed her curiously. He wasn’t sure where this had come from, whether she was just confirming something he’d said a moment ago, or if she was actually assessing her own mental state.  
 
    “All right, let’s get this fucking elephant out of the room. You asked me the other day why I killed, so now I’m asking you the same. Why did you kill Dr. Gourde?” 
 
    “I wanted to know what it felt like,” Suzan said softly. 
 
    The candidness of the response took Beckett by surprise, and he subconsciously added this to the list that Dunbar had spewed off back at 62nd precinct.  
 
    Greed, power, love, envy, experience. 
 
    Yet, something didn’t feel right about the answer. It would have made sense coming from your typical thrill-seeker, someone who drove a motorcycle, liked to skydive, take risks.  
 
    The problem was, that wasn’t Suzan.  
 
    “That’s it? You just wanted to try it? Like a new flavor of ice cream?” 
 
    Suzan glared at him. 
 
    “It wasn’t something I really thought about; I just did it.” 
 
    You’re lying, Beckett thought. He debated calling her on this, but what would be the point? He couldn’t really give her an answer as to why he killed those people, so how could he expect Suzan to be honest with him? 
 
    Or maybe, like Beckett, she just didn’t know.  
 
    Sure, he could oversimplify things, claim that he was just a vigilante out for justice, but that, too, would be a lie.  
 
    After all, nothing seemed to stop the tingling in his fingers, the headaches, more than killing.  
 
    Well, maybe sex, but even that wasn’t quite as good a remedy.  
 
    “Suzan, can I ask you something?” Suzan nodded. “How did you feel after you killed Dr. Gourde?” 
 
    She looked away and swallowed hard. Before answering, Suzan took a large gulp of her wine, as if her throat was suddenly incredibly dry. For some reason, this made Beckett feel good. He’d just confirmed that she was remorseful about what she’d done. 
 
    “Gross.” 
 
    “What about your hands, did they ever—” Beckett paused, trying to come up with a way of asking the question without making him sound like a complete psychopath. “Uhh, were they tingling at all? And… and after, did the feeling suddenly go away? Like a rush, a release? I’m not talking about endorphins, more like a physical tension?” 
 
    Suzan tucked her head into her chin and gave him a look of pure disgust. 
 
    “No,” she answered at last. “No.” 
 
    Beckett reached for his wine. 
 
    “Yeah, me neither. Anyways, I’m getting hungry, what do you want to do for dinner?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    After Suzan fell asleep, Beckett slipped out of the house and drove back to Tyler Tisdale’s apartment. This time he didn’t park across the street, but two blocks away, just close enough so that he could see the man’s car. Around twelve-fifteen, Tyler got out of his house with another parcel under his arm and drove off. 
 
    Beckett passed Tyler on the road and parked outside Taglia’s before the man arrived. He was better prepared this time, sporting his typical black hoodie and sweatpants. His case containing his syringes, zip ties, and scalpel was tucked between the driver seat and the door.  
 
    Just like the night prior, Tyler got out of his car with the package, was patted down by the human refrigerator, and then entered the restaurant. Roughly half an hour later, Tyler reemerged, this time with a broad smile on his face and a much smaller package in his hand. He said something to the human fridge that was met with a frown, before getting back in his car and driving off.  
 
    Beckett followed, pleased to see the large puddle of coolant on the pavement where the BMW had been parked.  
 
    About halfway back to Tyler’s home, it happened. Beckett watched as the stoplight turned green, but the man didn’t enter the intersection. His car had stalled out. It was a quiet night and even though he continued to maintain his distance, Beckett could hear the man’s engine turning over unsuccessfully. 
 
    He waited for Tyler to get out of his car and pop the hood. A cloud of gray smoke engulfed his head and the man immediately stepped back, coughing, and waving his hand in front of his face. 
 
    After he’d recovered, Tyler pulled out his cell phone only to start cursing into it.  
 
    Who’s he calling? A tow truck driver? A friend? 
 
    It didn’t matter. Because he had a friend right here. 
 
    Beckett waited for Tyler to get back in his car before he pulled up next to the stalled vehicle. 
 
    “You all right?” he asked. 
 
    “Fine,” Tyler replied through the open window, not bothering to raise his eyes from the cell phone. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    This time Tyler looked up and glared at him. When he saw Beckett’s Tesla, his expression went from annoyed to curious.  
 
    “I’m fine,” he said again. 
 
    “Stalled? You want a hand pushing your car to the side of the road? I mean, you’re kinda in the middle of an intersection.” 
 
    “What are you, a fucking cop?” 
 
    Beckett shook his head. 
 
    “No, I’m a doctor.” 
 
    Tyler scoffed. 
 
    “You? Yeah right, buddy.” 
 
    Beckett figured that it might come to this, and he produced his hospital ID card. He held it up to Tyler, and while it was unlikely that he could make out any details, there was no doubt that he would recognize the logo. 
 
    “Huh. Never would’ve pegged you as a doc.” 
 
    “Well, you want me to help push, or not?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Tow truck ain’t gonna be here for another hour or so,” Tyler said with disgust. “Goddamn pile-up or somethin’.” 
 
    They were standing outside of the BMW, which was now parked next to the curb. Beckett had offered to take a look under the hood, but he readily admitted that he knew very little about cars, which was why he’d bought the Tesla in the first place. It was all digital display, something that he was familiar with. 
 
    Oh, he also knew what would happen to your car if you ran out of radiator coolant.  
 
    Beckett kept this last part to himself. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what; I can give you a lift if you’re going anywhere close to the hospital.” 
 
    Tyler started to bob to music that only he could hear. He was also prone to scratching at his forearms and rubbing his nose. 
 
    It was clear that the man was as impatient as they came.  
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    Beckett shrugged and walked to his car.  
 
    “Hop in.” 
 
    Tyler got in the passenger seat and rubbed his hands across the dash. Then he whistled.  
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    Beckett said nothing and Tyler suddenly started to laugh. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Tyler said.  
 
    “No, really? What’s so funny?” 
 
    Tyler shook his head and turned to face him. For the first time, Beckett could properly see the man’s eyes. They seemed dull despite the bright lights of the interior of the Tesla.  
 
    “It’s just… shit, man… you drivin’ a nice car like this in the middle of the night… how you know I’m not a serial killer?” 
 
    Now it was Beckett’s turn to chuckle. 
 
    “Simple math, I guess… I mean, what are the odds of two serial killers ending up in the same car at one time?” 
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 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Like the previous night, the minute Beckett left, Suzan got prepared to do the same. Some of the questions that he’d posed to her had exacerbated her insomnia, if such a thing was possible. 
 
    Why had she killed? That was a good question. To know what it feels like? Not really. To extract some sort of revenge for what happened to her father? Maybe. To get closer to Beckett? Perhaps. Because she had something dark inside her that only came out the other night? Could be.  
 
    Like Beckett, she wasn’t sure there was a single answer to that question. 
 
    The five minutes that she waited after Beckett left to make her own exit felt like an eternity, and she was frustrated by the stream of thoughts that flooded her mind.  
 
    She debated following him, providing some sort of backup, but he’d proven time and time again that he could look after himself during these situations. What he really needed was for someone to make sure that his reputation was maintained, that there was no one out there trying to bring him down while he was doing his… thing.  
 
    Suzan had anticipated that the man would open up to her after what happened at the clinic, but she also knew that he was trying to protect her, to insulate her. Eventually, when she proved that she could handle all of this, things would be different. 
 
    Or so she hoped.  
 
    In the end, Suzan found herself back at NYU Med, staring at Dr. Nordmeyer’s Nissan Leaf. This time, however, she’d arrived earlier and took the opportunity to actually look inside the pathologist’s car. If a report or something from Hart Investigations was there, lying on the seat, she could steal it and be done with all of this. But—surprise, surprise—the woman’s car was immaculate. There wasn’t even a used coffee cup in the holder.  
 
    Suzan retreated to her own vehicle and waited. The scene that played out next was so much like the previous night, that she considered the possibility that she’d fallen asleep after all. Suzan knew from her classes that prolonged bouts of insomnia could lead to the inability to discern reality from fiction, but what was she supposed to do?  
 
    Every time she closed her eyes, Dr. Gourde was there to greet her.  
 
    This time, though, it was Mackenzie Hart who passed Karen a yellow envelope and not the other way around. This subtle, yet important difference, convinced her that she wasn’t sleeping.  
 
    Karen almost seemed giddy when she got back in her car, and twice on the way to her home Suzan was pretty sure that the Nissan Leaf neared the speed limit. The woman’s house was nice, if a little plain. The bungalow’s brick exterior was immaculately maintained, as was the small patch of green lawn out front. 
 
    I need to find out what Mackenzie Hart gave her, Suzan thought. I have to know if it’s about Beckett.  
 
    Suzan waited until all the lights in Karen’s house had switched off. It was obvious that the woman was staying up late reading the report, if that’s what it was, because it was after two in the morning when the house finally fell silent. 
 
    That was the thing about this new version of herself; while the rest of the world slept, Suzan was free to prowl. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    The smile on Tyler Tisdale’s face faltered, but only for a second. Eventually the man broke into a grin and slapped Beckett on the back. 
 
    It was a playful gesture, but Beckett didn’t care for it. He valued his own personal space, and he didn’t like it being invaded by anyone other than Suzan. 
 
    “Well, here I am thinking that you’re just a doctor with no sense of humor,” Tyler said, with a laugh. “You kill people? Yeah? How many people you killed? I mean, you gotta kill three if you want to be called a serial killer.” 
 
    “Eight or nine, depends on how you look at it,” Beckett replied. 
 
    Tyler laughed again. 
 
    “I did some bad shit back in my day, too,” he admitted. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tyler said. Beckett waited for the man to continue, hoping for a less obtuse confession, but he was done. 
 
    Beckett knew better than to push.  
 
    They drove for another five minutes in silence before Tyler’s fidgeting reached a head. 
 
    “Hey man, I know you’re a doctor n’ shit, but you mind if I… if I hit off a little? Just a little.” 
 
    Beckett shrugged. 
 
    “What’ve you got. A little coke?” 
 
    Tyler looked at him, clearly surprised by this question. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” he said hesitantly. “You want some?”  
 
    “It’s been a long day and, for me, it’s just getting started. It’s been a while, but I wouldn’t be opposed to a little bumpety bump.” 
 
    “Shit, you crazy man. You sure you a doctor? Let me see that thing again.” 
 
    Beckett whipped out his NYU Med ID and passed it over. Tyler stared at it for so long that Beckett wasn’t sure if the man actually knew how to read. 
 
    “Dr. Beckett Campbell, ME. Shiiiit, I guess you are a doctor. Well, let me tell you somethin’: you ain’t like any of the other doctors I met.” Tyler took the envelope out of his pocket and reached inside. Beckett spied three small baggies of white powder mixed in with a wad of bills. “All the doctors I met is bougie as fuck.” 
 
    Tyler removed one of the small pouches and then dabbed some powder onto the space between thumb and forefinger. When he was done snorting, Beckett held out his hand. Tyler still seemed doubtful and placed a grand total of three grains on Beckett’s skin.  
 
    “That’s it? That couldn’t even get a hamster high.” 
 
    Tyler chuckled and doubled the amount. 
 
    Beckett brought his hand to his nose and hit it hard. He instantly felt a rush of endorphins flood his system. 
 
    Whoever this Tyler guy was, he definitely had access to some good shit.  
 
    “So, I’m not like other doctors?” Beckett said as he rubbed his nose. “Why? Because I’m not bougie as fuck? I can be bougie. Sure. Shit, I eat Cheetos with chopsticks. Helps keep my hands clean, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    This set Tyler into a laughing fit. 
 
    “You crazy man, you crazy.” 
 
    Tyler took another bump, which loosened his tongue even further. Beckett had the impression that while the man enjoyed his coke, he was most likely into something even stronger.  
 
    “Yeah man, I killed some people, too, you know? Not like you doing surgery or whatever. Back in the day we had these fucking scumbags who’d come around asking for free dope. Not this shit, though—I’m talking China White, you know, smack. Anyway, they always sayin’ they gonna pay next time, next time, that sorta thing. You know, it’s funny, ‘cuz I always got my custies hooked by tellin’ them that this shit would make you forget. Cuz it did—shit, yeah. Anyway, these fuckers come by and ask for smack and then, the next day, what do you know? They fuckin’ forgot. Came for more. Didn’t want to pay shit. So, I thought, you wanna forget? Huh? For real? I’ll make you forget. Loaded them up a hot dose.” Tyler whistled. “They was dead before they even knew it.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” Beckett asked. “What if I’m a cop? Undercover, that sort of thing?” 
 
    “Don’t matter,” Tyler said with a grin. 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    The man reached down and lifted his pant leg. There, strapped to his ankle, was a slim 9mm pistol.  
 
    “That’s why. Besides, I know you ain’t a cop. You fuckin’ hit that powder hard.” 
 
    Beckett feigned fear. 
 
    “Shit, you really are bad. Look man, I don’t think—” 
 
    “Naw, that was the old me. I changed. Anyways, you cool man. Just drop me off and we good.” Tyler put another pile of cocaine on his hand.  
 
    “How did you get that gun past the bouncer at Taglia’s? I mean, the big fucker searched you, didn’t he?” 
 
    “The guy with the ponytail? He dumb as shit. He never searches—wait,” Tyler, who was lowering his nose to his hand, suddenly turned to look at Beckett. “How the fuck you know that I was at Taglia’s? How the fuck—” 
 
    That’s when Beckett lunged. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Suzan hurried down the side of Dr. Nordmeyer’s house after easily opening the latch that led to a small backyard. The side door was equipped with both a deadbolt and a hand lock. Both were securely fastened. She inspected them for several seconds, trying to figure out if it was possible to pick the locks. But this wasn’t the 1800s and she had absolutely no idea how to even start. Keeping close to the house, Suzan continued into the backyard, eventually ending up in front of two sliding glass doors. These were also firmly locked, but it was what she saw inside that held her attention. There was a yellow envelope in the center of a kitchen table with a place setting for one. Suzan was certain that this was the same envelope that Mackenzie Hart had handed Dr. Nordmeyer. 
 
    Suzan tried the sliding doors again, but they were sealed tight. 
 
    “Shit,” she grumbled under her breath. As if in response to this word, a dog barked somewhere behind her. Her heart racing now, Suzan slowly turned.  
 
    She has a dog? That bitch has a bitch?  
 
    But the yard was empty. In the adjacent lot, she could see a dark shadow clawing infinitely at the wooden fence.  
 
    Suzan exhaled loudly and returned to the task of trying to break into Dr. Nordmeyer’s house.  
 
    I can’t exactly break the doors, but if—there! 
 
    Off to her right and above her was a small window. Not only that, but there was a garbage bin nearby that was the perfect stepping stool. The window itself was small, but if she squeezed, Suzan figured she should be able to fit through.  
 
    Except it was locked. Overcome by frustration, Suzan rapped her knuckles on the glass.  
 
    An alarm immediately sounded, and lights started flashing inside the home. 
 
    Suzan was so startled that she leaned backward, and the garbage can upon which she stood toppled.  
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    The dog barked again, and a light came on upstairs.  
 
    Suzan was left with two options: slink out of the yard and hope that Karen didn’t see her, or just take her chances and run like fucking hell.  
 
    She opted for the latter, ducking her head into her blouse, and sprinting as fast as her gimpy leg could take her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    For all of his machismo and bluster, Tyler Tisdale was fairly easy to overcome. Part of it was that Beckett had the element of surprise in his favor, the other reason was that Tyler Tisdale was high as a fucking kite. It took Beckett less than a minute to pin him down and only another few seconds to bind both his hands and feet.  
 
    After tossing the man’s gun out the window, Beckett started to drive again, using one hand to keep Tyler pinned to the floor of the car. A couple of well-placed knuckle raps off the man’s forehead were enough to convince him to stop struggling. If Tyler had been paying attention instead of just concentrating on getting high, he would have realized that Beckett wasn’t going anywhere close to his house. In fact, the idiot hadn’t even told Beckett where he lived. 
 
    Instead, Beckett drove to a spot that he’d scoped out earlier in the day: an abandoned aircraft hangar near the water. He’d been there once before, a year or so ago, to mop up the mess left behind by a dozen or so Columbian sex slaves who died smuggling dope inside their bodies.  
 
    It was morbidly poetic, a fact that was not lost on Beckett. The place was so perfect, that he considered setting it up as a more or less permanent location for his ‘activities’. But this one didn’t count. He needed to get this over with and pay off his debt.  
 
