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    In this country, you gotta make the money first.  
 
    Then when you get the money, you get the power.  
 
    – Tony Montana, Scarface 
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    The man carefully moved the scoopula filled with white powder over top of the beaker of simmering liquid. He’d already weighed it three times to ensure that he had the exact amount necessary to complete the reaction. 
 
      
 
    Not a fraction of an ounce too little, not a fraction of an ounce too much.  
 
      
 
    After taking a deep breath, he tapped the scoopula on the side of the glass beaker and the powder slid silently into the liquid. It dissolved instantly, which put a smile on the man’s face behind the light blue mask he wore. 
 
      
 
    When the timer on the bench chimed, indicating that thirty seconds had passed, the man used a pair of tongs to remove the beaker from the Bunsen burner. Almost immediately, the rolling simmer slowed and then stopped entirely. 
 
      
 
    What was once a clear liquid started to condense into an opaque paste.  
 
      
 
    The man moved quickly now, using a flat metal spatula to first remove the paste from the beaker and then spread it onto a baking sheet. 
 
      
 
    This was the least precise step in the entire process, but the man was pleased to see that he’d created an eighth of an inch-thick layer that was nearly perfectly uniform.  
 
      
 
    The smile still on his face, he walked the tray to the other side of the room and slid it inside the pre-heated oven. As soon as he closed the door, he reset the stopwatch for twenty minutes. 
 
      
 
    Only then did he dare pull the mask down to his chin and wipe the sweat from his brow.  
 
      
 
    The smell of vinegar in the air was pungent enough to make a normal man’s eyes water, but not the lab tech’s. 
 
      
 
    Over the past six months, he’d spent so much time in the lab that his olfactory senses had long since become insensitive to the smell. 
 
      
 
    And yet, his own body odor was strong enough to crinkle his nose. 
 
      
 
    I need a shower, he thought. I need a shower and a drink. 
 
      
 
    As he contemplated the appropriate order of these events, a man in a neatly-pressed white dress shirt walked by the bay of windows flanking the lab. A moment later, the door opened. 
 
      
 
    “How’s it coming along?” the man with the shaved head and deep tan asked. 
 
      
 
    “Twenty minutes and we’ll have enough for all the packages we received last week.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Let me know as soon as it’s ready and I’ll have the guys start mixing.” 
 
      
 
    The lab tech nodded and was about to leave it at that, but just before the door closed completely, he spoke up again. 
 
      
 
    “Horatio?” 
 
      
 
    The man in the doorway turned to look at him, his lips pressed together tightly in a stern expression. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “I just want to make sure you know what you’re adding here. Ohmefentanyl is even more powerful than carfentanyl. Less than—” 
 
      
 
    Horatio silenced him with a wave of his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Your job is to make the product, something you get paid quite well to do so — just let me know when it’s done. Like I said, our mixers are ready to go, and our distribution network is in place.” 
 
      
 
    With that, Horatio closed the door and left the man alone in the lab. 
 
      
 
    Less than a microgram is enough to kill a person, the lab tech thought, finishing the sentence that Horatio had cut off. And we’re about to flood the heroin market with enough ohmefentanyl to kill the entire city of New York. 
 
      
 
    The man’s brow furrowed as he did some quick mental math. 
 
      
 
    No, that’s not right, he thought, his smile vanishing. Not just all of New York; half of the entire United States. I’ve just made one ounce of pure ohmefentanyl — enough to kill more than 150 million people.  
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    "Damien Donald Drake, you've been charged with second-degree assault, assaulting a federal officer, and aggravated kidnapping. Has your lawyer explained these charges to you?" 
 
      
 
    Drake glanced over at his counsel who gave him an encouraging nod. 
 
      
 
    "He has, Your Honor." 
 
      
 
    The judge, Hon. Kevin Robinson, pulled his spectacles down to the end of his nose before speaking. 
 
      
 
    "And how do you plead?" 
 
      
 
    Drake chewed the inside of his lip and cast another glance at his lawyer. This time, the man refused to meet his gaze. 
 
      
 
    "Mr. Drake? How do you plead?" the judge repeated. 
 
      
 
    "I would first like to take a moment to—" 
 
      
 
    The judge shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "This is not the time for commentary, Mr. Drake. You need to respond in the form of a plea." 
 
      
 
    "I get that, but I need to—" 
 
      
 
    The judge rapped his gavel once, effectively silencing Drake. 
 
      
 
    "Mr. Drake, do you need a moment to confer with your lawyer? You have been charged with several very serious offences and in order to continue, you must enter a plea." 
 
      
 
    There was some grumbling from the audience behind him, but Drake ignored it. 
 
      
 
    "My lawyer has explained the charges to me." 
 
      
 
    "Very good. Then I'll ask you one more time to enter a plea. If the following words out of your mouth are not either guilty or not guilty, I will hold you in contempt of court." 
 
      
 
    Drake took a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    "Just answer the question," his lawyer said out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
      
 
    Drake closed his eyes and as he did, images of Veronica and Mandy came flooding back. Images of the two of them standing naked in black boxes, cattle prods extending from holes in the one-way glass.  
 
      
 
    And then he thought of Jasmine and the way she’d smiled in the photograph — the photograph of her holding a brick of heroin.  
 
      
 
    The judge banged his gavel once more, bringing Drake out of his own head. 
 
      
 
    "Mr. Drake, how do you plead to the charges that I've read to you?" 
 
      
 
    It was clear that he wasn’t amused by this charade. 
 
      
 
    But a charade it was, and Drake wasn’t amused either. He wasn't amused about being shot in the leg nor was he amused about being arrested by that prick DI Palmer moments after his son Clay was born. He wasn’t amused that his brother had been murdered, and he certainly wasn’t amused by the fact that there was more heroin on the streets now than there had ever been. 
 
      
 
    And the worst of it? The worst part was that the mayor of New York City was behind the entire charade. 
 
      
 
    Drake cleared his throat and then finally replied.  
 
      
 
    "I plead that Mayor Ken Smith will pay for what he's done. I plead that when I get through with him and all of ANGUIS—" 
 
      
 
    Judge Robinson slammed his gavel down three times in an attempt to silence both Drake and the audience who had erupted behind him. 
 
      
 
    “That’s enough!” 
 
      
 
    It didn’t work. 
 
      
 
    "—holdings — Raul, Horatio, Steffani, and Ken Smith — they’re gonna wish they never fucked with Damien Drake. They’re gonna—" 
 
      
 
    "Damien Drake, you are in contempt of court. Bailiff, please remand him into custody." 
 
      
 
    Drake's eyes shifted to the large man in the khaki-colored shirt who stepped forward at the judge’s request. Drake knew that he only had a few minutes before the bailiff cuffed and led him out of there. 
 
      
 
    "—wish they never met me. When I'm done with that asshole—" 
 
      
 
    Again, more gavel banging and shouts from the audience. 
 
      
 
    "Mr. Drake, that's enough!" 
 
      
 
    The bailiff was on him now and Drake didn't resist. In fact, he didn't do much of anything. He allowed the man to force him onto the table, sending his lawyer’s notes spilling to the floor. He even put his hands behind his back to make cuffing him easier.  
 
      
 
    "—he’ll either be behind bars or beneath dirt. Mark my words." 
 
      
 
    The bailiff hoisted Drake upright by his wrists and then spun him around. For the first time since entering the court, he got a good look at the audience who had filed in behind him.  
 
      
 
    There were maybe two-dozen people present, and perhaps a quarter of that number standing at the back with camera equipment, but Drake only saw one of them.  
 
      
 
    Drake scowled, and his anger finally got the best of him. He tried to lunge at the Deputy Inspector, but the bailiff anticipated this and held fast. 
 
      
 
    "You’re going down, Palmer. You all are. You wait and see, you wait—" 
 
      
 
    The judge banged his gavel once more, but this time, the echo that sounded after wood met wood seemed to continue on forever. 
 
      
 
    It was a terribly confusing sound, one that didn't make sense to Drake. He tried to turn and look at the judge, to see how he was making that impossible noise, but his vision suddenly swirled. It was as if he was on a carnival teacup ride, going round and round and round. 
 
      
 
    The feeling was so strange and nauseating that Drake felt bile rise in his throat. He heard someone ask if he was all right, but when he tried to speak, the only thing that came out of his mouth was a thin stream of vomit. 
 
      
 
    What the fuck is going on? He thought moments before he collapsed to the floor and his entire body started to seize.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    "Give me a hit of that," Leroy said, reaching for the joint in his brother's hand. 
 
      
 
    Declan Walker pulled away, bringing the joint to his lips at the same time. He inhaled deeply, held the smoke in his lungs for several seconds, then expelled a massive cloud. Again, Leroy tried to grab the joint, but Declan held it just out of his reach. 
 
      
 
    "Come on, man, gimme me a hit of that," Leroy pleaded. “Don’t be a dick.” 
 
      
 
    His brother smirked. 
 
      
 
    "You shouldn't be smoking this shit. Fucks up your mind.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy sucked his teeth. 
 
      
 
    "What are you talking about? You started smokin’ when you were eleven.” 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, and look at me now — I’m a dumbass," Declan said, sucking in another huge toke. This time he exhaled the smoke in Leroy's direction.  
 
      
 
    Leroy swatted at the air. 
 
      
 
    "Just give me the—" 
 
      
 
    Declan chuckled and finally handed the joint over, which Leroy was disappointed to see was already half gone. He quickly took several short tokes in a row without exhaling in between, and then he kicked at a stone as they continued along the sidewalk. 
 
      
 
    "You should be studying," Declan said. “Not gettin’ high.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy followed his brother's gaze as he turned to look up at the housing projects that they were walking through. 
 
      
 
    "Otherwise you’ll stay in this shithole for the rest of your life." 
 
      
 
    It was in an unexpectedly poignant comment from Declan, who generally only liked to talk about one of three things: his weed, his women, or the gold chain that he wore around his neck. 
 
      
 
    Leroy took another toke. 
 
      
 
    "What's wrong with that?" 
 
      
 
    Declan stopped so suddenly that Leroy almost bowled him over. 
 
      
 
    "What the fuck, Declan?" 
 
      
 
    His brother reached out and gripped him tightly by the shoulders.  
 
      
 
    "Don't say that shit. Don't ever say that shit." 
 
      
 
    Leroy tried to shake Declan off, but the man’s grip was too strong. 
 
      
 
    "What's your problem, man?" 
 
      
 
    Declan glanced over his shoulder at the high-rise and then lowered his gaze to the three hood rats sitting in the park in front, brown bags of liquor in their hands.  
 
      
 
    "That’s what you want? You want to be like them? Huh? You really want to live here for the rest of your life?” 
 
      
 
    Leroy shrugged, and his brother tightened his grip. 
 
      
 
    "Man, you’re fucking hurting my arms,” Leroy protested, but Declan didn’t ease up. 
 
      
 
    "That's what they want you to do, that’s what they want you to think. They just want to keep a nigga in the hood. They don’t want you to break out, get a real job, a nice house. All that shit. They just want us to stay right here, in one place, where they can monitor and control us."  
 
      
 
    Declan finally let go of his arms and Leroy shook them out. He had no idea what his brother was talking about or what had brought about this wholly unexpected diatribe. 
 
      
 
    "Shit, you just high. I don't—" 
 
      
 
    Declan reached for him again, but this time Leroy was ready and avoided his brother’s grasp. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I'm high, and that's what they want, too; they want you to get high and keep on gettin’ high. Anything to keep you here, in this shithole. Speaking of which, gimme that shit back." 
 
      
 
    This time when Declan tried to grab the joint, it was Leroy’s turn to pull it back. He was smiling as he did this, but Declan wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever,” Leroy grumbled, handing the joint over. 
 
      
 
    “No, not whatever, Little L. You need to focus on your schoolwork; you’re smart, man. Fuck, you know more about chemistry than half the teachers at our school. With that brain of yours, you could go to college. Imagine that shit, huh? A Robinson in college? What would mom—” 
 
      
 
    A police siren blipped behind them and Leroy whipped around in time to see an NYPD cruiser pull up to the curb. The window was open, and a man straight out of the 80s leaned out. 
 
      
 
    "Shit," Leroy swore. He adjusted the straps on his backpack and prepared to run. “Flick that shit and let’s get the fuck out of here, D.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy had already broken into a slow jog by the time he realized his brother wasn’t by his side. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
      
 
    Declan hadn’t heeded either of his suggestions; in fact, he was still smoking the joint and appeared to actually be going toward the police cruiser.  
 
      
 
    "What the fuck are you doing?" Leroy hissed. "Let's get the fuck outta here." 
 
      
 
    Behind Declan, Leroy saw the cop with the blond brush cut and aviator sunglasses start to strum his fingers on the car door. 
 
      
 
    "You always were such a pussy," Declan said over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Leroy, getting anxious now, turned his head to look for an escape route. The gang bangers who had been sitting in the park had long since left, leaving a straight path between the two high-rise apartment buildings.  
 
      
 
    "D," Leroy urged. "Let's go!" 
 
      
 
    But his brother continued toward the police car as if locked in some sort of tractor beam. Leroy wanted to run — after all, it made no sense for both of them to be arrested — but he was so confused that he came to a complete stop and watched instead.  
 
      
 
    To his surprise, the police officer didn't order his brother to the ground; he didn’t even bother getting out of his car. 
 
      
 
    What the hell? 
 
      
 
    Heart racing now, Leroy’s eyes whipped back and forth from the police cruiser at the side of the road, to the path between the apartments behind him.  
 
      
 
    I should run, he thought again. But, like before, Leroy just stood and watched. 
 
      
 
    He observed as the officer leaned out of the car and looked up and down the street before holding a yellow package out to Declan. His brother took one final drag from the joint and then flicked it to the ground. Then it was his turn to look around. Satisfied that Leroy was the only one nearby, Declan crouched and put the package in his backpack. Then he slipped the backpack over one shoulder, nodded at the cop, and started back toward Leroy.  
 
      
 
    "Told you, you were a pussy, Little L." 
 
      
 
    Leroy watched with his mouth agape as the police car peeled away from the curb. 
 
      
 
    When his brother arrived at his side, Leroy said, "What the hell was that? Declan, what the hell was that?" 
 
      
 
    Declan just smiled and continued walking as if nothing had happened. 
 
      
 
    "You're smart, Leroy. I ain't." 
 
      
 
    Leroy shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "What the fuck is that supposed to mean?" 
 
      
 
    "It means what it means. What's your GPA, 3.7? 3.8?" 
 
      
 
    "3.9. But what does that have to do with anything?" 
 
      
 
    Declan kicked an empty 40 onto the street. 
 
      
 
    "That has everything to do with everything," he said, and Leroy rolled his eyes. "You can go to college, you can get a real job. You can get out of here." 
 
      
 
    "What was in the package, D? How do you know that cop?” 
 
      
 
    Declan shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "A man's gotta eat," was his only response. 
 
      
 
    Leroy, feeling the effects of the weed now, threw his hands in the air. Normally, this sort of response from his brother would set him off, but he was too high to be pissed. 
 
      
 
    "Whatever," Leroy grumbled under his breath. 
 
      
 
    "Just promise me that you’ll make it out of this shit. Promise me that you won't be held down by them." 
 
      
 
    "By who? Please tell me who this them is, Malcolm.” 
 
      
 
    Declan shook his head again. 
 
      
 
    "By who? Just listen to you — you’re already halfway out of here, Little L, you’re already speaking just like them. Just keep your grades up, and…" 
 
      
 
    Leroy let his brother drone on as he focused on the sidewalk ahead of him. The three gangbangers that had been hanging out in the park before the police car had shown up had returned. Only now there weren’t in the park. 
 
      
 
    They were standing twenty yards in front of them, blocking their path. 
 
      
 
    Leroy elbowed his brother in the ribs. 
 
      
 
    "D, we should probably cut through the path." 
 
      
 
    "…talking about the Sunday funnies. Yuck, yuck, yuck. Hey, Martha did you see how the stock market performed today? Did you charge the Tesla? Did you—" 
 
      
 
    Leroy elbowed his brother even harder this time, which finally did the trick. 
 
      
 
    "What?" 
 
      
 
    "We should take another route," Leroy said under his breath. But even as he uttered the words, he knew it was too late. “Shit." 
 
      
 
    The three men, all wearing black hoodies, fronted, making it clear that them blocking the path was no accident. The two on either side were thickly built, but the one in the middle, even though he was on the slighter side, was obviously in charge. 
 
      
 
    Declan sucked his teeth as he stared down the man with the bandana covering the lower half of his face. Standing at only 5'10", Declan wasn’t the biggest of men, but he weighed a solid 190 pounds. Leroy remembered a couple years back when somebody at school had stolen one of his comics. The kid had been at least 3 inches taller and 30 pounds heavier than Declan, but Declan had nearly put him in the hospital when he’d found out about the theft. 
 
      
 
    But something told Leroy that being able to throw a punch — or even to take one — wasn't going to help them much here. 
 
      
 
    "Don't be such a pussy," Declan said again. 
 
      
 
    "What's in the bag, nigga?" the man in the lead asked, his voice muffled by the bandana. His eyes were more yellow than white, and he reeked of sweat and weed and booze. 
 
      
 
    "Let's just get the fuck out here," Leroy whispered. He felt beads of sweat break out on his forehead, even though it was a cool October evening in New York City. "Let's just run, Declan. Don’t be stupid. It ain’t worth it." 
 
      
 
    But Declan evidently had other ideas. 
 
      
 
    "Why don’t you step aside.” 
 
      
 
    But the man didn’t back down.  
 
      
 
    "Why don’t you shut the fuck up and give me the bag.” 
 
      
 
    Heart racing, Leroy grabbed at his brother's arm and tugged. 
 
      
 
    "Run," he said quietly at first. But when his brother tried to shake him off, he repeated the word, louder this time. "Run!" 
 
      
 
    But there was something different with Declan today. Leroy couldn’t be sure if it was because he was super high, or that he’d just shared his philosophy with Leroy, or maybe because of his interaction with the cops; whatever it was, Declan just wasn’t going to back down. 
 
      
 
    "Give me that—" 
 
      
 
    Declan didn't wait for him to finish his sentence before he lunged. 
 
      
 
    His fist connected with the man’s jaw, knocking the bandana askew and sending him crumpling to the ground.  
 
      
 
    The other thugs were so surprised by the attack that they didn't react for several seconds. In fact, they remained still long enough for Declan to turn back to face Leroy, a smile still on his face.  
 
      
 
    "Promise me," his brother said. 
 
      
 
    Leroy was so surprised by what had happened, that he mistakenly moved forward instead of backing away. In doing so, he bumped into one of the thugs. 
 
      
 
    This snapped him out of his stupor, and the man immediately threw a punch at Leroy's head. Leroy saw it coming and managed to dodge the blow.  
 
      
 
    "Run, D!" he shouted as he turned and started toward the apartment complex. “Run!" 
 
      
 
    Leroy could hear the big fella who’d taken a swing at him huffing behind him, and he didn’t dare look back. When he got to the small fence in front of the park, he put both hands on top and hoisted himself over, barely breaking stride. 
 
      
 
    Only then did Leroy glance over his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    He had hoped to see his brother either right behind him or even sprinting in the opposite direction, but neither was the case.  
 
      
 
    Where Leroy had avoided a punch, his brother clearly hadn’t; he was curled in a ball in the middle of street, the last remaining thug hovering over him. 
 
      
 
    "Declan!" Leroy shouted. The man who had been chasing him stopped and turned around. "Declan!" 
 
      
 
    When the thug started back toward his friends, Leroy was at a loss for what to do next — he didn't know if he should go and try to help his brother or to call the police. 
 
      
 
    If he opted for the former, he’d likely get an ass whooping of his own. Choosing the latter was no guarantee that the cops would get here in time, especially in this neighborhood, or even come at all.  
 
      
 
    "Shit, shit, shit." 
 
      
 
    As he watched, the man that Declan had decked groaned and then pulled himself awkwardly to his feet. 
 
      
 
    And that's when Leroy made up his mind. He couldn't leave his brother here, not like this. Leroy had never been much of a fighter, and he was even smaller than his brother. But he wouldn't leave him. 
 
      
 
    With something akin to a battle cry, Leroy hopped back over the fence and started running as hard as he could toward the scene.  
 
      
 
    The two larger thugs looked at him as if he was verifiably insane, but the other man barely seemed to notice. He was busy trying to get something out of the front of his pants.  
 
      
 
    As he approached, Leroy saw that he had a gold incisor, the color of which wasn’t all that different from his jaundiced eyes.  
 
      
 
    “Get away from him!” Leroy yelled. “Get away—” 
 
      
 
    He stopped cold when the man pulled a pistol out of his jeans. 
 
      
 
    "No!" Leroy shouted, but he was too late. 
 
      
 
    Two shots rang out in rapid succession.  
 
      
 
    "No!" Leroy yelled again. 
 
      
 
    Two red blossoms appeared on Declan’s shirt — one just beneath the collar and the other further down — and he stopped moving.  
 
      
 
    Only now did the man with the gun seem to realize that Leroy was standing not thirty feet away. Slowly, almost robotically, he raised the pistol and pointed it directly at Leroy’s chest. 
 
      
 
    Leroy froze completely. He wanted to put his hands up, to show that he had no weapons, that he wouldn't put up a fight, but he simply couldn't move. Even when his brother sputtered and blood spilled from his lips, Leroy couldn't even open his mouth. 
 
      
 
    And then the man pulled the trigger and Leroy saw his life flash before his eyes — all seventeen and three-quarter years of wasted youth.  
 
      
 
    But the gun didn't fire. The man had cocked it back as if it had gone off, but he had never pulled the trigger.  
 
      
 
    Leroy felt warmth spread on the front of his pants. 
 
      
 
    One of the other thugs slapped the shooter on the back and pointed at Declan's body. Gold-incisor nodded, slid the pistol into the front of his jeans, and then reached down and removed Declan's backpack. 
 
      
 
    He stood briefly, but then squatted over Declan's body. After a brief hesitation, the man’s fingers wrapped around the chain that hung from Declan’s neck and then he yanked it off.  
 
      
 
    To add further insult, the bastard held it up and let it dangle like some sort of pendulum. 
 
      
 
    A siren filled the air then, and one of the thugs slapped the shooter on the back again, this time a little harder. 
 
      
 
    "We need to get the fuck out here," the man said, just loud enough for Leroy to hear. "Let's go, let's go!" 
 
      
 
    And then all three of them were off and running; even the fat man who’d struggled to keep up with Leroy a few minutes ago now seemed to be able to haul ass. 
 
      
 
    When they disappeared around the corner, Leroy’s heart reanimated and flooded his limbs with blood.  
 
      
 
    "No," he moaned. And then he managed to run, too. His legs felt as if they were cinderblocks and he stumbled three times before making it to his brother's fallen body. 
 
      
 
    Declan’s blood had turned his shirt nearly completely red now, and Leroy dropped to his knees.  
 
      
 
    “Please,” he moaned, gently cradling Declan’s head in his lap. He used the pad of his thumb to wipe some of the blood and spit from his brother’s lips.  
 
      
 
    Declan was shaking then, not a dramatic seizure as one might see in the movies, but more of entire body trembling.  
 
      
 
    Leroy knew more about chemistry than biology, but he was certain that there was no coming back from this.  
 
      
 
    "Please, Declan. Stay with me. Stay the fuck with me." 
 
      
 
    His brother coughed, this time bringing up so much blood that Leroy couldn't wipe it all away. And yet, despite his obvious pain, Declan appeared to be trying to say something. He was so weak that Leroy had to nearly put his ear directly up against his brother’s lips to hear what he was saying.  
 
      
 
    "Promise me," were the man's last words before he died. “Promise me that you’ll make it out of here.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    "Drake, do you think this is a joke?" Roger Schneiderman asked, peering across the table at his client. 
 
      
 
    Drake cracked his knuckles. 
 
      
 
    "This is no joke," he affirmed in a low voice. 
 
      
 
    "You better believe that it’s no joke. Do you know what the maximum penalty for aggravated kidnapping is in the State of New York?” 
 
      
 
    Drake shrugged. He knew what the penalty was, of course, but all of a sudden, he didn't feel like talking. What he felt like doing was getting the fuck out of there and hunting down the smug bastard DI Palmer. 
 
      
 
    "Life in prison, Drake. Life. And, let me tell you something in case you didn't know, there are people out there, powerful people, who want to throw the book at you. So, tell me, what the hell was that outburst all about?” 
 
      
 
    Drake shrugged again and continued to stare at the intricate network of scratches on the table between his hands.  
 
      
 
    "Seriously? You’ve got nothing to say?" 
 
      
 
    Drake’s silence said enough and Roger threw his hands in the air. 
 
      
 
    "Fact is, I don't need this, Drake. I don't need the stress or the job." The lawyer stood and knocked on the glass, signalling to the corrections officer that their meeting was over. "You can tell your friend Screech to keep his money, too. He warned me that you were ornery, that you were out for blood, but he never told me that you were a self-destructive asshole." 
 
      
 
    As his lawyer made his way toward the door, which the corrections officer was in the process of unlocking, Drake raised his eyes. 
 
      
 
    "If you’d done just one shred of research on me, you would’ve found that out for yourself,” he said at last.  
 
      
 
    Roger looked back at him, shaking his head.  
 
      
 
    "If you can’t help yourself, then I can’t help you." 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and Roger started to leave. Just as he stepped over the threshold, however, Drake spoke again. 
 
      
 
    "I don't want you to help me. I want you to help my wife. I want you to help my wife and my newborn baby. I want you to help the city clean up the garbage that this mayor and his misfit crew have spread like pestilence.”  
 
      
 
    "Follow me, please, Mr. Schneiderman."  
 
      
 
    "Just a sec, Brian," Roger said, patting the officer on the shoulder. "And how do you expect me to do all that, Drake? Hmm?" 
 
      
 
    Again, Drake shrugged. 
 
      
 
    Roger rolled his eyes, and then leaned over to the officer and said, "Give me another few minutes, Brian, please." 
 
      
 
    The man nodded reluctantly, and Roger stepped back into the room.  
 
      
 
    "I can’t help everyone, Drake. But I want to help you. I want to help you because I knew your partner. Back when I was on the other side of the law, I knew Clay quite well. And if you were a friend of his, then that says something about you. But I can't help you if you're going to be an asshole and get yourself in trouble. You speak of cleaning up the garbage in New York City, but you can’t do that from behind bars. And your little speech? The only thing that accomplished was getting you a night in the slammer.” 
 
      
 
    Drake said nothing, and Roger sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Judge Robinson was pissed; he won’t stand for any of that circus crap in his courtroom. Shit, his first instinct was to let you marinade in jail for a week. A week. But I pleaded with him, told him that because of your health condition you weren’t thinking straight. Probably the only time that drinking has really proven helpful, huh?” 
 
      
 
    Drake swallowed hard. The doctors hadn’t been able to pinpoint exactly what had happened when he’d collapsed. Their best guess was that alcohol withdrawal had caused acute and transient tachycardia.  
 
      
 
    Roger leaned in close and when he spoke again, his tone softened somewhat. 
 
      
 
    “My advice? Don’t let anyone know that you’re a cop in there. Being an asshole behind bars won’t get you a slap on the wrist like it does on the outside, but a broken arm. Being an asshole and an ex-cop? That will likely put you in the morgue. Be safe, Drake.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Leroy tucked his face into his hood as the cop car passed. It wasn't quite night yet — the sun was still desperately clinging to the horizon — but with his back pressed against the wall as it was, it would be difficult for anyone to see him. 
 
      
 
    Leroy had been standing on this corner almost every night in the month since his brother had been murdered. But tonight was the first night that he saw him. 
 
      
 
    The cop with the aviator sunglasses. The one who had passed a mysterious parcel off to Declan, which had subsequently been stolen by the man who’d murdered him. 
 
      
 
    Leroy pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and fired off a quick text.  
 
      
 
    The cop car slowed as it approached the intersection, and then proceeded to roll the stop sign.  
 
      
 
    Even though he knew it was coming, Leroy didn’t see where the bottle had originated from. He only saw it when it smashed against the windshield and sent a shower of liquid and glass across the hood. One of the officers shouted something inside the car and then the sirens clicked on.  
 
      
 
    The driver, whom Leroy never got a good look at, turned the car in a tight circle and sped after two youths sporting oversized New York Yankee jerseys. They ran down an alley that was too narrow for the car to pass, and the cop parked it half on and half off the road.  
 
      
 
    Even before it came to a complete stop, both officers leaped out of the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    "Get the fuck back here!" the cop in the sunglasses shouted. 
 
      
 
    After casting a glance behind them and seeing that the cops were out of their car now, the vandals started to pick up speed.  
 
      
 
    That was when Leroy stepped from the shadows. He walked briskly, but not fast enough to draw attention. Someone shouted something from one of the apartment balconies, which was followed by a chorus of laughter. 
 
      
 
    Leroy paid this zero heed. When the officers disappeared out of sight down the alley, he broke into a slow jog.  
 