    With a grunt, he tossed a wounded but still fully conscious Tyler Tisdale to the hard ground and then closed the sliding corrugated metal door.  
 
    “What the fuck you gonna do to me, man?” Tyler asked.  
 
    He spat blood onto the concrete floor. The man was still high, but being attacked and secured with zip ties, then being taken to an abandoned hangar, had sobered him up, somewhat.  
 
    “Yo, what the fuck, man?” 
 
    Beckett got out his case and removed a syringe. DNR hadn’t issued any specifics with regard to how they wanted Tyler disposed of, so he decided to get creative. Beckett emptied roughly half the midazolam, then dissolved a fair bit of cocaine in the remaining liquid. 
 
    When he saw what Beckett was doing, Tyler started to get desperate. 
 
    “Bro, just take the money, man.” 
 
    Beckett ignored him and continued to prepare the syringe. The cocaine didn’t really dissolve, but that didn’t matter. He filled the rest of the syringe, roughly two CCs with air.  
 
    “So, you liked to give guys hot doses, is that it? Let me tell you, this one is going to be a scorcher.” 
 
    Tyler squinted at the syringe, clearly not understanding what was about to take place.  
 
    “I—I can get you more money.” 
 
    Beckett rolled his eyes. 
 
    Yeah, here comes the begging.  
 
    “I don’t need your money.” 
 
    Beckett moved closer to the man on the ground and readied the syringe.  
 
    “You don’t want to do this, man. Trust me, I’m connected. Those guys at Taglia’s, they’re the mob. They need me. You need me.” 
 
    More begging. 
 
    “Well, fuck you then, man! Fuck you!” 
 
    Now comes the anger. 
 
    Beckett reached down and grabbed the man’s arm that was zip-tied behind his back. He twisted it awkwardly and Tyler cried out. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about any of that, Tyler. Because you’re going to forget everything…” 
 
    With that, Beckett delivered the entire dose into a vein in the crook of the man’s elbow, including the giant air bubble. Tyler continued to struggle and protest for a second or two before he made a loud croaking sound.  
 
    Then he went silent and fell completely still. To be sure that Tyler was dead, Beckett checked his pulse. But instead of using his bare hand, he used the glove he’d taken from Dr. Swansea when they’d been messing around with the woodchipper.  
 
    Yep, he ain’t gonna remember a thing. 
 
    As Beckett loaded Tyler’s corpse back into his car, he realized that his headache was gone, and his fingers had once again stopped tingling.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Beckett took a step back to inspect his handiwork. Tyler Tisdale was back in his car slumped over the steering wheel. The syringe was lying on the floorboard and the envelope of cash was tucked beneath one leg.  
 
    All in all, he was pleased with the staged scene. And it made sense, too; a drug dealer is excited after getting paid and doesn’t properly get the air out of his syringe before injecting the dope.  
 
    But something wasn’t quite right. 
 
    Chewing his bottom lip, Beckett realized that it was the envelope. It was tucked too far out of sight.  
 
    He reached back into the BMW and teased it out a little. As he did, his eyes fell on the three baggies of coke inside.  
 
    No point letting it go to waste. 
 
    Beckett took two of them and shoved them in his pocket. In order to do so, he had to first remove Dr. Swansea’s glove.  
 
    An idea suddenly came to him. 
 
    He flipped the purple glove inside out and then grabbed the syringe off the floor of the car. Dr. Swansea had been sweating profusely the other day, so it was highly likely that there were plenty of skin cells left behind. He rubbed the glove along the length of the syringe and then carefully replaced it.  
 
    Finally satisfied, Beckett closed the driver door partway to ensure that the light remained on—he was counting on Tyler being found by some shady types—and then got the hell out of there.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    This time when Beckett slid into bed beside Suzan, she didn’t even pretend to be sleeping. 
 
    “How did tonight go?” she asked. 
 
    Beckett shrugged and tried to stop his legs from twitching. 
 
    “Meh,” he offered. “It went fine. But now I’m beat.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell me where you went and what you did?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “So, let me get this straight,” Suzan began. “Now that I know your secret, you’re going to keep even more from me. Beckett, come on, please.” 
 
    Beckett shifted onto one side, then the other. He didn’t really feel like having this conversation right now. 
 
    “Oh my God, are you high?” 
 
    Beckett grumbled something to the contrary, but Suzan grabbed his face and stared into his dilated pupils. 
 
    “You are high! What the hell, Beckett?” 
 
    Beckett pulled her hands away and turned back onto his side. 
 
    “You want a bump?” he asked. 
 
    “What? No, I don’t want a bump. I want to know what the hell you were doing out there.” 
 
    “What I had to do. What I had to do to keep both of us out of prison.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Beckett rolled into the pathology department at around 10:30 after scraping off the residue of the night before. Despite everything that had happened, he felt refreshed, liberated somehow.  
 
    This lasted all of thirty-five seconds when Dolores informed him that a man had dropped off a letter earlier that morning. A man who, by her description, looked like a frat boy wearing his father’s suit. 
 
    Beckett took his coffee and the envelope with the DNR wax seal on the back to his office. Then he just stared at it in disgust for a moment before tearing it open.  
 
    As before, there was a single name printed on it. But this time, he recognized the name and immediately recoiled. 
 
    “No fucking way,” he said quietly. He blinked several times, thinking that there was a mistake, but the name didn’t change. 
 
    “No fucking way!” he yelled. 
 
    “You okay in there, Dr. Campbell?” Dolores asked from behind her desk. 
 
    “No, I’m not okay,” he whispered. “I’m fine.” 
 
    And then, just as quickly as he’d arrived, Beckett was off again, hurrying back to his car with the intention of heading out to the Body Farm for another chat with Dr. Swansea.  
 
    Only he was derailed by a telephone call. 
 
    “What?” he barked. 
 
    “Beckett?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s Detective Dunbar. I managed to get some of the footage from the Jalapeno restaurant. Want to come take a look?” 
 
    Beckett made a face. 
 
    “Is it interesting?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah, it’s interesting. I think you should come look at it.” 
 
    Beckett pulled up the map on his dashboard monitor. 62nd precinct was along the way and it was probably best if he had some time to cool down before he killed Dr. Swansea. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’m in a bit of a rush, Dunbar. So, if you don’t mind…” 
 
    “No problem, come with me. I’ve got all four videos loaded up for you.” 
 
    All four? 
 
    Dunbar led the way down into the basement of 62nd precinct, and from there they entered some sort of computer processing center that looked straight out of a cheesy 1970s sci-fi movie.  
 
    True to his word, however, the largest monitor in the room had been divided into four quadrants. All held a single video that looked like it was obtained from a fast food restaurant and aimed at the fresh produce behind a sneeze guard. 
 
    “Watch this one first,” Dunbar said. He clicked a button and a video started to roll. 
 
    A customer came up to the counter and ordered something—there was no audio so Beckett couldn’t tell exactly what—and a young man behind the counter started to slop ingredients on a flour tortilla. Then he wrapped it up and put it on the tray. 
 
    “So, what? What does it—wait, was that Frank Beauchamp?” Beckett asked. 
 
    “Yup, just like he said. It gets more interesting, though; check this out.” 
 
    The second video started to play. It was almost identical to the first, only the patron wasn’t Frank Beauchamp but Teddy Poland, one of the other suspects.  
 
    “Same server, same restaurant, different suspect,” Dunbar remarked. He played the next two videos in rapid succession.  
 
    “What the hell? I didn’t check the time codes, but I’m guessing that all four of our murderers ate at Jalapeno’s the night they killed those other men?” 
 
    Dunbar nodded. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Have you shown anybody this?” 
 
    “No; one of my techs just put it together right before I called you. The restaurant, Jalapeno’s, had no problem giving it up. They didn’t even ask what it was for.” 
 
    Beckett checked his watch. 
 
    It would take about a half-hour to get out to the body farm, five minutes to shove the card up Dr. Swansea’s ass, and half an hour to get back.  
 
    “I’ll tell you what, Dunbar, if you can wait a little, I’ll go with you to the restaurant.” 
 
    Dunbar hesitated. 
 
    It wasn’t unusual for an ME to do some of the investigating following a suspicious death. Often, Beckett was the one that called the family and spoke to friends, in order to work out the manner of death. What was atypical, however, was for an ME to continue to be involved after both manner and cause of death had already been established. 
 
    But Dunbar and Beckett had a special sort of rapport, and the detective needed people he could trust. There seemed to be two factions in the precinct: those who had been loyal to Ken Smith and those who were indebted to Sergeant Yasiv.  
 
    Unfortunately, that put Dunbar on an island.  
 
    “One-thirty sound good?” Dunbar said at last. 
 
    “Sounds good.” Beckett hurried to the door. “And Dunbar? Don’t forget to bring your appetite!”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    “Where is he?” Beckett shouted. 
 
    A young scientist who was wandering the halls of the Body Farm took a cautious step back. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Beckett fought back his frustration. 
 
    “Dr. Swan—” 
 
    Something happened. It was similar to back in the Reverend’s church when Beckett had pretended to have a spiritual moment. His vision blurred and swirled, and then he staggered. But unlike in the church, in the Body Farm, Beckett somehow managed to stay on his feet. 
 
    Barely. 
 
    “Are you all right?” the woman asked, but still didn’t go to his aid. Clearly, Beckett looked like a crazy person, which he was, and she did well enough to stay away. 
 
    “Dr. Swansea,” Beckett finished through gritted teeth. Every time he clenched his jaw, his vision started to clear a little more. 
 
    Eventually, he was able to straighten out. 
 
    What the fuck was that? 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    An arm was suddenly draped around his waist, and Beckett leaned into it.  
 
    “Dr. Campbell? What are you doing here?” 
 
    Beckett craned his head over his shoulder to stare at Grant. 
 
    “I’m looking for Dr. Swansea,” he said, gently moving away from his resident.  
 
    Grant gave him the up-down, his concern growing. 
 
    “He’s in his office,” Grant said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “And where would—” Beckett grimaced and had to grab onto Grant’s arm to avoid going down. “—Jesus, where would that be?” 
 
    “Here, I’ll take you to it,” Grant said quickly. He wrapped his arm around Beckett’s waist and started to lead them down a long narrow hallway. 
 
    Beckett was in considerable pain—it felt as if an ice pick had been driven into both of his eyes. 
 
    “You okay, Dr. Campbell?” 
 
    “I’m fine, just on my period. Just take me to Dr. Swansea.” 
 
    They picked up the pace and eventually he pulled up in front of a door adorned with a plaque that read Dr. Ian Swansea. 
 
    Grant reached out to knock on it, but Beckett shrugged free from him, grabbed the doorknob, and swung it open. 
 
    “What the fuck is this?” Beckett shouted as he tossed the business card at the man. Neither his accuracy nor the velocity was comparable to the frat boy who had hit him in the eye, but the card struck Dr. Swansea in the chest, anyway. 
 
    Swansea’s eyes drifted up over Beckett’s shoulder to Grant who was standing in the doorway. 
 
    “I think maybe you should shut the door,” Dr. Swansea suggested. 
 
    Beckett grunted in pain. His head was on fire. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. I think maybe you should start talking.” 
 
    “Beckett, close the door,” Dr. Swansea repeated.  
 
    Beckett strode forward. 
 
    “I’m not doing this, Swansea. I’m not. The other thing, I could handle that, but this? No fucking way. I’m—” 
 
    Dr. Swansea suddenly leaped to his feet. 
 
    “Beckett, shut the fucking door!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Suzan spent the better part of the morning researching how to pick locks instead of studying for an upcoming anatomy exam. She quickly realized, however, that her time would’ve been better spent doing the latter; picking today’s locks required a doctorate degree in engineering. 
 
    “Damn,” she swore, pushing herself away from her computer screen. 
 
    There was no way she was gonna find out what dirt Dr. Nordmeyer had dug up on Beckett. And it wasn’t as if she could just go to Hart Investigations and ask—even if they could bribe them, which was highly unlikely, it would tip her hand, potentially putting her and Beckett in even more danger.  
 
    If she could only— 
 
    Suzan suddenly sat up straight. 
 
    She couldn’t go to Hart Investigations but there was another PI firm that might be able to help her.  
 
    And it just so happened that this was a firm that she was intimately familiar with. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Now it’s a family affair, is it?” the woman with the shoulder-length black hair said as Suzan entered. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Suzan asked. 
 
    “Never mind, come in, come in,” Hanna replied, sounding bored. 
 
    Still looking at the strange woman, Suzan stepped inside SLH Investigations. 
 
    A family affair? Does she mean Drake? Technically he’s not my stepfather, but what the hell else could she mean?  
 
    “Suzan!” 
 
    Suzan turned around and saw Screech coming toward her, his arms outstretched. He wrapped her up in a large embrace, and Suzan hugged the man back.  
 
    “It’s nice to see you. How long has it been? Six months? A year?” Screech was smiling broadly, but Suzan could tell that there was pain underneath that smile. 
 
    “Eight months, I think,” she said sheepishly. “And it’s nice to see you, too.” 
 
    Suzan looked around quickly, taking in the digs. She’d been to Triple D several times and this wasn’t just a step up, it was the top rung of the ladder. A pristine, sterile environment, with glass desks and large computer monitors.  
 
    Eventually, she came back to Hanna who was still staring at her. 
 
    “What’s your problem?” Suzan asked. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “Ignore her,” Screech instructed. “You wanna know what her problem is? A psycho ex-husband, that’s what.” 
 
    “He wasn’t my husband.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever. Anyways, what can I do for you, Suzan?” 
 
    Suzan hesitated. 
 
    “Is there somewhere we can speak in private?” 
 
    “Whatever you say to him, you can say in front of me, sweetie,” Hanna said. 
 
    Now she was starting to get on Suzan’s nerves. They were about the same size, both on the slender side, and Hanna had a good ten years on her. 
 
    Still, Suzan had done things, things that Hanna couldn’t even dream of. 
 
    “I’m not your sweetie. Why don’t you—” 
 
    “All right, all right,” Screech said. “Stop bickering. What Hanna said is true, no closed doors here. If you want to ask me something, you have to do it out here.” 
 
    Suzan sighed and came out with it. 
 
    “I was wondering if you PI’s have some sort of connection, you know?” Even though Suzan had the entire drive to figure out what to say to Screech, she still got the wording wrong. “What I mean is, do you guys talk to each other? Share cases, that sort of thing?” 
 
    Screech looked confused, but he shook his head. 
 
    “No—not really. We usually sign a confidentiality agreement with our clients. Besides, we’re on a bit of an island here.” 
 
    “So, like, you couldn’t find out what a client asked another PI to do?” 
 
    Screech and Hanna exchanged looks. 
 
    “What’s this about, Suzan?” Hanna inquired. 
 
    “I just want to know if I can find out if… shit,” she shook her head. This was going terribly. It was nearly impossible to beat around the bush and still get her point across, but what other options did she have? She couldn’t risk mentioning Beckett without once again shining the spotlight directly on him. In the end, her idea of coming here had been about as brilliant as trying to break into Dr. Karen Nordmeyer’s house. 
 
    “Just take your time,” Screech offered in a softer tone. “What’s this all about?” 
 
    What’s this about? Well, it’s about my boyfriend, our mutual friend, Dr. Beckett Campbell, and how he’s a part-time serial killer. But don’t worry, he only kills the bad guys. Oh, before I forget, I killed someone, too. And then there’s this crusty mouse lady called Dr. Nordmeyer who is out to get us. She went to a PI and he dug up some dirt on Beckett and I need to know what. I need to know if I have to do something about it… about her. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said, at last, lowering her eyes. “I’m just confused.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell her, or should I?” Hanna suddenly said. 
 
    Suzan looked up. 
 
    “Tell me what?” 
 
    “Hanna,” Screech protested. 
 
    “No—tell me what?” 
 
    “Well, Beckett was—” Screech began, but was once again cut off. 
 
    “No, not that. Not about Beckett. About Drake. Are you going to tell her about Drake, or should I?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    “Tyler Tisdale was one thing—he was a class A scumbag. But this? He’s a cop, for Christ’s sake! I’m not doing a cop,” Beckett said once the door behind them was closed. 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” Dr. Swansea warned. 
 
    Beckett was incensed; he felt like reaching over and throttling the man. After all, it had been Dr. Swansea who had gotten him into this fucking mess to begin with. 
 
    “And he’s not a cop. He was a cop.” 
 
    Beckett looked down at the card with Henry Yasiv’s name on it.  
 
    “A cop, yesterday, what does it matter? He was my friend, for Christ’s sake.” 
 
    Dr. Swansea scratched his thick black beard. 
 