      
 
    It took him 15 seconds to cross the road and 10 more to determine that while the driver-side door to the police cruiser was locked, the passenger door was not. After a final look to make sure that the officers hadn’t given up their pursuit just yet, he opened the door and slid inside. 
 
      
 
    And then Leroy got to work. He checked under the seat first, but when that yielded no results, he tried the glovebox next. Only it was locked. When he failed to find the keys in the visor or in the center console, he cursed and peered into the backseat.  
 
      
 
    There was nothing there, either, of course.  
 
      
 
    The two police officers might be stupid enough to leave their car unlocked and unattended to chase after two street punks, but they weren’t dumb enough to leave anything incriminating out in the open.  
 
      
 
    Which left only one place. 
 
      
 
    Leroy reached over the driver seat and grabbed the trunk release lever. 
 
      
 
    He heard an audible pop and then got out of the car again, making sure to close the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    Somewhere above, Leroy heard people shouting and music playing, but he couldn’t tell if the former was directed at him or the police officers.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t matter anyway. What mattered was finding out what the officer had handed Declan on the day he’d died.  
 
      
 
    To his dismay, the only things in the trunk were road cones and a handful of loose flares. 
 
      
 
    “Where the fuck is it?” he muttered, moving the cones around with his hand. As he did, he noticed a business card and picked it up. "Officer Michael Pontiac," he read out loud. For some reason, instead of tossing it back into the trunk, he slipped this into his pocket. 
 
      
 
    Just as he heard another shout, this one almost certainly directed at him, Leroy noticed a small tab on the felt bottom of the trunk, near the latch. He grabbed it and pulled upwards, which caused the road cones and flares to slide deeper into the trunk. 
 
      
 
    And then he started to smile. 
 
      
 
    Leroy grabbed the zipper on the dark-colored bag that had been hidden beneath the false bottom and opened it. 
 
      
 
    Inside, he saw a yellow envelop and a package wrapped in butcher’s paper. It was held together by clear tape emblazoned with what looked to him like a snake eating the world.  
 
      
 
    Pulling the bag from the trunk and slipping it over his shoulder, he was about to lower the false bottom when something caught his eye.  
 
      
 
    Beneath the bag, buried in the ring of the spare tire, was a sawed-off shotgun.  
 
      
 
    Don't take it, a voice told him. Don't take it — you got what you came for. Leave the gun.  
 
      
 
    It took Leroy a moment to realize that it was his brother’s voice inside his head. His brother, who had been shot in cold blood by street thugs following a transaction with these very police officers. 
 
      
 
    With Officer Michael Pontiac and his partner. 
 
      
 
    Leroy's hand shot out and he grabbed the sawed-off shotgun and slipped it into the bag. 
 
      
 
    Then he zipped it closed, lowered the false bottom, and moved the cones from the back to the front, as they’d been when he’d first opened it. 
 
      
 
    Leroy glanced around before slamming the trunk closed and starting to run. Only this time, he was running away from the car and not toward, as his brother should have done a month ago.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    "Damien Drake, meet your cellmate," the corrections officer said. Drake peered into the open cell, squinting as his eyes adjusted to the lighting. 
 
      
 
    Before he could see anything, two hands shoved him in the back.  Drake stumbled forward and only managed to stay on his feet by bracing himself against the metal bed frame. 
 
      
 
    Scowling, he whipped around to look at the man who’d pushed him. 
 
      
 
    "Don't you eyeball me, son," the corrections officer, a large bald man with tattoos on his neck said, as he slammed the cell door closed. 
 
      
 
    Drake bit his tongue. He wanted to say something, he wanted to fucking punch the guy, but knew that he was better served by remaining silent. After locking the door, the officer took a step back and placed his hands on his wide hips. Then he flexed his lat muscles, making him look at least three times as large as Drake himself. 
 
      
 
    Correction officer peacocking, he thought glumly. 
 
      
 
    "You know what? I usually don't have opinions about people who spent time here. But with you? I hope you lose your case, Drake. Because I think you and I can have a good ol’ time." 
 
      
 
    Then the man started to laugh, and Drake shook his head and turned back to his cell. 
 
      
 
    "I'll be back in an hour for lunch." 
 
      
 
    Drake's eyes flicked from the empty lower bunk to the upper bunk. Lying on the bed was a thin, fidgety man with skin the color of skimmed milk, where it wasn’t spotted with dark blue tattoos, that is. He appeared to be reading something, something so engrossing that he hadn’t noticed what had just happened; hadn’t, in fact, noticed that he’d acquired a new cellmate. 
 
      
 
    Which suited Drake just fine.  
 
      
 
    The cell, which was approximately eight feet wide by fifteen deep, only contained the bunkbeds, a silver toilet, and a sink. Above the sink was a mirror, and Drake strode over to it. The glass — if it was glass — had long since been broken and was smeared with only god knows what. Still, he took a moment to look at his muddy reflection. 
 
      
 
    One night, Drake. All you have to do is lay low for one night. 
 
      
 
    "You ain’t gonna look any prettier by staring at yourself," a scratchy voice called out.  
 
      
 
    Drake turned his eyes toward the voice, which was coming from the upper bunk. Milkman was looking down at him, a sneer on his face. He appeared to be missing at least half the teeth on the right side of his mouth and his eyes were deeply recessed into his face like the headlights of an old-fashioned Ford automobile. His head was shaved, and he had oddly feminine cheekbones. 
 
      
 
    "They call me Drake," the man said as he swung his legs over the side of the bunkbed. 
 
      
 
    Drake raised an eyebrow at this, wondering if it was some sort of jail house trick or scam. Then he took a step backward as the man slid off the bed and landed in a crouch.  
 
      
 
    As he stood, Drake measured him up. He had no intentions of getting into an altercation but, in his experience, sometimes they were unavoidable, and it was good to know where he stood. His cellmate was impossibly skinny, bordering on emaciated, and Drake thought that he’d have no problem taking him even with his withdrawal, wonky liver, and wounded leg.  
 
      
 
    But Milkman didn’t appear aggressive in the least. He held out his hand with nails bitten to the quick. 
 
      
 
    "My name's Drake," the man repeated again, his leer becoming a full-fledged smile. 
 
      
 
    Drake hesitantly grabbed the man’s hand and shook it, preparing his left to throw a punch should he deem it necessary. 
 
      
 
    "My name’s Drake," he said. 
 
      
 
    The man, evidently not finding anything strange about this, scampered back up to his bunk like a quadrupedal spider.  
 
      
 
    Then he picked up the magazine that he’d been reading: Popular Mechanics for Kids. 
 
      
 
    "So, what are you in for, Drake?" the man asked from behind the mag. 
 
      
 
    Drake stared upward, his lips twisted in confusion.  
 
      
 
    "Mind your business," he said quietly, moving back to the mirror. 
 
      
 
    His cellmate pulled the magazine away from his face and offered him a sidelong expression.  
 
      
 
    Then he laughed. 
 
      
 
    "I'm in for possession of a controlled substance with the intent to distribute." 
 
      
 
    Drake wasn't interested in what the man had to say, but despite making this clear by ignoring him, the other ‘Drake’ was not dissuaded. 
 
      
 
    "Methamphetamines. You see, I was addicted to the stuff, but then I came in here and gave it all up. It was all part of God's master plan," as he spoke, the man reached up and fingered a tattoo on his throat that ran beneath the collar of his T-shirt. Although Drake could only see part of it, he knew it to be a cross. There was also some webbing on his neck and a lightning bolt behind his ear. 
 
      
 
    And did God tell you to get those stupid tattoos all over your body? 
 
      
 
    "So… what are you in for?" 
 
      
 
    Drake shook his head and turned to the cell bars and peered out. 
 
      
 
    "Mind your damn business," he repeated. 
 
      
 
    Turning his head to each side, he saw more than a half dozen arms extending from between the bars, mirrors in hand.  
 
      
 
    I might only be here for one night, Drake thought, his stomach twisting into a knot. But I’m thinking this is going to be one of the longest twenty-four hours of my life.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Leroy opened the door to the apartment as quietly as possible. The lights were off inside, which was a good sign — his mother hadn’t waited up for him. After closing the door behind him and double-checking to make sure it was locked, he started down the hallway toward his room. Twice the bag slipped off his shoulder and each time, his jaw tensed in anticipation. He was worried that the shotgun was loaded and would accidentally go off. Eager to stash the bag away, his foot landed too heavily on one particular board and it creaked loudly. 
 
      
 
    "Where were you today, Leroy?" a voice asked from behind him. Leroy's heart started to thud away in his chest and his throat was instantly parched.  
 
      
 
    He turned on his heels, swallowed ineffectively several times, and stared at his mother's concerned face. 
 
      
 
    "I was—I was—” 
 
      
 
    "You was nothing, Leroy; you missed school today. Don’t you lie to me now. Where you been?” 
 
      
 
    Kinesha Walker was tall and thin, with a pretty face that until Declan’s passing had appeared to belong to someone a decade younger than her thirty-eight years. But not anymore. In fact, to Leroy, she looked more like a fifty-year-old than someone who wasn’t quite forty yet. Still, he knew better than to take this as a sign of weakness. 
 
      
 
    He’d felt her wrath too many times to make that mistake.  
 
      
 
    "It's just that, after what happened to—" 
 
      
 
    Kinesha strode forward so quickly that Leroy didn't even realize it until she reached out and pinched his arm. 
 
      
 
    "Don't use your brother's death as an excuse. You have a chance to get out of here, Leroy. Not me, not even your brother, God rest his soul." She extended the forefinger of her free hand and poked him painfully in the center of his chest. "But you can. Now tell me where you were." 
 
      
 
    Leroy cringed. She was pinching his arm so tightly that he could feel her nails biting into his skin even through the thick sweatshirt that he wore. 
 
      
 
    He tilted away from her grasp, which caused the bag to slip down his opposite shoulder.  
 
      
 
    Like most mothers, Leroy knew that Kinesha could tell when he was lying. 
 
      
 
    "I didn’t go to school today, mom," he admitted, his eyes locked on his running shoes now. Telling the truth — the partial truth, anyway — was the fastest way out of this situation. And perhaps the only way to make it to his room without her asking what was in the bag.  
 
      
 
    Kinesha's grip tightened on Leroy’s arm and this time he winced. 
 
      
 
    "I know that, Leroy. And look at me when I'm talking to you." Leroy's eyes shot up, and he saw for the first time that his mother was crying. Or maybe she had been crying, which wasn't an uncommon occurrence since Declan’s murder — he couldn’t be sure which. "But I want to know where you were." 
 
      
 
    Leroy sighed. 
 
      
 
    “I met up with some of Declan's old friends," he began, which wasn't technically a lie. "I wanted to ask them if they knew anything about what happened to him. About the people who were responsible for his death." 
 
      
 
    Again, not exactly a lie. 
 
      
 
    His mother squinted at him, her telepathic powers intruding on his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    This uncomfortable silence stretched on for several seconds before she eventually broke it. 
 
      
 
    "I don't want you hanging out with them, Leroy. They were the people that got Declan killed. They got him mixed up in something, and I don't want you to fall in with the same crowd. Leroy, you're the only one of us who has a chance to get out of this place." 
 
      
 
    As she spoke, Kinesha raised her arms, indicating the interior of their small apartment. She’d done her best to make it look nice, but it was clearly just lipstick on a pig. 
 
      
 
    "I know, I know. I just wanted—" 
 
      
 
    His mother grabbed both his arms and Leroy was forced to look up at her again. 
 
      
 
    "You're the only one who can get out of this." 
 
      
 
    And then, at that moment, Leroy felt something else.  
 
      
 
    He felt anger. 
 
      
 
    All this pressure that everyone was putting on him — even Declan before he died — was unfair. He shrugged his mother off and took a step backward, his eyes hardening. 
 
      
 
    "We can get out, mom; we can do it. Sure, it’s hard. But it’s possible." 
 
      
 
    His mother inspected him for several moments again before replying. 
 
      
 
    "Declan told me that you were naïve, Leroy, but I don’t think you’re stupid. In fact, I know you’re not stupid. And that's precisely why you can make it out." 
 
      
 
    Leroy threw his arms up in the air, which caused the bag to slip even further. This tempered his anger; no matter how furious the discussion made him, it would pale in comparison to how Kinesha would react if she looked inside the bag.  
 
      
 
    "Okay, mom. But would you get out? If you could, that is?" he asked in a low voice. 
 
      
 
    Kinesha Walker bit the inside of her lip. 
 
      
 
    "I can't get out, Leroy. This place… this place is designed to keep me down. The people, the building, even the street. It reaches out like it’s alive and grabs you every time you try to leave and pulls you back in again. I can't, Leroy. But you can. Now go get some sleep, because you are going to school tomorrow. And you are going to get out of here, Leroy." 
 
      
 
    Another tear spilled down his mother's cheek and she wiped it away with the back of her hand. 
 
      
 
    This was the out he was looking for, a way to make it to his room without her asking about the bag. Only now that the opportunity had presented itself, there was something else he had to do first.  
 
      
 
    Something that was perhaps even more important. 
 
      
 
    Leroy took two steps forward and hugged his mother tightly. 
 
      
 
    "I will get out," he whispered in his mother's ear. "I promised Declan and now I’m promising you: I will get out of this place.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Keep your head low, Drake reminded himself as he collected his lunch and made his way to an empty chair. Keep to yourself. 
 
      
 
    Even though he wasn’t looking at anyone in particular, he was well aware that many eyes were on him. Many, including his strange methhead cellmate’s who had so melted his brain with drugs that he simply repeated Drake’s name back to him during introductions. 
 
      
 
    You should be careful with that one, he thought glumly as he turned his attention to the tray of food in front of him. Not a name you want to be associated with these days. 
 
      
 
    Drake had seen better food on an airplane. There were two piles of congealed slop — one gray and one orange — a handful of carrots, a piece of dry toast, and a juice box of all things. That was the most confusing of all. As Drake inspected the juice box — noting that it had a small fish cartoon on it that reminded him very much of Nemo, but clearly wasn’t licensed — someone took a seat across from him. 
 
      
 
    Drake resisted the urge to look up and instead set about trying to swallow his food. This proved more difficult than he'd first thought, and after the first few swallows of the gray slop, chased with one of the orange, he resigned himself to just sucking down the glucose-laden juice box. 
 
      
 
    What he really wanted wasn’t a nice steak or even a bowl of fresh pasta. What Drake wanted was a glass of scotch. He didn't even care if it was blue label or black label or even red. He just needed a drink. 
 
      
 
    As if reacting to the idea of alcohol, his liver clenched, and a cold sweat broke out on his forehead. The next time he brought the juice box to his lips, he saw that his hand was trembling. 
 
      
 
    Although Drake did his best to ignore the man across from him, the way he was slurping up his food made this nearly impossible; he was devouring it. Which was why, when he stopped eating suddenly, Drake knew that something was wrong.  
 
      
 
    He finally looked at the doughy man across from him but didn’t know if he was naturally this pale or if he had seen something that had set him off. When the man’s eyes darted over Drake’s head, he knew that it was the latter.  
 
      
 
    Drake immediately started to stand, but a heavy hand came down on his shoulder and forced him down again. Before he could figure out what to do next, someone slid in beside him. 
 
      
 
    "Well, well, well," a raspy voice said. "I didn’t ever think I would see you again, detective Damien Drake." 
 
      
 
    Drake stared at the black man with the shaved head and close-set eyes. It was clear that he expected Drake to say something, but he knew better. 
 
      
 
    The man's thick lips curled into a sneer. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, it's gonna be like that, is it? You gonna pretend like you don't know me?" 
 
      
 
    Drake's brow furrowed as he tried to come up with a way out of this precarious situation unharmed. He turned the other way but was dismayed to find that it was also blocked. A burly man with a thick black beard had appeared seemingly out of nowhere and now sat with his arms crossed over his large chest. 
 
      
 
    As a last resort, he glanced at the security guard at the back of the room, but it was clear by the way he was intentionally not looking in Drake’s direction that he wasn’t going to be of any help, either.  
 
      
 
    A hand roughly grabbed his chin and wrenched his head around. 
 
      
 
    "You don't remember me?" the first man hissed. "Detective Drake, you don't remember me?" 
 
      
 
    Drake stared intently into the man's eyes. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not a detective," he said simply. "And I have no clue who you are." 
 
      
 
    Only the first part of that statement was true; he knew exactly who this man was. Drake didn’t have the greatest memory, and his destructive drinking had further limited his faculties, but he couldn't forget this man; he couldn't forget Rodney Wise. 
 
      
 
    Rodney had been one of the last cases that he’d been assigned before he and Clay started searching for the Skeleton King. 
 
      
 
    The man had broken into a home in the upper east side when he’d thought that everyone was out. His intention had clearly been a smash and grab, but things changed when Rodney came across the elderly mother of the woman who lived there.  
 
      
 
    As far as Drake could tell, Rodney Wise had smashed the octogenarian in the face with a vase. He finished the robbery and then fled.  
 
      
 
    The poor woman suffered severe lacerations to her face and eyes. Last Drake heard, she was totally blind in the right eye and had limited vision in the left. She was also disfigured and experienced severe PTSD from the incident. 
 
      
 
    Rodney thought that he'd gotten away scot-free, but he’d cut himself on the vase and his DNA profile eventually popped up on CODIS.  
 
      
 
    Drake and Clay had both testified at Rodney’s trial and made no secret about the fact that they wanted the man to get the maximum sentence. 
 
      
 
    They’d succeeded. 
 
      
 
    Keep your cool, Drake. Keep your cool and you’ll make it out of this one.  
 
      
 
    Rodney suddenly reached out and seized him by the collar. 
 
      
 
    "Detective Drake, you're the one who put me in here. You're the asshole who sent me away."  
 
      
 
    Rodney paused again, waiting patiently for Drake to respond. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t take the bait.  
 
      
 
    Incensed, Rodney sucked his teeth and leaned in so close to Drake that he could practically taste the man’s foul breath. 
 
      
 
    "You might not remember me, but I remember you. I remember you and your partner, Detective Cumshot. And you know what? I heard that asshole got his just desserts. Now you’re about to get yours." 
 
      
 
    All of Drake's inner monologue to keep cool went out the window at the mention of Clay. 
 
      
 
    Without thinking, he spat residual gray slop in Rodney’s face and rocketed to his feet.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Leroy somehow managed to make it through his first few classes of the day relatively unscathed — history and chemistry — but at lunchtime, things just fell apart. 
 
      
 
    Everyone in the entire school was staring at him, but he thought he could handle that. It was the whispers that eventually got to Leroy; the comments about how his brother was a narc, a snitch, that he deserved what he got. 
 
      
 
    Fuming, Leroy didn’t go to his regular table to sit and eat with his small cadre of friends. Instead, he opted to sit by himself at an empty table.  
 
      
 
    I knew I should’ve just stayed home again. Mom getting mad at me would be bad, but this… these assholes talking about Declan like they knew him, like they all fucking Sherlock Holmes and know exactly what happened? This is worse. It has to be worse. 
 
      
 
    He had taken a bite of his sandwich — just a single bite — when someone slid in beside him.  
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” Leroy demanded without looking up.  
 
      
 
    "It's a shame what happened to your brother. A real, real shame.” 
 
      
 
    The mocking tone in the man’s voice was the final straw; Leroy’s face turned beet red and he whipped around. 
 
      
 
    And then it felt as if his chest had imploded. 
 
      
 
    He tried to speak, he tried to stand, he tried to take a swing at the man, but he couldn't do anything. 
 
      
 
    He was well and truly frozen. 
 
      
 
    "Good, so you recognize me. Now, let me tell you something, you little fucking shit. What happened to Declan, that's just the beginning. What he did — what that bitch did — that’s on you. That’s on your whole family. He was a fucking snitch and if you say anything about me, I’ll make sure that you pay the same price he did." 
 
      
 
    Leroy stared into the man's eyes, the pale yellow eyes of the man who had shot and killed his brother. 
 
      
 
    He smirked revealing the gold incisor, and then reached into his shirt and teased up a chain just high enough to show Leroy that it was there. 
 
      
 
    It was the one that belonged to Declan. 
 
      
 
    Leroy immediately reached for the chain, intent on ripping it off the man’s neck. 
 
      
 
    But Declan’s murderer was prepared for this, and he managed to grab Leroy's wrist in mid air. He was on his feet in a second, twisting Leroy's hand behind his back while, at the same time, grabbing the back of his head. 
 
      
 
    Leroy’s face was smashed into his tuna fish sandwich, and he struggled to breathe through clenched teeth.  
 
      
 
    "No, not yet. It’s Kinesha’s turn first." 
 
      
 
    "Hey!" someone shouted. 
 
      
 
    At the mention of his mother's name, Leroy squirmed with renewed vigor, but the man with the gold incisor had leverage and was stronger to begin with.  
 
      
 
    All Leroy managed to do was to smear his face deeper into his sandwich. 
 
      
 
    "Hey!" someone shouted again, and this time Leroy recognized the bellow as belonging to the cafeteria security guard. 
 
      
 
    Declan’s killer leaned down next to Leroy's ear and whispered something before pulling back. 
 
      
 
    "I was just leaving," he told the security guard, finally releasing his hold on Leroy.  
 
      
 
    Leroy immediately pulled himself to his feet, tuna and bread clinging to his cheek. 
 
      
 
    It was all he could do not to burst into tears as he watched the man who had accosted him back away, fiddling with the chain around his neck as he went. 
 
      
 
    The security guard was suddenly at his side, asking him a flurry of questions. 
 
      
 
    But Leroy heard none of these. 
 
      
 
    All he heard was the man’s final words in his ear. 
 
      
 
    "When you're ready, come for me. But not before." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leroy forced his way out of the cafeteria and then out of the school entirely. As soon as he cleared the front doors, he broke into a run, not slowing until he approached his apartment complex close to fifteen minutes later. 
 
      
 
    Leroy would have run all the way up to his apartment, but the crowd of people outside the building made his progress difficult. 
 
      
 
    "What's happening? What's going on?" he asked anybody who would listen. 
 
      
 
    People turned to look at him, but nobody answered.  
 
      
 
    Apparently, the news of his brother being a snitch had sullied his name, as well.  
 
      
 
    "What the hell is going on?" he shouted, his eyes darting to the police cruiser by the side of the road. 
 
      
 
    "Anybody? Anybody?!” 
 
      
 
    This drew more stares, but still, nobody responded. That is until his eyes met his mother's. 
 
      
 
    "Leroy?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Leroy forced his way through the small crowd and grabbed his mother in a hug.  
 
      
 
    "Are you okay? Mom, you okay?" 
 
      
 
    Leroy stepped back and looked her up and down, frowning when he realized that she was still wearing her pajamas. There was also a fresh, red welt encircling her right eye. 
 
      
 
    "Jesus Christ, mom? What happened? What the hell happened to you?" 
 
      
 
    Kinesha brought a hand to her temple and winced. 
 
      
 
    "I'll be fine, Leroy. Just some punk kids who broke in and vandalized the place. I’ll be okay. What are you doing here, anyway? Shouldn’t you be at school?" 
 
      
 
    Leroy ignored the comment, as he ignored the fact that people all around them were listening to their conversation. They wouldn’t answer him when he’d asked what was going on minutes earlier, but they sure as hell had no qualms about eavesdropping.  
 
      
 
    Inside, Leroy was seething. Not only had the man with the gold incisor killed his brother, but now his goons had assaulted his mother in their home. 
 
      
 
    He ground his teeth. 
 
      
 
    "I'm ready," he said, thinking back to the altercation in the cafeteria. "I'm ready for you now." 
 
      
 
    "What? Leroy? What are you saying?" 
 
      
 
    Leroy shook his head and pulled away from his mom, turning his eyes to the front of the apartment building. 
 
      
 
    As he watched, two officers strode out of the front doors, smiles on their faces. Unbelievably, one of them was blond and wore aviator sunglasses. 
 
      
 
    It was Officer Michael Pontiac. 
 
      
 
    "Leroy, you don’t go in there. Don’t—” 
 
      
 
    But Leroy was already striding forward. He came to within five feet of the officers before it was clear that they didn’t recognize him.  
 
      
 
    And why would they? Why would they recognize the brother of just another black man who was shot and killed on the streets while dealing drugs? What did it matter that they were probably the ones that had provided the drugs? 
 
      
 
    "Son, you can’t go up there," the officer, not Michael Pontiac, but the other one, the fat one said, blocking his path with a meaty palm. 
 
      
 
    Leroy scowled and sidestepped the man's outstretched hand. 
 
      
 
    "That's my apartment and I'm going up," he said, not stopping. 
 
      
 
    "You best be watching your mouth, boy," Officer Pontiac said. 
 
      
 
    Leroy raised his eyes and glared at the man. 
 
      
 
    "You really don't know who I am?"  
 
      
 
    Officer Pontiac sneered. 
 
      
 
    "I got no fucking clue who you are, boy. But if you speak to me like that again, you’ll know who I am." 
 
      
 
    Leroy knew that he should swallow his anger, bite his tongue for both his and his mother’s sake. 
 
      
 
    But everything suddenly came to a head then — witnessing his brother’s murder, being assaulted in the cafeteria, and now his mother with the welt on her face — and Leroy reached his breaking point. 
 
      
 
    "Fuck you," he spat.  
 
      
 
    Officer Pontiac’s jaw dropped. 
 
      
 
    “What did you—” 
 
      
 
    "Fuck you," Leroy repeated. "I know what both of you fuckers did. You were responsible for my brother’s death. You gave him something —" 
 
      
 
    Leroy didn't finish his sentence, nor did he see the blow that collided with the side of his head. 
 
      
 
    And he definitely didn't see the pavement as it rushed up to meet him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Drake's outburst was exactly what Rodney Wise wanted, of course. His spit hit Rodney directly between the eyes, but when he tried to rise, a thick black arm snaked its way around his throat. Before Drake could even make it to his feet, he was dragged backward off the bench. His hands immediately went to the arm around his neck, and he desperately tried to loosen it to take a full breath.  
 
      
 
    That's when the first blow came. 
 
      
 
    It wasn't Rodney, but the much bigger man who had been sitting to Drake’s left that delivered the initial punch. 
 
      
 
    And it was a devastating shot. 
 
      
 
    The man's fist, which was the size of a kettle ball, hit Drake in the stomach. It forced all the remaining air from his lungs, and his body tried to curl into a protective ball. Only it couldn't do that on account of the arm around his neck and the fact that his feet were now trapped beneath the table. 
 
      
 
    Several other people had since gathered around, but they weren’t there to help; they were blocking the view of the guard who seemed to be more interested in something he’d found under his fingernails than the safety of the inmates. 
 
      
 
    As his lungs screamed for air, Drake gave up trying to pull the man's arm free and drove his elbow backward instead. It connected with something soft and fleshy, and the big man grunted. Encouraged by this sound, Drake continued to deliver more elbows with as much strength as his oxygen depleted muscles could muster. 
 
      
 
    But by now Rodney had recovered from the spit and was hovering over Drake, a menacing stare on his face. 
 
      
 
    "You put me in here!" he screamed. "You did this!"  
 
      
 
    And then Rodney rained down punches. 
 
      
 
    Stars shot across Drake’s vision, but in the end, it was these shots that probably saved his life. The blows were so powerful that it knocked him backward, and he collapsed on top of the man who was still choking him.  
 
      
 
    The big fella groaned and at long last, his arm slipped from Drake’s throat.  
 
      
 
    Even though he was teetering on the verge of unconsciousness, the large, burning lungful of air that Drake sucked in at that moment provided him with renewed energy. He swung his leg hard in an arc and it connected with the side of Rodney's knee. 
 
      
 
    But while his knee buckled, the man managed to stay upright. And the whole time, the sneer never left his face. Rodney replied with another punch, this time to the side of his jaw. Drake's head jerked to one side and he felt something crack seconds before blood spilled out from between his lips. Knowing that if he passed out now, he would likely never wake up, Drake spat out one of his teeth and then tried to force himself into a kneeling position. 
 
      
 
    But there were three of them and one of him, and Drake was slightly out of shape and ravaged by alcohol. 
 
      
 
    In the end, he was no match for these hardened criminals. The big man who’d punched him in the stomach grabbed Drake’s right leg and yanked him hard. As he was dragged across the floor, Rodney kicked him in the side.  
 
      
 
    Even though Drake had already been punched in the stomach, choked, had lost one of his lower teeth, it was this kick — this well delivered, swift kick to his liver — that did the most damage. 
 
      
 
    He’d managed to remain relatively silent aside from wheezing, but now Drake let out a low, guttural moan. 
 
      
 
    "I’m going to kill you, Drake," Rodney whispered as he pulled his leg back to prepare for another kick. 
 
      
 
    Drake was in the process of flipping onto his stomach — there was no way he could take another liver shot — when at long last a guard appeared. 
 
      
 
    Just as a high-pitched whistle filled the room, the guard wrapped his nightstick around Rodney’s throat and yanked the man backward. 
 
      
 
    Three more short whistle bursts rang out, and all of the inmates suddenly dropped to their knees. 
 