    “He tried to put you in prison, Beckett, did you forget that? Did you forget that the only reason you’re not in prison right now is because of what DNR did for you?” 
 
    “Oh, my fucking saviors,” Beckett mocked. “I’m not doing it. I refuse.” 
 
    Dr. Swansea sighed. 
 
    “I would advise against that, Beckett.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’ve said that before. Big bad fucking DNR is going to come after me. So what?” 
 
    “So what? Beckett, I told you last time you were here, but I don’t think you seem to get the point. DNR isn’t just a bunch of scumbags as you call them. They’re everywhere. They have their fingers in everything; politics, government, medicine, finance, pharma, all that shit. Seriously, they’re into everything.” 
 
    Beckett rolled his eyes, which exacerbated his headache. 
 
    “Yeah, I get it, all right. You guys are Robert Langdon and the fucking Freemasons. I just don’t care. I’ll suffer the consequences. But let me remind you of something, Dr. Swansea. It wasn’t too long ago that a man of incredible power in New York City thought he was above the law, too. Well, he was above the law, but he wasn’t above me and my friends. We took him down. Yeah, I’m talking about Ken Smith. And where’s he at now? Huh?” 
 
    Dr. Swansea seemed to contemplate this for a moment. 
 
    “I know you think what you did to Ken Smith and his cronies was a good thing, but all you really accomplished was giving DNR more power.” 
 
    “And that’s what this is about, isn’t it? A dick measuring contest? I’m not stupid, I know why you wanted Tyler Tisdale taken out. I’m guessing the mob isn’t backing your guy for mayor. You want DA Trumbo, am I right? So, you get me to take out Tisdale in the hopes that without their drug money, they won’t be able to support their campaign. Is that it?” 
 
    Dr. Swansea said nothing, which was answer enough for Beckett.  
 
    “I’m not the same guy I was in medical school or in residence. I’m different now, but even back then, I refused to be anybody’s lackey. I’m nobody’s hired gun.” 
 
    “What are you then?” Dr. Swansea suddenly said loudly. “If you’re not a hired assassin, what the fuck are you? A run-of-the-mill serial killer?” 
 
    Beckett took an aggressive step forward and aimed a finger directly at the man’s face. 
 
    “Watch what you say, Dr. Swansea. I may have done the Tisdale job as a favor to you guys, but if you aren’t in charge of DNR, then I’m guessing that they have some dirt on you. So, unless you want me to start digging into your background and figure out exactly what that is, you better lay the fuck off.” 
 
    Dr. Swansea leaned back in his chair, and for an instant, Beckett thought he was getting through to the man. But when Dr. Swansea spoke next, he knew that this wasn’t the case.  
 
    “There’s only so much DNR can do to me, Beckett. No girlfriend, no wife, no kids. All I have is this job and it just so happens to be a valuable resource to DNR. You on the other hand…” 
 
    Beckett’s arm shot out and he hoisted the man to his feet by the collar of his shirt. Dr. Swansea didn’t fight back. 
 
    “Are you threatening Suzan? Because if you are, I want to make sure—” 
 
    “I’m not threatening anybody, Beckett. You gotta believe me, none of this was my idea.” 
 
    “Then whose idea was it?” Beckett shouted, shoving the man back into his chair. 
 
    Dr. Swansea grunted. 
 
    “I don’t know—I don’t know who’s behind all of this, I only know what their agenda is, which you so plainly said earlier. I’m on your side, Beckett. After the black-tie event, they wanted to… well, let’s just say that they didn’t want to work with you. But you’re valuable to them and I managed to remind them of that. Still, there’s only so much they’re willing to take before they start going after you and yours.” 
 
    Another threat, Beckett thought. In his mind, he pictured Suzan stabbing Dr. Gourde in the throat, his blood bubbling up and covering her arms. 
 
    She was hidden when the two frat boys had come to collect the body, which ended up in the woodchipper shortly thereafter. They hadn’t seen her… or had they? 
 
    “Just do as they say, Beckett. You did Tisdale for Cravat. But now you gotta do something for Dr. Gourde. And that something is Henry Yasiv. After you do that job, your debt is paid. You can move on and they might leave you alone.” 
 
    Might. 
 
    “Or I might just start going after them instead.” 
 
    “Not advisable,” Dr. Swansea said with a shrug. He almost looked forlorn now, which was confusing Beckett. This wasn’t the Dr. Swansea that he knew. 
 
    Looks like I’m not the only one who’s changed. What the fuck could they possibly have on you, Ian? 
 
    “Well, you tell whoever is in charge that this is the last job. I won’t be doing anything else after this.” 
 
    Dr. Swansea held his gaze. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Beckett. But you did this to yourself.” 
 
    Beckett opened his mouth to say something but decided against it. 
 
    Sure, I might have done this to myself, but you’re involved, too. And you threatened Suzan. I will never forget that.  
 
    “I’ll be in touch,” Beckett said and then left the office.  
 
    Just before Grant approached, he slipped a hand into his pocket. Where there had been two bags of coke in it when he’d entered Dr. Swansea’s office, now there was only one. 
 
    Beckett started to smile. 
 
    “Dr. Campbell, is everything all right?” Grant asked. 
 
    “Yeah, better than all right. Just remember what I said, Grant. Eyes and ears. Eyes and ears.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean he’s here?” Suzan asked desperately. “He’s here… as in, in New York?” 
 
    Screech glowered at Hanna. It was clear that he didn’t want this information to be revealed, but she had no idea why. 
 
    “Screech, come on, talk to me,” Suzan pleaded. 
 
    “Hanna’s telling the truth, Suzan. He is here,” Screech began slowly. “But it’s not a good situation.” 
 
    Suzan was incredulous. 
 
    “What… what happened?” 
 
    Screech sighed and continued. 
 
    “It’s a long story, but Drake returned to New York a couple of weeks back. He helped us out on this case, but things went sour and the cops grabbed him. Threw him in jail. Right now, they’re keeping this whole thing under wraps, mostly so that it stays out of the news. In a couple of months, the DA is going to announce that he’s running for mayor, so I’m guessing they’ll break the news then. In the meantime, he’s trapped behind bars.” 
 
    Suzan was struggling to process this information. She couldn’t believe that Drake was back. 
 
    “I want to see him.” 
 
    Screech immediately shook his head. 
 
    “You can’t, Suzan, which is why we didn’t tell anybody of his return. You can’t see him.” 
 
    Suzan crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “I want to see him.” 
 
    “Suzan, please. I’m doing everything—” 
 
    “There might be a way,” Hanna chimed in. 
 
    All eyes were suddenly on her. 
 
    “I mean, we could talk to his lawyer, see if they can swing something.” 
 
    “That’s it, speak with the lawyer. I need to talk with Drake.” 
 
    Again, Screech sighed. It was clear that he was going through something of his own, and Suzan did her best to remember this. Still, if she could speak to Drake? She could trust him. He might be able to help her, give her some advice. 
 
    Tell her what he did to keep the dead from haunting his dreams. 
 
    Give her tips so that she could finally sleep. Just an hour… please. 
 
    “I mean—” 
 
    “Please, Screech. If there’s anything you can do…” 
 
    Screech pulled out his phone and started to dial. 
 
    “Who are you calling?” Hanna asked. 
 
    Screech tilted the phone away from them and then brought it to his ear. 
 
    “Just about the only person I can trust right now, Suzan. Just about the only person in this fucking world I can trust.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    Beckett spent the entire drive from the Body Farm to meet up with Detective Dunbar thinking about what had just transpired. 
 
    Dr. Swansea was afraid of this group, really afraid of them, and Beckett wasn’t sure why. It was clear that they had dirt on the man, but he couldn’t believe that it was anything like what they had on Beckett. What could be worse than evidence of him committing multiple murders? 
 
    The one thing that Dr. Swansea was right about, was Sergeant Yasiv. The man had gone off his rocker trying to put Beckett behind bars. But that didn’t mean that he could take the man out, did it? 
 
    Beckett shook his head. This whole Suzan situation was messing with his mind.  
 
    Even if Yasiv was out of the picture, someone would eventually come for him again. And maybe even Suzan, this time.  
 
    It would never end. 
 
    Beckett was feeling so tired and his head hurt so badly that he debated bailing on Detective Dunbar. But he knew that if he did anything else out of the ordinary, it would just add more fuel to Dr. Nordmeyer’s fire. 
 
    He kept the date and found Detective Dunbar leaning against his car.  
 
    “You all right?” the man asked as Beckett approached. 
 
    Beckett detested being asked that question. 
 
    No, I’m not all right—I’m not okay. 
 
    “Head hurts. What’s the approach here? We go in there Bonnie and Clyde style, or are we doing the good cop, bad cop routine?” 
 
    Dunbar raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “We’re just here to talk, Beckett. We just want to get a lay of the land. And, given that technically you shouldn’t be here, it’s probably best if you take a backseat. Think you can do that?” 
 
    No. 
 
    “Whatever you say, Captain,” Beckett said with a mock salute. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Dunbar grumbled. “All right, let’s go get something to eat.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Look, I’m not trying to be an asshole, not trying to accuse anybody of anything. I haven’t gone to the press with this and have no intention to. But the truth is, we’ve got four murders on our hands, and all four murderers ate at your restaurant.” 
 
    The manager, a brown-skinned man with a beard and a turban, eyed them suspiciously. 
 
    “Maybe I should go to the head office about this?” 
 
    It came out like a question and Dunbar immediately cued in on this. 
 
    “It’s up to you, but honestly? That’ll just open you guys up to more questions. The more people who know about this, the more likely it is that it leaks to the press.” 
 
    The man, who had introduced himself as Rashid Al-Jawaan looked at Dunbar and then at Beckett. 
 
    “Sure, I guess, what do you want to know?” 
 
    “First of all, I want you to take a look at these photographs and let me know if you recognize any of these people,” Dunbar said, pulling out a folder and laying the four pictures of their suspects on Rashid’s desk. He took a cursory glance at all of them before shaking his head. 
 
    “I don’t think so. I mean if you say they’re customers then I guess. But I don’t, like, know them.” 
 
    Dunbar nodded. He pulled out a second folder, this time with the pictures of the victims. 
 
    “What about these people?” 
 
    The man’s response was the same. 
 
    “You sure?” Dunbar probed. 
 
    Rashid shrugged. 
 
    “Ah, yeah. I’m sure.” 
 
    “All right, thanks for—” 
 
    “What about the employee? The guy who was working night shift this week? Where’s he at?” Beckett asked, stepping forward. 
 
    Dunbar shot him a look that suggested he wasn’t pleased that Beckett was now taking the lead. But the detective didn’t go as far as to cut him off. 
 
    “Andy—yeah, he’s been working here for about a year or so. Pretty reliable worker. Not the speediest of employees, but he gets the job done. You want to talk to him? He’ll be here in about,” Rashid checked his watch, “fifteen minutes or so.” 
 
    Dunbar looked at Beckett who nodded immediately. 
 
    “Sounds good. But I’m starving. Think you can whip me up a burrito or something?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    “Your buddy Screech must have a pretty good connection in the precinct,” Roger Schneiderman said as he led Suzan down a long hallway. “Because nobody’s been allowed to see Drake. Shit, I’ve barely been allowed to see him and I’m his lawyer.” 
 
    Suzan nodded and picked up the pace, but her nerves started to become frayed with every step. It had been a long time since she’d spoken to Drake and their relationship hadn’t always been smooth.  
 
    “You’ve got about ten minutes, that’s it. Once the shift change happens, you gotta be out of here, as do I. I’ll also warn you that there’s probably a recording device somewhere around here, so…” Roger let his sentence trail off. “Okay, this is it. I’ll leave you two alone, but I’ll be back in ten.” 
 
    Suzan looked around. They were in the doldrums of 62nd precinct, an area that she’d never been before even when her dad used to work here. It was dark, dingy, and smelled of mildew. There were two cells at the end of the hallway, both of which appeared unoccupied. 
 
    “Here?” 
 
    Roger nodded and indicated the cell on the left. 
 
    “He’s sleeping now, but you gotta be quick.” 
 
    The man scampered off, leaving her to it. With a heavy breath, Suzan strode forward, trying to keep her head up, trying to remain strong as she approached the cell. But when she saw Drake curled up on a cement bench, her heart suddenly fluttered in her chest. 
 
    Instead of waking him right away, despite her time constraint, Suzan just observed the man for a moment. He actually looked healthier than she could remember. He was leaner, his skin was clear, and he’d shaved off the five o’clock shadow that had been a staple of his appearance.  
 
    And yet, there was something terribly depressing about the scene. She knew Drake was an intense man, someone who didn’t take shit from anybody, somebody who did what they thought was right despite the consequences. 
 
    And that attitude had helped him save New York, help clean out at least some of the garbage that floated up from the sewers following a heavy rain. 
 
    But now, behind bars, he just seemed weak. 
 
    Suzan took another deep breath. 
 
    “Drake?” 
 
    The man on the bench stirred but didn’t open his eyes. 
 
    “Drake? It’s me, Suzan.” 
 
    With a grunt, Drake rose to a seated position. He blinked several times, wiped some gunk from the inner corner of his eyes and then stared at her through the cell bars.  
 
    “Suzan?” 
 
    Just the sound of the man’s voice was enough to cause Suzan to break. Tears streamed from her eyes and she rushed towards the cage. On the other side of the cell, Drake did the same and they came together in an awkward embrace. 
 
    She sobbed, but eventually pulled back. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she whimpered. 
 
    “I’m fine, Suzan. Just glad to see you… to see a familiar face.” 
 
    Suzan nodded and wiped her tears away. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Is it your mother? Is it the baby?” Drake asked, concern creeping into his voice. 
 
    Suzan shook her head. 
 
    “They’re okay, I think. I haven’t seen them since the Loomis estate, but knowing my mom, they’re doing just fine.” 
 
    Drake’s cheek twitched. She wondered what it was like for him, to hold his child for but a minute before being put in handcuffs. 
 
    Suzan wasn’t even sure if he’d seen Jasmine or baby Clay since. 
 
    “Then what’s going on, Suzan?” 
 
    She looked away.  
 
    “I think… I think I’m in trouble.” 
 
    “I think they might be recording this, so be careful what you say. That being said, if you need to talk…” 
 
    Suzan wiped her nose with the back of her hand. 
 
    “Roger warned me about the recording.” 
 
    Suzan took a moment to collect herself, to try to choose her words more wisely than she’d done with Screech. 
 
    “Have you ever… have you ever done something that you’re not proud of? Something that has affected you in a horrible way, but something that was right? Or, at least, that you think might be right?” 
 
    Drake almost chuckled then, and Suzan was glad he didn’t. 
 
    “More times than I can remember.” He held his arms up indicating the cell in which he was confined. “That’s what put me in here.” 
 
    Suzan nodded. She expected this response, but it was good to hear someone she loved say it. 
 
    “And do you regret any of your decisions?” 
 
    Something dark flashed over Drake’s face, but again, he didn’t hesitate. 
 
    “No—never. The things I did, I did for the right reasons. I did it to protect the ones I love, including you, your mother, and your half-brother. Screech, Hanna, and even, to a lesser degree, Beckett.” 
 
    “I’m talking about bad things, Drake. I’m not talking about going against what command told you, I’m not talking about skirting the rules to get the bad guy. I’m talking about… bad… things.” 
 
    Drake moved away from the bars a little, and again that dark shadow passed across his features. 
 
    Suzan knew why Drake was behind bars, and she knew that he wasn’t responsible for what they’d accused him of. He wasn’t the one who had brained Officer Kramer and then locked him in a shipping crate. That had been someone else, but Drake took the blame for it because it was the right thing to do.  
 
    “Let me tell you a story, Suzan.” 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    “After Ken Smith fled the country, I could have let this whole thing go. If I stayed, I probably would have spent no more than sixty days in jail for the whole Kramer thing, then I’d be a free man. But I didn’t do that—I went after him. I couldn’t take the risk that one day he might come back—and not just for me, either, but for the people I love and care about. I gave up everything to go to Columbia, but I don’t regret it. I did what I had to, what I thought was right—what I still think is right. Seeing you, knowing you’re safe… hearing you say that your mother and little Clay are okay somewhere? Well, I know I did the right thing. No matter the consequences to me, I did the right thing.” 
 
    Suzan broke down again and her vision became watery. 
 
    “Come here,” Drake said, and once again they embraced. “You gonna be okay?” 
 
    “I think so,” Suzan whispered. 
 
    “Suzan, time’s up—you gotta get outta here, Suzan,” Roger hissed. 
 
    They disengaged and she looked back at Roger who was gesturing frantically for her to hurry down the hallway. 
 
    Suzan acknowledged the man and then backed away from the cell. 
 
    “I hope I helped, Suzan. When I get out of here, come see me. There’s more to this tale to tell.” 
 
    “You know what, I think you have helped, Drake. I think you helped a lot. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    Before she was overcome with emotion again, Suzan straightened and then hurried toward Roger Schneiderman. 
 
    She wasn’t just paying the man lip-service. Drake had helped. And now, she knew exactly what she was going to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    “Andy Balatsel, that you? Am I saying that right, Balatsel?” Dunbar asked. 
 
    The man sitting across from Beckett and Dunbar was just a kid. He had dark hair cropped close to his scalp and his chin was riddled with acne. He looked incredibly nervous—the boy couldn’t stop tapping his foot—but Beckett didn’t know what to make of it. 
 
    It could just be the common temperament of teenage kids these days. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s me. Am I in trouble or something?” 
 
    Andy had a way of speaking that was so incredibly slow that Beckett almost found it painful. 
 
    “No, no, of course not. I just want you to look at those photos and tell me if you’ve ever seen these people before,” Dunbar instructed, indicating the photographs of both the victims and their killers. 
 
    Beckett watched as Andy looked at Dunbar for a second too long before peering down at the photographs. 
 
    “This one, I think,” he said, his voice cracking. Andy put a finger on Frank Beauchamp’s image. “I think I served this one.” 
 
    Dunbar nodded. 
 
    “Would it surprise you if I said you actually served them all?” Dunbar suggested. As he spoke, he revealed the photographs from the security footage in the restaurant. 
 
    Andy’s hand shook when he spread the photos out on the table.  
 
    “No, it wouldn’t surprise me. I mean, I don’t remember everyone I serve. I’m in here six nights a week. Sometimes seven. What… what is this about?” 
 
    He looked up with expectant eyes. 
 
    He’s lying, Beckett thought. He knew that he’d served these people. 
 
    “Did you see any of them outside of work?” Dunbar asked, ignoring the man’s question. 
 
    “Like in person?” 
 
    “Yeah, in person,” Dunbar clarified. 
 
    “No. I mean, I didn’t remember any of them, except for this guy.” 
 
    He tapped Frank’s photo again. 
 
    “Any particular reason why you remember this guy and not the others?” 
 
    “Yeah, because he was a bit of a pain in the ass—sorry about the language. He asked for hot peppers, so I put ‘em on. Then he changed his mind and I took them off, but that wasn’t good enough. He wanted me to remake the whole burrito, but I said no—I wasn’t gonna waste all that food.” 
 
    “Is this your first job, Andy?” Beckett spoke up. He got another patented Dunbar look but was undeterred. 
 
    “Yeah, why? Am I getting fired? My dad will be so pissed if I get fired.” Andy looked at Rashid, who shook his head. 
 
    “No, Andy, you’re not getting fired. We just have a couple of questions about these guys, that’s all.” 
 
    “Why? They do something bad?” 
 
    “I’ll ask you one more time,” Dunbar continued. “You’re sure that you never saw any of these guys outside of the restaurant?” 
 
    Andy shook his head. 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    “Okay, I want to thank you both for your time. I’m going to leave my card here, on the table,” Dunbar said, pulling a business card out and placing it in front of Andy. “If you remember anything about these guys or anything strange that happened over the past few days, please give me a call. Oh, and also, I appreciate your discretion in this matter. Wouldn’t want it getting it out in the news if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Dunbar looked to Beckett, but he didn’t have any more questions. 
 
    “Thanks for your time, guys,” Dunbar repeated as he and Beckett left the room  
 
    They refrained from speaking until both of them were seated in Beckett’s Tesla.  
 
    “He’s lying,” Beckett proclaimed. “Andy knew those guys.” 
 
    “I know,” Dunbar replied. “I got that vibe, too.” 
 
    “But from where?” 
 
    Dunbar shrugged. 
 
    “No idea. Doesn’t seem like the same type of crew though.” 
 
    This got Beckett thinking. 
 
    “When you asked if he had seen these guys before, he said ‘in person’. What does that mean? Did he see them on TV? Have you guys even posted their mugshots on the news yet?” 
 
    “No, not yet. DA is dragging his feet. In fact, he’s looking for every reason in the book not to prosecute these guys.” 
 
    “Because of the election,” Beckett grumbled. 
 
    “The election?” 
 
    “Never mind. Maybe you can tell your guys to investigate Andy, see if he’s connected to the victims or the suspects somehow. Speaking of which, did you guys find a link between the suspects?” 
 
    “Still looking, but so far nothing. What are you thinking? Some sort of killer cult-type of thing? I mean, it wouldn’t be the first time that a group of people got together and decided to go out with a bang if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “I don’t know—but if that were the case, why the fuck did they get caught so easily? And what is this garbage amnesia story? It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Maybe they were hopped up on something, bath salts or—” 
 
    Beckett snapped his fingers. 
 
    “Did you take blood from the suspects?” 
 
    Dunbar nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, we always take blood from suspects once they’ve been charged. I don’t think we have the results, yet, though. You want me to follow-up?” 
 
    Beckett shook his head. 
 
    “You know what? I’ve got the perfect person for this task. Looks like a mouse, smells like cheese. But right now, I’ve got something else I need to take care of.” 
 
    Someone else, Beckett corrected himself. Someone both of us know well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    Dr. Karen Nordmeyer had her back to Beckett, and he crept up behind her. 
 
    “Did you miss me?” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    Karen shrieked and scattered papers across the makeshift desk. 
 
    “Jesus!” 
 
    “Nope, just me. You get those tox screens back?” 
 
    Beckett peered over Karen’s shoulder at the folder that was laid out in front of her. She immediately moved to block his view.  
 
    “Don’t you ever sneak up on me like that again,” she warned. “Don’t you ever!” The woman was near shrieking now. Beckett took a step back. 
 
    “The fuck is wrong with you? Did you get the damn tox results back or not?” 
 
    Karen breathed deeply and put the papers back in her folder. 
 
    “Yeah—pretty clean. One had a little marijuana in his system, and another had a blood alcohol level of .03.” 
 
    There was something wrong with her tone. 
 
    “Lemme see,” he said, reaching for the folder. And then Karen did something that really surprised him.  
 
    She swatted his hand away. 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Don’t you ever touch me.” 
 
    Since when did a mouse become a lion?  
 
    Beckett put his hands up. 
 
    “Why would I want to touch you? Just run tox on the suspects’ blood as well,” he ordered. 
 
    “You do it,” Karen shot back. 
 
    “No, I asked you to do it. Don’t forget who the boss is, here. I might not be able to fire your ass, but I can make it a living hell.” 
 
    “Like how? By trying to break into my house in the middle of the night? To try and do me like you did Bob Bumacher and Winston Trent?” 
 
    Beckett recoiled as if she’d slapped him again. 
 
    “What the fuck? Break into your house? What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Karen looked away. 
 
    “Get out of here before I call the police.” 
 
    Beckett wasn’t prepared for any of this shit, and his mind was reeling. 
 
    “Call the police? For what? I warned you about this, Karen.” 
 
    “If you don’t leave right now, I’m going to call the police.” 
 
    “You better watch what you say,” he warned. “You want to know what happened to the last guy who reported me to the police? He’s in jail. So, watch what you say.” 
 
    Karen’s expression softened, but she started to pull her cell phone out of her pocket, nevertheless. 
 
    Great, this is all I need. 
 
    Rather than deal with a situation that he wasn’t even close to understanding, Beckett left the morgue with his headache reaching a crescendo. Just as he got into the elevator, and the doors started to close, his phone rang. He held the door and answered it. 
 
    “Dr. Campbell? It’s Dolores. Dr. Hollenbeck wants to speak to you again. He said something about sending a student on a rotation that wasn’t approved by the department?” 
 
    Beckett squeezed his forehead and ground his teeth. 
 
    “Fuck that—fuck that. Dolores, you gotta cover for me. Tell him that I’m sick. Tell him I’m at home lying down. Tell him anything to get him off my back. I can’t deal with this right now. I just can’t.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    And Beckett did just that. He went home and drank a cold beverage and then put his head on the pillow. All he wanted to do was sleep, but despite the four Tylenol PMs he’d popped, that clearly wasn’t happening. Eventually, he gave up on the idea and had a quick shower, hoping that this would keep some of the fatigue at bay. 
 
    He was surprised to see that sometime during his respite, Suzan had arrived and was in the kitchen. She looked terrible, with dark circles beneath her eyes and hands that trembled when she poured herself a glass of water. 
 
    Beckett knew that she needed to talk, to speak candidly about what had happened, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. 
 
    He didn’t want to talk about murder or tattoos or cult-like groups or any of that stuff. 
 
    Thankfully, Suzan didn’t feel like talking either. They ate take-out in near silence and then watched some nonsense on TV just to pass the time.  
 
    Eventually, they headed to bed, but Beckett still couldn’t sleep. Not talking about DNR was one thing, but not thinking about it? That was near impossible. 
 
    He had no idea how he was going to tackle this situation without killing an innocent man or ending up behind bars. Or worse, Suzan ending up in jail. 
 
    An hour passed, then two. He was certain that Suzan was still awake as well, but when he rose and donned his black outfit, she didn’t say anything.  
 
    She didn’t even say bye when he left the house. 
 
    Dr. Swansea and DNR knew what they were doing. They knew that they had him in a bind and that there was only one way out. 
 
    Beckett pulled up in front of Sergeant Yasiv’s house and sat in his car, trying to think of another way—any other way.  
 
    In the end, he tucked the black case into the front pocket of his sweatshirt and made his way slowly up the man’s driveway.  
 
    Beckett took a deep breath and knocked on the door. A minute later, it opened, and a single eye peered out. The security chain was still in place, and even though he could only see a sliver of the man’s face, Beckett knew he was in the right place.  
 
    He put on his best fake smile. 
 
    “Yasiv, it’s nice to see you. I heard you got out from under your legal trouble, at least for now. There’s just ooooone little problem, something I think we should talk about.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    When Beckett left, Suzan got out of bed. She hadn’t slept in so long now that her limbs were like lead, as if her blood had been replaced by taffy. Still, she forced herself to move and even made herself a coffee to help stay alert. 
 
    She didn’t know what time it was, or what day of the week. Suzan could only remember one thing: her conversation with Drake. 
 
    Before leaving the house, she grabbed a kitchen knife from the cutting block and slid it into her pocket. It wasn’t nearly as sharp as the blade that had taken Dr. Gourde’s life, but it would have to work.  
 
    She would make it work.  
 
    Because Suzan was going to do what Drake suggested; she was going to do whatever it took to keep those whom she loved safe.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    Beckett didn’t head home after his encounter with Sergeant Yasiv. He just couldn’t bring himself to face Suzan again. 
 
    Instead, he hit up the closest bar. It was a shady joint, but that was okay because he felt particularly shady this night. 
 
    In fact, he felt disgusted with himself and with what he’d done. 
 
    Beckett ordered himself a double of scotch, a peaty Laphroaig, and then set about drinking it. He tried to think about nothing, but he kept turning back to what Suzan had asked him. 
 
    Why do you do it? 
 
    He sipped. 
 
    I don’t know. I don’t know why.  
 
    Someone sat beside him, but Beckett paid him no heed. Until, that is, he ordered a beer with fruit in it.  
 
    “You gotta be kidding me,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Hey, Dr. Campbell, I didn’t even see you there,” Trevor said. 
 
    Beckett rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure you didn’t.” 
 
    “Is this where you’ve been for the last week or so? Because you haven’t been in class.” 
 
    Beckett turned and looked at the man, a sneer on his face. 
 
    Now I’m being berated by one of my residents? The same resident who was almost in tears because he slipped in the mud just a couple days ago? 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that. Had my period.” 
 
    Trevor chuckled, which was unusual. He was nothing if not serious, in a metrosexual sort of way. 
 
    “Well, you know that TA of yours, your girlfriend Suzan, she can only do so much. Seeing as she’s so young and everything.” 
 
    Beckett had had enough of this. He knew that if he did anything to Trevor it would likely get back to Dr. Hollenbeck and in turn jeopardize the only thing that was set in stone: his tenure. 
 
    But this sounded like a threat to him. It probably wasn’t, but he was primed after his meeting with Dr. Swansea. The good old Baader-Meinhof Phenomenon at work again. 
 
    He grabbed Trevor by the shoulders and shook the scrawny man. 
 
    “What the fuck did you just say about Suzan?” 
 
    Trevor tried to pull free, but Beckett held fast. 
 
    “Nothing, I didn’t mean anything—” 
 
    “Don’t you ever talk about Suzan,” Beckett warned, gripping the man even tighter. “Don’t you ever talk about her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry—I’m sorry.” 
 
    Beckett, realizing that his actions had drawn a bit of a crowd, finally let the man go, with a shove.  
 
    “All I want to do is drink in peace,” Beckett explained to the onlookers, “and this asshole offers me fifty bucks to suck his dick. Can you believe that?” 
 
    Trevor’s face underwent a convoluted set of emotional contortions before he just suddenly staggered out of the bar. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I’ll grab your tab, asshole,” Beckett said as he turned back to his drink.  
 
    He was about to tell the bartender to dump the fruity beer down the drain when he noticed something tucked beneath the glass. 
 
    For a second, Beckett just stared at the white square, confusion washing over him. His first thought was that it was another one of those DNR business cards, but then he realized that it was actually a folded piece of paper.  
 
    The bartender leaned over to him and said, “Fucking faggots are always coming in here.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t get the wrong impression. I would’ve sucked his dick, but for a grand, not for fifty bucks.” 
 
    The man’s face went flat, and he froze, his hand still outstretched for the half-empty glass.  
 
    “Take the beer, leave the note,” Beckett instructed. “And I’m guessing that my scotch is on the house, too? Unless, of course, you want all of Yelp to know that you’re a homophobic asshole.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 49 
 
      
 
    The note didn’t say DNR anywhere on it, but there was no question in Beckett’s mind that this was where it had originated from. Not directly of course—the ad was for a class that likely had been advertised all over campus, he just hadn’t noticed it—but it was no accident that it had been left here, at this bar, for him. 
 
    Dr. Swansea had warned Beckett about this, about how far-reaching DNR was, but he hadn’t believed it. 
 
    They’d gotten to Trevor; clearly, everything before him leaving was just a charade. 
 
    The advertisement was for a supplementary psychology class called “The Mind of a Killer.” 
 
    The name was cheesy, the headline was worse.  
 
    Come listen to psychiatrist Shane Balatsel tell you what makes a killer tick. 
 
    As he sat in his car reading, Beckett felt like crumpling the page into a ball and chucking it out the window.  
 
    It was a message, certainly, but what did it mean? 
 
    Only one way to find out. 
 
    The lecture was scheduled for 9 a.m. the following morning, and it was mentioned twice that seating was limited so to come early.  
 
    Beckett memorized the room number, then scrunched it in a ball and tossed it out the window. 
 
    “This is fucking insane,” he said out loud. He slapped himself across the face just to make sure that he wasn’t dreaming, or Trevor hadn’t choked him out with his man bun.  
 
    But no, he was wide awake, and would be for some time, he knew. 
 
    His plan to drink his sorrows away, like most of his plans, had been a complete and utter failure. He still couldn’t go home, so he went to the only place he knew: his office. To his surprise, Dr. Hollenbeck’s office door was open, and he had to literally crawl by to avoid being seen.  
 
    Once safely inside his office, he checked his email to see if the suddenly deranged Dr. Nordmeyer had sent him an update on the suspects’ tox screens. 
 
    She hadn’t.  
 
    Beckett tried watching some porn, but his joke about sucking Trevor’s dick kept him from enjoying that, too.  
 
    Instead, he just curled up on his couch and waited for the cops or sleep to take him. Whichever came first. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Beckett? What the hell are you doing here so early?” 
 
    Beckett sat bolt upright, confused and disoriented. It took him the better part of three seconds to realize that he was in his office and the person speaking to him was Suzan. Suzan who looked like a train wreck.  
 
    “You never came home last night, and I was worried sick. I tried calling you, but your cell phone was off.” 
 
    Suzan walked over to him and hugged him tightly. There was something so off about this, that Beckett didn’t immediately react. Then, when he hugged her back, she winced and bent protectively to her right.  
 
    “Suzan, you okay? What’s going on?” 
 
    Suzan nodded. Her eyes were unusually bright, and the circles around them impossibly dark. 
 
    “Nothing. I’m fine. I went… I saw Drake, Beckett.” 
 
    Beckett’s spit caught in his throat and he coughed. 
 
    “What? You what?” 
 