      
 
    Drake knew that he should do the same, but he was in too much pain to comply. 
 
      
 
    The best he could do was to roll over onto his side. 
 
      
 
    And that's when someone else grabbed him, not an inmate this time, but a guard, and he was pulled to his feet. Only Drake couldn't stand on his own, and it took two of them to hold him up. 
 
      
 
    He spat blood onto his chin and looked across at Rodney who was still being strangled by a nightstick. 
 
      
 
    "I'll kill you," the man hissed. "I'll fucking kill you, Drake." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    "Leroy Tennyson Walker, you're looking at a minimum of 60 days in juvie, followed by at least three months of community service," the man who sat across from him said. 
 
      
 
    It seemed surreal; a man he’d only met a quarter hour ago couldn’t possibly make such assertions about his immediate future… could he?  
 
      
 
    "No, that’s not right. It can’t…?" 
 
      
 
    The prognosticator was a man in his mid-sixties with thin gray hair and spectacles that were just shy of true. 
 
      
 
    "You're looking at jail time, son. Consider yourself lucky that you didn’t try to pull this stunt in a few months when you turn eighteen. There’s a crackdown on gangbangers out there; the DA would like nothing more than to throw the book at you." 
 
      
 
    Leroy's eyes bulged, which inflamed his already aching head. 
 
      
 
    "Gangbanger? No, that’s not… I’m not… listen, I was attacked by a police officer. All I wanted to do was go to my apartment." 
 
      
 
    And check for the gun, money, and dope that I stole from the police, Leroy thought but didn’t say.  
 
      
 
    The lawyer pushed his lips together tightly in a smug expression and then turned his attention to the paper on the clipboard in his wrinkled fingers. He flipped through several pages before starting to read. 
 
      
 
    "The defendant approached the residence and was told that he could not enter as it was an active crime scene. Ofc. Michael Pontiac informed the defendant of this three times but the defendant did not stop his attempts to enter. Ofc. Pete Dalton tried to impede his progress by holding out a hand and preventing access to the building. The defendant was clearly irate, and every attempt to calm Mr. Walker failed. The defendant then cursed at Ofc. Dalton and uttered several racial slurs. When Ofc. Pontiac intervened, Mr. Walker took a swing at him. He missed and, in the process, slipped and fell to the ground where he was momentarily dazed when his head struck the concrete. He was subsequently apprehended without further incident." The public defender raised his eyes. "Does that sound about right to you?" 
 
      
 
    Leroy was furious. 
 
      
 
    "Sound about right to me? It’s absolute fucking bullshit, that’s what it is," he shouted, slamming his fist down on the table. 
 
      
 
    The public defender, whose name Leroy couldn’t remember, leaned away and motioned for the guard. 
 
      
 
    "That's all made up. I didn’t take a swing at anybody. They… they hit me. I was just trying to go to—" 
 
      
 
    But the public defender wasn't listening anymore. He rose to his feet, his eyes locked on the guard who was in the process of unlocking the door. 
 
      
 
    "My client is being hostile," he snapped. “I don’t have time for this.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy's heart started to race. 
 
      
 
    "Wait, wait! I’m sorry, I didn’t—I’m just frustrated. I didn’t—I didn’t do anything!" 
 
      
 
    Leroy knew all was lost, however, when the public defender continued to ignore him and started making his way toward the now open door. 
 
      
 
    "I can't take him to juvie, Karl," the guard said, his eyes flicking to Leroy. "I was told that nobody can go there for the next two weeks — overcrowded already. Unless I ship him upstate, and you know, what with the transportation costs…" 
 
      
 
    Leroy's public defender, who was evidently named Karl, turned back in his direction and shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "He looks like a tough kid," he said, patting the guard on the shoulder. "Put him with the big boys for the night, then we’ll see if he changes his mind about whether or not he wants to cooperate." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leroy had never been to prison and neither had his brother, Declan. His father, a man he’d never met, had reportedly been in and out of prison since he was a teenager. 
 
      
 
    Thus, Leroy didn't know if what happened next was normal or not. He suspected that it wasn't; after all, his lawyer had met him for all of five minutes before basically telling the guard to take him away to an adult prison for the night. 
 
      
 
    But what could he do? He didn't have money to hire someone else… well, aside from the envelope he’d stolen from the police. But if, by chance, the thug who’d vandalized his apartment hadn’t taken it, how could he get it? He couldn’t rightly ask his mom to retrieve it for him.  
 
      
 
    Leroy protested as he was led to a transport van, but as soon as they started the trek to the Metropolitan Correctional Center, he thought it better to save his breath. He was the only prisoner in the van, and the officer who drove was either mute or deaf or both. The guard that accompanied him, the same one who’d interacted briefly with his lawyer in the conference room, introduced himself as Wayne Clement. 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to give you a piece of advice, son," Wayne said as Leroy stared at his hands. They were trembling so violently that the chains that bound them sounded like wind chimes. "You need to get a better lawyer." 
 
      
 
    Leroy raised his face to look at the man and a tear spilled down his cheek. 
 
      
 
    "How?" he almost begged. "How can I afford a lawyer? And I didn't… I didn't do anything. All I wanted to do was get into my house. To see if…" Leroy let his sentence trail off. 
 
      
 
    Wayne shot a glance at the driver before leaning towards the cage that separated the front from the back of the transport van. 
 
      
 
    "Do whatever you can to get a good lawyer. Seriously, you need to do whatever you can." 
 
      
 
    Leroy frowned and then turned his gaze to the window. Within minutes, they approached a tall, brown building that oddly reminded Leroy of the projects in which he lived. Even though there were no outdoor facilities, he still saw one in his mind, a patchwork vision of perhaps a dozen prison movies he’d seen over the past few years. He saw the chain link fence with razor wire bundled at the top, he saw shirtless men covered in tattoos pressing weights in the yard.  
 
      
 
    He saw himself with his head low, walking slowly, trying to remain anonymous.   
 
      
 
    What Leroy needed right now wasn't a lawyer, but a bodyguard. Because if he didn't survive the next few hours — or night, or however long Karl the public defender decided to keep him here before he did something about it — he wouldn’t need representation. 
 
      
 
    "Leroy, I can’t do anything about your situation," Wayne said, drawing him back. "But that bruise… the one on the side of your head? How does it feel?" 
 
      
 
    Confused, Leroy instinctively reached up and probed the wound. It was slightly tender to the touch, and it throbbed something fierce, but the pain was manageable.  
 
      
 
    "It's fine," he replied in a soft voice. 
 
      
 
    The driver stopped the car and they began the exit procedure. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know. Looks pretty bad to me," Wayne said as he unlocked the cage and started toward the back of the van. "In fact, it has started to bleed again. They might have to take you to the infirmary instead of the general population." 
 
      
 
    Leroy’s brow furrowed. A quick glance at his fingers revealed no blood. 
 
      
 
    "No, I'm okay. Seriously I—" 
 
      
 
    Wayne suddenly leaned in close and said, "Get a better lawyer, Leroy. Get a better lawyer and stay out of this place. It'll eat you alive." 
 
      
 
    Then the man reached back and rabbit punched Leroy directly on the bruise. He did this with such speed and precision that there was a slight delay before Leroy realized what happened. And when he did, he swooned. As he slumped back in his seat, blood started to trickle into his eye. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    "You all right? You want me to call the nurse?" 
 
      
 
    Drake could hear someone speaking, but he had no idea who it was, let alone where it was coming from. All he could see was Jasmine holding their baby, clutching Clay to her chest, when Deputy Inspector Palmer barged in. In this dream or vision or whatever it was, however, instead of taking Drake away, Palmer took Clay instead. The bastard wrenched the screaming newborn from Jasmine’s breast. 
 
      
 
    "Mister?" 
 
      
 
    Drake groaned and opened his eyes. 
 
      
 
    His throat was raw and sore, and his entire right side was numb. Bright incandescent lighting bore down on him, forcing him to close his eyes again.  
 
      
 
    "Shit, I thought you was dyin’," the voice said. 
 
      
 
    After several deep breaths, Drake opened his eyes more cautiously this time and turned his head to face the voice. 
 
      
 
    In the bed beside him lay a young black man with a dark bruise over his right eye. There was a bandage on part of the wound, a simple cotton pad that was stained a deep crimson.  
 
      
 
    Drake tried to speak then, but his throat was still too raw. 
 
      
 
    "You were saying something in your sleep — something about a cop. It was hard to understand, though." 
 
      
 
    Drake turned his head back to center and closed his eyes again. 
 
      
 
    "Mind your business," he managed in a voice that he didn’t recognize.  
 
      
 
    Every time he swallowed, it felt as if someone were dumping a handful of rusty nails down his throat. The bed wasn’t helping either; the mattress felt like it was made of pressed tin. He shifted onto his hip, and then suddenly felt the urge to urinate.  
 
      
 
    Badly. 
 
      
 
    Drake looked around for a nurse, but it was only him and the young black kid in the room. The urge quickly transitioned to a desperate need and he grunted. 
 
      
 
    "Is there a call button or something?" 
 
      
 
    He tried to raise his arm to feel for one above his head — the most likely location — but a set of handcuffs restricted his movements.  
 
      
 
    "Jesus, is there a call button?" 
 
      
 
    Drake glanced over at the kid beside him, but he deliberately averted his eyes. 
 
      
 
    "I'm just gonna mind my business,” he offered. “Just like you said.” 
 
      
 
    Drake scowled and tried to shift his hips again. As he did, he started to piss himself. On more than one occasion, he’d woken up after a night of drinking only to find the front of his jeans soaked with urine. But this time was different. The thin blanket that covered his lower half didn’t get wet. In fact, the only thing he felt was a strange tingling sensation in his groin. 
 
      
 
    "What the fuck?" 
 
      
 
    Drake cautiously lifted the blanket and stared down at himself. 
 
      
 
    There was a tube coming out of the end of his penis, one that ran up over the edge of the bed only to disappear beneath. And this tube was filled with a dark brown liquid. 
 
      
 
    Drake shuddered and quickly lowered the sheet.  
 
      
 
    The sound of a door opening thankfully distracted Drake from his thoughts. A man in a white lab coat with a stethoscope dangling around his neck stepped into the infirmary, a clipboard in hand. 
 
      
 
    As Drake finished relieving himself, the doctor strode with his head down to the first bed. He flipped through several pages on his clipboard before finally raising his eyes.  
 
      
 
    "Leroy Walker, how are you feeling? You took a nasty fall on the bus on the way over." 
 
      
 
    Drake watched intently as the young kid named Leroy twitched uncomfortably.  
 
      
 
    What's wrong with you, kid? It's a simple question. 
 
      
 
    "I didn't fall," he said at last. "A cop hit me in the head with his nightstick for no reason. A corrupt cop, one who—" 
 
      
 
    The doctor held up a finger and stared down his beak-like nose at Leroy. 
 
      
 
    "Save for the judge, son. I don't care if you’re in here for vandalism, murder, or self-immolation. I only want to know how your injuries are.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy closed his eyes and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "I shouldn't be here. I want to speak to my lawyer. A new lawyer — a good lawyer." 
 
      
 
    One of the doctor’s thin eyebrows rose up his forehead. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not a fan of repeating myself, Leroy. But if you insist on being difficult, I won’t give you anything for the pain and you’ll be shipped right back to gen pop. So, I’ll ask you one more time: how are you feeling?” 
 
      
 
    Drake could see that Leroy wanted to protest further but thought better of it.  
 
      
 
    "Bad… very bad." 
 
      
 
    The doctor nodded, wrote something on his clipboard, and then reached into his lab coat pocket. He pulled out two white pills and handed them to Leroy. 
 
      
 
    "Take these and you’ll sleep until the morning. You should feel better then.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy hesitantly took the pills. 
 
      
 
    "In the morning? You mean I'm staying here all night? But I haven't even… I haven’t…" 
 
      
 
    But the doctor had already moved on. The first thing he noticed when he came up to Drake’s bed was the tube of brown sludge extending beneath. He lifted it with a finger, nodded, and then marked something down.  
 
      
 
    "Damien Drake," he said, switching to another page on his clipboard. 
 
      
 
    Drake grunted an affirmative. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think I have to ask you how you're feeling. In fact, I'm surprised you're still alive. According to your file, over the past six months, you nearly died from methanol poisoning, you've practically pickled your liver from alcohol, you were shot in the leg, and now I see that you've lost your left lower incisor and you have grade 3 pitting edema of the esophagus." 
 
      
 
    Drake frowned. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for being so optimistic, Doc.” 
 
      
 
    The doctor ignored him as he done Leroy and walked over to an IV bag hanging above the bed. Drake, who hadn’t noticed it before, followed this tube to the back of his right hand. 
 
      
 
    Without further comment, the doctor withdrew a syringe from his pocket and injected it into a small port on the IV bag. Then he slipped the syringe into a biohazard box at the back of the room and started toward the door. 
 
      
 
    Before reaching it, however, the doctor turned and addressed them both one final time.  
 
      
 
    "You two behave yourselves — I'll be back in an hour to check up on you. If you start fighting, I'll send one or both of you back into gen pop," he paused. "And I’m pretty sure that that isn’t the best place for a police officer or a 17-year-old kid, do you?" 
 
      
 
    With that, the doctor knocked on the window and the guard stationed outside opened the door. When he was gone, an uncomfortable silence fell over the infirmary and its only two residents. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, Leroy turned to face Drake. 
 
      
 
    "You're… you're a cop?" 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    "Was," Drake corrected the kid. "I was a cop. But that was a long time ago." 
 
      
 
    Clearly, his assertion for Leroy to mind his own business hadn’t been taken to heart. But now that he’d learned a little about the kid, Drake figured there was no harm in speaking to him. 
 
      
 
    "Seventeen years old, huh? What the hell did you do to end up in this hellhole?" 
 
      
 
    Leroy shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "I didn't do nothin’. It was the fucking cops. They’re the ones behind my brother’s murder, and they’re the ones…" He let his sentence trail off as if stopping himself before he said too much.  
 
      
 
    But Drake was intrigued now. 
 
      
 
    “I might have been a cop once, but I'm not anymore — I'm in your camp now. And most of them are assholes. Most of them are corrupt assholes working for that prick of a Mayor Ken Smith. When I get out of here…"  
 
      
 
    Now it was Drake's turn to let his sentence trail off. As he did, he clenched his teeth, which caused his gums to flare in pain. 
 
      
 
    "Looks like we have something in common after all," Leroy remarked. 
 
      
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Looks that way — and it also looks like we’re stuck here for the night. You want to tell me what happened to your brother? Why you ended up here?” 
 
      
 
    Leroy took several deep breaths, some of which were so long and deep that Drake thought that the kid had fallen asleep. But then his eyes snapped open and he started to talk. And talk he did. Leroy spoke for nearly 15 minutes straight, telling a story about how his brother had met with the cops, had exchanged parcels with them, only to be shot minutes later.  
 
      
 
    There was an investigation into his brother’s murder, he said, but it went nowhere. Just another black kid gunned down in the streets for dealing drugs.  
 
      
 
    It was clear to Drake by how forthcoming Leroy was, that the kid was green; he wasn’t a hardened criminal. Nobody with any experience would reveal to a stranger that they’d taken things into their own hands, that they’d robbed the cops, taken drugs, a gun, and money from them.  
 
      
 
    "And you’re seriously claiming that you don’t deserve to be here? That you didn’t think that robbing two cops would get you thrown in jail?” 
 
      
 
    Leroy shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I was never arrested for that — they have no idea that that was me. The guy who killed my brother? He also broke into my place and attacked my mom. When I tried to get inside, the fucking cops, Officers Dalton and Pontiac, roughed me up. That’s why I’m in here. That and my fucking lawyer got his law degree from a box of Corn Pops and doesn’t give a shit about anything but his next blowjob from a tranny hooker.” 
 
      
 
    Drake shook his head. To most people, especially a late-thirty Caucasian male who’d grown up in the middle class, the story would have been unbelievable. 
 
      
 
    But not to Drake. Drake had been a beat cop before he’d been a detective, and he knew a little bit about Leroy’s world. Most of the New York City ghettos were like quicksand: the more you struggled to get out, the more it conspired to suck you deeper. 
 
      
 
    After a deep, shuddering breath, Leroy turned to face him. Drake was surprised to see that there were tears in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    No, this kid definitely didn’t belong here. 
 
      
 
    "What about you?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    Drake nearly chuckled and probably would've chuckled, if it weren’t for the pain that radiated up from his liver. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I too had an altercation with the cops, although mine went a little differently from yours. Mine started with breaking a police officer’s nose and ended with him being locked in a shipping container that had once housed dead prostitutes from Colombia that were destined to be sold as trophies." 
 
      
 
    Leroy stared at him for a moment, expecting Drake to laugh, to tell him that he was just joking. 
 
      
 
    Drake held the stare and Leroy eventually caught on that this was no joke. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but that’s the whole story,” Drake said.  
 
      
 
    And then, for reasons he didn’t quite understand, Drake started opening up to the kid. He told him about the corrupt mayor, about how Ken Smith was involved in the human trafficking ring and how he also smuggled heroin into New York from Colombia. 
 
      
 
    When he was finally done, Drake's mouth and throat were in worse shape than they were an hour ago despite whatever the doctor had spiked his IV bag with. 
 
      
 
    "That's one hell of a story, man — puts mine to shame. But like I said before, they really ain’t that different.” 
 
      
 
    Drake raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "How’s that?" 
 
      
 
    Leroy breathed deeply, and his eyes closed again; clearly, the pills that the doctor had given were starting to take effect. 
 
      
 
    When he spoke again, his eyes stayed closed. 
 
      
 
    "Because we both hate the cops, and because both of us are victims of corrupt city officials." 
 
      
 
    Drake couldn't argue with that.  
 
      
 
    It dawned on him that he liked the kid. Maybe it was the fact that they shared a common thread, or maybe it was because they were so very different but faced a similar struggle. Whatever it was, Drake felt an immediate kinship with him. 
 
      
 
    "You said something before about needing a better lawyer? Well, I think I can help with that. You don't belong here, Leroy — and neither do I. I’ll get my attorney to take your case. And when you get out, I want to go see a friend of mine. I think… I think you’re right, I think we have something in common, and I think that we might be able to help each other out." 
 
      
 
    He glanced over at Leroy, but the only movement in the bed beside him was the slow rising and falling of his chest. 
 
      
 
    Drake sighed and turned his gaze to the ceiling. Just these simple movements caused pain to erupt from nearly every square inch of his body.  
 
      
 
    The doctor was right, of course. He’d put himself through hell over the past six months, maybe even longer. Shit, it was longer. Drake had been punishing himself ever since Clay had died. 
 
      
 
    Thoughts of his partner brought about mental images of his baby, the one that he only spent a minute with before DI Palmer had arrested him. 
 
      
 
    I'll see you again one day, Drake thought. Only he wasn’t sure if he was referring to his late partner or his newborn son. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    At some point, Drake must've dozed off, because the next thing he knew, the infirmary was full of people. At first, he thought that maybe Leroy was having a fit, but the kid was still sleeping soundly. 
 
      
 
    Someone was in severe distress, but it wasn’t Leroy; it was someone with a shaved head and tattoos on his neck. 
 
      
 
    It was Drake’s one-time cellmate.  
 
      
 
    The doctor with the beak-like nose was hovering over the man, performing chest compressions while at the same time ordering several other nurses to start a transfusion. 
 
      
 
    "Can’t find a rhythm," the doctor shouted. “Hurry!” 
 
      
 
    There was blood everywhere: on his hands, on his arms, all over his lab coat. 
 
      
 
    "What the — what the fuck happened?" Drake asked hoarsely. 
 
      
 
    To his surprise, the doctor turned to look at him. 
 
      
 
    "Stabbed three times in the leg, severed his femoral artery." 
 
      
 
    And then he went back to trying to save the man’s life. 
 
      
 
    A nurse wheeled a trolley full of bags of blood into the infirmary and started to set up an IV. She’d just found a vein when the doctor swatted her away and reached for a defibrillator.  
 
      
 
    “Still no rhythm!” 
 
      
 
    Drake blinked several times, trying to figure out if this was some sort of morbid hallucination. But every time he opened his eyes, the bloody scene remained. 
 
      
 
    In the back of his mind, he had the nagging sensation that this was all his fault. After all, it wasn’t beyond the realm of reason to think that the fucked up methhead had gone around telling people that his name was Drake — as a joke, a lark, or maybe just because he was out of his mind.  
 
      
 
    And when the wrong person heard this — maybe one of Rodney’s goons who couldn’t tell the difference between an aged ex-detective and a tweaker — they’d gone ahead and taken him out.  
 
      
 
    A buzzing sound filled the room, and Drake glanced over briefly at Leroy. Whatever pills the doctor had given him must've been strong; he still appeared to be sleeping. 
 
      
 
    "Clear," the doctor said as he pressed a button on the defibrillator. There was a beep and a split-second later, the man’s body seized, before collapsing again.  
 
      
 
    “Still nothing… again!” 
 
      
 
    They tried to shock the man’s heart back into beating three more times before giving up. 
 
      
 
    "He's gone," the doctor eventually said, reaching for a wad of towels to clean the blood off his hands. "He's gone and he ain't coming back." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The look on Roger Schneiderman's face was one of pure horror. 
 
      
 
    "Jesus! I heard it was bad, but this is… ungh." 
 
      
 
    Drake just shuffled towards his lawyer, keeping his head low. The doctor had done his best to patch him up and make him look presentable, but given what he’d had to work with, the results weren’t pretty. 
 
      
 
    "Man, they sure did a number on you," Roger continued. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks," Drake grumbled. 
 
      
 
    "Fuck… well, listen, we can deal with whatever happened after your plea. That’s the most important thing right now. Just plead not guilty, watch your manners, and I’ll have you out on bail in under an hour. Screech has already put up the cash, so that won’t be an issue. But if you act up and Judge Robinson holds you in contempt again? Well, I don’t think you’re gonna make it through another night at MCC. Be smart, Drake. Be smart." 
 
      
 
    Drake just nodded solemnly and took up residence beside his lawyer. He knew that DI Palmer would be in the audience as soon as the doors opened, as well as Detective Kramer, but he tried to keep his cool. 
 
      
 
    There would be a time when he would confront both of them, but now wasn’t it. 
 
      
 
    "The Hon. Judge Robinson presiding," the bailiff said as the door behind the bench opened. "All rise." 
 
      
 
    Drake rose and turned his head forward as the judge first entered and then took his seat. There was a slight delay as a second bailiff opened the doors at the back of the courtroom and the spectators filled in. When this quieted down, Judge Robinson spoke. 
 
      
 
    "This is in the matter of the City of New York versus Damien Donald Drake. This is a plea hearing and I remind everyone present that I will not tolerate outbursts of any kind. Doing so will result in you being held in contempt of court." The judge paused for a moment to let his words sink in before continuing. "Good. Now I will read the charges." 
 
      
 
    Drake waited for the man to list off the string of charges that he’d long since committed to memory. 
 
      
 
    "Now, Damien Drake, how do you plead?" 
 
      
 
    Drake took a deep breath and his lawyer gently nudged him. But he refrained from speaking until the Hon. Judge Robinson looked down at him. 
 
      
 
    "Damien Drake, if you do not reply, I will hold you in contempt of court again. How do you plead to the charges as I have read them to you?" 
 
      
 
    When Drake still didn’t answer, the man sighed, removed his glasses, and addressed his lawyer. 
 
      
 
    "Mr. Schneiderman, this is the—" 
 
      
 
    "I plead that Mayor Ken Smith is a criminal who deserves to be brought to justice," Drake blurted. "I plead that he is complicit in the murders of more than a dozen Colombian girls that he tried to smuggle into New York." 
 
      
 
    The audience collectively sucked in their breath and Drake could literally see the judge's face melt. He banged his gavel and ordered everyone to quiet down. 
 
      
 
    But Drake wasn't done yet — he wasn’t close to done. 
 
      
 
    "Ken Smith is also responsible for importing heroin into the city. His empire—" 
 
      
 
    The judge had had enough, and he banged his gavel again before pointing it at the bailiff. 
 
      
 
    "Drake, you are in contempt of court. I will now remand you to—" 
 
      
 
    Roger elbowed Drake in the side. It was only a nudge, but it was a direct hit to his liver and Drake winced and curled to that side. 
 
      
 
    "Judge Robinson, may I approach the bench, please." 
 
      
 
    The judge eyed him, and then Drake, and then eventually nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Approach the bench, councillor, but I’m warning you, if your client speaks out one more time, I will have him remanded to MCC for a week or more.” 
 
      
 
    Drake bowed his head as Roger hurried to the bench. They were joined by the DA, and the three of them spoke in hushed tones for several minutes, before Roger returned to his side.  
 
      
 
    "The court is in agreement with Mr. Schneiderman; at present, Damien Drake is unfit to enter a plea." 
 
      
 
    More audience chatter, which was silenced by another gavel strike. 
 
      
 
    "Therefore, I will postpone this plea hearing for one week, during which time, I will remand the defendant, Damien Drake, to Oak Valley Psychiatric Institution for evaluation and assessment – a 703." 
 
      
 
    More murmurs as the audience rose to their feet and started to make their way out of the courtroom. This time, Drake didn’t look for Palmer or Kramer. He just kept his eyes straight ahead. 
 
      
 
    "You happy now?” Roger said, leaning in close. “I had no choice, Drake. You wouldn’t survive another night in prison.” 
 
      
 
    Drake smiled, despite the pain it caused him.  
 
      
 
    "Oh, I’m happy, alright — I knew you’d do your job."  
 
      
 
    Roger gave him a strange look. 
 
      
 
    “What are you—” 
 
      
 
    “I've got a new client for you,” Drake said, cutting the man off mid-sentence. “He's just a kid — name's Leroy Walker. Just let Screech know that his case is about some corrupt cops, and I’m sure he’ll pick up the tab." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    "Mr. Walker," the sharply dressed man said as he stepped into the interview room. "I’m your new lawyer; Roger Schneiderman. I’ve already spoken to the judge and arranged bail; you should have never been sent to MCC, let alone spend the night there." 
 
      
 
    Leroy gaped. 
 
      
 
    “What? Bail? I don’t—” 
 
      
 
    The man waved a hand dismissively. 
 
      
 
    “Already taken care of — as have my fees. Your mother has already signed off on me representing you, so unless you have any concerns…?” 
 
      
 
    Leroy said nothing; he couldn’t believe what was happening. He’d been convinced that the man he’d met in the infirmary was delusional or that he was just trying to make him feel better. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” the lawyer said, taking a sheet of paper out of a briefcase that looked like it cost as much as Leroy’s monthly rent. “I don’t know who you are, and I don’t rightly care. I’m taking this case as a favor for a friend of a friend.” 
 
      
 
    He slid a sheet of paper over to Leroy. On it was an outline of a head with hash marks and notations above the right eye. It took Leroy a moment to realize that he was looking at something that was supposed to be him; him and his injuries. 
 
      
 
    "A forensic pathologist friend of mine, Dr. Beckett Campbell, took a look at the report of your injuries; he says they are more consistent with a blow from a curved object than a fall. This, combined with the fact that they messed up by putting you in MCC last night without provocation… I'm thinking that worst case scenario, you end up doing a handful of hours of community service — you know, picking up trash in your neighborhood. Best case? The judge just throws it out." 
 
      
 
    The interaction was so surreal that Leroy was at a loss for words.  
 
      
 
    Even though he’d done nothing wrong, the charges against him were serious; he’d heard of people go to prison for less… much less. 
 
      
 
    Roger must have seen something on his face because he frowned. 
 
      
 
    "You’ll still have to stand in front of the judge and keep your mouth shut… you know, only speak when spoken to — yes, sir, no, sir, that sort of thing. Do you think you can do that? Because my last client…" 
 
      
 
    Leroy finally animated, nodding so vigorously that he made himself dizzy. 
 
      
 
    "Of course, and I can't thank you enough. I mean, this is just—" 
 
      
 
    Roger held up a hand. 
 
      
 
    "Don't thank me," he said, sliding a piece of paper over to Leroy. It was a business card with a name and an address on it: Triple D Investigations. "Thank your benefactor. But a piece of advice? Don’t stay too long. The owner has a way of passing his stink onto others, if you catch my drift." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Drake switched his blue jumpsuit for a white one shortly after leaving the courtroom. Then he was escorted across the city in a van to Oak Valley Psychiatric Institution. The guards who accompanied him, a burly man with a mop of curly hair who went by Max and a gaunt man who called himself Twig, egged him on constantly during the drive.  
 
      
 
    But Drake had no problem ignoring them. They weren’t part of the plan. Which, aside from the searing pain in his side and missing front tooth, had pretty much been followed to a T. 
 
      
 
    Even Roger had played his role, even though he’d been completely oblivious to it.  
 
      
 
    "Hey Max," Twig said with a snicker. "I wonder if they're going to give him electroshock treatment. I saw this show once about this woman who kept thinking she saw her dead mother walking around her house? They hooked this machine up to her head that shot electricity into her brain. It was so powerful that they had to put something in her mouth so that she wouldn’t bite her tongue. Looked like when those big mouth guards, like a running back in the NFL might wear, you know?" 
 