    Suzan continued to nod voraciously. 
 
    “I saw Drake. He’s back, but he’s in prison.” 
 
    Beckett gawked. 
 
    Drake is back? How’s that… how’s that possible? 
 
    But before Suzan could clarify, Dolores appeared behind her, holding a cup of coffee in her hand. 
 
    “I didn’t want to disturb you earlier, Dr. Campbell, but Suzan insisted.” 
 
    Beckett looked from Dolores to Suzan back to Dolores, and then accepted the cup of coffee. It was scalding, but he drank it anyway. 
 
    “Earlier… what time is it?” 
 
    “Five to nine,” Dolores answered. 
 
    Beckett stood so quickly that he spilled hot coffee on his shirt. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Suzan demanded. 
 
    “I gotta run, I really gotta run, I’m sorry—we’ll talk about this later, I promise.” Beckett paused in the doorway. “Drake’s back? For real? What the hell?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 50 
 
      
 
    Beckett had no idea what kind of garbage was gonna come out of this so-called psychologist’s mouth, but the one thing that he hadn’t been lying about was that it was standing room only. 
 
    Even though Beckett got there only a few minutes after nine, the place was completely packed, and he had to squish up against the back wall. 
 
    And then, as soon as Beckett arrived, so did the psychiatrist. Dr. Shane Balatsel was a wiry bald man with a bushy mustache. He walked in from stage left and waved his hand at the class.  
 
    There was a smattering of applause. 
 
    “Hello everyone, and thanks for coming. My name is Shane Balatsel, and I’m a killer.” 
 
    There were a couple of awkward chuckles from the audience, but that was it. 
 
    “Still early, huh? Well, let’s get those neurons pumping, shall we? How would you know if that statement is true or not, given the fact that you’ve never met me before? What are some questions that you might ask to ascertain whether or not my statement is true?” 
 
    Beckett had to give it to the man, if nothing else, he was a half-decent showman.  
 
    A blonde girl near the front raised her hand and Shane pointed at her. 
 
    “I would ask if your parents beat you.” 
 
    This garnered a few more laughs. 
 
    “Not bad, but not very telling, either. You see, I’m fifty-seven years old and when I grew up, many parents ‘beat’ their children, at least by today’s standards.” 
 
    “A lot of people should still beat their children nowadays,” Beckett grumbled. The two men on either side of him shot him a look. 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    This time, Shane pointed at a young man wearing a backward baseball cap. 
 
    “If you like to skydive or drive a motorcycle, that sort of thing.” 
 
    Shane nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, good: thrill-seeking. Often times people who participate in these types of behaviors are more prone to breaking the law. But this isn’t one of the three major signs I’m looking for.” 
 
    “Starting fires,” somebody to Beckett’s left shouted. It sounded like a plant if there ever was one, but no one else seemed to notice. 
 
    Shane smiled. 
 
    “Very good. Starting fires as a kid is one very important indicator of future violent behavior.” 
 
    “Being a bully?” someone else called out. 
 
    Shane put his hands up. 
 
    “Not really. In fact, being bullied is more likely to be a factor. Anyone else?” 
 
    There was a smattering of other answers, but nothing came close to what Shane was looking for. He moved to the front of the room and clicked a button. A slide suddenly appeared on the back wall, the top of which read, Macdonald Triad. Shane clicked another button and a dot appeared in the lower left-hand corner with the words ‘Starting Fires’ beneath. He clicked again, and a dot on the right appeared with the words ‘Cruelty to Animals.’ 
 
    “So, starting fires and cruelty to animals are two of the three pillars of the MacDonald triad, which identifies traits of people in their younger years that suggest they might be violent, serial offenders later on. The third,” another dot appeared, “is bedwetting. And those are three questions you should have asked me if you wanted to know if I was really a killer.” 
 
    Beckett squinted at the screen; this was all news to him. In his mind, he performed a quick mental checklist. He didn’t like hurting animals—Dr. Nordmeyer the mouse-lady didn’t count—and he didn’t piss the bed unless he was really drunk. The only fires he liked setting were at the business end of a good Cuban cigar.  
 
    Well, you missed the mark on this one, Shane. 
 
    “Do you piss the bed, doc?” someone called out. 
 
    Even Shane laughed. 
 
    “Now that I’m fifty-seven? Sure, occasionally. But not when I was a kid.” 
 
    This dog and pony show went on for the better part of half an hour before Shane started to discuss socio- and psychopaths.  
 
    “A true serial killer has no empathy. These psychopaths, likely by a combination of nature and nurture, simply do not feel an emotional connection to any other person. Maybe at one time they cared for their parents, their mother, most likely, but once a traumatic event tarnishes that single relationship, there is no going back. But just because someone lacks empathy, it does not mean they are or will be a killer. In fact, there are some studies that estimate that one in four people lacks empathy.” Shane looked around and pretended to count. “Which means that about twenty-two or so of you lack empathy. But are you all going to become killers? I certainly hope not.” 
 
    The man let this hang in the air for a moment, a wry grin on his face. 
 
    “What makes this sort of prospective study so difficult, is the fact that it is near impossible to diagnose most of these people. Most sociopaths work, have families, fit in with society. Most of them don’t do anything illegal or dangerous or violent.” 
 
    “They’re faking it!” 
 
    “That’s right, that’s right. They fake it. And as they’ve had years of practice trying to fit in, these individuals can be very, very convincing.” 
 
    Beckett was starting to become bored. So far, Shane hadn’t even broached the subject of why killers kill, what makes a sociopath flip a switch and turn into a psychopath?  
 
    “Hey, Shane, I thought you were going to tell us why these people kill, not what signs can be used to identify them,” Beckett suddenly blurted. 
 
    Maybe being fucking exhausted is the answer, because lord knows it can make you shout out when you know you should just keep your mouth shut. 
 
    Shane leveled a finger at him. 
 
    “Very good question, but it’s not one that’s easy to answer. That being said, researchers have come up with two possible reasons: one is that there’s something wrong with the reward system in these people’s brains. To them, killing is like a drug that gives them this feeling of being ‘high’. Their brains are wired to reward them for certain behaviors, and committing violent acts against others in this case, is that behavior. The second includes typical motivations for humans: greed, revenge, lust, those sorts of base desires. Many other reasons have also been proposed, but these are the two that, in my opinion, hold the most traction.” 
 
    Beckett frowned. None of these answers provided any insight into his own mind, or Suzan’s for that matter. It was all just mumbo-jumbo that he would have been able to get out of any college textbook on violent offenders.  
 
    Tired and annoyed, Beckett peeled himself off the back wall and left the classroom. 
 
    Only, he didn’t leave the building. He still had questions that needed to be answered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Several students stayed after the lecture to speak to Dr. Shane Balatsel, and it took the man a good half-hour before he finally left on his own. 
 
    And that’s when Beckett approached. 
 
    “Ah, you stuck around,” Shane said. Up close, the man was smiley and jubilant, despite the fact that he’d spent the last two hours talking about the most morbid of subject matters. “That was an interesting question you posed back there. Even though it was written on the flyer, not too many people ever ask why. Are you a student here? I mean, at the University?” 
 
    Beckett raised an eyebrow and looked down at himself. He knew that he looked young for his age, but he didn’t think he looked that young. 
 
    “No, I’m a forensic pathologist,” Beckett replied. 
 
    Shane laughed.  
 
    “Now I get it. Trying to understand those responsible for the people you see in the morgue every day, is that it?” 
 
    “Something like that. Listen, I don’t mean to sound weird, but when someone doesn’t fit into any of those categories that you described, what would drive them to kill?” 
 
    “There are too many reasons to list now, unfortunately. I’m in a bit of a hurry, but I run these small group sessions that would be the perfect place to discuss something like this. We usually meet up around five or six every day in this very classroom—it’s unsanctioned, but nobody seems to mind. I’m sure that some of my regulars would love to hear from someone in the trenches, so to speak. Join us. It’ll be fun.” 
 
    Sitting around talking about killing with a bunch of undergrads wasn’t really his cup of tea, but Beckett still needed answers. He wanted to know what was going on inside both his and Suzan’s head, with the long shot of being able to fix her.  
 
    One day. 
 
    “You know what? Maybe I will. Maybe I will.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 51 
 
      
 
    Even though Beckett wanted to speak to Dr. Nordmeyer directly, he decided, based on their previous encounter, that that probably wasn’t in his best interest. He debated getting Suzan to reach out to the woman, but he couldn’t find her, and she wasn’t answering her phone. 
 
    Instead, he asked Dolores to call her up and inquire about the tox results.  
 
    She agreed without hesitation. 
 
    “Thanks, Dolores.” 
 
    “What about Dr. Hollenbeck? You want to see him now?” 
 
    Beckett cringed dramatically. 
 
    “If he asks, I’m still sick.” 
 
    Dolores laughed and said she would relay the message. The next thing he did was reach out to Dunbar. 
 
    “You find out anything about our suspects? Are they speaking at all? Their amnesia suddenly go away?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, not. They still claim to remember nothing, and now they’ve lawyered up. They’re pressuring the DA to make up his mind on the specifics of the indictment.” 
 
    “All right, keep me notified. Oh, one more thing.” 
 
    “Yeah? What is it?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me that Damien Drake was back in town?” 
 
    There was a long pause. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I can’t talk about that.” 
 
    “You can’t, can you? Really? But you can let Suzan go and see him?” 
 
    Dunbar cursed under his breath. 
 
    “Shit, I’m sorry. Suzan… I did it as a favor for Suzan. She is kinda like his stepdaughter, after all.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think it was important to mention this when I saw you?” 
 
    “I couldn’t. Trust me, I wanted to, but…” 
 
    “What the hell did they talk about, then? Suzan came to me this morning, acting all strange.” 
 
    “I have no idea. They spoke for ten minutes, that’s it.” 
 
    Beckett scowled. 
 
    He thought he could trust Dunbar, but the man still appeared to be keeping secrets.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Beckett. Did you guys find anything in the suspects’ blood? DA wants to know. Were they out of their minds on LSD or bath salts or something?” 
 
    This was the second time that bath salts had been mentioned, and Beckett found it a little alarming. 
 
    “I can’t find my underling. Hopefully, she skipped town. As soon as I get the results, I’ll forward them to you.” 
 
    “All right, thanks, Beckett. And I’m sorry again about this whole Drake thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Whatever,” Beckett said, then hung up the phone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 52 
 
      
 
    Beckett peeked out from the elevator, then tucked his head back in. He felt like a sniper trying to locate the enemy without being spotted. 
 
    But Dr. Nordmeyer wasn’t in the lab. He knew that she was on today, but evidently, she’d vacated her post to evacuate her bowels. 
 
    There was another body in the morgue today, but it was an elderly man and he clearly hadn’t been stabbed with a screwdriver.  
 
    Beckett hurried through the morgue and into the adjacent hallway. From there, he made his way to the lab where he met up with Lab Guy. He had cut his hair short, but still sported his telltale thick-framed spectacles. 
 
    “Dr. Campbell, haven’t seen you in a while,” the man remarked. 
 
    Beckett framed his own hair. 
 
    “Nice look; keep it right, keep it tight.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean my hair,” the lab guy said with a frown. “New lab regulations. What can I do for you, Dr. Campbell?” 
 
    Beckett looked over at a centrifuge that was spinning on the workbench.  
 
    “That wouldn’t happen to be the blood samples from my most recent case in there, would it?” 
 
    “Your most recent case?” 
 
    “Yeah, Dr. Nordmeyer put in the request.” 
 
    “Ah, that case; I sent the results to you guys the other day.” 
 
    “No, not the victims,” Beckett clarified. “The suspects.” 
 
    Lab Guy grabbed a folder off the desk.  
 
    “I tried to contact Dr. Nordmeyer, but she wasn’t picking up. Results just came in.” 
 
    Beckett took the folder and quickly scanned the four pages. 
 
    “Nothing? None of these guys had anything in their systems? No bath salts?” 
 
    “Bath salts?” 
 
    “Yeah, all the cool kids are doing it. Seriously, these guys were stone-cold sober?” 
 
    “According to the results.” 
 
    Beckett contemplated his options.  
 
    “Could you have missed something?” 
 
    Lab Guy made a face. 
 
    “I don’t make mistakes.” 
 
    “Okay, bud, what I meant is maybe the assay wasn’t sensitive enough or it didn’t look for the right substance.” 
 
    “We can do a more sensitive and comprehensive assay if you want.” 
 
    “Yeah, do that, then.” 
 
    “Buuuut, there’s not much sample left and seeing as it was Dr. Nordmeyer who placed the initial request…” 
 
    Beckett glared at the man’s magnified eyes. 
 
    “Y-yeah, it shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll get right on it.” 
 
    “I thought you might reconsider.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 53 
 
      
 
    “Dolores, have you seen Suzan at all?” 
 
    The secretary shook her head. 
 
    “No, she left shortly after you did this morning, said she wasn’t feeling well. To be honest, she didn’t look right, either. Is she okay?” 
 
    How the fuck should I know? 
 
    “Just tired. Thanks.” 
 
    Beckett strummed his fingers on his desk. Then he called Suzan and left a message asking her to call him back. 
 
    So now both Dr. Nordmeyer and Suzan are missing, he thought. I wonder if they decided to team up against me, combine their efforts and take me out? 
 
    Even though Beckett had meant it as a joke, it wasn’t funny. 
 
    Beckett checked his watch and wondered what he should do next. He debated checking on his residents, but after what happened with Trevor at the bar, he wasn’t sure if he could trust them anymore.  
 
    He didn’t want to talk to Dr. Swansea again, but he had to let the man know that the Yasiv job was done. He had to tell him that this whole little DNR experiment was finally over. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As before, Grant intercepted Beckett in the hallway. It was almost as if the man could smell him coming. 
 
    “You’re back!” Grant exclaimed, holding his arms out just in case Beckett was going to collapse like last time.  
 
    “Put your arms down, you look like a pauper. You hear anything lately?” 
 
    Grant confirmed that they were alone, then spoke in a hushed tone. 
 
    “I heard Dr. Swansea talking on the phone to someone about zombies.” 
 
    Beckett squinted hard. 
 
    “Zombies? What the fuck? You high or something?” 
 
    This is all I need; I’ve got a medical thriller on my hands that suddenly became a post-apocalyptic zombie story. It’s not like there aren’t enough of those on Kindle Unlimited.  
 
    But to Beckett’s surprise, Grant seemed serious. 
 
    “Tell me you’re pulling my leg.” 
 
    “I wish I was. But you told me to keep my ears open and that’s what I heard… zombies. That’s all I know.” 
 
    Beckett curled his upper lip. 
 
    Two could play at this game. 
 
    “Did you hear the one about King Midas and Oedipus?” 
 
    Fucking zombies. Are you kidding me? 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “The one about King Midas and Oedipus. Stay with me now, Grant, there’ll be a test later.” 
 
    Grant shook his head slowly. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Well you should, because it’s motherfucking gold.” 
 
    Grant pulled back and then, to Beckett’s utter surprise, the man started to laugh. Beckett had never heard him laugh before. And given how surprised Grant looked, perhaps he’d never heard himself laugh, either. 
 
    It was like when the Grinch started to cry and wondered what the hell the liquid coming out of his eyes was. Grant looked like he was having an allergic reaction to humor.  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Beckett said. “Come find me after your stroke.” 
 
    With that, he left Grant and, with his head full of zombies, went to find Dr. Swansea. 
 
    As chance would have it, he ran into the man in the hallway—Dr. Swansea was likely drawn to the seal mating call that was still coming out of Grant’s throat. 
 
    As with Suzan and himself, Dr. Swansea looked worse for wear. His thick beard, which was usually manicured, extended too far down his neck and his eyes were red-rimmed.  
 
    “Beckett, I, uhh, I didn’t expect to see—” the man simply stopped mid-sentence when he saw the expression on Beckett’s face.  
 
    “I’m done.” 
 
    “Maybe we should go to my office,” Dr. Swansea suggested. 
 
    Beckett shook his head. 
 
    “Did you hear me? I said, I’m done.” 
 
    “Beckett, I—” 
 
    “I’m done—I don’t want to hear anything from you, or your Dan Brown reject friends ever again. In fact, if you so much as fart near me, I’ll make sure it’s your face in the damn woodchipper,” Beckett hissed. 
 
    Dr. Swansea suddenly appeared close to tears, but Beckett didn’t buy the act. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Beckett. I’m sorry for everything.” 
 