      
 
    Max grunted something, which encouraged his partner. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, but even with that thing, she managed to bite it nearly clean off." 
 
      
 
    Twig turned to Drake in the back of the van.  
 
      
 
    "You think they’re gonna do that to you, Drake? You think you can handle a lightning bolt in the ol’ noggin? You think…” 
 
      
 
    Drake just let the man ramble on without paying much attention. Over the course of just two short years, he’d gone from the most hated man in the NYPD after what happened to Clay, to regaining some of his reputation following the apprehension of Marcus Slasinsky. But everything went downhill again after DI Palmer called him a person of interest in the Church of Liberation case. From there, he’d slid off a cliff when he’d been arrested for assaulting and ‘kidnapping’ Officer Paul Kramer. 
 
      
 
    "We’re here — get up," Max ordered as he hopped out of the driver seat and walked around to open the sliding door. Drake had just risen to his feet when he was yanked from the van and shoved forward.   
 
      
 
    Max walked behind him, while Twig grabbed the chains that bound his wrists and feet and led like a puppy dog to the back of a squat, brick building. Twig reached a nondescript metal door first and knocked on it three times. A second later, a man in a white smock peered out. 
 
      
 
    "Psychiatric transfer 0713 — Damien Drake," Twig said, his words dripping with disdain. 
 
      
 
    The orderly glanced down at the sheet of paper in his hand. His lips moved as he read something, then he pushed the door wide. 
 
      
 
    "We'll take it from here," he said. 
 
      
 
    Up to this point, Drake had been staring at the ground to avoid tripping. But when he heard ‘we’, he looked up.  
 
      
 
    And then he started smiling again.  
 
      
 
    Behind the orderly was a woman with dark black hair that was shaved on one side. There was a silver ring in one eyebrow and a matching stud in her cheek.  
 
      
 
    "Damien Drake?” the woman asked. “Is this that asshole who kidnapped a police officer?" 
 
      
 
    Twig nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, he’s a fucking traitor — a scumbag.” Twig raised a fist to each of his temples. “Hey, you guys have those electroshock things here?" 
 
      
 
    The woman nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, we just had the power converter upgraded, too." She held her hands out and then her whole body started to shake, including her cheeks. Then she laughed. "It’s a real shocker, let me tell you." 
 
      
 
    Twig laughed and yanked Drake’s chains, sending him stumbling into the facility.  
 
      
 
    "I guess I don't have to tell you how dangerous he is,” Max offered as he and Twig started back toward the van. “Keep your eye on this fucker. We’ll be back in a week to collect what’s left of him.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Leroy checked the address on the business card four times as he approached the door to Triple D Investigations. It was the only place in the entire strip mall that wasn’t boarded up, and yet it looked equally as condemned. 
 
      
 
    This can’t be the right place, he thought. They must have moved since the card was made. 
 
      
 
    Then he shrugged. His lawyer had done exactly as he said he would at their first meeting: gotten Leroy off with just a dozen hours of community services. So, this was his part of the bargain, visiting Triple D.  
 
      
 
    As far as he was concerned, all Leroy had to do was knock and wait and when no one answered the door, he could be done with it. After all, he’d never agreed to search down the most recent address for Triple D, if it still existed, that is. 
 
      
 
    “Here goes nothin’,” he said as he rapped his knuckles gently on the glass inlay to avoid it shattering inward. 
 
      
 
    Leroy could hear the sound echo inside the office, and he could see that there was a light on inside, but, unsurprisingly, no one came to the door. 
 
      
 
    He knocked again and decided that three would be enough to fulfill his duty. 
 
      
 
    Another ten uneventful seconds passed, but as Leroy raised his hand for the third and what was to be his final knock, the door suddenly opened. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah?" a man with a shaved head and goatee asked. He was tall and thin and was anywhere between 25 and 30 years of age.  
 
      
 
    Startled, Leroy took a step back. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, uhh, a guy, uhh, he—" 
 
      
 
    "We’re not taking new clients right now," the man said as he started to close the door. 
 
      
 
    Leroy almost let him close the door completely but stuck his foot in it at the last moment. 
 
      
 
    Adjusting the bag that had slipped down his shoulder, he said, "I think I met a friend of yours. He told me to swing by." 
 
      
 
    Scowling now, the man acquired a more aggressive posture.  
 
      
 
    “I don't have any friends.” 
 
      
 
    In his mind, Leroy pictured Drake with his busted-up face, the missing front tooth and swollen lips.  
 
      
 
    Yeah, he thought with a touch of sadness, I bet Drake would say the same thing. 
 
      
 
    "Drake; I met Drake and he told me to come see you." 
 
      
 
    The man behind the door squinted at Leroy for a good ten seconds before pulling it wide. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, come in." 
 
      
 
    No sooner had Leroy stepped inside the stale smelling office was the door slammed and locked behind him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "You met Drake… in prison?" 
 
      
 
    Leroy nodded. 
 
      
 
    He’d already told the man an abbreviated version of what happened with his brother and how, by sheer chance, he’d come across Drake in the infirmary. 
 
      
 
    "And he said that after you got out to come here?" 
 
      
 
    Again, Leroy nodded. He wanted to add more — no matter how he told it, the story sounded fabricated — but he really didn't know what else to say. He’d formed an unusual bond with Drake based on their mutual hatred for the police force, but it was hardly a blood oath. 
 
      
 
    "And I paid for your lawyer?" 
 
      
 
    Leroy raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "No, that was Drake. He said that if—" 
 
      
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "Drake doesn't have any money. I’m paying for his lawyer, so I guess I paid for yours too. My name’s Screech, by the way," he said, extending a hand. 
 
      
 
    Screech? What the hell kind of a name is Screech? 
 
      
 
    “Leroy,” he replied, shaking the man’s thin hand. When they disengaged, the two men just stood there, feet from each other, without saying anything. 
 
      
 
    "Well?" Screech offered at last. 
 
      
 
    Leroy squinted; Screech seemed even stranger than Drake, somehow. 
 
      
 
    "Well, what?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    Screech hooked a chin at the bag draped over Leroy’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "You wanna show me what’s in the bag? I’m guessing that if Drake told you to bring it to me, it’s gotta be worth the five grand I paid to keep you out of prison.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    "You know, if you wanted to see me again so badly, there are easier ways to go about it. Like, how ‘bout just giving me a call?" the woman said with a smirk as she started to unlock Drake’s handcuffs. 
 
      
 
    "What can I say? I lost your number," Drake replied. When he was finally free of the cuffs, he rubbed his wrists. Twig had put them on practically as tight as they would go. 
 
      
 
    "Well, welcome back, Drake. I gotta say, it’s never a dull day when you’re around.” 
 
      
 
    Now it was Drake's turn to smile, even though it hurt his gums and lips to do so. 
 
      
 
    "It's nice to see you too, Hanna." 
 
      
 
    The two of them stared at each other for several moments without saying anything. This was the part of Drake’s plan that was the least concrete. The last time he’d been to Oak Valley, the woman had practically bent over backwards to help him. Whether or not she’d turn herself into a pretzel doing the same this time, was yet to be seen.  
 
      
 
    "I watched your case on the news, Drake," Hanna said, running a hand through her hair. 
 
      
 
    "You're not the only one," he remarked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but I bet I’m one of very few who thought that you’d end up here. And would you look at that? Here you are.” 
 
      
 
    Drake held his hands out to his sides, palms up. 
 
      
 
    "Here I am." 
 
      
 
    "And I bet that you’re not here to see Dr. Mark Kruk this time. I’m thinking that you have some unfinished business to take care of, instead. Maybe you want to go on an… unsupervised sabbatical? Is that it?" 
 
      
 
    Drake tilted his head to one side. 
 
      
 
    The truth was, he did want to see Dr. Mark Kruk. The man had insight into Ken Smith; after all, Kruk — or, more precisely, his split personality Marcus Slasinsky — had made the mayor’s youngest son, Thomas Alexander Smith, his first butterfly victim.  
 
      
 
    Which is what Ken had intended when he’d set them up after all those years apart.  
 
      
 
    Drake was sure of it.  
 
      
 
    "Yeah, looks like I'm going to need another favor." 
 
      
 
    Hanna giggled, and she held out her hands and started shaking again as she’d done for Twig and Max. 
 
      
 
    "Can I shock you first? Just a little?" 
 
      
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "I don’t think my body could handle an elevator ride, let alone an electric shock. But you’re right — I need to get away for a while. Just a week. Is that… is that possible?" 
 
      
 
    Hanna walked to the door and held it open.  
 
      
 
    "Anything’s possible, Drake. Didn’t your mother tell you that?” 
 
      
 
    Drake frowned; there was no way that it could be this easy. Surely a man who was charged with assaulting and kidnapping a police officer couldn’t just walk out of a psychiatric facility, could he? 
 
      
 
    But he also knew that even though Hanna technically just worked Oak Valley’s front desk, she held a curious power over people who worked here.  
 
      
 
    People with titles much more impressive than her own.  
 
      
 
    Hanna suddenly snapped her fingers. 
 
      
 
    "Shit, I almost forgot. You're missing something." 
 
      
 
    She stepped into the hallway for a moment before returning with a pile of clothes.  
 
      
 
    "I see that you’ve slimmed down a little since the last time I saw you — a liquid only diet will do that to you — but I think these will still fit," Hanna said, holding up a pair of jeans and a plain black t-shirt. "Go on, get changed. We can't have you walking around looking like a Buddhist, now can we?" 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Leroy set the bag down on the table and unzipped it. No sooner had the zipper been pulled all the way back did Screech start to reach inside. 
 
      
 
    Leroy stopped him. 
 
      
 
    “We should probably put on some gloves,” he said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out two pairs of cheap, wool finger gloves. 
 
      
 
    Screech nodded and took a pair and put them on. 
 
      
 
    Whoever this guy was to Drake, it was clear that he wasn’t an ex-cop like him.  
 
      
 
    Leroy slipped his own gloves on and then let Screech do the honors.  
 
      
 
    "And this… this is what you stole from the police car? From the two officers that beat you up?" 
 
      
 
    Leroy raised an eyebrow. He couldn’t remember if he’d told Screech that part when he’d first entered Triple D or if his lawyer had called ahead. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah,” he said hesitantly. “This is what I took." 
 
      
 
    Screech nodded. 
 
      
 
    "And they didn't see you? There’s no way that they can identify you?" 
 
      
 
    Leroy pictured the bottle smashing on the windshield and then Pontiac and Dalton getting out and chasing after the three young black kids. 
 
      
 
    "Nah," he said. "They never saw me." 
 
      
 
    Apparently satisfied, Screech turned his attention back to the bag. He reached all the way inside and pulled out the first item and placed it gently on the table.  
 
      
 
    It was the brick-sized object wrapped in brown parchment paper. The neat wrapping was secured with clear tape that was adorned with a black symbol. When he’d first seen the package in the trunk, Leroy had thought that it depicted a snake eating the world. Now, however, he saw that the world was actually an eyeball. 
 
      
 
    Screech stared intently at this symbol before reaching into the bag again and pulling out another item: the envelope full of cash. Surprisingly, he only briefly glanced at the money before putting it down beside the brick. 
 
      
 
    The third item Screech pulled out was the shotgun. He gave this even less of a once over than the cash.  
 
      
 
    "That's it," Leroy informed him. Unconvinced, Screech reached into the bag with both hands this time and searched the interior. When he came up empty, he held it upside down and shook it. 
 
      
 
    Nothing fell out. 
 
      
 
    At long last, Screech raised his eyes and looked at Leroy. 
 
      
 
    "And you don't deal any of this stuff? This isn’t your gear?" 
 
      
 
    Leroy frowned. 
 
      
 
    "No, I've never dealt anything… shit, I smoke a joint every now and then, but I don’t deal with this shit. I wouldn’t…" Leroy’s sentence trailed off as he pictured his brother lying on the pavement, blood spilling from between his lips. 
 
      
 
    He cleared his throat. 
 
      
 
    "No, no, I don't deal drugs. Like I told you, I grabbed this stuff off the cops.” 
 
      
 
    Screech turned his attention to the items on the table. 
 
      
 
    "A brick of heroin, an envelope of cash, and a sawed-off shotgun walk into a bar." 
 
      
 
    "What?" 
 
      
 
    Screech shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing. It’s just — finding this in the trunk of a cop car?” he shook his head. “Meh, if Drake says you’re cool… I mean, he’s always got such sound judgment.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy watched the man curiously as he reached down and picked up the brick with one hand. 
 
      
 
    “You know what this is?" 
 
      
 
    Leroy shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "Heroin, probably." 
 
      
 
    Screech nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Heroin. And it wasn’t in some sort of evidence bag or something like that?" 
 
      
 
    All of sudden, Leroy felt as if he was getting the third degree. And he didn’t like it. 
 
      
 
    "Look, man. I already told you, I got it from the trunk. These are crooked cops; they gave something like it to my brother. I dunno if he was just a snitch, or if he was doing some undercover shit, or what the hell he was doing. But I saw the cops give something to him, something that a bunch of street thugs killed him for.” Leroy’s voice hitched, and he took a deep breath to calm himself. "Can you use it? Will it help get these guys or what?" 
 
      
 
    Screech just stared at him. 
 
      
 
    “Well? Is that a yes or am I just wasting my time here?” 
 
      
 
    Just when it looked like the man was going to answer, there was a knock at the door and they both froze. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    “Took you long enough,” Drake grumbled as he forced his way past Screech and entered Triple D. 
 
      
 
    After opening the door and realizing who it was, his partner hadn’t so much as blinked. He just stood there, frozen in place.  
 
      
 
    Drake left him that way and nodded at Leroy who also looked as if he’d seen a ghost. He walked briskly to his office, opened the door, and made his way to his desk.  
 
      
 
    “Wh—wh—what the hell? What are you doing here?” Screech said from somewhere behind him, but Drake ignored the man.  
 
      
 
    He grabbed the bottle of scotch and a glass from the top drawer of his desk and poured himself two fingers. It hurt like hell going down his raw throat, but when it was done, he poured a second. Then he walked over to Screech and Leroy, who were standing with their hands at their sides, their mouths agape. 
 
      
 
    “Nice to see you too, Screech,” Drake grumbled as he surveyed the items laid on the desk. 
 
      
 
    There was a brick of something that looked like heroin, an envelope of cash, and a sawed-off shotgun. 
 
      
 
    “It looks like you’ve been busy,” he said, sipping his scotch. 
 
      
 
    Screech finally blinked and started to animate. 
 
      
 
    “Drake is that… what the hell are you doing here? Last I heard you—” 
 
      
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “What can I say; I guess there’s someone out there who still likes me, after all.”  
 
      
 
    In his mind, he pictured Hanna’s face, the woman who was so eager to help him that it was slightly disturbing. He’d heard of people like her, people who attached themselves to serial killers, writing them notes while they were in prison or even marrying them after just a few conjugal visits. On the flip side, there were also those who clung to high profile members of law enforcement, particularly those who’d experienced significant loss in their lives. 
 
      
 
    But Hanna didn’t seem to fit either of those molds. In fact, she seemed to fall somewhere exactly in between. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “You’re out on… bail?” 
 
      
 
    “No, not bail.” 
 
      
 
    Drake was reaching for the brick of what he suspected was heroin on the table, when Screech suddenly reached out and grabbed his arm. The much smaller man spun him around.  
 
      
 
    “Then what the fuck is going on, Drake? If you aren’t out on bail, how are you here? And, Jesus Christ, what happened your face? You look like shit.” 
 
      
 
    Drake scowled. 
 
      
 
    “If I had a nickel…” then he sighed, and as he did he was surprised that his breath hitched. He was exhausted, of course. Not just physically, but mentally as well. “Look, it’s a long story, but, no I’m not out on bail. I couldn’t let your guy F. Lee Bailey get me out on bail. The second I left the courtroom, I’d have three of Ken’s goons following me around. And, if for some reason they decided not to off me right then and there, there’s no way I’d be able to do what needs to get done.” 
 
      
 
    Screech’s eyes narrowed. 
 
      
 
    “Which is what, exactly? See your son? Find out about your brother? Figure out if he’s still alive?” 
 
      
 
    Drake felt a pang of guilt. Sure, he wanted to do those things, needed to do those things. He also had to check on Jasmine and Alice and of course Beckett, but they had to wait. 
 
      
 
    His other matter was more pressing. 
 
      
 
    “To get Ken Smith. To make him pay.” 
 
      
 
    Screech’s face contorted, and he snatched the glass from Drake’s hand before he could react. Then he surprised Drake by chugging what was left of his scotch. 
 
      
 
    “Give it up, Drake. Ken isn’t the Skeleton King. The Skeleton King was Ray Reynolds, and he’s dead now. You need to focus on what matters.” 
 
      
 
    Drake felt his face flush, which caused the spot in his gums where his tooth had once been to throb uncomfortably. 
 
      
 
    “You’re wrong, Screech. Ken is the Skeleton King. He’s the one behind all of this shit, the dead Colombian girls, the drugs, what happened to Dane. And I need to stop him.” 
 
      
 
    “What you need to do, is not kill yourself. Over the past six months, you nearly died from ethanol poisoning, you got shot in the leg, and you got arrested for assaulting and kidnapping an officer. And now—” Screech waved a hand in front of Drake’s face. “—now, it looks like you’ve been skull fucked by a buzz saw. When will you stop this? When will it ever end with you, Drake? Is death the only way out for you?” 
 
      
 
    Drake picked up the brick of heroin and weighed it in his hand. 
 
      
 
    “It will end when—” 
 
      
 
    “Beckett was right about you, Drake.” 
 
      
 
    Screech’s oddly calm tone drew all of Drake’s attention.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah? And what, exactly, did Beckett say about me, huh?” 
 
      
 
    Screech suddenly lowered his gaze. 
 
      
 
    “He said that no matter how hard you try to do good, everything around you goes bad — everything around you goes to shit. And I’m…” Now it was Screech’s breath that hitched. “I’m afraid that you’re gonna take me down with you, Drake; I’m afraid that you already have. I’m afraid that I’m no longer the person I once was.” 
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 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Henry Yasiv brought a cigarette to his lips with a trembling hand. He stared blankly up the street as he smoked, not bothering to even acknowledge the uniformed officers that milled around him. 
 
      
 
    His only focus was on his cigarette. 
 
      
 
    Besides, there was nothing he could do now; Yasiv couldn’t do anything until the ME arrived and cleared the bodies. 
 
      
 
    The sun was beginning to set over New York City, and it seemed that every time it did, there was another body.  
 
      
 
    And nobody seemed to be doing a damn thing about it. 
 
      
 
    There were bad people in New York, bad people with more power than they knew what to do with. And no matter how hard he tried to get ahead of them, Yasiv never seemed to make any progress. He was hamstrung by the fact that if he did anything overtly, if he stepped out of line, he feared that he would either become the newest casualty on the 24-hour news cycle, or find himself in a similar predicament to Damien Drake. 
 
      
 
    Drake… 
 
      
 
    Yasiv’s thoughts turned to the man, the man whom he thought of as a friend. They’d been through a lot together in the short time that he’d known him, during which Yasiv had gone from a greenhorn detective to sergeant in record time. And he’d learned a lot from Drake. 
 
      
 
    For instance, he’d learned how to burn a career and get yourself entangled with bad people with the power to ruin your life. All in the quest of trying to do the right thing. 
 
      
 
    A car suddenly pulled up to the curb and two men hopped out. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv shook his head and focused his gaze. He took a final drag of his cigarette and then flicked the butt onto the street. 
 
      
 
    “Dr. Campbell,” he said extending his hand. 
 
      
 
    The medical examiner with the bleach blond hair shook it. 
 
      
 
    “Just Beckett, please. It’s nice to see you again, Hank.” 
 
      
 
    Beckett looked more tired than the last time Yasiv had seen him, even though that had been an incredibly trying time. A time when Boris Brockovich was trying to import women stuffed with heroin, both of which he intended to sell. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s this?” Yasiv asked, turning his head to the man beside Beckett. He was a young man, young and good looking, with a hawkish nose and shaved head. 
 
      
 
    “Doogie Houser,” Beckett said out of the corner of his mouth. He snickered. “Naw, this is Dr. Grant McEwing. He’s doing a ride along today.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv nodded and then started back up the stairs towards the house behind them. 
 
      
 
    “What’ve we got?” Beckett asked. 
 
      
 
    “More of the same,” Yasiv said quietly. “More of the same…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first thing that struck Yasiv was the smell. There was the undeniable odor of death in the room, an artificial stillness to the air, but there was something else, as well: vinegar. It smelled as if someone had just cracked open a bag of salt and vinegar chips. 
 
      
 
    He followed the smell to the bodies. There were three of them, all women, all between 30 and 40 years of age. 
 
      
 
    They were lying on their backs in identical poses: arms out at their sides, palms up, their feet slightly splayed. These weren’t your typical street junkies; they were women who lived in upscale apartments on the Upper East side. 
 
      
 
    The woman in the middle had short blond hair tucked behind her ears, which were adorned with expensive looking earrings. Rubber tubing was still wrapped around her arm. 
 
      
 
    Heroin didn’t care about your socioeconomic status: it killed you just the same. 
 
      
 
    “Got the call about an hour ago; one of the girls was scheduled to work the night shift at a local brewpub and never showed up. Neighbor came over and found the door open. He ran when he saw the bodies.” 
 
      
 
    Beckett indicated several generic things about the corpses that the young doctor scribbled on his notepad. Then he got more specific; he paid close attention to the women’s mouths, leaning in close with a gloved hand to point at the foam that had formed at the corners. Then he pointed at their lips, which were swollen and moderately discolored. 
 
      
 
    “Pulmonary edema; indicative of an overdose,” Beckett said. Yasiv wasn’t sure who the comment was directed at. 
 
      
 
    After a few more comments, Beckett stood and turned to face Yasiv, a frown on his face. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll take a few weeks to get the tox screens back, but I’m positive that they died from an overdose — all three of them.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv nodded. He’d figured as much, but still needed the ME to clear the bodies before he could start with his investigation, as rudimentary as it was likely to be. 
 
      
 
    “No track marks,” he said absently. “I bet these girls were trying heroin for the first time.” 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t die from heroin, Hank.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “No?” 
 
      
 
    Beckett shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “They were shooting the stuff, sure, but they didn’t die from it. If I were a betting man, I’d put my money on ohmefentanyl as the cause.” 
 
      
 
    Ohmefentanyl? 
 
      
 
    Yasiv shook his head. He’d never heard the term before. 
 
      
 
    Beckett must’ve seen the clueless expression on his face because he quickly clarified his point. 
 
      
 
    “A drug 25 times more powerful than even fentanyl. And deadlier.” 
 
      
 
    Beckett’s eyes drifted to the bodies and Yasiv felt a twinge of sorrow for these girls. Sure, they might have made the ill-fated decision to shoot heroin, but he doubted that they knew exactly what they were getting into.  
 
      
 
    Which evidently was ohmefentanyl, or whatever the hell Beckett had called it.  
 
      
 
    “You could tell that from the bodies?” 
 
      
 
    Beckett shook his head again. 
 
      
 
    “No, we’ll need to tox to confirm it. But these are the seventh, eighth, and ninth victims that I’ve cleared in the last two weeks alone. All previous corpses came back with ohmefentanyl in their system. It looks like there’s a new player in town, Yasiv, one that doesn’t like the competition. Shit, it doesn’t even look like he likes his clientele, given how many he ends up killing.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got one week,” Drake said with a frown. “One week until I have to be back at Oak Valley to be taken to court. I can’t deal with all your soap opera bullshit and catch Ken Smith at the same time. I appreciate everything that you’ve done for me, Screech, including covering my lawyer fees.” He glanced over at Leroy. “And for helping Leroy out, too. But you need to make a decision; you need to decide whether you are going to help me and if not, you need to get the fuck out of my way.” 
 
      
 
    Drake hated speaking so bluntly to one of the few people in this world that he could trust. And, judging by his expression, his words had stung the man.  
 
      
 
    But he forced his feelings aside. They didn’t matter now. What mattered was finding something incriminating on Ken Smith. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a real asshole, you know that?” Screech said. 
 
      
 
    Drake didn’t disagree; in fact, he didn’t so much as blink. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, Screech’s shoulders sagged and he looked away. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your plan then, Drake? What’s this master plan that will ensnare the man who has everyone on the police force in his back pocket except for you? How do you expect to catch the Mayor of New York City wrapped up in a drug smuggling racket?” 
 
      
 
    Drake hesitated before answering. Screech had succinctly verbalized the main issue. He’d tried relentlessly to catch Ken Smith for the past year or so, but everything to date had failed. 
 
      
 
    They’d managed to get to Boris Brackovich — or at least, someone had caught up with him — but Raul and Ken and the others had managed to slip away unscathed.  
 
      
 
    Whatever his plan was, it would have to be highly calculated and ironclad. 
 
      
 
    The problem was, Drake was in too much pain to come up with something like that. He turned to face Leroy, who was staring at the two of them like a child watching an uncomfortable argument between his parents. 
 
      
 
    “That’s where you come in,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Leroy blinked and then shook his head as if he had momentarily fallen into a stupor. 
 
      
 
    “Me? What the hell do I have to do in this?” 
 
      
 
    The kid glanced over to the items that had been laid out on the table. 
 
      
 
    “I brought you everything I have… what else do you want?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s what you want, Leroy; do you want to catch the guys responsible for killing your brother?” 
 
      
 
    Something dark flashed over Leroy’s eyes, but then they quickly cleared. 
 
      
 
    “What about those thugs who beat up your mom?” Drake continued. “You want them to pay for what they’ve done?” 
 
      
 
    Leroy nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I think we have something else in common, then. And I think we can work together.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy glanced down at his shoes and started toe digging. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, I dunno… part of me just wants to put this all behind me, be a regular kid again.” 
 
      
 
    The man’s words resonated with Drake and he found himself nodding despite himself. 
 
      
 
    The truth was, he didn’t want to be involved in this shit either. He didn’t want his partner to be dead, his girlfriend to be alone with their newborn child, for half of New York to hate him, to be under indictment for kidnapping, and he didn’t want to treat Screech like a piece of shit. 
 
      
 
    And that said nothing of his deteriorating relationship with one of his few friends, Beckett Campbell. 
 
      
 
    He sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Me neither,” Drake said quietly. “But the reality is, we are involved in this whether we want to be or not. And there’s only one way to stop it.” 
 
      
 
    Screech’s hand came down on Drake’s shoulder and he turned around. The anger and frustration in his face had been replaced by something more subtle. 
 
      
 
    Sadness. 
 
      
 
    “Drake, he’s only a kid. You can’t—” 
 
      
 
    Drake shook free. 
 
      
 
    He recalled what Veronica had said when he tried to impose his opinions about prostitution on the woman. Her retort had been vicious and immediate: she was a grown woman who could make her own decisions. 
 
      
 
    Drake looked over at Leroy then, and although he looked young, especially now when he was trying to avert his gaze, they’d spoken candidly in prison. Leroy had been frightened — shit, Drake had been terrified — and that’s when your truest thoughts came out. 
 
      
 
    “He’s not a kid,” Drake said out of the corner of his mouth. “Let him make up his own mind.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy glanced up, fear etched on his face as plainly as a charcoal smear on a slab of linoleum. 
 
      
 
    “Decide what?” 
 
      
 
    Drake licked his lips and then probed the missing tooth in the bottom of his mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Go undercover; I need you to go back to the thugs who killed your brother. I need you to find out what kind of agreement they have with the cops, and how this links back to the mayor.” 
 
      
 
    “Drake,” Screech snapped. “Are you crazy? He’s gonna get himself killed!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is it? What the hell is ohmefentanyl?” Yasiv asked as the trio stepped outside and he lit another cigarette. 
 
      
 
    Beckett opened his mouth to say something before deciding better of it and hooking a thumb at his partner. 
 
      
 
    “Doogie here can probably tell you better than I, isn’t that right?” 
 
      
 
    The young doctor’s face, which had turned sullen since they’d examined the three corpses, suddenly changed.  
 
      
 
    It lit up. 
 
      
 
    “Technically, ohmefentanyl is known as β-hydroxy-3-methylfentanyl. It’s one of the most potent μ-opioid receptor agonists ever discovered and moderately difficult to manufacture. It has three stereogenic centers and eight stereoisomers. Originally designed as a tranquilizer of large animals, such as elephants, it is so powerful that a single grain can cause cardiac disruptions leading to death in humans.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv raised an eyebrow.  
 
      
 
    Who the fuck is this guy?  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I told you,” Beckett said. “He’s a bit of a freak like that.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv nodded and was about to shake both of their hands and send them on the way when a thought occurred to him. 
 
      
 
    “It’s difficult to manufacture? It’s difficult to make this… ohmefentanyl?” 
 
      
 
    Dr. McEwing nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Moderately so. It takes about eight steps, including partitioning, drying, and purification using flash column chromatography. If you don’t know what you’re doing, you can end up with something completely different, something that won’t be as… uhh… effective.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv took another drag from his cigarette. 
 
      
 
    “Can you do this in the bathtub? Breaking Bad style? That sort of thing?” 
 
      
 
    Dr. McEwing looked to Beckett first and, encouraged by a nod, turned back to Yasiv. 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t think so. You need a degree in organic chemistry and a GMP lab with specialized equipment.” 
 
      
 
    And there it is, Yasiv thought. Finally a way to find out where the hell this poison is coming from.  
 
      
 
    After what had happened with Boris Brockovich and the sex slavery ring, they’d gotten a pretty good idea of how at least some of the heroin was getting into the country. But if the ohmefentanyl was being added once it was here, if the additive was being manufactured right here in New York, they might be able to find the source. 
 
      
 
    “I guess that’s where I start, then,” he grumbled.  
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Beckett said. “I’ll let you know when the tox results come in.” 
 
      
 
    With that, the ME and his ride along left Yasiv to his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t go to DI Palmer with this, of course, and the only person he trusted inside the NYPD was Dunbar. But while Dunbar was a good man, he was as green as they came.  
 
      
 
    No, he needed outside help with this one. 
 
      
 
    With a heavy sigh, Yasiv picked up his phone and dialed a number. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    “He’s free to walk away, Screech. Leroy has already more than fulfilled his part of the bargain and if—” 
 
      
 
    A loud ring suddenly filled the room, causing them all to jump.  
 
      
 
    Drake looked around quickly trying to identify the source of the sound. Eventually he honed in on the front pocket of Screech’s jeans. 
 
      
 
    “You gonna answer that?” 
 
      
 
    Screech ground his teeth, but eventually removed the phone from his pocket. He didn’t even look at who was calling, he just answered. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” he said, with Leroy and Drake watching on. 
 
      
 
    Screech nodded several times and then put his hand over the receiver and turned to Drake. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Sergeant Yasiv,” he whispered.  
 
      
 
    Drake nodded and indicated for him to put it on speaker phone, and then placed a finger to his lips, signaling to Leroy to remain silent. 
 
      
 
    “I need your help, Screech — a favor,” Sergeant Yasiv said. 
 
      
 
    Drake was grateful to hear another friendly voice. 
 
      
 
    “What do you need?” 
 
      
 
    “Man,” Yasiv said with a heavy sigh. “I’ve been dealing with so many deaths from heroin tainted with fentanyl derivatives that it’s making my head spin.” 
 
      
 
    Screech raised an eyebrow and looked over at Drake. 
 
      
 
    Drake encouraged him to keep the man talking. 
 
      
 
    “What do you need me for?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I was talking to the medical examiner… to Beckett?” 
 
      
 
    Once again, Drake’s heart did little pitter patter in his chest. Even though Beckett had saved his life when he’d managed to slink away from the human trafficking ring with a bullet in his calf, the two hadn’t exchanged more than a dozen words. As Screech had just intimated, Beckett had made his thoughts about Drake clear. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “He says that all of the deaths are caused by a powerful fentanyl derivative called ohmefentanyl or some shit. The thing is, you need a special lab to manufacture it. A special lab and a degree in chemistry. Says it’s not easy.” 
 
      
 
    Drake made a face and Screech shrugged. Only Leroy appeared to know what the hell Yasiv was talking about. 
 
      
 
    “Screech? You still there?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’m here. I’m just not sure what—” 
 
      
 
    “I need you to do a little research for me,” Yasiv said, his tone now muffled as if he were cupping his mouth as he spoke. “I need to know if there are any labs that might be capable of producing this sort of stuff here in New York.” 
 
      
 
    Again, confusion washed over Screech’s face. 
 
      
 
    “I bet there are plenty labs. Why doesn’t Dunbar just—” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not thinking about just any lab, Screech; I’m thinking about a lab that is owned by a particular holdings company.” 
 
      
 
    Something clicked in Drake’s head and he suddenly realized why Yasiv was calling Screech and being so secretive about it. 
 
      
 
    A particular holdings company… ANGUIS Holdings. 
 
      
 
    Screech must’ve realized the same thing, because he started to nod. 
 
      
 
    “I gotcha. I’ll cross-reference capable labs with our list of real estate holdings. In the meantime, is there any update on Drake?” 
 
      
 
    Drake immediately started shaking his head and wagging his finger, but Screech looked away. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing I can do, Screech. I wish to God I could help him out, but there’s simply no way. Last I heard… last I heard, he was going for a psychiatric evaluation. He’s gonna go to trial on this, Screech. And the outcome doesn’t look good.” 
 
      
 
    Hearing the words from the sergeant’s mouth made Drake’s heart sink. He’d given up hope of getting out of this unscathed, but in the back of his mind he’d clung to the idea that one day he’d be able to return to his girlfriend and their new baby. Return to them without putting them in danger, that is. 
 
      
 
    But it was clear by the tone in Sergeant Yasiv’s voice that this wasn’t going to be possible. 
 
      
 
    One week, Drake thought again. I have one week to find Ken Smith and make him pay for what he’s done. 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Screech said. “I’ll look into labs and get back to you.” 
 
      
 
    There was a short pause before Yasiv added, “Thanks for this. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
      
 
    He hung up the phone and the three men stared at each other. Eventually, Screech broke the silence. 
 
      
 
    “You heard the man, that shit’s killing people on the street and you want to put it back into circulation? You want this kid to get involved with these savages?” 
 
      
 
    Drake didn’t answer; he just turned to look at Leroy. 
 
      
 
    Leroy closed his eyes for a moment and when he opened them, they were filled with a lucidity that hadn’t been there before. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it,” he said at last. “I’ll do it for Declan and my mom. I’ll do it to find a way out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Leroy swallowed hard and tried to keep his entire body from shaking. He wasn’t really sure why he’d agreed to what Drake had proposed. Sure, the man had gotten him good legal representation, but he’d brought him the bag he’d stolen from the crooked cops. 
 
      
 
    That made them even.  
 
      
 
    Maybe it’s because of Declan, he thought as he walked tentatively toward the subsidized apartment building. Maybe it’s to prove to him that I am, for once, not being a pussy. 
 
      
 
    This idea offered him little solace; he was fairly certain that in the next hour he’d end up just like him.  
 
      
 
    Dead.  
 
      
 
    For what felt like the thousandth time, he reached inside the front of his sweatshirt and adjusted the package. Satisfied that it wouldn’t slip out, he then fondled the camera that Screech had given him in his front pocket. It was discrete, not much bigger than a button. But to him, in that moment, it felt enormous, like a cinder block that stretched his jeans to the maximum. 
 
      
 
    A siren sounded somewhere behind him, and Leroy whipped around so quickly that he almost fell on his ass. An NYPD squad car tore down the street, not slowing even as it veered around a handful of school children who had no business being up at this hour. 
 
      
 
    “Calm down,” Leroy told himself. But his words had no way, not here. 
 
      
 
    With a deep, shuddering breath, he turned back to the apartment complex and started walking again. He’d only taken two steps before someone appeared out of the darkness and grabbed the back of his head.  
 
      
 
    “You got some balls showing your face around here, nigga,” the fat man who’d chased Leroy the day his brother had been killed growled in his ear. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve—I’ve got—” 
 
      
 
    But Leroy couldn’t find the words.  
 
      
 
    What was he supposed to say in this situation, anyway? I need to speak to your thug lord? You know, the man who killed my brother, the same one who came to my school while someone — likely you — vandalized my apartment and beat up my mom?  
 
      
 
    Oh, yeah, before I forget, I’ve got the drugs that you were looking for when you trashed my place, by the way. I mean, I hid them well, but now I’ve had a change of heart. 
 
      
 
    You can have them back. No strings attached. Pinky swear. 
 
      
 
    But apparently Leroy didn’t need to say anything. 
 
      
 
    The man, still gripping him tightly by the hood, reached inside the front of his sweatshirt and wrenched out the package of heroin. 
 
      
 
    When he saw what it was, his eyes narrowed; clearly, he’d expected that Leroy was here for a different reason, probably to try and even the score.  
 
      
 
    But when he held the package up to the yellow street light and saw the clear tape with the symbol of the snake eating the eyeball, he sneered. 
 
      
 
    “Now where the fuck did you get this?” he demanded, letting go of Leroy’s hoodie. 
 
      
 
    He stumbled forward, but then righted himself and spun around to look the man straight in the eyes. 
 
      
 
    “It don’t matter where I got it from,” he said quickly, imbued by a courage that he hadn’t known he possessed. “All that matters is that I want to give it to your—” he hesitated, stopping himself before using the word ‘boss’. “—to the man with the chain.” 
 
      
 
    The fat man chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Let me get this straight: we kill your brother and you come bearing gifts?” 
 
      
 
    Leroy felt a twitch of anger somewhere deep inside him, but he forced it back down. 
 
      
 
    “I just want this to end—I want to squash this.” 
 
      
 
    One more up down, and the man grabbed Leroy by the hoodie again. Without another word, Leroy was guided gruffly through the playground, then up to the apartment entrance, where they passed a thug smoking a joint. 
 
      
 
    “Chris ain’t gonna believe this shit,” the man mumbled under his breath. “That nigga gonna flip.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Drake ground his teeth as he stared across the street at the semi-detached home that, for a very short period of time, he’d called home.  
 
      
 
    He ground his teeth, because he didn’t know what to do next. The truth was, if it hadn’t been for Screech insisting, he wouldn’t even have found himself here; he’d still be back at Triple D trying to put together a back up plan to entrap Ken Smith. 
 
      
 
    But Screech had developed somewhat of a backbone since he’d last seen Drake and wouldn’t take no for an answer. And now he found himself sitting in a car much like he had months ago staring at Jasmine Cuthbert’s house.  
 
      
 
    He hadn’t known what to say to her then, and had no idea what to say now. The trumped up charges that DI Palmer tried to stick to Jasmine were easily dismissed, especially considering that Screech had wiped the photos from Ken’s hard drive. 
 
      
 
    But Drake was convinced that it was in her best interest to make a clean break. Associating with him would only make her life more difficult, given his current legal troubles. Besides, what Beckett had said on multiple occasions wasn’t that far from the truth… 
 
      
 
    But now that I’m out, at least for the week, I should go see her. I want to see her. 
 
      
 
    And he wanted to see his son as well. Drake had spent a total of five minutes with Clay before he’d been arrested. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” he whispered, rubbing his eyes.  
 
      
 
    Like a Band-aid, he decided to just tear it off. He really did want to see her and hold his son. 
 
      
 
    Drake reached for the door handle and tried to open it, but grabbed the window crank instead and almost tore it off.  
 
      
 
    “Jesus,” he grumbled. He wasn’t used to Hanna’s car; he’d been driving his Crown Vic for so long until it was stolen that it was all he knew. Sure, he’d taken Veronica’s Tesla for a while, but that had pretty much driven itself. But Hanna’s piece of shit— 
 
      
 
    A police cruiser suddenly turned onto Jasmine’s street and Drake hunkered down into his seat. His hand slowly made its way from the door handle to the keys that were still dangling form the ignition. With his Crown Vic, he’d managed to evade a police car before, but in this car? In Hanna’s ride? 
 
      
 
    He doubted that he would be able to outrun a drunken tortoise. 
 
      
 
    But as Drake watched, he realized that he might not have to run.  
 
      
 
    The NYPD cruiser pulled up to the curb and two officers stepped out. They glanced around briefly and Drake sunk even lower into the worn upholstered seats. 
 
      
 
    His mind was racing. 
 
      
 
    Did they find out that I’m missing already? How? Did Hanna… no, why would she? 
 
      
 
    As the two men started up Jasmine’s steps, Drake pulled his cell phone out and switched it to the camera.  
 
      
 
    One of the officers knocked on the door, while the other one stood guard, looking back towards the street. 
 
      
 
    Less than a minute later, the door opened and Drake saw her for the first time in months. 
 
      
 
    Jasmine was as beautiful as she’d been the day she’d given birth. And like that day, her cheeks were slightly flushed and her dark hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. Without hesitation, she stepped from the house, a finger to her lips. Then she closed the door halfway behind her. 
 
      
 
    There was something surreal about this initial exchange; not only did it appear as if she knew them, but it was like she expected them.  
 
      
 
    Drake snapped several photos of the officers, trying to focus on their faces through the car window.  
 
      
 
    As Jasmine and the officer who was wearing sunglasses even though it was dark out, started to discuss something, it looked even more to Drake like they knew each other. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is going on?” he mumbled under his breath. 
 
      
 
    He continued to take photographs as the officer reached into the bag slung over his shoulder and pulled something out. Drake immediately sat ramrod straight in his chair, no longer concerned about being seen. 
 
      
 
    The man passed a yellow envelope to Jasmine, who exchanged it for a larger package that she retrieved from just inside the door.  
 
      
 
    There was a curt, final exchange before the two officers made their way back to their car. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
      
 
    Breathing heavily, Drake once again lowered himself into his seat as they got into their cruiser and pulled away.  
 
      
 
    When they were gone, he turned back to Jasmine who remained on the porch. For one, terrifying second, Drake thought their eyes met, but then she turned and went back into the house. 
 
      
 
    Confused, unwilling to accept what he’d seen, Drake glanced down at his cell phone and scrolled through the images. 
 
      
 
    I’m just tired… tired and bruised. The cops were just asking about me, about the trial. Or maybe it had to do with something else entirely; Clay’s pension, perhaps. 
 
      
 
    But when the image of Jasmine and the item that she’d handed over filled the screen, he audibly groaned. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a stack of paper, some forms she’d filled out, or the sacred family casserole recipe. 
 
      
 
    No, in her hand was a package. A package that Drake was all too familiar with. 
 
      
 
    A brown paper package, one wrapped in clear tape that had the symbol of a snake eating an eyeball all over it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?”  
 
      
 
    The man who shot Leroy’s brother bolted to his feet. He’d been sitting behind a desk, one that was clearly meant to look like a prop from Scarface, but was most likely an IKEA special, when Leroy entered.  
 
      
 
    Leroy didn’t flinch. 
 
      
 
    Even when the thug scooped up a pistol and aimed it at him, Leroy somehow managed to remain calm.  
 
      
 
    He’d gotten this far, after all. If they wanted to kill him, no amount of pleading or begging would change their minds. 
 
      
 
    So be it.  
 
      
 
    “BT, why you bring this nigga here? Why the fuck would—” 
 
      
 
    As gold incisor made his way around the desk, one of the several junkies who was splayed out on the floor got in the way, and he shoved her aside with his foot. 
 
      
 
    “Why’d you bring him here?” 
 
      
 
    “’Cuz he brought dis,” the fat man named BT said, producing the brick of heroin and slamming it on the desk. 
 
      
 
    The man scratched his cheek with the barrel of the pistol. 
 
      
 
    “Is that—” he turned back to Leroy, a sneer on his face now. “You bring gifts, son?” 
 
      
 
    Leroy nodded. 
 
      
 
    “A truce,” he said, trying his best to keep his voice from cracking. 
 
      
 
    A strange silence fell over the room — even the passed out junkies seemed to stop snoring for a moment — and then gold incisor pressed the pistol against the center of his forehead. 
 
      
 
    Leroy closed his eyes. 
 
      
 
    I’m sorry, ma, he thought. I’m sorry I couldn’t get out. I know— 
 
      
 
    But the bullet he’d expected never came; instead, the pressure on his forehead subsided, and Leroy heard someone laugh.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a hearty chuckle or a high-pitched giggle, but something in between.  
 
      
 
    He opened his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You bring me a gift,” the thug said, using the gun to indicate his own chest. “Me.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy swallowed hard and casually moved his right hand closer to his pocket that contained the video camera. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want no trouble. That shit there is a brick of heroin. The good shit.” 
 
      
 
    One of the junkies whose skin had the texture and color of clarified butter stirred. 
 
      
 
    “Calm down, you’ll get yer fix,” gold incisor muttered. As he moved to the desk to inspect the brick, Leroy glanced around. 
 
      
 
    The room in which they stood was a perfect square, with the thug’s desk located directly across from the only door. To his left was a book case filled with drug paraphernalia. There was so much clutter on it, that Leroy figured there was no way that someone would notice the button-sized camera. It would also provide a perfect view of the desk.  
 
      
 
    As Leroy slipped a hand into his pocket, he heard his mother’s voice inside his head and felt another pang of guilt. 
 
      
 
    You’re the only one who can get out of here, Leroy.  
 
      
 
    Not only had he not gotten out, but he was becoming more entrenched than his brother had ever been. 
 
      
 
    “Yo Chris, what should we do wit’ him?” BT asked. 
 
      
 
    Gold incisor, whose name was evidently Chris, turned around, but this time he didn’t aim the gun at Leroy. Instead, he held it at his waist in crossed hands. 
 
      
 
    “Where’d you get this from?” 
 
      
 
    Drake had told him that this question would eventually come up. He’d also warned Leroy that if the thugs thought he’d stolen it from them, from one of the many dealers in Chris’s network, he’d end up dead. Likewise, if he gave up his source: dead. If he wasn’t able to convince them that he was capable of getting more: dead. 
 
      
 
    Dead. Dead. Dead. 
 
      
 
    “I asked you a question,” Chris asked, slowly raising the gun again. 
 
      
 
    If all answers led to death, there was no fucking way Leroy was going to provide a response. 
 
      
 
    His only course of action was to ignore the query.  
 
      
 
    “Open it, tell me I’m lying,” Leroy said. “I didn’t cut it with nothin’.” 
 
      
 
    Chris squinted at him for a moment, and then hooked a chin at BT. The big man waddled over to the desk, grabbed a knife and slit the package down a seam. Then he used the flat of the blade to scoop out a small amount of the yellow-white powder. After bringing it to his nose and sniffing it, he looked to Chris for further instructions.  
 
      
 
    Chris cocked his head at the nearest junkie — a woman who was only wearing an over-sized t-shirt that barely covered her bony chest — and BT grabbed her by her greasy hair and dragged her closer. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” she said. But she didn’t fight him; she didn’t even open her eyes.  
 
      
 
    “Shut up, skank,” BT grumbled. “Or I’ll pick someone else. Now boil this shit up.” 
 
      
 
    Now the junkie’s eyes flipped open and her tongue darted out and moistened her cracked lips. Then she scrambled on all fours and grabbed the spoon and lighter from BT.   
 
      
 
    “You tell me you didn’t cut it with nothin’?” Chris said. “We’ll see about that.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy watched the junkie prepare a syringe with morbid fascination. The entire time her fingers were shaking so badly that he feared she would drop it.  
 
      
 
    But she didn’t.  
 
      
 
    The longest part of the procedure was actually finding a suitable vein for injection. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, she settled on one between her toes. 
 
      
 
    Even before she’d pushed the plunger all the way down, the junkie’s eyes fluttered and her back arched. A low moan escaped her lips and she slumped onto the beanbag chair, not that unlike the way she’d been before BT had grabbed her by the hair.  
 
      
 
    “Now what?” BT asked, collecting the paraphernalia and placing it in a neat pile on the desk next to the brick. 
 
      
 
    When Chris answered, his eyes remained locked on Leroy’s. 
 
      
 
    “Now we wait. If this bitch dies, then this nigger’s gonna escort her to hell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Officer Michael Pontiac gnashed his gum as he stared out the car window. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you think those assholes killed that kid, anyway?” the driver, Officer Pete Dalton, asked. 
 
      
 
    “I guess they didn’t want no middleman,” Mike replied, continuing to chew his gum furiously. 
 
      
 
    His jaw was already starting to ache despite it not even being ten yet, but if anything, this only made him to chew even more violently.  
 
      
 
    Mike always chewed gum when he was stressed, and he couldn’t remember being this stressed in a long time. 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t that what we are?” Dalton offered. “Middlemen?” 
 
      
 
    Mike hung his arm out the window. 
 
      
 
    “Nah, not middlemen, more like distributors. But why the fuck does it matter? If we don’t find the dope… if we don’t find whoever stole our gear, our fucking corporate title ain’t gonna mean shit.” 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Mike saw his partner swallow hard and the man’s second and third chins started to quake. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” the man practically moaned. “We’ll find it.” 
 
      
 
    On their second tour of the ghetto, Mike saw three young black boys horsing around on the sidewalk up ahead. They looked young enough to be in high school, maybe even middle school, and yet they weren’t. 
 
      
 
    “Slow down,” he instructed Pete. 
 
      
 
    “Why? You think that’s them? You think—” 
 
      
 
    “Just slow the fuck down.” 
 
      
 
    Pete obliged, taking his foot off the gas and allowing the NYPD cruiser to come to a crawl.  
 
      
 
    Mike had no doubt that whoever had taken their dope had used the kids who’d launched the bottle at them as a distraction. His first thought had been that Chris and his crew were behind it, but that didn’t make sense. Sure, they’d gunned down the Walker boy, but that was different, that followed the rules: thugs killed thugs, crooked cops killed crooked cops. It would make no sense for Chris or BT to fuck with their only supplier.  
 
      
 
    And, besides, so long as the product kept coming, they were happy. In the rare case that it dried up, the worst they would do was look elsewhere to satiate their need.  
 
      
 
    If the thugs ever did come for them, Mike knew that it would only be because someone on his side had sent them.  
 
      
 
    This meant that whoever had robbed them was working for someone else. And there was only room for one player on these streets.  
 
      
 
    “It could be them,” Pete said quietly. “Should I-” 
 
      
 
    One of the kids turned and Mike saw his face and his eyes clearly for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” he swore. “Stop the car! Dalton, stop the fucking car!” 
 
      
 
    Mike didn’t wait; the car was still rolling when he hopped out.  
 
      
 
    It was them; it was the kids who had thrown the bottle at their car.  
 
      
 
    He was in a full sprint by the time he reached the sidewalk. They were faster than him, of course — they were always faster — but Mike had the element of surprise on his side. Two of them scattered, but the middle one, a kid with an afro and a red sweatshirt, hesitated. 
 
      
 
    Mike reached out and grabbed him by the shoulder and whipped him around. 
 
      
 
    The kid, who was no older than fourteen, tried to wrench free, but Mike grabbed his sweatshirt and held fast. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t do nothin’,” the kid proclaimed. “I didn’t do nothin’!” 
 
      
 
    Mike brought his knee up and drove it into the kid’s groin. He groaned and immediately dropped to his knees.  
 
      
 
    “You didn’t do nothin’, huh,” Mike said, pinching the kid’s collar bone. He was so thin that he could imagine crushing the bone with just his thumb and forefinger. “You threw a bottle at my car the other day.” 
 
      
 
    The kid looked terrified, which confirmed Mike’s suspicions: these kids weren’t behind the robbery, they’d just been used as pawns. 
 
      
 
    Behind him, Pete was shouting from the vehicle, yelling that the other two kids were getting away.  
 
      
 
    “Stay in the car, Dalton. I’ve got this,” Mike said, turning his attention back to the frightened kid. 
 
      
 
    “Who paid you to throw the bottle at my car?” 
 
      
 
    The kid shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “The what? Whatchu talkin’ ‘bout? I didn’t do nothin’.” 
 
      
 
    Mike squeezed even harder and the kid cried out. 
 
      
 
    “I swear!” 
 
      
 
    Mike dropped to his haunches so that he was at eye level with the kid. 
 
      
 
    “You know what they do to kids like you in prison?” he said with a sneer. “No? Well let me tell you, then. First, one of these big black niggers pins you up against the wall, maybe when you’re in the shower or maybe they just drag you off your filthy mattress when you’re asleep. Another one rips off your tighty whities, while a third spreads—” 
 
      
 
    As he spoke, Mike spun the kid around and pushed him down on the sidewalk, face first. 
 
      
 
    “And then the real fun starts.” 
 
      
 
    The kid turned his face to one side, scraping his cheek and chin across the rough surface.  
 
      
 
    “I didn’t do nothin’. All I did was watch.” 
 
      
 
    Michael’s sneer became a smile and he grabbed the back of the kid’s hoodie and pulled his head up. 
 
      
 
    “Who? Who told you to watch?” Michael hissed. 
 
      
 
    When the kid didn’t answer right away, he pulled even harder until the front of the hood started to cut into his throat.  
 
      
 
    “Tell me, or I swear I’ll—” 
 
      
 
    “Leroy…” the kid hissed. “It was Leroy Walker, the brother of the guy that was killed. He told me to do it.” 
 
      
 
    Michael was so surprised by the response that his hand slipped off the hoodie, sending the kid’s face crashing back down to the sidewalk. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Screech paced back and forth inside Triple D. He’d already drunk three glasses of scotch, which was three more than he usually did. He couldn’t help but think that they’d gotten it all wrong. 
 
      
 
    They were supposed to be the good guys, the ones preventing overdoses of the like that Yasiv and Beckett had described. And yet, Screech had just stood there, complacent, when Drake had told Leroy to reintroduce a package of poison into the system. 
 
      
 
    And now, a full hour had passed without a word from either of them.  
 
      
 
    His heart pounding, Screech took his phone out of his pocket and checked for messages. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing. 
 
      
 
    Leroy’s dead; the thugs took his drugs and killed him. Drake was arrested and thrown back in prison. He’ll been dead soon, too; the convict who had turned his face into hamburger would come back to finish the job. 
 
      
 
    And I’ll be here, all by myself, wondering how everything went so wrong. 
 
      
 
    He swallowed hard.  
 
      
 
    I’ll call Beckett, he’ll know what to do.  
 
      
 
    But Beckett only knew how to take care of things one way. Which was even worse than the way they were handling it. 
 
      
 
    Screech’s phone buzzed in his hand and he yelped. He was so surprised that he fumbled it, barely managing to grab it before it crashed to the floor. 
 
      
 
    He hoped that it was Drake or Leroy, or maybe even Yasiv calling, telling him that they were okay. But it wasn’t a call, it was a notification from the video app. 
 
      
 
    With a sweaty thumb, Screech unlocked the phone and then opened the application. 
 
      
 
    An image of a black man with a gold chain around his neck sitting behind a cheap desk filled the screen. On either side of him lay a skinny white girl who looked as if they’d seen better days. 
 
      
 
    Or years. 
 
      
 
    And then there was Leroy. The kid was standing across from the man at the desk, with his back to the camera. But Screech knew it was him. He knew it, not because he recognized Leroy’s shaved head, or even because he was wearing the same dark hoodie as when he’d left Triple D. 
 
      
 
    No, he recognized him because Leroy was scared shitless. 
 
      
 
    As Screech watched in horror, one of the junkies twitched and foam started to build at the corners of her mouth.  
 
      
 
    And then the man behind the desk raised a pistol and aimed it directly at Leroy’s face. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    “I told you what would happen if she died,” Chris said, raising the gun again. His cavalier attitude toward the fact that the girl beside him was ODing, and that he had committed himself to taking Leroy’s life, wasn’t just unnerving; it was downright soul crushing.  
 
      
 
    Leroy took a deep breath and closed his eyes and said a silent prayer. At least he’d managed to set up the camera when both men had been distracted weighing the brick. If he’d done it correctly, Screech would have a record of his murder. 
 
      
 
    Which was… something.  
 
      
 
    But, for the second time since coming to the trap house, Leroy avoided death. Someone gasped and he opened his eyes.   
 
      
 
    The chest of the white girl in the ratty t-shirt who had tested his product suddenly inflated. Her eyes bulged and she coughed. Without even bothering to turn her head to one side, she spat a thick wad of something horrible onto her shirt.  
 
      
 
    “She’s alive,” Leroy said, trying to temper his relief. “She’s fine — look.” 
 
      
 
    Chris turned to look at the girl who mumbled something that was borderline incoherent.  
 
      
 
    “What’d she say?” Leroy asked. 
 
      
 
    The junkie repeated the same nonsense and then scrambled toward the desk, her objective clear: more heroin. Chris used the palm of his hand to shove her back onto the beanbag chair.  
 
      
 
    “Sit the fuck down,” he said, before looking at Leroy. “She said it’s good shit.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy suddenly felt like vomiting. It was all he could do to swallow the bile that rose in his throat. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell you what, you bring me a brick like dis erry week and I’ll cut you the same deal as your brotha.” 
 
      
 
    The mention of his brother kept the nausea at bay. 
 
      
 
    “And what deal was that?”  
 
      
 
    That you wait for him to get the product and then shoot him and steal it? That kind of deal? 
 
      
 
    “Fifty stacks a key. That’s more than enough to get you into school or whatever. Just don’t be late…” Chris grinned, showing off the gold incisor. “’Cuz you already know what happens if yous late.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy blinked. 
 
      
 
    School? Declan was buying heroin from the cops and flipping it to these thugs to pay for school? My school? 
 
      
 
    “This ain’t no fuckin’ negotiation. Oh, and this key here? That’s a gift. You a smart kid… what they call it over der on the Wall Street?” 
 
      
 
    “Start-up cost,” Leroy replied quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’s what dis is. Start-up cost. Now get the fuck out ‘fore I change my mind.” 
 
      
 
    Before he knew what was happening, BT grabbed him by the arm and led him towards the door.  
 