    “Not yet, you’re not. But if you threaten me or Suzan again, you will be. That’s a promise.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 54 
 
      
 
    Beckett fired off another text, one of maybe a dozen or more he’d sent Suzan throughout the day, asking where the hell she was. He’d also called her so many times that her voicemail was full. Beckett knew that sometimes Suzan liked her alone time, they both did, but this was unusual given the circumstances. Ever since Dr. Gourde, all she’d wanted to do was talk and now that he was available, she was MIA.  
 
    And yet you’re here, instead of with her… 
 
    The room had been rearranged since the morning lecture. The vast majority of chairs had been cleared out, leaving only a dozen or so spread out in a circle. There was also a coffee station at the back, which Beckett immediately gravitated toward.  
 
    “Shane makes a mean coffee,” a blond kid with a goatee informed him. He had some sort of Californian accent, which immediately annoyed Beckett. 
 
    But he wasn’t so bothered that he didn’t go for the coffee. The only other pick-me-up Beckett had was the little bag of cocaine leftover from Tyler Tisdale’s stash.  
 
    He decided to save that for later. 
 
    Beckett poured himself a cup and took a sip. The kid was right, it was good.  
 
    There were five students in the room, all seated except for Mr. California. Beckett opted to stand until Shane arrived. The man was humbler than he had been on stage, coming in through the main door, sporting a smile on his face and a bookbag under one arm.  
 
    “Evening everyone,” Shane said. His eyes met Beckett’s at the back of the room. “Hey, glad you could make it. You know, I don’t think I caught your name this morning.” 
 
    “JJ,” Beckett said instinctively. 
 
    “Okay, JJ. Well, welcome, why don’t you come take a seat. Grab a coffee if you need it.” 
 
    Beckett held up his cup and took a sip. It was so good that he could already feel the caffeine surging through his veins.  
 
    He reluctantly joined the prayer circle. 
 
    “Good—you want to start, JJ? Pose your question to the group?” 
 
    Beckett looked around. 
 
    “No,” he said flatly. “Not really.” 
 
    Shane laughed. 
 
    “Okay, maybe after a couple of cups of coffee you’ll be more talkative. But, hey, don’t worry about it; I’ll bring up your question. Earlier today, JJ asked what motivates a person to kill? Do they suddenly wake up one morning and say, hey I want to kill somebody, or is it a slow, grinding process like pressure inside a volcano that eventually erupts? What do you guys think?” 
 
    Shane opened the floor to questions, and there was no shortage of people willing to offer their opinions. 
 
    They know not of which they speak, Beckett thought wryly. 
 
    “I think it builds over time,” Shane said, offering his own opinion when others had run dry. “Most serial killers are motivated by power. They’ve lost power in their lives and to get it back, the easiest way is to prey on someone more vulnerable. That’s why women and kids are often the targets. But this loss of power happens slowly, often beginning in childhood and culminating in their mid-twenties.” 
 
    “But what about these mass shootings? Aren’t they random?” Mr. California asked. 
 
    Beckett was suddenly paying attention. 
 
    “While the individual victims might be random, the killers in these types of cases view them as a collective, as a whole. They’re out for revenge, which is just another form of power and control.” 
 
    “Is anything really random anymore?” Beckett said without thinking.  
 
    Shane cocked his head to one side. 
 
    “Good question. I wonder if—” 
 
    Beckett’s phone started to buzz and, thinking that it was Suzan, he excused himself from the group. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I’m on call,” he lied as he made his way toward the coffee station.  
 
    It wasn’t even a call; it was a text. And it wasn’t from Suzan, but Dunbar.  
 
    All four suspects attended NYU at some point—two never finished their degree.  
 
    It wasn’t the smoking gun he’d wanted, but it was a connection, which they hadn’t had before. Beckett slipped the phone back into his pocket.  
 
    “I told you his coffee is good.” 
 
    Beckett looked up at the man with the goatee who had joined him at the table. He wanted to say something witty but hesitated.  
 
    The kid reminded Beckett of somebody. Not so much in the way he spoke, but his general look and feel. 
 
    And then it hit him. 
 
    “My God,” Beckett whispered. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know if it’s that good.” 
 
    Beckett raised his eyes to look at Shane, who was staring back at him with a grin on his face. 
 
    Shane Balatsel… Andy Balatsel—the employee at Jalapeno.  
 
    This is the link, Beckett knew. All four suspects had come here, to this small group, and spoke about killing.  
 
    Beckett swallowed hard. Despite all the coffee he was drinking, his mouth was incredibly dry. His mind also felt foggy. 
 
    Lack of sleep, stress, the coke he did the other night—all possible diagnoses flashed in his mind.  
 
    Beckett looked down at his cup of coffee and then put it aside. He didn’t think it was strong enough to help at this point. 
 
    Realizing that everyone back at the table was staring at him, Beckett quickly got his phone out again and sent a text to Dunbar.  
 
    Then he smiled and returned to the circle. 
 
    “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “That’s all right, we were about to break for dinner anyway. There’s a joint up the way if you like Mexican food.” 
 
    Beckett tried to remain calm. What once seemed completely random was inexorably linked… he just couldn’t believe he’d missed the threads before.  
 
    “I’ll be honest with you, though,” Shane continued. “I want you to go there for other reasons, too—a little bit of nepotism. My son works there. In fact, if you tell him I sent you, he’ll even give you a ten percent discount.” 
 
    Beckett was trying desperately to focus on Shane, to figure out his motives, but his mind kept on wandering. The only thing that brought him back was his phone again. This time it was a call from an unlisted number. 
 
    Beckett immediately answered and retreated to the back of the room for a second time. 
 
    “Suzan? You all right? I’ve been trying to—” 
 
    “No, it’s me.” 
 
    “Me? Who’s me? Who is this?” 
 
    There was a heavy sigh on the other end of the line. 
 
    “Lab Guy.” 
 
    “Ah, Lab Guy. What’s up?” 
 
    “I tried to reach Dr. Nordmeyer, but I can’t get a hold of her.” 
 
    “So? What am I, her keeper? What the hell does this have to do with me?” 
 
    Beckett was aware that others in the room were staring at him, so he turned his back. 
 
    “I got the results of the assay you wanted me to run.” 
 
    Of course. 
 
    “And? Tell me you have some good news. Tell me there was a hit.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve got some good news and some bad news, which do you want to hear—” 
 
    “Just spit it out.” 
 
    “All right, the bad news is that I had to use all the blood samples. If this goes to trial, there won’t be any left for testing or confirmation. The good news is that we got a hit on a compound.” 
 
    Beckett waited but when the man didn’t say anything else, he nearly threw his phone to the ground in frustration.  
 
    “And? What the hell was it?” 
 
    “All four suspects had trace amounts of scopolamine in their system.” 
 
    And then Beckett’s phone did hit the floor, not because he threw it, but because it slipped from his hand.  
 
    All the pieces of this puzzle suddenly fell into place, and he knew, at that moment, that there was no such thing as randomness.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 55 
 
      
 
    “You okay, buddy?” California asked. 
 
    Beckett bent down and picked up his phone. The screen was cracked in the lower left-hand corner, but it seemed to function just fine. 
 
    “Just a little low blood sugar. Don’t let this skinny fat physique fool you, I’ve got type II diabetes.” Then, to Shane, Beckett said, “I think I’ll get a burrito from the joint you recommended. You want something? My treat.” 
 
    The man just smiled. 
 
    “You may have type II diabetes, but I have high blood pressure. The food at Jalapenos is delicious, but the salt content doesn’t agree with me. Go get yourself something and come back. We’d love to hear more of your thoughts.” 
 
    High blood pressure, my ass. You look like you could run ten miles without breaking a sweat.  
 
    Beckett apologized again for disrupting the class and then drove to Jalapenos. But instead of going through the front doors, he went around back. All it took was three knocks before Rashid opened it. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Hi, I need to talk to one of your employees again. You don’t mind, do you?” Without waiting for an answer, Beckett grabbed the door and pulled so hard that Rashid was flung into the alley.  
 
    Andy was busy arranging green peppers when Beckett tapped him on the shoulder.  
 
    “Hey, Andy, remember me?” 
 
    Andy tried to smile, but the expression looked more like someone who was suffering from diverticulitis. 
 
    “I want one of those burritos,” Beckett said. 
 
    “S-s-sure,” Andy stammered. “Maybe you can go to the other side?” 
 
    “No,” Beckett replied. “Not those burritos. I want the special kind of burritos, the kind that your dad gets you to make for his students.” 
 
    The man looked as if he’d crapped his pants. 
 
    “Wh-what d-do you mean?” 
 
    Beckett grabbed the man’s shoulder and squeezed. 
 
    “Make me one of those fucking burritos,” he demanded. “And don’t you dare skimp on the scopolamine sauce.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once again, Beckett found himself waiting for Dr. Shane Balatsel. 
 
    As he hid in the shadows, Beckett contemplated the very first words that had come out of the man’s mouth when he stepped on stage that morning. 
 
    I am a killer. 
 
    Oh yes, you are, Beckett thought. 
 
    The man switched off the lights in the classroom and then stepped into the hallway. He’d just closed the door behind him when Beckett approached. 
 
    “Jesus, JJ. You scared me.” 
 
    “Sorry about that. I thought you’d be hungry.” Beckett showed him the giant burrito wrapped in foil. “So, I got you one of these.” 
 
    Shane swallowed visibly. 
 
    “I appreciate it, but I packed a dinner and already ate. I thought you were going to come back earlier. I’m afraid all the other students have left already.” 
 
    Beckett pouted. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want it? Your son made it special, just for you.” 
 
    Beckett could see beads of sweat form on the man’s bald head. 
 
    “Your name’s not really JJ, is it?” 
 
    Beckett shook his head. 
 
    “No. No, it’s not. But this is your burrito.” 
 
    As he wagged the foil package with one hand, Beckett slipped the syringe from his pocket with his other. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 56 
 
      
 
    Beckett could’ve killed Shane right then and there. He should have, in fact. After all, he had the room to himself and no one ever came to this area of the university at this hour.  
 
    But Beckett finally had someone from whom he could get answers. Or that was the hope. 
 
    “I’m not eating it,” Shane said defiantly. 
 
    Beckett looked down at the burrito in his hand. To be honest, it didn’t look half bad. 
 
    “You’re going to eat it. And then you’re going to start talking. What irony… a killer teaches a class on killers and is eventually killed by another killer.” 
 
    Beckett realized he was still rambling because of the scopolamine-laced coffee, but he didn’t care. 
 
    “What are you talking about? I didn’t kill anybody.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    Beckett didn’t have time for this, so he grabbed the man’s head and pinched his nose. Then he jammed the end of the burrito in his mouth. But Shane just turned his head to one side and spat.  
 
    “Tsk, tsk, tsk. What a waste of food.” 
 
    Beckett had given the man a lower dose of midazolam than he normally did, but strapped to the chair, he knew that Shane couldn’t put up a fight for much longer. This time, Beckett forgot about the burrito and simply pinched Shane’s nose and covered his mouth with his palm. 
 
    The man struggled to breathe, tried to shake free, but Beckett held fast. 
 
    After about thirty seconds, he pulled his hand away and the man gasped. 
 
    The next time Beckett offered the burrito, Shane took a massive bite, then another. 
 
    “So much for your high blood pressure, huh?” 
 
    Beckett had laid out four cups of coffee and offered one to the man now. 
 
    “Silly me, your hands are bound. Here, let me help you out.” Beckett poured nearly the entire cup down the man’s throat. Shane swallowed a good portion of it before sputtering and coughing. Beckett tossed the cup aside and got a fresh one. 
 
    “Well, we can wait for the scopolamine to kick in, or you can just speed things up and start talking. Either way, you are going to talk.” 
 
    Shane said nothing and Beckett shrugged. 
 
    “Suit yourself. While we wait, let me tell you what I know—feel free to correct me if I veer off course. So, this whole meeting here? It’s all just a primer, isn’t it? You feed these guys scopolamine in their coffee and talk about killing for hours on end. Once you’ve identified those most susceptible to suggestion, you send them to your son who mixes a whole lotta scope in their burrito. Then what? You meet up with these students on the way back here? Show them a picture of who you want them to kill? Is that it?” 
 
    Shane looked at his toes but still refused to speak. 
 
    “That’s fucked up. Really fucked up. But what I don’t get is why? What do you get out of this? And how do you choose your victims?” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    Beckett pointed at Shane. 
 
    “You spoke! You spoke! Wait, you don’t what? You don’t know why you do it? Or you don’t pick the victims?” 
 
    “I don’t pick.” 
 
    “Hmm, if you say a higher power selects them, I swear, I’m going to—” 
 
    Beckett suddenly fell silent. 
 
    Zombies, Grant said he overheard Dr. Swansea talk about zombies.  
 
    Scopolamine was notorious for making people suggestible, and it was often referred to as the zombie drug. 
 
    In high enough doses, it can also induce amnesia. 
 
    Beckett’s mouth was so dry that he could barely swallow. 
 
    “You don’t pick the victims?” he suddenly growled. “Shane, if you don’t pick the victims then who does?” 
 
    The man tried to look away again, but Beckett grabbed his chin and held his head straight. 
 
    “Is it Dr. Swansea? Is it DNR? Are they the ones who tell you who to kill?” 
 
    Shane started to smile, and it took all of Beckett’s willpower not to cut him open. 
 
    “Check my pocket,” the man said. 
 
    For the first time in a long while, Beckett was genuinely frightened at what he might find. Yet, he pushed this fear away and pulled four small cards out of Shane’s pocket.  
 
    “No, not that pocket,” Shane protested, but Beckett ignored him. He knew what the cards were the second he felt the thick paper. And the realization made him sick to his stomach. 
 
    He didn’t need to look at them to know whose names were written on the cards: it was Victor Walken and the other three victims. 
 
    Beckett exhaled loudly. 
 
    “Why these kids? Why does DNR want them dead? Tyler, I understand, and I get Yasiv, too, but why these kids?” 
 
    “Nothing is random, Beckett. Just like me and you meeting here—that wasn’t random.” 
 
    Beckett grabbed his chin again. 
 
    “How did you know my name?” 
 
    “Because we’re supposed to work together, Beckett. That was the plan. My drugs and what you have inside of you. We’re both special.” 
 
    Beckett stared into the man’s pupils; they were dilated, a clear indication that the scopolamine had started to take effect. 
 
    “What the hell you talking about? How do you know who I am?” 
 
    “We all do… doucement.” 
 
    Beckett squinted hard, trying to remember back to that night in the castle. Dr. Swansea had slipped something into his drink then… could it have been scopolamine? Could Shane have been there?  
 
    “Why are they doing this? What do they want?” 
 
    Shane started to laugh. 
 
    “Those cards were for me, Beckett. Yours is in my other pocket.” 
 
    Beckett’s hand started to tremble as he reached into the man’s pocket.  
 
    There was another card inside, the one that Shane claimed was meant for him.  
 
    Beckett took it out and held it up to the light. 
 
    Then he moaned.  
 
    “No. Noooo!” 
 
    “Oh, yes, Beckett. They have plans for you. They have plans for you.” Shane’s voice suddenly became high-pitched. “They have plans for—” 
 
    Without even realizing what he was doing, Beckett slashed the man’s throat. He jumped backward, barely avoiding the spray of blood. 
 
    “No,” he moaned again. “Please, no.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 57 
 
      
 
    “Answer your damn phone!” Beckett shouted as he tore across the city in his Tesla. But of course, Suzan’s mailbox was full, and she wasn’t picking up. 
 
    The entire drive, the implications of Shane’s words became clear. 
 
    Those four cards were for me, the other is for you.  
 
    Beckett tried his house first, but Suzan wasn’t there. When he spotted his tattoo gun on the bed, a thought occurred to him.  
 
    A horrible thought.  
 
    A terrible thought.  
 
    A disgusting thought. 
 
    Beckett was in full panic mode now as he headed to Dr. Nordmeyer’s place next. 
 
    Her Nissan Leaf was still in the driveway, but thankfully, Suzan’s car wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Still, he had to be sure. Beckett knocked loudly on the front door, trying to come up with a believable scenario as to why he was here should she answer.  
 
    But it wasn’t necessary; nobody came to the door. This caused his anxiety to ratchet up a few more notches, and he felt compelled to head down the side of the house to look inside. 
 
    Knowing that he’d likely been seen by a half-dozen neighbors already, he stayed close to the wall as he moved. The side door was locked, but when he got to the sliding doors at the rear of the house, he froze. 
 
    Dr. Karen Nordmeyer was slumped at her kitchen table. Her face was down, and her arms were hanging limply to the floor. 
 
    Dr. Nordmeyer was dead. 
 
    “No,” Beckett moaned. “Suzan, nooooo! What have you done?” 
 