      
 
    Start-up cost… school… fifty stacks… ohmefentanyl… 
 
      
 
    Leroy’s mind was swimming. A month ago, he’d just been a regular kid in the ghetto, trying to use his brain to think his way out. 
 
      
 
    Now he was indebted to a murderer and was committed to providing him with a kilogram of heroin each and every week. 
 
      
 
    What the fuck just happened? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Drake burst into Triple D and went straight to the bottle on Screech’s desk. His partner looked at him as he entered, his eyes wide, but Drake didn’t even acknowledge him. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t even bother getting a glass. 
 
      
 
    He just took a gulp straight from the bottle.  
 
      
 
    “That bad, huh?” Screech said, his voice devoid of humor. 
 
      
 
    Drake just shook his head. 
 
      
 
    He still couldn’t wrap his mind around what he’d seen. The other photo, the one of Jasmine holding the brick and smiling back when Clay had been alive, could be rationalized, explained, justified. But this… what else could this be other than Jasmine selling dope to the cops?  
 
      
 
    “Drake, you all right?” Screech asked. 
 
      
 
    Drake swallowed another mouthful of scotch. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” he grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Wanna talk about it?” 
 
      
 
    Drake frowned. The last thing he wanted to do was talk about what he’d seen. He didn’t even want to think about it. 
 
      
 
    To change the subject, he nodded toward the computer screen. On it was a live feed of a black man sitting behind a desk rolling a joint the size of a miniature baseball bat. 
 
      
 
    “Shit, is that… did the kid get it done?” Drake asked, leaning in close. 
 
      
 
    Screech hesitated. 
 
      
 
    “Leroy set up the camera, yeah,” he said in a soft voice. “But Drake, they nearly killed him. They almost shot him right there, right on camera. I watched the whole thing.” 
 
      
 
    Drake ignored his partner and sucked back some more scotch. It burned on the way down his throat and again in his stomach. 
 
      
 
    “That’s good,” he said to himself. “That’s really good.” 
 
      
 
    Screech suddenly reached out and grabbed his arm. 
 
      
 
    “That’s good? That’s good? He’s just a fucking kid, Drake. A confused kid who lost his brother. And now—fuck, this chick—” 
 
      
 
    Drake shook off Screech’s hand and was about to say something when the door to Triple D was thrown open again. He whipped around, but then relaxed when he saw that it was only Leroy. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Screech cursed, exhaling loudly. “What the fuck happened in there?” 
 
      
 
    Leroy, like Drake moments before, strode directly over to the desk. Thinking that the kid was going to strike him, Drake backed away. But when Leroy’s hand shot out, it went for the bottle.  
 
      
 
    Drake gave it to him and watched as the kid took a sip. It had barely touched his lips before he coughed and sputtered into his hand.  
 
      
 
    “I think… I think I pissed myself,” Leroy said softly. 
 
      
 
    Drake stared at the kid for a moment and then looked at the computer screen. 
 
      
 
    “But you got the camera in place. That’s good. That’s real good.” 
 
      
 
    He took the bottle back from Leroy and drank. 
 
      
 
    Screech backed away from them both and held his hands out in front of him. 
 
      
 
    “This is insane,” he said. “Why can’t you see that? The girl almost died in the video, Drake. One shot of that fucking poison and she almost died. And then Leroy almost got shot. I can’t… I can’t do this…” 
 
      
 
    Screech continued to back away, but Drake’s attention was on Leroy. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t gotta do it again. One time and it’s done. All we needed was the camera to be set up. You can go back now.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy blinked several times before answering. 
 
      
 
    “Go back? Go back where? I can’t go home. I can’t face my mom.” 
 
      
 
    Drake shrugged, which set Leroy off. 
 
      
 
    “I had to promise that fucking maniac that I would bring him a kilo of heroin a week. Each week. Where the fuck am I going to get that from? If I don’t… he’s gonna kill me like he killed Declan. God only knows what he’ll do to my mom.” 
 
      
 
    Drake’s eyes flicked to the computer monitor, and he watched as the thug behind the desk sucked in and then exhaled a huge cloud of smoke. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” he grumbled.  
 
      
 
    He hadn’t meant for it to go this far.  
 
      
 
    Maybe Screech is right, maybe— 
 
      
 
    Drake’s world suddenly started to spin and he had to brace himself on the back of a chair to keep from falling. Screech was at his side in an instant, helping him sit. 
 
      
 
    “This is fucked up, Drake. I’ve been through a lot of shit with you, but this is fucked. Goddammit, you escaped from prison, for Christ’s sake. You can’t be thinking straight. This isn’t the way to do it. This is fucking… it’s fucking wrong.” 
 
      
 
    With a trembling hand Drake tried to grab the bottle again, but Screech pushed it just out of reach.  
 
      
 
    “And this ain’t helping.” 
 
      
 
    Drake slumped back into his chair. When he blinked, it took a long time for his eyes to open again. 
 
      
 
    “What we do now?” Leroy asked. 
 
      
 
    Drake looked at the computer and sighed heavily. 
 
      
 
    “Now we wait — we watch and wait. What the hell else can we do?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Screech was so tired that he could barely keep his eyes open. But unlike Drake and Leroy, who had since passed out in front of the computer screen, he forced himself to stay awake.  
 
      
 
    And the entire time he had his cell phone clutched in his hand, debating if — when — he should call Sergeant Yasiv. He knew that Drake meant well, he always did, but this wasn’t right.  
 
      
 
    But what if Yasiv went to DI Palmer? What if they got suspicious and drove to Green Acres or wherever Drake was supposed to be and found out that he wasn’t there? Then what?  
 
      
 
    “What the fuck do I do?” he muttered through clenched teeth. “What in the holy fuck do I do?” 
 
      
 
    Movement on the computer screen drew his attention, and Screech collapsed into his chair in front of it. He nudged a snoring Drake out of the way to get a better view.  
 
      
 
    At long last, Chris rose from his desk and wobbled out of the frame, leaving only the two junkies in the room.  
 
      
 
    Riveting, Screech thought as he grabbed the bottle of scotch and took a swig. Then he leaned backward and stretched his neck and spine. He felt like a hundred years old.  
 
      
 
    Being awake at five in the morning would do that to a person, he supposed. 
 
      
 
    Being friends with Drake would also do that. 
 
      
 
    With a groan, Screech was about to put his head on the desk like Leroy, who looked all of eleven years old now, when one of the junkies started to stir.  
 
      
 
    It was the same greasy blond chick who had tested Leroy’s product what seemed like a decade ago. Screech watched her curiously as she first glanced around the room, before pulling herself to her feet. Her movements were strange, like those of a marionette, and twice she nearly fell even though she’d traveled a grand total of three feet. 
 
      
 
    What the hell are you doing? Screech wondered. Go back to sleep — nothing good happens after midnight. 
 
      
 
    But the junkie had other ideas. 
 
      
 
    With her focus locked on Chris’s desk, her attentions suddenly became clear and Screech’s heart started to race. 
 
      
 
    “No, no, go back to sleep. Sleep it off, you fucking idiot,” he whispered, leaning even closer to the monitor.  
 
      
 
    By the time the junkie started to melt a massive spoonful of the off-white powder, Screech’s nose was pressed right up against the screen. 
 
      
 
    “Go to sleep, just go to sleep.” 
 
      
 
    But the junkie had no intentions of stopping now. She loaded a syringe to the maximum and wrapped rubber tubing around her narrow bicep. 
 
      
 
    “No, please,” Screech moaned. “Don’t.” 
 
      
 
    It took five full minutes for her to find a vein this time. And when she did, it took less than a second for her to inject the entire volume.  
 
      
 
    “No, no, no.” 
 
      
 
    The junkie’s body instantly went stiff and she collapsed to the ground, the syringe still dangling from the crook of her elbow.  
 
      
 
    “No!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Drake awoke to someone shouting. Instinct took over, and he reached for the gun on his hip only to find that it wasn’t there. His eyes snapped open next and he quickly surveyed his surroundings. Screech was in front of the computer, desperately grabbing the sides, moaning something unintelligible. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong? Screech, what’s wrong?” Drake snapped.  
 
      
 
    He tried to get a look at the monitor, but the screen was completely blocked by Screech’s thin frame. Drake reached out and grabbed his arm, and the man jumped.  
 
      
 
    “Screech? What the fuck is going on?” 
 
      
 
    Screech turned slowly and Drake was shocked to see that there were tears running down his cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “We killed her,” he said. “Drake, we killed her.” 
 
      
 
    Drake frowned and he gently guided Screech out of the way. 
 
      
 
    “We killed who, Screech? Who did we—” 
 
      
 
    But when he saw the image on screen, he realized what Screech meant. 
 
      
 
    Drake caught the final seconds of the woman in the soiled t-shirt undergoing a grand mal seizure before falling limp. He stared at her chest, willing it to rise and fall again, but he already knew that she was dead. 
 
      
 
    It was in her eyes, which were open and unblinking; they were empty.  
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Drake whispered, his gaze moving away from the woman to the brick on the table that had been torn open as if by rabid dogs. 
 
      
 
    At that moment, Leroy awoke and raised his head. 
 
      
 
    “We killed her,” Screech repeated, and Drake hushed him.  
 
      
 
    Screech pulled back violently.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t you fucking hush me.” 
 
      
 
    Drake had seen Screech at his best and his worst over the two, two and a half years he’d known the man, but he’d never seen him like this.  
 
      
 
    Screech was furious. 
 
      
 
    “What happened? What’s going on?” Leroy asked after clearing his throat. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” Drake grumbled, his eyes locked on Screech. “Nothing happened.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing? Nothing? We fucking killed that girl. If it wasn’t for us—” 
 
      
 
    “If it wasn’t us, she would’ve gotten her smack from someone else. She might not have died today, but she would have died tomorrow or the next day,” Drake interjected, deliberately blocking Leroy’s line of sight of the screen.  
 
      
 
    Screech rose to his full height, towering over the still seated Drake.  
 
      
 
    This wasn’t just fury, Drake realized. This was pent-up anger that had been building for a long time. 
 
      
 
    “You sound just like all the other drug dealers out there. Like a fucking pimp.” 
 
      
 
    The word stung Drake, considering what he’d gone through with Veronica not that long ago.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m doing nothing wrong,” Screech continued in a mocking tone. “I’m not forcing these people to shoot up — I’m not forcing them to do anything. I’m just providing a product that the market demands. I’m a business man, just like Warren Buffet and Bill Gates. That’s how you justify it, Drake? Really?” 
 
      
 
    Drake clenched his teeth and looked over at Leroy, who still wasn’t sure exactly what was going on. 
 
      
 
    “No, that’s not what I’m saying, Screech. What I’m saying is that what we’re doing here is trying to stop this shit. I want this poison off the streets as much as you do. But what you don’t seem to realize is that intercepting one of these packages ain’t gonna cut it. I was in that shipping container, Screech, I smelled the girls’ sweat, their piss and shit and vomit. I know the stakes, trust me. So what do you want us to do? Take that package and, what, burn it? Bury it? Then what? Then next week, they’ll double the shipment. Account for expected losses. Getting rid of one kilo won’t do shit. We need to go to the source, cut the head off the snake. We need to get to Ken fucking Smith.” 
 
      
 
    Screech stared at him for a long time before finally replying. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know who you are anymore,” he said softly. Drake watched as he reached for the cell phone on the desk. “You know, Beckett said that you were always trying to do the right thing, that your heart was always in the right place, Drake. And I believed that. But I don’t know… I don’t know if that’s the case anymore. You’re obsessed. You’ve been rationalizing your actions,” Screech’s eyes darted down to the screen and he started to scroll through his contacts, “for so long I don’t think you even know what is right anymore. First there was the Skeleton King—” 
 
      
 
    That was it; the culmination of everything that had happened to Drake — all of his injuries, Jasmine, Clay, Ken Smith, all of it — came to a head and he rocketed to his feet, raising a clenched fist high above his head.  
 
      
 
    “It is about the Skeleton King!” He shouted. Screech backed up and bumped into the desk, nudging the computer monitor so that Leroy finally got a good look at it. “It’s always been about the Skeleton King! It’s always been about Ken Smith! You’re the one who doesn’t understand, Screech. You’re the one who’s trying to rationalize what you did… the pictures you took.” 
 
      
 
    Drake was about to punch Screech, when a hand grabbed his arm and he whipped around. 
 
      
 
    It was Leroy. 
 
      
 
    And it was the young man’s face, a young man who less than two months ago was just a regular kid attending high school, but now whose entire life had been flipped upside down, that gave Drake pause. 
 
      
 
    And time to reconsider everything that had happened. 
 
      
 
    But then he saw Screech bringing the phone up to his ear and his anger returned. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you calling?” he demanded. 
 
      
 
    Screech’s Adam’s apple bobbed several times before he finally answered. 
 
      
 
    “Yasiv,” he said in an oddly calm voice. “I’m calling Sergeant Yasiv and I don’t give a shit what you say.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    “Yasiv? I have to… I need to report…” Screech sighed heavily and pinched the bridge of his nose, eyes closed. “There’s been another overdose, Yasiv.” 
 
      
 
    Drake watched Screech closely as he spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, East 178th Street and Washington,” Screech said. “Yeah, just send someone. Please.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s not getting up,” Leroy muttered, and Drake turned briefly to look at the computer screen. BT and Chris had found the dead girl and were yelling at each other, although because the camera didn’t have sound it was hard for him to figure out exactly what they were yelling. 
 
      
 
    Drake cringed when Chris reared back and kicked the dead girl in the ribs.  
 
      
 
    She flopped like a rag doll.  
 
      
 
    Then he threw his arms up and BT took a shot at waking her, primarily by slapping her across the face. 
 
      
 
    “No I—” Screech stammered. “No, shit, I looked but none of the ANGUIS Holdings buildings are designated as a lab, as far as I can tell.” 
 
      
 
    Drake’s eyes narrowed. He’d completely forgotten about what Yasiv had said when he’d called to ask Screech for help. 
 
      
 
    But that was Screech’s domain. Drake’s was out on the street, pounding the pavement.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’ll see if I can cross-reference shipments with any of the buildings. Thanks, Yasiv — and please, send someone quick over to Tremont.” 
 
      
 
    Screech hung up the phone and turned to Drake. 
 
      
 
    “That was a mistake, Screech. Yasiv is going to send his men over there and the thugs are going to scatter like scared rats. They’ll set up shop somewhere else, and we’ll be back at square one.” 
 
      
 
    “There has to be another way.” 
 
      
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Like what? Like your way? Like finding an ANGUIS property that doubles as a heroin lab? How’s that working out for you?” 
 
      
 
    “I touched it,” Leroy said quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well, at least my method doesn’t end up with dead bodies,” Screech shot back. 
 
      
 
    “I touched it,” Leroy repeated, but once again Drake ignored him. 
 
      
 
    “It will. Mark my words, when I get shipped back to prison, the streets are going to be flooded with this shit. More people—” 
 
      
 
    Leroy suddenly reached out and tapped the computer monitor, drawing both Screech and Drake’s attention. 
 
      
 
    “I touch it,” he said a third time. 
 
      
 
    Drake eyed him suspiciously. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be alright, Leroy. It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy clenched his teeth.  
 
      
 
    “No, you don’t get it,” he said. “I touched it — the heroin. I was fucking playing with it in my hoodie before BT grabbed it — I wasn’t even thinking. Now, when the cops come, they’re going to run prints on it. Fuck. I was just arrested when that asshole Officer Pontiac and his fat fuck of a partner beat me upside the head. I told my mom, I promised my dying brother, that I would get out of the ghetto.” Leroy was becoming increasingly agitated, and Drake was forced to grab him by the shoulders in order to try and calm him. “I am only one who can get out. I can go to college, man. And my brother, he got involved with these thugs for me. So that I could go to school. But now? Now I’m going to go to prison, just like my deadbeat dad who I never met. I’m going—” 
 
      
 
    “Screech, give me a hand here,” Drake said as he forced Leroy into a chair. 
 
      
 
    Screech took over trying to calm him. 
 
      
 
    “We’re gonna figure it out, kid. Just… just relax. We’ll figure it out.” 
 
      
 
    Drake took a step back and stared at the screen again. The heroin was still there, the brown paper half torn, but there was no way that Chris and BT would leave it there. Even if the cops— 
 
      
 
    He saw Chris answer his cell phone, say a few words, then gesture madly at BT. 
 
      
 
    Someone had tipped them off.  
 
      
 
    “Shit,” Drake swore.  
 
      
 
    Then they scattered, just like he said they would. Only they didn’t take the heroin. 
 
      
 
    It was still lying on the shitty IKEA desk, front and center.  
 
      
 
    “Shit,” he repeated.  
 
      
 
    While Screech continued to try and console Leroy, Drake quickly walked to his office and removed the top drawer of his desk. Then he reached inside the body and felt around for the holster. A second later, he returned to the computer with a pistol tucked into the back of the jeans that Hanna had given him.  
 
      
 
    Screech raised his eyes then, confusion on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Where you going, Drake?” 
 
      
 
    Drake strode over to the clothes horse and grabbed his trusty sports coat and put it on. Then he opened the door and squinted into the early morning light. 
 
      
 
    “Drake?” 
 
      
 
    One more thing, he thought, turning back to the interior of Triple D. It dawned on him that this might be the very last time he saw the place and was struck by a sudden sense of nostalgia. 
 
      
 
    He was reminded of a different time when all they had to deal with was angry octogenarians who were worried that their maids were stealing their cutlery. 
 
      
 
    Oh, how things have changed.  
 
      
 
    Without acknowledging either Screech or Leroy, he walked back inside and grabbed the shotgun off the desk, confirmed that it was loaded, and then hurried back to the door. 
 
      
 
    “Where the hell are you going?”  
 
      
 
    “I’m going to get that heroin back so Leroy doesn’t spend the next 20 years in jail,” Drake said as he stepped outside. 
 
      
 
    “But you can’t!” Screech hollered after him. “If they find you, they’re going to throw you back in jail! Drake! Drake!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    “We can’t let him go,” Leroy gasped when he finally clued into what was going on. “Screech, you didn’t see him when he was in the hospital. They nearly kicked the shit out of him — they tried to kill him. If he goes back…” 
 
      
 
    Screech reached for the bottle of scotch and handed it to Leroy, but the kid shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “You need to calm down, Leroy. Drake knows what he’s—” 
 
      
 
    Screech was startled when Leroy reached out and grabbed him. He was so surprised that he dropped the bottle and it smashed on the ground. 
 
      
 
    “No, you don’t get it, Screech. Drake’s cellmate… I dunno what happened but one of the guys who beat up Drake must have thought that this tweaker was him… they stabbed him.” 
 
      
 
    Screech’s brow furrowed as he tried to follow along. 
 
      
 
    “There was blood… there was blood everywhere. Fucking all over his legs and chest. They killed him, Screech. And if Drake goes back, they’ll kill him again.” 
 
      
 
    Screech rubbed his temples and he rose to his feet.  
 
      
 
    This isn’t your fault, he told himself. This isn’t your mess, this is the mess that Drake got himself into. The mess that Drake dragged you into. 
 
      
 
    But that wasn’t one hundred percent true; Screech had gotten himself involved. He’d gotten himself involved when he’d agreed to take the job at Triple D in order for the DA to go easy on his brother. 
 
      
 
    He’d gotten himself involved when he’d snapped those pictures of Drake and Beckett.  
 
      
 
    This was his fight as much as it was Drake’s.  
 
      
 
    Screech plopped himself down in the chair and pulled up to the computer. Then he minimized the video and opened his browser. 
 
      
 
    “What you doing?” Leroy asked. “Are you going to help Drake?” 
 
      
 
    Screech thought about this for a moment. Drake was probably racing across the city now and, knowing him, there was nothing he could say or do to stop the man.  
 
      
 
    But he could try and put an end to this.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’m going to help him,” Screech replied, pounding away at his keyboard. “I’m going to help him cut the head off the snake.” 
 
      
 
    “What? How?” 
 
      
 
    “Ohmefentanyl, that’s how.” 
 
      
 
    When he’d told Yasiv that there hadn’t been a match between a chem lab and an ANGUIS property, the sergeant had suggested looking at records of people and places that had ordered the raw ingredients. 
 
      
 
    It seemed simple enough, but even with detailed instructions on how to synthesize the opioid right in front of him, Screech was far from enlightened. All the chemical names looked to him like a can of Alphaghetti thrown against a chalkboard. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” he grumbled after reading the same line half a dozen times. 
 
      
 
    “What is this? What are you trying to do?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m trying to figure out where the ohmefentanyl is coming from… who’s making this shit. But I don’t understand any of it,” Screech said, shoving the keyboard. 
 
      
 
    “Move aside,” Leroy said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, now you’re some sort of drug guru?” 
 
      
 
    Leroy shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No, but I know a little something about chemistry. Now move aside and let me work.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Mike Pontiac banged his fist on the door. 
 
      
 
    “Dalton!” he shouted. “Dalton, you fat fuck, get out here!” 
 
      
 
    He pounded continuously for close to a minute before the door finally opened and a sleepy looking Pete Dalton peered out.  
 
      
 
    “Mike? What are you doing here? What time is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t matter, let’s go,” Mike said, grabbing the man’s t-shirt and yanking him forward. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
      
 
    “I said, we gotta go.” 
 
      
 
    They were almost at Mike’s car when Dalton finally dug his heels in. 
 
      
 
    “Mike, what’s going on, man? I can’t… I gotta get my daughter to school.” 
 
      
 
    Mike looked down at his cell phone and reread the text message he’d gotten less than ten minutes ago. 
 
      
 
    “I got a tip from 62nd precinct. Someone called in to report a junkie overdose at 178th and Washington.” 
 
      
 
    Dalton made a face. 
 
      
 
    “What? So what? Junkies are always—wait, 178th and Washington?” 
 
      
 
    Mike nodded. 
 
      
 
    “That’s where the kid was killed, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    Mike walked over to the driver seat and got in. Then he started the engine and leaned out the open window.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, and that’s where Chris and BT deal their heroin from — our heroin. We better get the fuck over there before anyone else, unless you want to explain why our prints are all over the fucking trap house.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    “Dammit,” Drake said, slamming his hands down on the steering wheel. The wheel in Hanna’s VW was much harder than his crown Vic’s and it sent a painful shock up his wrists. 
 
      
 
    He’d gotten there a minute or two too late. 
 
      
 
    Just as he turned onto 178th, he saw a midnight black Ford Taurus came to a stop outside the address that Leroy had given him. At first, Drake didn’t pay this much heed and continued driving. But when two men hopped out, he hesitated. They were dressed in plainclothes, but it was clear by their posture, demeanor, and attitude that they were cops.  
 
      
 
    And when they went straight to the front doors without even bothering to cast a glance around despite the neighborhood they were in, his suspicions were confirmed. 
 
      
 
    Drake didn’t understand why Yasiv would sent plainclothes instead of uniformed officers to a suspected overdose, but he remained in the car nonetheless. It didn’t really matter what they were wearing; they were still gonna find and bag the heroin to send it to the lab for prints. Once it reached the station, there was no way he was going to be able to get it out. 
 
      
 
    He had to intercept it before it got there; that was the only way. 
 
      
 
    Drake glanced over at the shotgun on the passenger seat, then he popped the glovebox and rooted around inside.  
 
      
 
    Thank you, Hanna, he thought, pulling out a pair of nylon stockings, still in the package. They were sheer, which wasn’t ideal, but they were better than nothing.  
 
      
 
    He stopped just short of putting one of them over his head. 
 
      
 
    What the hell are you thinking, Drake? Are you seriously gonna hold these cops at gunpoint and get them to hand over the evidence?  
 
      
 
    This wasn’t like what had happened with Officer Kramer. Office Kramer had been brained by Mandy, and he was just protecting her ass by tossing his unconscious body into the shipping container. 
 
      
 
    There had been no malice intended. But this… this was different.  
 
      
 
    Drake sighed and rubbed his eyes. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept. It was probably back in the infirmary, but even that had been interrupted. Getting a good night’s sleep when someone who claimed to be you was bleeding to death in the bed one over was a difficult task at the best of times. Harder still when your face ached and your liver had shriveled up like a dessicated prune.  
 
      
 
    No matter how hard you try, everybody and everything around you just goes to shit, Drake. 
 
      
 
    “Godamnit,” he whispered.  
 
      
 
    Maybe Beckett was right. Maybe it would be best if I just curled up and died, if I go back to prison and allow Rodney and his gang to kick and punch me until there’s nothing left. 
 
      
 
    He’d come close before. When Ray Reynolds had all of the members of the Church of Liberation under his spell, Drake had willingly drunk the Kool-Aid, literally and figuratively. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    That was then, this is now. 
 
      
 
    Now, others would die if he didn’t get to the bottom of this. If he didn’t put a stop to Ken Smith. 
 
      
 
    Others would die, while others still — Leroy and Screech and Hanna included — would end up behind bars. 
 
      
 
    Because of him. Because of Damien Donald Drake.  
 
      
 
    The front doors to the apartment opened, pulling Drake back into the present. 
 
      
 
    One of the officers stepped out, a thickly built man wearing aviator sunglasses. He cautiously looked left and right before gesturing back inside the building. 
 
      
 
    And then, inexplicably, his partner, who was much bigger than the first with a thick midsection and pudgy legs and arms, dragged the blond-haired junkie outside. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
      
 
    In the first officer’s hand, Drake spotted a bag that he hadn’t entered the building with. Whatever was inside was heavy enough to stretch the plastic.  
 
      
 
    They’ve got the heroin.  
 
      
 
    As Drake watched on, a confused look on his face, the fat officer dragged the junkie’s corpse all the way down an adjacent alley before unceremoniously dropping her. 
 
      
 
    As both men staged the scene, the officer with the aviator sunglasses lifted them up to wipe sweat from his eyes with the sleeve of his shirt. 
 
      
 
    And then Drake’s blood ran cold. 
 
      
 
    He was wrong. These weren’t good cops, normal cops, cops who were just out doing their job, trying to keep people safe.  
 
      
 
    No, these were the same cops — the exact same cops — that had stood on Jasmine’s porch not twelve hours ago. 
 
      
 
    The cops who had made a curious exchange with his girlfriend and mother of his child. 
 
      
 
    Fuck it, Drake thought as he picked up the shotgun and started from Hanna’s vehicle. I’m not letting Leroy go down for these pricks. 
 
      
 
    Staying low, Drake did his best to cross the street without being noticed. And then he slid into the backseat of the Ford Taurus and waited for the two officers to return.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    “All right,” Leroy began, staring at the chemical formulas on the screen. “If I’ve got this right, the second to last step involves using 2-bromoacetophenone to react with the secondary amine before further reducing it to end up with ohmefentanyl.” 
 
      
 
    Screech blinked several times. 
 
      
 
    “You speaking English?” 
 
      
 
    Leroy ignored the comment and continued. 
 
      
 
    “I’m guessing that 2-bromoacetophenone is the substance that would be hard to get. I mean, none of the reagents involved are that difficult to acquire, but this one is probably the most rare.” 
 
      
 
    “How can that be? How can anyone just go online and buy the chemicals and reagents to make this poison?” 
 
      
 
    Leroy shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I’m guessing because individually they’re about as dangerous as acetic acid; vinegar. The hard part is the expertise and patience required for all the sequential reactions to turn 1-Benzyl-3-methyl-4-piperidinone into ohmefentanyl.” 
 
      
 
    Screech chewed the inside of his lip. While he was grateful for Leroy’s surprising chemistry knowledge, he wasn’t sure how to act upon what the kid was telling him.  
 
      
 
    “So you can buy this stuff anywhere?” 
 
      
 
    Leroy moved his head side to side in a half nod, half shake.  
 
      
 
    “Well, not really. You can’t just walk into a pharmacy and get it off the shelf. You need to go through one of the major distributors of chemical reagents and you have to get the highest purity available. In chemistry class, we only got our reagents from one of two companies: Sigma-Aldrich or Fisher Biosciences. I mean, the shit we used was whatever was left over from a white school, but the labels were from one of those two places. The real problem is, several of the reagents are fairly common. But if you’re wanting to make the purest shit? You’re gonna want fresh 2-bromoacetophenone, which means repeated orders. So what I’m thinking is, if you get a search warrant and went through Sigma-Aldrich’s or Fisher Biosciences’s records, you might be able to—” 
 
      
 
    Screech rolled his chair in front of the computer, boxing Leroy out of the way. 
 
      
 
    “Search warrant,” Screech said, rapsberrying his lips. After a flurry of keystrokes, he flexed his fingers and leaned back in his chair. “All right, I’m in. How much of that stuff do you think they ordered?” 
 
      
 
    “Just like that you hacked into Sigma-Aldrich’s ordering system?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Screech said quickly. “Now come on, tell me how much of this 2-bromoethyl-whatever we’re looking for before Drake does something really stupid.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea — I have no idea how much of this stuff is out there. I mean, it can’t be that much; given how deadly it is, if the heroin is cut with too much of it, all the junkies would just die.”  
 
      
 
    The mention of dead junkies caused Leroy’s face to sag and Screech quickly tried to distract the kid. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, yeah, but you said that it had to be ordered often so it didn’t go bad, right?”  
 
      
 
    “GLP practices state that you need to buy fresh reagents like 2-bromoacetophenone every month or so.” 
 
      
 
    Screech turned back to the computer and started typing again. Within minutes, he’d brought up a list of maybe a dozen places that had ordered 2-bromoacetophenone over the past six months. When he narrowed it down to orders that were repeated every thirty days or so, he was left with only two addresses, one of which was NYU’s chemistry department. 
 
      
 
    Working so quickly that his fingers were a blur, Screech cross-referenced this final address with the buildings owned by ANGUIS Holdings.  
 
      
 
    A small smile formed on his lips.  
 
      
 
    “Bingo,” he whispered. “I’ve got you now.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Drake lay as low as he could in the backseat of the Ford Taurus, grateful for the dark — and probably illegal — window tint. With the shotgun gripped in both hands he tried to regulate his breathing, to remain calm, to think of nothing at all. 
 
      
 
    But no matter how much effort he expended, his mind kept coming back to Jasmine. Jasmine, and how these two officers had coerced her into some sort of exchange. 
 
      
 
    They… they extorted her somehow. That’s the only thing that makes sense. But then where the hell did she get the heroin from? 
 
      
 
    Drake shook his head and closed his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Maybe Clay—  
 
      
 
    The sound of approaching footfalls and voices caused him to focus. 
 
      
 
    “You going to call in it?” 
 
      
 
    “No need; it was already called in. I just asked my contact at 62nd to give us a twenty minute head start. Uniforms should be arriving in fifteen.” 
 
      
 
    “And you got the dope?” 
 
      
 
    “I got some dope. I have no idea where Chris got it from, but it’s definitely her shit.” 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean? Someone stole it from us and sold it to Chris? I told you we were middlemen.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not fucking middlemen. Just shut the fuck up and get in the car, Dalton.” 
 
      
 
    Drake tensed as the car doors opened. A moment later, the vehicle lowered as first the driver sat, then the passenger.   
 
      
 
    Dalton… where have I heard that name before?   
 
      
 
    He waited for the men to close their doors, then sat bolt upright, the shotgun aimed straight ahead.  
 
      
 
    At first, nothing happened; unbelievably, neither of the officers noticed him.  
 
      
 
    But the second Drake clucked his tongue, the fatter of the two police officers literally leaped forward, banging his head on the windshield in the process.  
 
      
 
    The other officer, the one with the obnoxious sunglasses, was also shocked, but not so much that he was incapacitated. 
 
      
 
    His hand immediately went for the gun on his hip, but Drake snaked his arm over the center console and grabbed his wrist. With his other hand, he pushed the barrel of the shotgun into the back of his seat.  
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t do that, if I were you,” Drake warned in a calm, even tone.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    “Either of you go for your guns and I’ll put a hole in this douchebag’s spine,” Drake said. “I want you to slowly raise your hands and interlace your fingers behind your head.” 
 
      
 
    Both officers did as they were asked. 
 
      
 
    “Real fucking smart, buddy,” the driver said. “We’re police officers, you moron.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, is that what you call yourself? Police Officers? You’re a fucking joke, that’s what you are.” 
 
      
 
    Officer Dalton’s eyes flicked to the rearview and focused on Drake’s face. The man’s brow slowly began to furrow. 
 
      
 
    “I… I know you,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know shit,” Drake shot back. He’d put the nylon over his head before leaving Hanna’s car; there was no way that they could tell who he was. 
 
      
 
    “No… no, I know you. I recognize your voice. I was in the court the other day. You’re… fucking hell, you’re the guy who kidnapped Kramer.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be in prison? Aren’t you—” 
 
      
 
    Wanting to put an end to this discussion, Drake thrust the shotgun forward. The driver grunted and turned to his partner. 
 
      
 
    “Shut the fuck up, Dalton.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, shut the fuck up,” Drake repeated. “I want you to tell me where you got the heroin from. I want you to tell me that DI Palmer gave it to you and that he got it from Ken Smith.” 
 
      
 
    There was a short, awkward pause during which the two officers exchanged glances. 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about? We confiscated the drugs from some dead junkie’s apartment. You’re off your rocker, man.” 
 
      
 
    “Pontiac, it’s him,” Dalton said suddenly. He was almost giddy, as if he were in the presence of a celebrity. “I swear, it’s him. This is what he was saying in court. All this crazy stuff about the mayor and—” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up, Dalton.” 
 
      
 
    And then something in Drake’s head clicked. 
 
      
 
    Officers Dalton and Pontiac.  
 
      
 
    These were the two officers who had put Leroy in prison, the very same ones who had sold drugs to his brother, Declan.  
 
      
 
    Drake was floored. He knew that there were maybe two dozen officers assigned to Tremont, a particularly large number given the borough’s history of drugs and violence. And yet, it just happened to be these two crooked cops who took the call? No, that was too much of a coincidence. They’d been tipped off, which was why they were in plainclothes; they’d been off-duty when Screech had reported the overdose. 
 
      
 
    That also explained why they’d dragged the junkie’s corpse onto the street; they wanted to make sure that their trap house remained untouched and intact. 
 
      
 
    All of this served to further substantiate Drake’s suspicion that Ken was using police officers to get his drugs on the street. And it made sense; what better network did he have at his disposal than police officers stationed all over the city? They could distribute the drugs with practical impunity. And if a particular officer acted up or threatened to snitch, they’d just end up like Detective Simmons. 
 
      
 
    Or Clay. 
 
      
 
    Drake ground his teeth. 
 
      
 
    “It’s you guys, isn’t? The cops… you guys are spreading the heroin all over the city.” 
 
      
 
    Pontiac made a face. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve lost your mind, man. Why don’t—” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me where you get it from. Is it Palmer? Do you guys do blind drops or do you pick it up from a warehouse? Something like that?” 
 
      
 
    Drake was grasping at straws, but he knew if he could find out where the product was distributed from, it would eventually lead to Ken Smith. 
 
      
 
    It had to; he was the top of the pyramid. 
 
      
 
    Officer Pontiac chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Man, you are seriously—” 
 
      
 
    Drake thrust the shotgun forward so hard that the fabric on the seat began to tear from the strain. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me how you pick up the dope or I swear to God I’ll fill both you bastards with buckshot.” 
 
      
 
    Pontiac stopped laughing, but he didn’t say anything. 
 
      
 
    “Alright then, what about you, fat boy?” Drake asked, moving the shotgun from Pontiac’s spine to Dalton’s head. “You gonna tell me what I need to know or am I gonna paint the windshield red?” 
 
      
 
    The man swallowed hard and Pontiac shot him a look, but he eventually broke. 
 
      
 
    “W-w-we pick it up from a woman,” he stammered. “From a woman named Jasmine.” 
 
      
 
    “Dalton, you motherfucker. You—” 
 
      
 
    A string of obscenities spewed from Officer Pontiac’s mouth, but Drake heard none of it. All he heard was one name, repeated over and over in his mind: Jasmine. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he moaned. 
 
      
 
    Officer Pontiac must have seen the confusion in his face, because he used this to his advantage and pulled a hand away from his head. Only, instead of going for his gun as Drake expected, he went for the door lock.  
 
      
 
    Drake recovered from his shock and reached for the door handle, but he was too late.  
 
      
 
    The door was locked, the child lock was engaged; it could only be opened from the outside. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” Drake shouted, readjusting his grip on the shotgun. As the two officers scrambled to get out of the car, he swung the gun around and aimed it at the door.  
 
      
 
    Then he squeezed the trigger.  
 
      
 
    The sound was so loud that Drake’s ears felt like they’d exploded. For a brief second, his vision swirled and he nearly passed out from the concussive blast. But his ingrained instincts took over and he somehow managed to kick the door hard enough to cause the twisted metal to swing open. Still disoriented, Drake leaped out of the car, leading with the shotgun. 
 
      
 
    Even though Officers Pontiac and Dalton had gotten the jump on him, the former must have stumbled, because he was only now scrambling to his feet. 
 
      
 
    Drake was on him in an instant, wrapping an arm around his neck and jamming the shotgun into his back.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t move,” he ordered, but could barely hear his own voice. 
 
      
 
    He whipped around and spotted Officer Dalton crouched over the hood of the car, his pistol aimed straight ahead. 
 
      
 
    “Put the gun down or I’ll kill him!” Drake warned. 
 
      
 
    Again, his voice sounded strange and he stretched his jaw to try to pop his ears. Officer Pontiac must have noticed that something was wrong, as he tried to squirm free, but Drake tightened his grip on the man’s throat and he eventually stopped struggling. 
 
      
 
    The standoff lasted for less than a minute before Pontiac hissed at his partner. 
 
      
 
    “Put the gun down, you idiot!” 
 
      
 
    Dalton, a scowl on his doughy face, did as he was asked.  
 
      
 
    “Throw it on the ground,” Drake instructed. 
 
      
 
    Again, Dalton obeyed. Only then did Drake let go of Pontiac’s neck and, with the shotgun still pressed against his back, unclasped the officer’s gun and removed it from the holster. After tucking it into the front of his jeans, Drake ordered the two men around the back of the car. As he followed, he reached into the driver seat and popped the trunk. 
 
      
 
    “Get in,” he said. 
 
      
 
    His hearing had started to come back a little, but his words were still muffled and his head ached something fierce. 
 
      
 
    When neither man reacted, he shoved Officer Pontiac forward with the barrel of the shotgun. 
 
      
 
    “Get in,” he repeated. 
 
      
 
    The two officers just looked at each other, and Drake had had enough. He turned the shotgun to the ground and fired again. This spurred the men to action, and Officer Dalton immediately pulled his girth over the lip of the trunk and started to lower his big body inside. 
 
      
 
    Aware that the shotgun was now empty, Drake pulled Pontiac’s handgun from his belt and used that to motion toward the trunk.  
 
      
 
    “Your turn. Get the fuck in.” 
 
      
 
    The officer scowled and put his left leg inside, when Drake noticed another package with the all too familiar tape on it lying in plain view. 
 
      
 
    “Throw that out first,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Pontiac was scowling so hard now that it looked like the veins in his neck were going to burst. 
 
      
 
    “We’re gonna come for you, Drake. We all are,” he hissed as he tossed the package out of the trunk. 
 
      
 
    Knowing that the shotgun blasts would raise alarm even in this neighborhood at this hour, Drake shoved the man inside and then slammed the trunk closed.  
 
      
 
    Then he scooped up the heroin and returned to the front of the car to grab the plastic bag with the other brick.  
 
      
 
    He was about to sprint back to Hanna’s car when a thought occurred to him.  
 
      
 
    One more thing… 
 
      
 
    Drake reached into the front pocket of his jeans. He couldn’t remember grabbing one of Screech’s button cameras back at Triple D, but he must have, because there it was. 
 
      
 
    His goal was, and always would be, to get Ken Smith. But that didn’t mean that he couldn’t do his due diligence and get these corrupt cops off the street in the process. 
 
      
 
    Drake stuck the camera on the back windshield and then hurried back to Hanna’s VW, chased by the muffled cries from the police officers locked in their own trunk. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Yasiv? It’s Screech,” Screech said hurriedly, his eyes still locked on the computer screen. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? You got something?” 
 
      
 
    “I think… I think I found the place where they’re making the ohmefentanyl. It was a warehouse that used to make tires, but has been unoccupied since ANGUIS Holdings purchased it some time last year.” 
 
      
 
    There was a muffled sound on the other end of the line. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Yasiv?” 
 
      
 
    When Yasiv returned to the line, his tone had changed. 
 
      
 
    “Screech, what the hell is going on? I need—” 
 
      
 
    The door to Triple D blew open and Screech whirled around to see Drake stumble in. He clutched a plastic bag in one hand, and there was dried blood in each of his ears.  
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” Leroy gasped as he hurried toward the man. 
 
      
 
    “Screech?” Yasiv demanded. 
 
      
 
    Screech gaped and Yasiv yelled his name again, louder this time. 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna have to—I’m gonna have to call you back,” he said absently as he hung up the phone without waiting for a reply. Then he followed Leroy over to his friend and helped him into a chair.   
 
      
 
    “Drake, what the fuck happened to you?” 
 
      
 
    Drake looked stunned and Screech snapped his fingers in front of his face several times. After the third or fourth snap, the man’s eyes seemed to focus. 
 
      
 
    “I got the drugs back,” Drake said, raising the bag in his hand. 
 
      
 
    Leroy grabbed the bag from Drake and began rifling through it. He pulled out a misshapen brick that had been haphazardly rewrapped and set it on the table. Then he pulled out a second brick, this one still neatly packed, and placed it next to the first.  
 
      
 
    “Two of them? What the…” Leroy let his sentence trail off as he stared at the drugs. 
 
      
 
    Screech was more concerned with his partner than the dope.  
 
      
 
    “Drake? You all right? Tell me what happened.” 
 
      
 
    Drake just stared at him for a moment before pointing at his ears. 
 
      
 
    The next time Screech spoke, he did so slowly so that Drake could read his lips. 
 
      
 
    “Are you—” 
 
      
 
    The piercing sound of his cell phone ring filled the room and Screech quickly declined Yasiv’s call before turning back to Drake. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, are you alright? What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Got the drugs back,” he repeated. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but how? How—” 
 
      
 
    Screech’s phone rang again and he declined the call for a second time. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking hell,” he grumbled. “Drake, I think we found the place where they’re making the ohmefentanyl — a warehouse owned by ANGUIS Holdings. I was just—fuck!” 
 
      
 
    This time Screech answered the call, putting a finger to his lips as he did. 
 
      
 
    “Yasiv, I’m sorry, I can’t—” 
 
      
 
    “Is he with you?” Yasiv hissed, cutting him off. Screech’s eyes went wide. 
 
      
 
    “Is who with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Drake… is he with you?” 
 
      
 
    Screech swallowed hard. 
 
      
 
    “No, of course not. He’s in custody, waiting for—” 
 
      
 
    “I just got a call from two off-duty cops in Tremont,” Yasiv interrupted. “These assholes are claiming that they were assaulted and then thrown in the trunk.” 
 
      
 
    Screech turned to Drake, mouth agape. 
 
      
 
    “You wanna take a stab at who they say the guy who held them hostage with a shotgun was?” 
 
      
 
    “John Wilks Booth?” 
 
      
 
    “Fucking Damien Drake. DI Palmer is losing his shit over here and is heading over to Oak Valley. Screech, if Drake’s with you — and I hope to god he isn’t — but if he’s with you, you gotta get him out of there.” 
 
      
 
    Screech’s eyes darted around, trying to figure out what the hell they should do.  
 
      
 
    “Yasiv, I don’t know—” 
 
      
 
    “Screech, get Drake out of there, now!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    Yasiv smoked furiously as he and Deputy Inspector Lewis Palmer made the short walk from the parking lot to the front doors of Oak Valley Psychiatric Institution. 
 
      
 
    Even though the sun had just started its ascent, his brow was slick with sweat. 
 
      
 
    And his heart was racing. 
 
      
 
    “If he’s not here… if somehow that asshole managed to escape, I’m putting every cop in the entire city — no, the entire state, on his ass,” DI Palmer barked as he walked. The man had long, loping strides and Yasiv had to nearly jog to keep up. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be here,” Yasiv said, but his words failed to even reassure himself. “Officers Dalton and Pontiac made a mistake. They said that the man was wearing a nylon… they just got confused. It couldn’t have been Drake.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv took another drag of his cigarette, but it was already down to the filter and he burnt his lips.  
 
      
 
    “Naw, he got out. I don’t know how, but he did.” 
 
      
 
    Somehow Yasiv reached the door first and when he pulled it open, Palmer slid in front of him and walked inside.  
 
      
 
    Yasiv followed. 
 
      
 
    They found themselves in a sort of holding area, with bars in front of them preventing access to the facility, and a glass cage on the right. Yasiv assumed that the latter was where you checked in, only there was no one behind the desk.  
 
      
 
    Palmer reached out and knocked on the glass. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Hey!” he hollered. “This is Deputy Inspector Lewis Palmer and I need to get inside.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv swallowed hard as he waited for someone to appear, wishing to Christ that Drake wasn’t with Screech when he’d called; that this was, indeed, just a misunderstanding.  
 
      
 
    But if it wasn’t, he hoped by some miracle, that the man had somehow made it back in time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    Hanna’s car might not have been as powerful as Drake’s old Crown Vic, but it was small, which was perhaps even more useful to help navigate New York City traffic. 
 
      
 
    He managed to get across the city in record time by blowing nearly every stop sign and at least four or five red lights. 
 
      
 
    People were honking at him, he was sure of it — he just couldn’t hear them on account of his still damaged ears.  
 
      
 
    Drake pulled onto the street that housed Oak Valley when he caught sight of a navy blue sedan turning into the main driveway. It was moving so quickly that the rear tired bumped the curb. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” he swore. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t believe it. It was DI Palmer’s car. 
 
      
 
    Drake slowed as he passed the driveway, but once he reached the first intersection, he made a hard right and then doubled back. Instead of heading to the main parking lot, he parked the VW in the staff lot near the side of the building. Then he jumped from the vehicle, ignoring the pain from his injuries, recent and old, and hurried to the door that Twig and Max had dropped him off at. 
 
      
 
    Drake took a deep breath and then knocked on the door. He was gentle at first — he had no idea who would answer — but as the seconds stretched into a minute, he gave up being discrete and started to pound. 
 
      
 
    He had to get inside before Palmer searched his cell.  
 
      
 
    Drake was in the middle of pulling his foot back to kick the door, when he heard the sound of a deadbolt turning. A second later, the door opened and Hanna’s pretty face stared out at him. 
 
      
 
    “Drake? What the fuck? What happened to you?” 
 
      
 
    “No time,” he said, rushing by her and entering the facility. “I gotta get back in my cell.” 
 
      
 
    Even though she couldn’t possibly know what was going on, Hanna didn’t hesitate. She hooked her arm through his and led him down a maze of hallways. Drake thought that the area looked familiar, but all of it pretty much looked the same. 
 
      
 
    “Where is it? Where’s—” 
 
      
 
    “Hanna to reception, Hanna to reception,” a voice boomed from an overhead intercom.  
 
      
 
    Hanna swore and yanked Drake down another hallway. 
 
      
 
    “They’re here for you, aren’t they?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. 
 
      
 
    Hanna suddenly put on the brakes, stopping in front of the first unoccupied cell they passed. It wasn’t Drake’s, but that didn’t seem to matter anymore. She brushed her ID card against the scanner on the wall, and the LED light on the gray box switched from red to green. Without another word, Hanna yanked the door open and shoved Drake inside. Before he realized what was happening, she’d already closed the door and locked it again.  
 
      
 
    “Clean yourself up,” Hanna shouted as she hurried toward reception. “I’ll do my best to stall them.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    “Goddamnit, why is no one answering?” DI Palmer shouted as he continued to alternate knocking on the glass and pressing the call button. “Why the fuck is—” 
 
      
 
    A door on the other side of the glass opened and a girl with a face full of piercings and dark hair that was shaved on one side appeared.  
 
      
 
    “Please do not knock on the glass,” she said as she took up residence at the desk inside. 
 
      
 
    DI Palmer’s frown deepened. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Deputy Inspector Lewis Palmer—” 
 
      
 
    The woman waved a hand dismissively. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care if you’re the Pope,” she said in a voice that made Yasiv smirk, despite the circumstances. “Don’t knock on the glass.” 
 
      
 
    DI Palmer’s upper lip curled, but he took a respective step backward. 
 
      
 
    “I’m DI Lewis Palmer,” he said, starting over. “And this is Sergeant Henry Yasiv. We’re here to see a recently admitted patient of yours, Damien Drake.” 
 
      
 
    The woman, who looked strangely familiar to Yasiv, turned her attention to the computer in front of her. 
 
      
 
    “One second,” she said, starting to type. 
 
      
 
    One second became five, and eventually several minutes. During this interval, Yasiv could feel Palmer becoming increasingly agitated, his hands fidgeting, his foot tapping. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, the woman raised her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, but there are no scheduled visits today for Damien Drake.” 
 
      
 
    DI Palmer shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No, your misunderstood. This isn’t a scheduled visit. It’s… I just need to see him. He is here, isn’t he?” 
 
      
 
    The woman pressed her lips together. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, he’s here. Patient Damien Drake doesn’t have outside privileges. Most of the patients here are confined to the building.” 
 
      
 
    “Great — I want to see him.” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, but we don’t allow for unscheduled visits or visitors here at Oak Valley.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddamnit,” DI Palmer cursed, pulling out his badge and holding it up to the glass. “Did you not hear me, lady? I’m the deputy inspector of the NYPD. I want to see Damien Drake, and I want to see him now.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you didn’t hear me, your Highness, so I’ll repeat myself: there are no unscheduled visits permitted at Oak Valley.” 
 
      
 
    Now it was Yasiv who felt anxious. Protocol or not, Palmer wasn’t going to leave without seeing Drake. 
 
      
 
    If he was here, of course.  
 
      
 
    “How about you let me in or start looking for another job. How does that sound?” 
 
      
 
    The woman behind the glass seemed to contemplate this for a moment, her eyes flicking from DI Palmer to Yasiv and back again. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, she nodded and acquiesced. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, you can come in for five minutes, but only because your friend here is cute,” she said, winking at Yasiv. A metal box suddenly slid out from beneath the glass. “Please put all your firearms in the container. You can have them back on the way out.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    A cotton swab was still partway lodged in Drake’s ear canal when he heard a beep and saw the door to his cell start to open. He quickly tossed the swab into the wastebin with the napkins that he’d used to make himself respectable, then turned to face the door.  
 
      
 
    Hanna started into the room first, but she was quickly pushed aside by a much bigger man. 
 
      
 
    DI Palmer. 
 
      
 
    Drake had to exercise all of his willpower not to lash out at the man. 
 
      
 
    "So he is here," Palmer grumbled, not bothering to hide the displeasure in his voice. 
 
      
 
    "Where the hell else would I be?" Drake snapped.  
 
      
 
    Yasiv entered the room next, his face like melted candle wax.  
 
      
 
    "You're here," he almost gasped in relief. 
 
      
 
    “And you’re the second person to make that penetrating observation. Yeah, I’m here. Now what the fuck do you want?”  
 
      
 
    DI Palmer moved deeper into the room and Drake’s hands curled into fists. He was in no shape to fight, but if Palmer so much as touched him… 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, the man resigned himself to just inspecting Drake, paying close attention to his bruised face, his swollen lips. 
 
      
 
    "We had report that you kidnapped someone else," Palmer said, his eyes locked on Drake's. “Another police officer. Two of them, in fact.” 
 
      
 
    Drake pointed at one of his ears. 
 
      
 
    “You wanna repeat that? My hearing hasn’t been great, lately.” 
 
      
 
    The truth was, his hearing had pretty much returned to normal since clearing out the blood. He still experienced a dull hum as if an air conditioner was running in his head, but it was easy enough to ignore. 
 
      
 
    Palmer frowned and ignored the comment. 
 
      
 
    "What happened to his face and ears?" he asked, turning to Hanna. 
 
      
 
    "Had a little tussle with another patient," Hanna replied without hesitating. "The other inmate provoked him and he was just defending himself. Protocol is to separate them, which is why he’s in a new cell. No big deal, though; happens more than anyone would like to admit.” 
 
      
 
    Palmer made a face.  
 
      
 
    “Who was the other patient?” he asked.   
 
      
 
    "Not allowed to say. I think that's enough for now, Drake is getting ready—" 
 
      
 
    "Has he had his psych eval yet?" Palmer demanded, cutting her off mid-sentence. 
 
      
 
    Hanna shook her head. 
 
      
 
    "Not yet. He's here for a week; his preliminary interview is scheduled for tomorrow afternoon. After that, he'll see the psychiatrist every day or so, as dictated by the court." 
 
      
 
    With every subsequent reply, Palmer’s face turned a darker shade of red. Drake couldn’t help but be reminded of Sergeant Rhodes.  
 
      
 
    Definitely cut from the same cloth, those two. Cut from the same cloth and working for the same man.  
 
      
 
    “We done here, Jacques Clouseau?” Drake asked. “Because I popped two xannys before you got here and I’m feeling mighty sleepy.” 
 
      
 
    Palmer suddenly strode over to Drake, and he hopped to his feet. 
 
      
 
    "If I find out you left, Drake,” Palmer threatened when they were nose to nose. 
 
      
 
    Hanna grabbed the DI by the shoulders and guided him back toward the door. 
 
      
 
    “I think that’s enough. If this goes any further, or takes any longer, I’m going to have to report this intrusion to the court. And none of us want that, do we?” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, it looked like Palmer was going to come at him again, but the man eventually smiled and shook off his frustrations. 
 
      
 
    "I want his psych evaluations the minute they come in,” he told Hanna, his voice oddly calm. 
 
      
 
    Hanna said that she would send them directly to him — by FedEx if necessary — and then she escorted the two men from the room. 
 
      
 
    Palmer left without looking back, but Yasiv hesitated long enough to throw a glance over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    A look that said, We’re on the same side, Drake. 
 
      
 
    Drake no longer had any doubts that they were indeed on the same side, and that he could trust Yasiv. But that would only get them so far; the sergeant had rules and regulations, protocols he needed to follow.  
 
      
 
    Drake, on the other hand, would do anything and everything to put DI Palmer and Ken Smith behind bars. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    “You think… you think he got back quick enough?” Leroy asked, his eyes fixed on the TV screen. They’d turned it on the second that Drake had bolted from Triple D, thinking that if Palmer didn’t find him at Oak Valley, it’d be all over the news. So far, nothing. “Screech?” 
 
      
 
    The man was standing right beside him, but didn’t appear to hear. Leroy reached out and nudged him gently. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Screech snapped. 
 
      
 
    Leroy took a small step backward.  
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” he grumbled. “I was just wondering if you thought Drake got back in time.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know how, but he must’ve,” Screech said under his breath. 
 
      
 
    Leroy moved away from the TV and thought about what to do next. His mom was probably worried sick about him, but she would have to wait. He’d get a whooping if he went home now, and so much had happened since his case had been settled that he wouldn’t even know where to start. 
 
      
 
    Unlike Screech and Drake, however, he had no vendetta against the mayor.  What he did have a problem with, was the two assholes who had gotten his brother killed: Officers Pontiac and Dalton. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think happened to the two cops that Drake threw in the trunk?” he asked absently. 
 
      
 
    “What happened to them? Nothing. Probably just filed a report and went back on patrol.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy frowned. 
 
      
 
    “And Chris and BT?” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” 
 
      
 
    “The thugs in the apartment… the ones that I gave the drugs to. You know, when I planted the camera?” 
 
      
 
    “No clue.” 
 
      
 
    This is going nowhere, Leroy thought. Screech was clearly so concerned about Drake that he couldn’t think of anything else. In fact, Leroy was fairly certain that he hadn’t even gotten back to Sergeant Yasiv about their discovery, about finding out where the ohmefentanyl was being manufactured. 
 
      
 
    It was obvious that there was a hierarchy of priorities at play: Screech cared about Drake, first and foremost, while Drake only had bringing the mayor to justice in mind. 
 
      
 
    Leroy made his way over to the computer and shook the mouse to wake it up. Then he loaded the video feed from the camera he’d planted the night prior in the trap house. 
 
      
 
    His heart immediately sunk. Not only had the cops not raided the place as he’d hoped, but Chris was back at his desk. 
 
      
 
    “How is this possible?” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    Thinking that perhaps this was just a recording from earlier in the day, before the junkie had OD’d, Leroy closed the app and then reopened it. 
 
      
 
    But Chris was still there, Declan’s chain hanging around his neck. As Leroy watched, the man started to roll a joint. Then he raised his head, said something to BT, and laughed. 
 
      
 
    Frustrated, Leroy closed the video and backed away from the computer. He intended to say something to Screech, to lament on how bullshit this whole situation was, when his eyes fell on the bricks of heroin that Drake had brought back with him. 
 
      
 
    One week… you bring me a key every week… just don’t be late. 
 
      
 
    Leroy swallowed hard. 
 
      
 
    No, I can’t, he thought as he made his way over to the table. It’s not right to steal from them. 
 
      
 
    At worst, the two owners of Triple D were eclectic vigilantes who meant well. At best, they were the last bastion of good in a world that had gone so bad. 
 
      
 
    And that said nothing of the fact that they’d treated him, personally, like an adult, afforded him the freedom to make his own decisions. That was something that his mother, bless her heart, struggled with mightily. 
 
      
 
    You’re the only one of us who can get out of here, Leroy. Not me, not your brother, but you. 
 
      
 
    Both she and Declan had used practically the same refrain, but neither had stopped to ask him what he wanted. 
 
      
 
    Another glance at Screech and, after confirming that he was transfixed by the news, Leroy silently scooped up the bag and made his way to the door. 
 
      
 
    Screech’s eyes never left the TV screen. 
 