    Suzan’s cryptic comments about Dr. Nordmeyer became crystal now, and Beckett remembered how her side had been sore when she’d hugged him. 
 
    That and the tattoo gun on the bed painted a horrifying picture. 
 
    Suzan speaking to Drake must have been the final straw to push her over the edge. Because while Beckett and the ex-NYPD detective had their differences, the one thing that he could count on was Drake being loyal. 
 
    And to a woman who had PTSD and hadn’t slept in several days? Loyalty could be misconstrued as something else entirely.  
 
    Beckett, tears streaming down his cheeks, slunk back to his car and slammed his hands down on the dashboard. The LCD monitor protested by displaying a swirl of colors, but he barely noticed. 
 
    “Suzan, what have you done?” he begged from between clenched teeth. 
 
    In order to protect Beckett, Suzan had taken it upon herself to deal with Dr. Karen Nordmeyer in the only way she knew how. 
 
    To kill the woman. 
 
    But Dr. Nordmeyer didn’t deserve to die. Which meant that Suzan had broken his rules. Beckett didn’t know how Dr. Swansea and DNR had figured this out so quickly, but they had. 
 
    That’s why the final card with Suzan’s name on it was for him. 
 
    I have to go see Dr. Swansea. I need him to clean up this mess-Suzan’s mess—then I’ll do whatever he wants. No matter what. So long as Suzan is safe, I’ll do anything. 
 
    His phone started to ring and when he saw the caller ID, Beckett choked back more tears.  
 
    “Suzan? Suzan, where are you? Please, where are you? Tell me where you are.” 
 
    “Dr. Campbell?” 
 
    Beckett’s heart was pounding so hard in his chest he thought his ribs would break. 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    “It’s Dolores.” 
 
    “Where’s Suzan? Where is she?” 
 
    “Beckett, there’s been an accident. Suzan’s in the hospital. You need to get here as soon as you can.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 58 
 
      
 
    “Where is she!” Beckett demanded. 
 
    The woman at the front desk looked at him as if he had three heads. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Suzan Cuthbert! Where is she?” 
 
    When the secretary failed to reply immediately, Beckett turned down the nearest hallway. It just so happened this led to the ICU, which was the most likely location that Suzan was being held. 
 
    Dolores had informed him that a fellow med student found Suzan collapsed in her car. They’d brought her in with severe dehydration. Her electrolytes were so out of whack that she’d gone into ventricular tachycardia twice.  
 
    “Anybody know where Suzan Cuthbert is?” Beckett shouted as he headed down the hall. “I’m looking for Suzan! Suzan Cuthbert! Where is—” 
 
    A man with a thick black beard sporting a white lab coat stepped out of one of the rooms. 
 
    “You motherfucker,” Beckett growled. He had never been so angry in his entire life. Beckett started to run at Dr. Swansea, and the man put his hands up defensively. “I warned you what would happen if you fucked with her, Swansea. I warned you!” 
 
    “Calm down, Beckett, calm down. She’s okay, she’s okay. She was admitted for—” 
 
    “Where is she!” Beckett screamed. He reached for Dr. Swansea then, much like he had earlier in the day, but as he did, something sharp pricked the side of his neck. He cried out and turned in time to see a woman in a pantsuit, her hair pulled into a tight bun, stride past.  
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    “What did you—” 
 
    “She’s fine, Beckett.” 
 
    Beckett refocused on Dr. Swansea. 
 
    “Tell me where she is.” His words had suddenly lost some of their muster.  
 
    Beckett reached for Dr. Swansea, but his hand seemed to move in slow motion, and he counted a dozen fingers on each hand.  
 
    “What have you ddddddone with Suzzzzzzannnnnn.” His words were thick and drawn out. Beckett’s knees suddenly buckled, and Dr. Swansea broke his fall. 
 
    As the man lowered him to the cold floor, Dr. Swansea leaned in close and whispered in his ear. 
 
    “I told you not to fuck with them, Beckett. I tried, I really did. I warned you. But now it’s too late. I’m sorry… so sorry.” 
 
    Beckett tried to say something, but he was having difficulty breathing. He could feel his heartbeat in every cell, and it was slowing down.  
 
    One beat… two beats… threeeeeeeeeeee… 
 
    Beckett closed his eyes and realized that for the first time since killing Craig Sloan his headache was finally completely gone.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 59 
 
      
 
    Suzan opened her eyes to the sound of some sort of commotion. She wasn’t sure where she was at first, only that she was in some sort of hospital room. 
 
    Did I pass out? Did I fall asleep behind the wheel? 
 
    She pressed the call button on the inside of her hospital bed and then tried to rise. A dizzy spell hit her hard, and she fell back against her pillow. She held the call button down this time, but there was still no voice from the intercom. 
 
    Instead, she heard his voice—Beckett’s voice. 
 
    What the hell is he doing here? 
 
    This time, Suzan managed to get to her feet, and she wheeled her IV bag to the doorway. 
 
    It can’t be him… can it? 
 
    Using the IV stand for balance, she pushed the door open and stepped into the hallway.  
 
    A woman in a suit nearly knocked her over as she passed, and had she been in a more stable condition, Suzan would have told her off.  
 
    Shaking her head, Suzan turned back to the scene not thirty feet from her.  
 
    A man with a black beard was huddled over a body. Suzan shuffled even closer and her blood suddenly ran cold. 
 
    “Beckett?” 
 
    Her boyfriend was lying on the floor, and he was much too still for her liking.  
 
    “What’s going on here? What’s wrong with Beckett?” she demanded.  
 
    In response to her voice, the man with the beard, Dr. Swansea, turned to look at her. 
 
    Then he shook his head. 
 
    At first, Suzan didn’t understand. 
 
    “What happened to him? Wake him up.” 
 
    Dr. Swansea shook his head again. 
 
    “No,” Suzan moaned. “Nooo!” 
 
    She started forward again, but this time she forgot about her IV stand. It toppled and she tore the needle out of the back of her hand, but Suzan barely noticed.  
 
    “Wake him up,” she demanded. 
 
    But Dr. Swansea wasn’t doing anything but shaking his head. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Suzan.” 
 
    “What?” Suzan gawked. “What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    “He’s dead—Beckett’s dead.” 
 
    Suzan’s world suddenly narrowed. 
 
    “Get a crash cart, a surgical team, we’re in a hospital! Wake him up!” 
 
    Dr. Swansea stared at her for a moment before saying, “We can’t.” 
 
    Tears were streaming down her cheeks now, and her breathing had become labored. 
 
    “What do you mean, you can’t?” Suzan was within ten feet of Beckett and closing fast. 
 
    “We can’t, Suzan, because Beckett has a DNR.” 
 
    Those three letters brought with them a deluge of emotions. 
 
    “You did this,” she accused. “You killed them. You killed Beckett and all those other people!” 
 
    Suzan was fuming now. 
 
    “This is all your fault! You did this!” 
 
    “Take her away,” Dr. Swansea said. As he spoke, he turned his eyes to the floor. In the process, Suzan got a good look at Beckett. His eyes were open and blank, and no matter how hard she stared, Suzan never saw his chest rise or fall. “Please, just get her out of here. Take her to the psych ward.” 
 
    Thick, muscled arms wrapped around Suzan’s waist and pulled her backward. She kicked and screamed and tried to bite, but the grip on her body never let up. 
 
    “You did this! Dr. Swansea, you did this!” she screamed. “You did this! You… killed… them… all…”


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Henry Yasiv smoked cigarette after cigarette as he waited in his car by the rear doors of the hospital. His life had been a fucking mess ever since getting involved with Dr. Beckett Campbell, something that dozens of people had advised him against. 
 
    Let it go, they’d insisted. Just let it go, they’d all said, but Yasiv couldn’t let it go. 
 
    He smoked another cigarette and then flicked the wasted butt out the window. As he did, the rear doors emblazoned with the NYU Med symbol opened and a woman in a blue suit stepped out. She was quickly followed by a man with a dark beard and hollow eyes, a man that Yasiv recognized based on the description that Beckett had given him. After Dr. Swansea came an orderly with a gurney. On top of the gurney was a thick black bag adorned with the words ‘BODY FARM’ on the side.  
 
    Yasiv could barely believe his eyes; everything was playing out exactly the way Beckett said it would. 
 
    And that wasn’t necessarily a good thing.  
 
    Yasiv lit another cigarette as the orderly moved the bag from the gurney to his shoulder and then made his way over to an unmarked van. Once there, he gently loaded it into the back. After closing the van doors, Dr. Swansea walked over and handed him a small yellow package. 
 
    Then the orderly left and Dr. Swansea and the woman in the suit got into the van. Squinting hard to see through the front windshield, Yasiv thought he saw the bearded doctor lean over and kiss the woman on the mouth. But there was too much smoke in his car to be certain.  
 
    As he waved the cloud from his vision, the van started up and crept out of the hospital parking lot. 
 
    Henry Yasiv followed.  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Hey guys,  
 
    I hope you’ve enjoyed Beckett’s most disastrous adventure yet! I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again: Beckett is the most fun character I get to write. Sure, he’s over the top, he’s rude, he’s crass, but there’s something liberating about being able to say whatever you want to whomever you want. Not only do you need heaps of confidence to do something like that but you need some major balls, too. 
 
    And Beckett has both. 
 
    Or should I say had both. 
 
    Need to know what happens next? Then don’t forget to order the fifth book in the series ‘EXTRACTING EVIL’ right now!  
 
      
 
    You keep reading, and I’ll keep writing. 
 
    Best, 
 
    Pat 
 
    Montreal, 2019 
 
      
 
    P.S. Keep on scrolling for a sneak peek of EXTRACTING EVIL… 
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    “See that woman, Bradley?” Dr. Claire Teller asked, a finger aimed at the glass window embedded in the door. The boy was so short that he had to get up on his tiptoes to peer inside. 
 
    “Yeah, what about her?” he asked after staring into the room for a few seconds. 
 
    “Do you recognize her?” 
 
    “No. Should I?” Bradley said, dropping onto his heels and turning to face her. 
 
    Dr. Teller shrugged. 
 
    “Who is she?” 
 
    “Her name’s Suzan.” 
 
    Bradley waited for her to go on, but Dr. Teller remained quiet. She’d learned long ago that it was usually best to just let Bradley ask the questions and answer them as succinctly as possible. Sometimes, in the evenings, when she reflected on her sessions with the boy, a glass of wine in hand, Claire wondered who was the patient and who was the doctor?  
 
    “And why are you showing her to me?” Bradley continued. 
 
    “Because I think she might be able to help you.” 
 
    He made a face. 
 
    “Help? I don’t need any help.” 
 
    Dr. Teller offered the boy a sad smile. There was no doubt that she’d made considerable progress with him, but every once in a while, he reverted to the way he’d been when he’d arrived at the institution: filled with rage. This, in and of itself, wasn’t the problem—if anything, it was something that she could work with—but it was the sheer singularity of his target that Dr. Teller was finding difficult to overcome. 
 
    I don’t need any help… I just need to get out of here and find the man with the tattoos. I need to find him, and I need to kill him. 
 
    Unspoken words, sure, but expressed in a look that she was intimately familiar with.  
 
    Bringing Suzan in had never been part of the plan; but ever since Shane Balatsel’s unfortunate ‘accident’, they were running out of options.  
 
    Dr. Teller lowered herself so that she was at eye level with the boy. 
 
    “How do you feel about moving out of the wing that you’re in now, away from the other kids, and coming here? To the adult wing?” 
 
    Now it was Bradley’s turn to shrug, but Claire could tell by the way his eyes widened just a little that this was something that he wanted. Bradley didn’t get along with any of the other kids, and after the whole pen stabbing incident, he’d become somewhat of a target. As of yet, no one had mustered the courage to do anything about it, but it was only a matter of time, Claire knew. 
 
    Not only would Bradley be safer here, but the move would allow her to spend more time with the boy, more time to understand him, to groom him. 
 
    Dr. Teller rose to her feet and put her arm around Bradley. They’d taken nearly a dozen steps down the hallway when the boy spoke up again. 
 
    “How would that woman—Suzan—be able to help me?” he asked unexpectedly. 
 
    The question surprised Claire, not because it was something out of the ordinary—the reality was, nobody had ever questioned her as much as he had—but there was a vulnerability in his voice that she didn’t recognize. 
 
    Dr. Teller pulled the boy close and smiled. 
 
    “Because, Bradley, you two have a lot in common,” she said. Then, under her breath, she added, “More than you’ll probably ever know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



PART I 
 
    Yasiv 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Henry Yasiv lit a cigarette as he watched the van pull out of the NYU Med parking lot. He had no idea who the man or the woman in the front seat were, but he knew who was in the body bag in the back: Dr. Beckett Campbell. 
 
    You want to find a killer? The man had asked that day when he’d dropped by unexpectedly. Besides me, of course? Then all you have to do is follow me around for a few days. 
 
    What are you talking about?  
 
    I’m talking about you getting off on bringing down another murderer. 
 
    Oh, yeah? And how would you know that another murder is going to take place? 
 
    Because I know who the victim is going to be. 
 
    And who’s that? 
 
    Me. 
 
    Yasiv smoked furiously as he followed the van. He’d already placed a few careful phone calls and had learned that the doctor had died from a heart attack. Which, of course, made little sense. From what he knew of the homicidal doctor, Beckett was never one for taking good care of himself, but a heart attack?  
 
    It seemed highly unlikely.  
 
    Eventually, Yasiv’s eyes drifted from the dark road to the envelope on the passenger seat. Inside were ten pages of notes written in Beckett’s hand and signed by the man himself—or at least, that was his claim. Beckett had handed his confession over under the condition that Yasiv wouldn’t open it until after he found out who killed him. It was a strange request from a man who was still, at that time, amongst the living, but Yasiv had run out of options. 
 
    He’d lost his job, his friends, and any sort of respect he might have in the law enforcement community.  
 
    This was his key to get it all back, or so he hoped. But Yasiv was nothing if not a man of his word.  
 
    The envelope remained sealed.  
 
    Lighting another cigarette, Yasiv eased off the gas as the van moved away from the city. His first thought, based on the words he’d seen marked on Beckett’s body bag, was that they were taking him to the body farm. But as they continued to head East, Yasiv became less convinced that this was the case. He’d been to the body farm on two occasions: once as part of his cadet training more than ten years ago, and a second time with his first partner. On this more recent occasion, he’d just waited in the car. And, while directions were never his strong suit, Yasiv didn’t recall the farm being this far east. 
 
    The smoky haze inside his vehicle was becoming so thick that he was forced to open his window and allow the cigarette-laden air to escape. 
 
    “Where the hell are you going?” he whispered into the night. “Where are you taking Beckett?” 
 
    The van’s brake lights suddenly flicked on and Yasiv slowed even more.  
 
    “Why are you stopping?” 
 
    The road was flanked on both sides by trees, all of which had long since shed their leaves. If it had been the summer, Yasiv wouldn’t have been able to see more than three feet into the foliage. But now, in the clutches of late fall, he spotted a brown brick building set back from the road by maybe twenty yards.  
 
    Yasiv was straining so hard to make out more of the building that he forgot about the van.  
 
    “Shit!” he swore as red lights filled his periphery. The cigarette fell from his mouth and he yanked the steering wheel with both hands, just barely swerving around the parked vehicle.  
 
    His heart racing, Yasiv swatted the nearly spent butt from between his legs and stomped it out. Shaking his head, he glanced in the rearview mirror, worried that he’d been spotted. To his surprise, the man and woman who he’d seen get into the van were no longer in the front seat; they had since migrated to the back and were huddled over what he presumed was Beckett’s body. 
 
    Fucking idiot, he scolded himself. With a deep breath, he turned his eyes front and center. As he did, Yasiv spotted something set back from the road, in line with the first few rows of trees. It was a wooden sign, so worn and weathered that he almost missed it. 
 
    Westchester County Morgue, the peeling black letters read.  
 
    With that, a small smile crept onto Yasiv’s face and he unconsciously reached over and grabbed Beckett’s confession from the passenger seat. 
 
    Soon, Beckett; soon, I’m going to find out what happened to you, and then I’m going to open this. And when I do, I’m going to finally get my life back. It’s just too bad that you had to die to make it happen.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Four days. It had been four days since Yasiv followed the van out of the city to the Westchester County Morgue. And during this entire time, he scoured the internet, read all available police reports, and watched every news report he could find on the once esteemed forensic pathologist. 
 
    And yet, nothing out of the ordinary ever came up. Sure, there was the occasional comment on Beckett’s death and one of the local stations did a fairly moving tribute to the man, but nobody—not a single talking head—raised any suspicion of foul play. The media seemed content to chalk the man’s death up to a weak heart, but so far as he could tell, this was all just speculation.  
 
    Yasiv even managed to cash in a long outstanding favor with the one person in the precinct who didn’t despise him to no avail; Beckett’s autopsy was still pending even though nearly a week had passed since the man had died. And Yasiv had a sneaking suspicion that the ‘pending’ status of said autopsy would continue indefinitely. 
 
    How can the head medical examiner for New York State, who was young and in apparent decent shape, just die without an official inquiry into his death? Yasiv wondered.  
 
    The only reason that made sense was that somebody out there didn’t want to know how Beckett died: someone important, someone with power, someone with something to lose.  
 
    The more Yasiv thought about this, the more he considered that there was something suspicious going on here. Maybe if it hadn’t been for Beckett coming to him, claiming that he was going to be murdered just hours before he died, Yasiv wouldn’t have felt this way. Maybe if it weren’t for his promise not to open the man’s confession until he had found out what really happened, Yasiv would have just let it all go.  
 
    But ‘letting go’ wasn’t Yasiv’s strong suit. 
 
    Fuck you, Beckett, for putting all this conspiracy shit in my head. 
 
    Six months ago, Yasiv would’ve laughed at the suggestion of another cover-up this soon after Mayor Ken Smith’s fall from power.  
 
    But that was before he’d discovered that the head ME for New York State was a serial killer  
 
    Yasiv slowed as he passed the sign for the Westchester County Morgue but didn’t stop. Instead, he continued driving past the building for about a quarter-mile. There, he noticed a small clearing in the woods just off the road and pulled over.  
 
    Given his current legal issues, Yasiv knew that trying to sneak into a government building was not high on the list of smartest things to do. But if Beckett was right about being murdered, going through the front doors and asking tough questions would also yield unpleasant results. 
 
    I just want to see—I just want to see what they’ve done with his body. If things appear normal, if everything feels fine, I’ll leave.  
 
    Yasiv tucked the envelope into the inside pocket of his trench coat, made sure that his gun was still on his hip, and then took a deep breath. 
 
    Even in death, Beckett seems to have you running around, doing his bidding, he thought as he stepped out of his car. Even in death, he’s outsmarting you.  
 
    Resisting the urge to light a cigarette, Yasiv hunched down low and started to move through the woods toward the outline of a building he could just barely make out between the trees.  
 
    The layer of rotting leaves on the ground made the journey much more difficult than he’d expected, and by the time Yasiv came to within fifty yards of what appeared to be a guard post of some sort, he was out of breath. He bent at the waist and put his hands on his knees, sucking in huge gulps of air.  
 
    This is so fucking stupid. Beckett probably just killed himself. He probably killed himself out of shame for what he’d done and then made all this shit up just to fuck with you.  
 
    A branch snapped behind him, and Yasiv whipped around, his hand going to the gun on his hip. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” a voice threatened from the darkness. “Slowly put your hands in the air and interlace your fingers behind your head. And if you make one move toward that gun, I won’t hesitate to put a bullet in your neck.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Yasiv froze.  
 
    “Hands up!” the man repeated.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    The reality of his predicament suddenly took hold; he was on probation for obstruction of justice after just having murder charges dropped and was now carrying an unregistered firearm while skulking around in the woods.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Yasiv ground his teeth and put his hands in the air. As he did, his mind unglued and he started to run through scenarios in his head.  
 
    Cop? Should I say I’m a cop? Or should I just say I’m a lost hiker? But a gun? A hunter, maybe? 
 
    “Now interlace your fingers and place them behind your head.” 
 
    Yasiv obliged. 
 
    Should I say I’m a friend of Beckett’s? 
 
    “Now turn around.” 
 
    Knowing that it was now or never, Yasiv said the next thing that came into his mind.  
 
    “I’m with DNR—I was sent to beef up security.” 
 
    When, instead of repeating the command, the man stepped forward, Yasiv knew that he was onto something. Dressed all in black, the man aiming a pistol at the center of his chest looked a few years younger than he was, with brown eyes and a straight nose. 
 
    “What did you say?” the man demanded. 
 
    Yasiv sucked in a deep breath. 
 
    Well, Beckett, if this whole story of yours is just part of some sick game, I’m about to lose… badly. 
 
    “DNR sent me—something about a reporter asking questions into Dr. Campbell’s death.” 
 
    The confused expression on the young man’s face did nothing to ease Yasiv’s tension.  
 
    “Really? And did DNR tell you to sneak around through the woods? What, the front entrance too busy for you?” 
 
    Yasiv's answer was immediate. 
 
    “I was out here looking for the reporter, as I was instructed.” 
 
    It was a terrible lie, but he hoped that the quickness of the response made up for it. 
 
    “Listen, if you don’t believe me, just call it in—your boss will confirm what I’ve just said.” 
 
    The man frowned. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Dunbar.” 
 
    Yasiv slowly started to separate his hands. 
 
    “Just call it in.” 
 
    For a second, Yasiv thought that the man was going to call his bluff and cuff him, but eventually, his empty hand migrated to the radio clipped on his right shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s McKinnon, checking in. Listen, I’ve got this—” 
 
    Yasiv lunged, but not with his hands. Instead, his right foot shot out and connected with the man’s kneecap. Caught completely by surprise, McKinnon cried out and buckled. He didn’t drop the gun as Yasiv hoped, however, but lowered it just enough so that the shot he fired landed harmlessly in a pile of leaves.  
 
    Even though his lungs were burning, Yasiv knew that if he let up, the next bullet would be embedded in his chest. Thankfully, his momentum took him forward, and he went with it, driving his shoulder against McKinnon’s chest. Together they toppled to the ground and Yasiv managed to wrench the gun free and toss it aside. McKinnon tried to roll onto his stomach, and instead of fighting against the much younger and stronger man, Yasiv facilitated the turn. In the process, he grabbed the radio from the man’s shoulder and pulled it free. By the time McKinnon realized what was happening, the radio cable had already been twisted twice around his throat. At this point, all the man had to do was rain down punches and Yasiv would have no choice but to let go. Instead, he made the mistake of reaching up and grasping the rubber that was already starting to cut off his air supply. The moment he did this, Yasiv bucked, flipped onto McKinnon’s back, and shoved him flat against the ground. Then he drove his knee into McKinnon’s spine and heaved on either side of the radio cable. 
 
    With both of them wheezing now, struggling to breathe, Yasiv arched his back as far as he could. Within a minute, the man beneath him stopped struggling.  
 
    With a groan, Yasiv eased the tension on the cord and collapsed. If the man was just pretending to have passed out, if this was a ruse, it was all over for Yasiv. But given how spent he was, he was okay with that—he had nothing left. 
 
    After a few moments, Yasiv realized that he could hear more than just blood roaring in his ears. 
 
    “McKinnon? McKinnon? You there?” 
 
    The fucking radio! 
 
    Yasiv rolled over and reached for the radio. With the cord still around McKinnon’s throat, he had to nearly get on top of the man to bring his mouth close to it.  
 
    “McKinnon? Please finish your request. We need—” 
 
    Yasiv cleared his throat and pressed the talk button. 
 
    “East forest is clear,” he said, trying to imitate McKinnon’s voice. 
 
    Yasiv waited, praying that dispatch wasn’t suspicious of either his voice or the delayed response. 
 
    “Alright, copy. Why don’t you swing ‘round front. Shift is about to change over and we could do with some extra help while the package is being prepped. You available?” 
 
    Yasiv was so surprised by the query that he didn’t answer right away. 
 
    “McKinnon? McKinnon, what the fuck is going on out there?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Yasiv looked down at McKinnon’s slowly rising and falling back. “Just got the cable twisted on some branches. Yeah, I can stay for the next shift. I’ll come around now.” 
 
    “Alright, keep it right, keep it tight.” 
 
    Yasiv let go of the radio and once again collapsed onto the leaves. 
 
    What the fuck have you gotten yourself into, Yasiv? What the hell is ‘the package’? And what in god’s name is it being prepped for? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The security guard was slightly thicker than Yasiv, but they were roughly the same height and build. This made it easy for him to slip into the man’s outfit after stripping him down. Although Yasiv was wholly unprepared for any of this, McKinnon was the opposite; he had pretty much every sort of restraint that you could think of, including cuffs and tape. Yasiv used the latter to cover the man’s mouth, and the former to handcuff his hands behind his back and around a tree a medium-sized sapling.  
 
    The man was breathing steadily, but he hadn’t awoken yet, which was somewhat alarming. Yasiv would have liked to stick around to make sure that he came to, but he was worried that the dispatcher was already suspicious enough. To ensure that McKinnon didn’t get hypothermia, Yasiv laid his own clothes over the man’s chest and lap. Still, looking back at the man’s slumped body, the guilt Yasiv felt was nearly overwhelming.  
 
    He’ll be fine, Yasiv. He’ll be okay. You’ve come this far—stopping now would mean that everything that happened up to this point was for nothing. 
 
    Yasiv tapped the envelope that he’d tucked beneath McKinnon’s vest, which he now sported.  
 
    Besides, there was something going on here, something to this whole DNR insanity that Beckett had told him about. And if they really did kill him? If what Beckett had predicted had actually taken place? Then what did it matter if Yasiv had broken a few laws along the way?  
 
    Nobody would put murder on the same level as trespassing and defending oneself. Nobody.  
 
    This justification, meant to appease his conscience, simply soured Yasiv even further.  
 
    And nobody was above the law; not the mayor, not the ME, and especially not him.  
 
    But murder…  
 
    Shaking his head in disgust, Yasiv turned his back on McKinnon and started to move toward the guardhouse. He was taking a huge risk; if just one person recognized that he wasn’t McKinnon, he’d quickly find himself either tied to a tree like the man he’d just accosted, or worse. 
 
    Yasiv tucked his chin as he emerged from the woods and walked briskly down the path toward the booth.  
 
    If they spot me, call me out… it’s over. All of it, Yasiv. You’re going to turn around and run, and if you get to your car without being shot, you’re going to return home and think this all out again. You’re going to forget what Beckett told you and go about this the right way.  
 
    “You done for the day?” the man in the booth asked as Yasiv approached.  
 
    “Naw, going to stay on for another few hours,” he replied, steering clear of the lights that illuminated the dirt road. “The package’s being prepped, and they need a little help.” 
 
    “’bout fuckin’ time.” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” Yasiv said.  
 
    So far so good. Just keep on moving. Don’t stop. 
 
    “Alright, have a good one, then.” 
 
    “You, too.” 
 
    Yasiv gave the man in a booth a mock salute with two fingers and then hurried along his way. 
 
    Fuck, that was close.  
 
    He knew that he should just hurry his ass up and make his way inside the building, but the urge to smoke became too great. After a few desperate seconds of searching the many pockets of McKinnon’s vest for his smokes, he found them and lit up.  
 
    Just two drags and Yasiv’s confidence started to grow. When he made it to the building and still nobody called him out, he started to think that he might just be able to get away with it all. 
 
    Instead of going to the front door, he looked down the side of the building and spotted two small red dots hovering in the air. Picking up the pace, he hurried toward the other smokers, hoping that they were the night detail getting their last butt in before starting and not the first shift having a post-work smoke. 
 
    He made it to within twenty feet of the men when one of the smokers, a hard man in his mid-fifties with a gray ponytail, addressed him.  
 
    “Stay close,” the man instructed, his dark eyes drifting upward and settling on a white security camera bolted to the brick. “The boss doesn’t want to see us smoking.” 
 
    Yasiv nodded and reluctantly moved into the light, and away from the camera lens. 
 
    He put the cigarette between his lips so that both hands could be free, if need be.  
 
    “You McKinnon from the day shift?” Ponytail asked.  
 
    Before Yasiv could so much as a nod, the man’s hand shot out. But instead of reaching for his throat, or maybe his gun, the man just flicked the name tag on his vest.  
 
    “Yeah,” Yasiv confirmed. He took a drag and exhaled out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Alright—I’m Keenan and this is Doug.” 
 
    Yasiv observed the two men, offering a nod to each. 
 
    “McKinnon.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s go.” 
 
    The package is being prepped.  
 
    Keenan reached for the door and pulled it open. Doug, who hadn’t so much as grunted in Yasiv’s direction, headed inside.  
 
    Yasiv gestured for Keenan to enter next, but the man shook his head. There was something hard in the man’s face, something unyielding. 
 
    Something sinister. 
 
    And the last thing Yasiv wanted to do was turn his back on this man and enter the building.  
 
    “Get inside,” Keenan said flatly.  
 
    Yasiv was suddenly struck with two choices: turn and run or follow this man’s orders. 
 
    He took another long drag and flicked the spent butt to the ground. 
 
    “Fuck it,” Yasiv said, more to himself than Keenan. “Fuck it, let’s get this damn package prepped.” 
 
    I’ve come this far—let’s see this thing through to the end… which might be sooner rather than later. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Yasiv followed Doug down a wide hallway, trying to inconspicuously peer inside any and all the rooms that they passed. On several occasions, he’d visited Beckett in the morgue, but this was nothing like that. There was no fancy equipment, glossy computer monitors, and no secretaries at Westchester; there were only dirty gurneys and rusty tools. 
 
    Still, Yasiv was certain that this was a morgue.  
 
    Why else would they bring Beckett’s corpse here?  
 
    “How long you been working here, McKinnon?” Keenan asked from behind him.  
 
    “A couple months.” 
 
    “Did you see them bring him in?” 
 
    Yasiv turned around. 
 
    “Him?” he asked. The man’s face was impossible to read and Yasiv considered that this might be some sort of test. But he was here to find answers and it appeared that Keenan might just have what he’s looking for.  
 
    Besides, the way McKinnon had been duped and overtaken in the woods suggested a lack of experience and Yasiv decided to run with this.  
 
    “Oh, no, I never saw him come in—is that who’s being prepped?” 
 
    Keenan frowned and once again Yasiv’s hand migrated just a little closer to his hip.  
 
    “Yeah, the doctor.” 
 
    Yasiv tried to look disinterested, but his insides felt as if they’d been zapped with electricity.  
 
    Doctor? Beckett… he has to be talking about Beckett. What the hell is going on here? 
 
    “Hey, Doug, hang a left up ahead,” Keenan instructed. 
 
    Doug nodded and Yasiv did everything in his power to keep from overtaking the man.  
 
    Being prepped… for what? Are they finally prepping Beckett for his autopsy? And if so, why the fuck do they need security? 
 
    “Room two,” Keenan informed them.  
 
    This time, Yasiv couldn’t resist the urge to turn and stare into the first room they passed. This one was much brighter and more modern than those in the hallway that they’d just navigated. In fact, with the large maneuverable light hanging from the ceiling and what looked like several monitors pushed up against the back wall, it appeared to Yasiv to be more of an operating room than a morgue. 
 
    What the fuck is this place?  
 
    “Keep moving,” Keenan instructed.  
 
    Yasiv tore his eyes away from the large window and swallowed hard. Up ahead was Room 2 and as they neared, his heart started to race.  
 
    Even before Yasiv made it to the window, he spotted a flurry of activity within. 
 
    There were three nurses wearing scrubs and white masks speaking to a man whose back was to the glass. Like the first room in this area of the morgue, this one also contained what appeared to be operating equipment.  
 
    “Okay, Doug, I want you to watch the opposite end of the hallway. I have strict instructions that nobody is supposed to come down here for the next two hours or so—nobody at all. McKinnon, you stand by the door.” 
 
    Yasiv heard the man’s commands, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the window. 
 
    Turn around, he silently ordered the doctor who was blocking most of his view of the operating room. Turn around and get out of the way.  
 
    And then, as if the doctor could hear his unspoken plea, the man tilted his head just enough so that Yasiv could get a good look at him. 
 
    He was completely bald, save for a thick dark beard that matched his eyes.  
 
    “Dr. Swansea,” Yasiv nearly gasped. The man looked exactly as he had imagined him based on Beckett’s description.  
 
    Minus the cock sucking part. 
 
    “McKinnon? You hear me? By the door.” 
 
    Yasiv didn’t hear the man. He was too completely engrossed by the scene before him to take notice of anything else. 
 
    As the doctor continued to discuss something with the three nurses, Yasiv took two steps to his left.  
 
    In his periphery, he spotted Doug eying him curiously, but when Yasiv approached, he gave him space.  
 
    And then, just as a strong hand came down on Yasiv’s shoulder, the doctor stepped to one side, affording him a clear view of the package. 
 
    “No,” Yasiv gasped.  
 
    There, lying completely still on a gurney with his eyes closed was none other than Dr. Beckett Campbell. 
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