      
 
    But it’s not really stealing, he rationalized as he stepped outside. Technically, it’s not theirs. And, besides, they have their priorities, and I have mine. Mainly, staying alive and keeping my mom safe. And making sure that what happened to Declan doesn’t happen to me… or her.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    Drake was pacing inside of his cell when he heard the beep and the door opened. 
 
      
 
    He half expected it to be DI Palmer returning, this time with a set of handcuffs to haul his ass away again. But it wasn’t him; it was Hanna. 
 
      
 
    “That was close,” she said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Drake still hadn’t wrapped his mind around this woman, hadn’t figured out who she was or what she was up to; why she was so eager to help him. But that was for later. He had to focus his limited mental faculties on what really mattered. 
 
      
 
    “They left?”  
 
      
 
    Hanna nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yep — gone. Now are you going to tell me what happened?” 
 
      
 
    Drake hesitated. 
 
      
 
    Like Yasiv, he was certain he could trust Hanna. But Beckett’s words weighed heavily on his mind, and he was hesitant to get anyone else involved or, in Hanna’s case, more involved in this mess. 
 
      
 
    “I need to get out again,” Drake said, purposefully ignoring her question. 
 
      
 
    The smile slid off of Hanna’s face. 
 
      
 
    “It… it can be done, but it’ll be more difficult now. That douchebag inspector has a cop standing watch in the parking lot.” She hesitated. “I think I can be of more help if you just tell me what you’re trying to do here, what your endgame is.” 
 
      
 
    Forgetting about his missing tooth, Drake bit his lip and his mouth erupted in pain. Maybe it was time to figure out what her motivations were, after all. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck. I’ll tell you what I’m up to, if you tell me why you’re so eager to help me. I’ve met you, what? Twice? Once way back when, and then again when I came to speak to Dr. Mark Kruk. That was—” 
 
      
 
    Drake’s mouth fell open. 
 
      
 
    Dr. Mark Kruk! 
 
      
 
    The name shot through his brain like a lightning bolt. The psychiatrist had treated Ken’s son, Thomas Alexander Smith, at his father’s request. It was an arrangement that had ended in Thomas’s murder, something that Drake had always suspected was part of Ken’s master plan.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah, that’s it; he can help. He will help.” Drake said, nodding to himself. “Hanna, I’ll tell you what I know, but I’m gonna need your help. I need your help getting out of this place, but I need to see a patient first. A very specific patient.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Ever hear of chemtrails?” 
 
      
 
    It was Hanna’s first comment after Drake had told his story. And it made zero sense. 
 
      
 
    “Chemtrails?” he asked, genuinely confused. 
 
      
 
    Hanna chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Never mind… just remember what they say: just because you’re paranoid, doesn’t mean they aren’t after you.” 
 
      
 
    Drake shook his head. He didn’t like wasting time like this; he’d already been out for two days, which left him five to find enough dirt on Ken Smith to get him indicted. After that… sneaking out of a psychiatric facility with Hanna’s help was one thing, but breaking out of a New York State prison? 
 
      
 
    Wasn’t going to happen. 
 
      
 
    “So that’s why I need to talk to Dr. Kruk — I think he can help. He might know something that I can use against Ken Smith.” 
 
      
 
    Hanna sighed and slapped her thighs. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we’ve gotten this far, and Pachomius we ain’t. Would be sad to see it end here.” 
 
      
 
    With that, Hanna rose to her feet and unlocked the cell door. She waved her hand and Drake stepped into the hallway, with her following closely behind.  
 
      
 
    He hadn’t the slightest clue who Pachomius was nor did he understand why Hanna seemed to do whatever the hell she wanted in Oak Valley, but he was grateful that she was on his side. 
 
      
 
    Something told him that those who crossed this woman only did so once. 
 
      
 
    He followed Hanna down a long hallway to another area of the facility, one that had yet to be equipped with fancy electronic keys; these doors had to be opened by an old fashioned key. 
 
      
 
    Hanna guided him to a seemingly random room and opened the door. She told him to enter and, like the last time he’d interviewed Dr. Kruk, once inside, she locked the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    Also like last time, the second the door was closed, thoughts started to echo and magnify inside Drake’s head. 
 
      
 
    The place might be designed to house the minds of the criminally disturbed, but Drake had no doubt that it could also disturb those who criminally minded should they spend too much time here.  
 
      
 
    Just as his thoughts turned to Jasmine, to the exchange he’d witnessed on her porch and the admission by the two cops that they got their heroin from her, the door opened again. 
 
      
 
    Dr. Mark Kruk, born Martin Slasinsky, a man who’d been tormented as a boy, stood in the doorway.  
 
      
 
    “Damien Drake,” Dr. Kruk said as he shuffled into the room, his wrists and ankles bound by chains. “It’s a pleasure to see you.” 
 
      
 
    Drake frowned. The man’s clean-shaven face bore a knowing smile that he didn’t care for. 
 
      
 
    He pushed his feelings aside. 
 
      
 
    “Dr. Kruk, I’m back to ask for another favor.” 
 
      
 
    Although he hadn’t specifically told Hanna that they should keep the fact that this time Drake was a patient at Oak Valley and not a visitor, he figured that she would intuit this. He just hoped that the doctor overlooked the fact that Drake wasn’t wearing street clothes, but a uniform not unlike his own. 
 
      
 
    The problem was, Dr. Mark Kruk was a master manipulator, an imago in the flesh. Drake knew full well that while he was the one requesting information, Dr. Kruk was extracting his own data at the same time. 
 
      
 
    The man may be a murderer, he may have a split personality, and he may be bipolar and schizophrenic, but one thing that Dr. Mark Kruk wasn’t, was stupid. 
 
      
 
    “I knew you’d return,” the man said with a chuckle as Hanna accompanied him deeper into the cell. “I hope that you remember our previous conversation and come bearing compensation.” 
 
      
 
    Drake’s eyebrows knitted. 
 
      
 
    “Compensation?” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Kruk made a tsk, tsk, tsk sound as he lowered himself into the chair across from Drake. In his periphery, Drake saw Hanna close the door, only, unlike last time, she remained inside the room. 
 
      
 
    “If you want my help, Drake, I want something from you in return — well, more specifically, something from your partner. From Chase Adams.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I don’t care what they say,” Officer Dalton began. “That was Damien Drake.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t give a shit who it was,” Officer Pontiac replied as they walked out of the station. He lowered his voice. “All I care about is the shit he took.” 
 
      
 
    As he approached his car, he glanced at the rear door and scowled. A fellow officer had managed to close it while they were giving their statements, but he’d done a shit job; it was held together by a repurposed coat hanger and some electrical tape. Mike tried the door, but not only did it not open, but it felt as if it were welded shut. 
 
      
 
    “Motherfucker ruined my door,” he muttered as he got in the driver seat. When Dalton didn’t immediately join him in the car, Mike leaned out the window. “Get in.” 
 
      
 
    Dalton glanced back toward the front doors of the precinct. 
 
      
 
    “Think you can give me a ride home? I was considering picking up my daughter from school early and taking her to the movies.” 
 
      
 
    Mike stared at his partner in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    “Get the fuck in the car, Pete. Now.” 
 
      
 
    Dalton did as he was asked and Mike bit his tongue as he pulled out of the police station parking lot and made his way back toward Tremont. 
 
      
 
    When they had been driving for nearly ten minutes, he finally looked over at Dalton. 
 
      
 
    “Are you a fucking idiot?” 
 
      
 
    The man made a face. 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about? It wasn’t my fault—” 
 
      
 
    “Going to the movies with your daughter? Seriously?” 
 
      
 
    Dalton shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “IA said to take the rest of the week off. I just figured—” 
 
      
 
    Mike ground his teeth in frustration. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think is going to happen when Chris and his crew see that the heroin is missing? Huh? When we can’t pay Jasmine for the dope we took on consignment.” 
 
      
 
    Dalton held his hands up. 
 
      
 
    “Dude, it’s not our fault. Someone jumped us.” 
 
      
 
    Mike shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I knew you were a fat slob, Dalton, but I didn’t think that you were a complete fucking moron. They’re going to come after us, you idiot.” 
 
      
 
    Dalton swallowed hard. 
 
      
 
    “Naw, we can explain. Tell them what happened.” 
 
      
 
    Mike made a hard left and pulled around a slow moving taxi cab. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, sure, that’ll work great. Both the thug and the drug lord will just, oh, I dunno, give us a hug maybe, tell us it’ll be okay. Then they’ll forget the whole thing.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t mean—” 
 
      
 
    “You wanna go to the movies with your daughter? They are gonna fucking gut her and pull her intestines out like silly string, you fat fuck.” 
 
      
 
    Dalton’s jaw clenched and he finally clammed up. They continued toward Tremont for several minutes in silence, before Mike started to feel bad for the man. 
 
      
 
    “Look, you know what happened to Detective Simmons, right?” 
 
      
 
    Dalton nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Those psychos in the cult skinned him.” 
 
      
 
    Mike shook his head. He couldn’t believe how naive his partner was. 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t the Church of Liberation, Pete. It was the—” 
 
      
 
    Officer Pontiac reached up and pulled his aviator sunglasses down his nose. There was a young black man in a hoodie walking down the street, a plastic bag slung over one shoulder. 
 
      
 
    A plastic bag that Mike recognized. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” he whispered as he slowed down and pulled over to the curb. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Dalton asked. “What is it? Why you stopping?” 
 
      
 
    What the hell are the odds? 
 
      
 
    It was only then that he realized that they were just a block or two from where Drake had jumped them, a block or two from Chris’s trap house.  
 
      
 
    “You gotta be shitting me.” 
 
      
 
    “What, man? Tell me what’s going on.” 
 
      
 
    Mike aimed an index finger at the youth walking down the street, not twenty yards in front of them.  
 
      
 
    “That’s my bag. That’s my bag, and that bastard’s got our drugs. I think it’s time we take them back, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 49 
 
      
 
    “Nothing on the news about Drake,” Screech said softly. “That’s a good thing — a real good thing.” 
 
      
 
    When Leroy didn’t answer, he turned around. 
 
      
 
    “Leroy? Where the fuck did you go?” 
 
      
 
    Concern spreading over his face, for the first time in at least an hour, Screech moved away from the TV, his eyes darting around Triple D.  
 
      
 
    It was empty. 
 
      
 
    “What the—?” 
 
      
 
    He hadn’t seen the boy leave, didn’t even hear Leroy say a word since he asked about the— 
 
      
 
    Screech’s gaze fell on the now empty table off to one side. 
 
      
 
    The drugs… drugs were gone. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Screech shouted, throwing up his arms. “Dammit!” 
 
      
 
    He pulled his phone out of his pocket and stared at it for a moment. He wanted to call somebody, he needed to call somebody, but he had no idea who. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t call Drake — the man didn’t have a cell phone, and he was hesitant to call Sergeant Yasiv back in case he was still with DI Palmer. 
 
      
 
    Which left only one friendly: Dr. Beckett Campbell. 
 
      
 
    There was only one option, but Screech hesitated. The last thing he remembered Leroy saying was something about the cops, about Dalton and Pontiac, and how they were going to get away with everything. 
 
      
 
    If I call Beckett… 
 
      
 
    This wasn’t like Boris Brackovich or even like Donnie DiMarco. Sure, they weren’t talking about corrupt cops, but Beckett only knew how to take care of things one way, and Screech didn’t know if his conscience could support any more weight.  
 
      
 
    “How did this happen?” he wondered, rubbing his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Where did you go, Leroy? Where did you take the drugs? 
 
      
 
    A loud ringing pierced Triple D, and Screech looked down at his phone as if it were of extraterrestrial origins. 
 
      
 
    With a shrug, he answered it. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” 
 
      
 
    As he waited for the voice on the other end to reply, he made his way toward his computer and sat down at his desk. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know how he did it, but he was out, and then he was back,” a familiar voice said. “But that was close, Screech. Next time, though…” 
 
      
 
    Screech found himself nodding. His initial instinct was to deny everything, but he was too tired to keep on lying. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” he said, his voice barely a croak. “I know.” 
 
      
 
    “Drake dodged a bullet. I don’t even want to know what happened with those two police officers, Screech. I can’t… I can’t know.” Sergeant Yasiv paused and Screech resisted the urge to fill the silence with small talk. “You called me earlier, something about an address?”  
 
      
 
    Screech took one long, slow blink, and then snapped into focus. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I think we found something. There’s this compound, one that’s necessary to make the ohmefentanyl? Anyways, Leroy says—” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” 
 
      
 
    Screech shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Never mind. But I think we’ve figured out where the stuff is being manufactured, an ANGUIS—” 
 
      
 
    An icon at the bottom of his screen flashed, drawing Screech’s attention. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
      
 
    He clicked on the app and a video filled the monitor.  
 
      
 
    At first, Screech thought he was looking at the interior of the trap house again through the camera that Leroy had planted.  
 
      
 
    But that wasn’t right. It wasn’t right, because the image seemed to be moving. 
 
      
 
    “Screech? You still there?” 
 
      
 
    Screech barely heard Yasiv’s voice as he tried to figure out what he was looking at. It was difficult because the majority of the camera was blocked by a dark shadow. 
 
      
 
    The video suddenly jolted and Screech realized that he was looking at the inside of a car. 
 
      
 
    “Who the fuck set up this camera?” he mumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Screech?” 
 
      
 
    The movement stopped and the driver whipped around. He was wearing aviator sunglasses and looked furious. His lips formed words that Screech couldn’t make out, then he reached back and slapped the figure in the backseat.  
 
      
 
    “Fuck is this?” 
 
      
 
    The driver slapped the figure again, but, clearly not getting what he wanted, things escalated quickly. 
 
      
 
    In a matter of seconds, he was aiming a pistol into the backseat. The man tried to squirm out of the line of fire, but in the process must have nudged the camera because it moved again. And then, for a second — for the briefest of moments — the dark figure’s profile was visible. 
 
      
 
    There was a trickle of blood coming from one corner of his mouth, and his right eye was so badly bruised that it was swollen shut. 
 
      
 
    And yet, there is no doubting who it was. 
 
      
 
    It was Leroy — Leroy Walker. 
 
      
 
    “Screech!” Sergeant Yasiv suddenly shouted in the phone. “Screech, are you there?” 
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 Chapter 50 
 
      
 
    Mayor Ken Smith stood at the podium, staring out at members of the press and perhaps three dozen of his most loyal supporters. He stood alone, but he was well supported: Deputy Inspector Palmer and his most trusted aids were behind him, intentionally keeping a respectful distance. He also knew that Raul was somewhere close by, tucked away in the shadows as was his habit.  
 
      
 
    But this wasn’t about them. This was about him, the Mayor, and a promise to his delegates. 
 
      
 
    "Good afternoon," he said into the microphone in a loud, booming voice. "Most of you are probably wondering why I called this impromptu press conference. Some of you are undoubtedly skeptical, thinking that this is some sort of empty, politically motivated speech. I assure you that this is not the case. I’m standing here before you today because I want to make a promise to you, a promise to every citizen that lives and breathes in New York City. I, myself, am proud to be a New Yorker, proud to have been born in New York, and proud to have lived here my entire life. I’ve lived through the high crime era that was the early nineties, the 9/11 terrorist attacks, and the deadly Labor Day shootings in 2011. I have lived through it all, and I am proud to say that despite these challenges, we New Yorkers have found the strength and courage to carry on.” 
 
      
 
    Ken took a breath and waited for the small cheer to die down before continuing. 
 
      
 
    “More recently, there is a serious issue that plagues all New Yorkers but is rarely spoken about. It’s an epidemic like none other but fails to gain the press coverage that it deserves. Already, this epidemic has claimed more lives than the terrorist attacks of 9/11 and the Iraq and Afghanistan wars combined. And yet, because of a perceived stigma, this deadly epidemic is rarely spoken about openly.” 
 
      
 
    Again, Ken paused, but this time there was no cheer. There was a smattering of confused expressions, while others still nodded solemnly as they clued into what he was referring to.  
 
      
 
    "There is an opioid epidemic in our city and its impact on all of our lives has grown too great to ignore. I refuse to sweep this issue under the rug as other mayors before me have done. I refuse to pretend that this plague is not infiltrating each and every one of our neighborhoods, regardless of socioeconomic status. Therefore, I stand before you today with one promise: to eliminate this epidemic once and for all." 
 
      
 
    A hushed silence fell over the crowd. It lasted for several moments before members of the press started looking at each other, eyebrows raised. It wasn't the nature of the claim that gave them pause; after all, many a politician used eliminating addiction as part of their platform. But it was his fervency, his absolute certainty that he could get it done that was unique. 
 
      
 
    No one did that; no one made such a bold claim, because their inevitable failure would virtually end any possibility of re-election. No normal mayor would dare. 
 
      
 
    But Ken Smith was anything but normal.  
 
      
 
    A small smile appeared on his lips. 
 
      
 
    "Yes," he said, his voice rising an octave. "You heard me. I will, within my first term as Mayor of the greatest city on Earth, eradicate this plague. As I said during the opening, this is not a political ploy. Nor is this a claim that I will back peddle on in a few months. This is a solemn promise, one that I intend to keep. It’s a promise that I’m making to you, to everyone who lives in our beautiful city. From this day forward, no longer will I refer to a war on drugs; this will be different. This will be a shock and awe on opioids. And we will come out victorious. That, fellow New Yorkers, is my promise.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 51 
 
      
 
    Drake tapped his foot and scratched his beard. 
 
      
 
    "Come on, come on," he grumbled into his cell phone. He knew that Hanna was watching him, staring at his face, analyzing his expression, but he couldn't help his frustration. "Answer the phone, Chase." 
 
      
 
    This was the third different number that he was trying to reach her at; the first two had been disconnected.  
 
      
 
    And she wasn’t answering this one, either. 
 
      
 
    Another few rings and the operator informed him that he would have to try his call again later.  
 
      
 
    “Shit.” 
 
      
 
    "What? Your girlfriend not picking up?" 
 
      
 
    Drake scowled but tried not to take his anger out on Hanna. She was one of the few friends that he could count on, and she’d already proved invaluable in more ways than one. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not sure what information you expect Dr. Kruk to give you, anyway," Hanna said. "The man may seem normal now, but I've seen the other side of him — the other person inside him, rather. He's got schizophrenic tendencies with a split personality disorder. If his other half comes out to play…" 
 
      
 
    Drake clearly saw Chase strapped to a pole, a flurry of butterflies all around her. In the memory, Marcus Slasinsky’s smiling face slowly appeared behind her, a syringe clutched between his fingers. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I know about his other half. Trust me on that one." 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Hanna said with a shrug. “Just wanted to warn you that things with Dr. Kruk aren’t always as they seem.” 
 
      
 
    Drake nodded and turned his attention back to the woman’s cell phone. He’d exhausted all options for Chase, but there was still one person that he could call. One person who might be able to help. They were the last resort, but he’d already come to the end of the road. 
 
      
 
    Five days left… five days before you’re shipped back to the court. Five days before you’re reintroduced to Rodney Wise. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Drake dialed the number. It rang once and then a male voice answered. 
 
      
 
    "Stitts here,” he said gruffly. 
 
      
 
    Drake had never gotten along well with FBI Special Agent Jeremy Stitts, partly because he’d usurped Drake's own position in Chase’s professional and personal life. But it was more than that; there was just something about the man, an air of dishonesty that Drake had seen through. 
 
      
 
    He knew, however, from Chase’s infrequent phone calls, that the two had become quite close. If anyone knew where she was, it would be him. 
 
      
 
    "Stitts, this is Damien Drake." 
 
      
 
    Drake paused and eventually Stitts cleared his throat and spoke again. 
 
      
 
    "Drake… what can I do for you?" 
 
      
 
    Drake debated starting with small talk, but then thought better of it. They were both too smart for that. Too smart and too pressed for time.  
 
      
 
    "I'm looking for Chase. I need to speak to her… any idea where she is?" he asked, getting straight to the point. 
 
      
 
    There was another pause, one that teetered on the fine line between polite and uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    "I'm afraid… I'm afraid it's been a while since I've seen her. It’s been a while since anybody has seen her, to be honest." 
 
      
 
    Drake frowned and turned his back to Hanna. 
 
      
 
    "Is she… okay?" 
 
      
 
    Another pause. 
 
      
 
    "Chase is working through some stuff right now — some personal stuff. But I think… I think that she could use a friendly face to help her get through it." 
 
      
 
    Drake was surprised by the man’s candidness; in all their previous interactions, Stitts had been the silent type, a man who preferred to sit back and observe. He possessed the effortless ability to coerce others into speaking without revealing much, or anything, about himself. 
 
      
 
    Drake knew that a fundamental change in one’s personality usually only happened when things were going badly… when things had become serious. 
 
      
 
    "Is she around?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    "That’s the thing, Drake… no one’s seen her in months.” 
 
      
 
    “What? Really? What about her husband and son?” 
 
      
 
    “They moved away a while back. To Sweden.” 
 
      
 
    Drake’s eyes bulged. 
 
      
 
    “Sweden? What the—” 
 
      
 
    “I could really use your help looking for her, Drake.” 
 
      
 
    Drake pushed his tongue into the spot in his gum where his tooth had once been. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t watch the news much, do you, Stitts?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been… well, I’ve been working through some stuff, too. Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you can count me as part of that group, as well. I want to help, and I will help find her, Stitts, but there’s something I need to take care of first. Something I think you might be able to assist me with.” 
 
      
 
    There was an awkward impasse; both of them were asking for help and both of them were suffering greatly. 
 
      
 
    It was Stitts who broke first. 
 
      
 
    "What's this about, Drake?" 
 
      
 
    Drake mulled his options. The truth was, friendly or not, Stitts was a member of the FBI. 
 
      
 
    "I need… I need something of Chase's," he said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Stitts was incredulous. 
 
      
 
    "You what?" 
 
      
 
    Drake sighed. It felt dirty lying to the man, but the truth was too outlandish and the time too short to explain everything. 
 
      
 
    “Remember the Butterfly Killer case? When Chase was taken hostage by a deranged psychiatrist?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah… she told me about that. What about it?”   
 
      
 
    “Long story, but there’s been a recent development in the case. Some additional DNA was found in the man’s office — blood. It doesn’t match any of the victims. We just need to confirm that it’s not Chase’s.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, alright — I can send you her DNA profile from the FBI database.” 
 
      
 
    Drake grimaced. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’s not gonna cut it this time. There’s been a recent case of cross-contamination of samples from a sister lab in Chicago. The sergeant here is being a dick and is calling for all samples to be tested in-house. We need something… something fresh. Something of hers that we can extract and develop our own DNA profile from.” 
 
      
 
    It was far-fetched, but Drake hoped that Stitts was just too stressed about recent events to call him on it. But when the man didn’t answer right away, Drake started to get nervous. 
 
      
 
    "Stitts? You still there?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I'm still here. I think… I think I have something in my car that you can use. As luck would have it, I’m in upstate New York visiting family. I can be downtown in an hour or so.” 
 
      
 
    A tiny, infinitesimal smile formed on Drake’s lips. For once, it appeared that his luck might be changing.  
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Stitts. I owe you one. See you in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    He hung up and handed the phone back to Hanna who was staring at him with a smirk of her own. 
 
      
 
    “I don't know if Dr. Kruk knows anything, or if he can help at all,” Drake said, “but it looks like we’re going to find out.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 52 
 
      
 
    "Screech, what the fuck is going on? Talk to me!”  
 
      
 
    But Screech couldn’t talk; all he could do was watch as Officer Pontiac waved his pistol in Leroy’s terrified face. 
 
      
 
    It was a mistake getting the kid involved, he’d told Drake that from the beginning. Now not only would they have the death of some junkie on their hands, but that of a seventeen-year-old kid, as well.  
 
      
 
    Maybe Drake had been right about the junkie; maybe it wasn’t their fault, maybe she would have gotten a hot shot from someone and somewhere else. But the kid… fuck, he was just a kid. He didn’t— 
 
      
 
    “I’m sending someone over, Screech. I don’t care if Drake—” 
 
      
 
    The mention of Drake’s name finally broke Screech from his stupor. 
 
      
 
    “No, not here — don’t send someone here. But you need to help him. And you need to be quick.” 
 
      
 
    “Help who, Screech? Help Drake? Because I just saw him. He's beaten up, but—” 
 
      
 
    Screech shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No, not Drake,” he said forcefully. “Someone else. A kid. Leroy Walker.  We took him in and now he’s in trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “What? Who? What are you talking about, Screech?” 
 
      
 
    In the video, Pontiac suddenly leaned back and punched Leroy in the stomach with his free hand. 
 
      
 
    “It’s your officers… Pontiac and Dalton. They’re… I think they’re going to kill him, Yasiv. You have to help him. You have to save him.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 53 
 
      
 
    “I can get you what you need,” Drake said as he stepped back into the cell. The entire time he’d been on the phone, Dr. Mark Kruk had been waiting patiently with his fingers interlaced, his palms laid over top the chains that kept him bound to the table. 
 
      
 
    “I knew you could,” the man said warmly. 
 
      
 
    Behind him, he heard Hanna enter the room and close the door. 
 
      
 
    “But you’re not going to get it,” Drake said suddenly. Dr. Kruk’s smile never faltered. “You’re not going to get it unless you convince me that you’ve got something on the mayor that I can use. Something good. Otherwise, you can rot in here for all I care… and you’ll never see or hear about Chase ever again.” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Mark Kruk licked his lips and slowly enfolded his fingers. 
 
      
 
    “I knew this was about the mayor,” he said, his smile never faltering. “Trust me, Drake, I think you’re gonna like what I have.” 
 
      
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Not good enough,” he shot back. “You tell me what you have, and I’ll decide if it’s worth it.” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Kruk sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Drake, last time you came here looking for advice, for my help to catch a killer, I told you what I knew,” the man said calmly. “Did my insight help? Did you catch the man you were looking for?” 
 
      
 
    Drake’s cheek twitched as he recalled his conversation with Ray Reynolds at the man’s family farm, the bodies of the members of the Church of Liberation lying all around them. 
 
      
 
    “Yes… yes, I suspect that I did help,” Kruk said absently. “And yet now you want to question my integrity, my honesty. Is this because in your past, you—” 
 
      
 
    Drake leaned forward and slammed his fist down hard on the table. Hanna gasped, and Dr. Kruk recoiled.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t you fucking psychoanalyze me, Kruk. Don’t you do it.” 
 
      
 
    Something flashed over the man’s face then, something that turned his eyes dark. Drake had seen this look before, this wild expression. He’d seen it when Marcus Slasinsky had held a syringe to Chase’s throat.  
 
      
 
    Then, as quickly as it appeared, it was gone again. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, fine,” Dr. Kruk said. “Trust me, or don’t trust me. But I won’t give you what you want before you give me what I need.” 
 
      
 
    Drake cursed. Talking to the man was incredibly frustrating.  
 
      
 
    “What could you possibly have on him, anyway? On the mayor? I know you treated his son, but I don’t think you got anything from him. I bet you were a shit psychiatrist and didn’t get nothing.” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Kruk chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “That won’t work with me, Drake; you can’t goad me with insults. I will tell you this about me, however: back when I had my practice, I was very much into improving my craft. And the person I most like to learn from? Why, that would be myself, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a self-righteous—” 
 
      
 
    Drake stopped himself.  
 
      
 
    Learn from myself…  
 
      
 
    “You… you recorded yourself, didn’t you?” Drake said, finally cluing in to what Kruk was saying. “You recorded your sessions.” 
 
      
 
    The man turned his hands over as if to say, you got me. 
 
      
 
    Drake considered this for a moment, recalling what had happened after he’d apprehended Dr. Kruk at the butterfly gardens. 
 
      
 
    They’d collected everything of interest from the doctor’s office and home in case there ever was a trial. They’d even managed to hack into his computer and clone the hard drive.  
 
      
 
    Drake couldn’t remember finding any recordings of patient sessions and said as much. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m not surprised,” Kruk replied. “I keep all of my very important things, like video recordings, in a special place.” 
 
      
 
    “A storage locker? We called them all, ran your name… nothin’.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would I use my name?” 
 
      
 
    “What then? Marcus? Is it under Marcus Slasinsky? ‘Cuz we looked for that name, too.” 
 
      
 
    As soon as he said Marcus, Hanna approached him from behind and put her hand on the back of his arm. 
 
      
 
    “No, not him,” Dr. Kruk said with an air of boredom. “But I’ve had to be many people over the years, given what I went through as a child. I had to be many people with many names. I have three lockers in New York City, Drake. In one of these lockers, I keep the recordings of all my sessions. Now, normally these are privileged, but I can tell that you are desperate. And I have something really special, something Thomas Smith gave. Something that — trust me — will make you very happy.” 
 
      
 
    Now it was Drake’s turn to look at Hanna, who shrugged. 
 
      
 
    He had never been great at telling when people were lying; that had been Chase’s department. But for what it was worth, he thought that in this case, Dr. Kruk was telling the truth, that he had something that Drake could use. But he wasn’t oblivious to the fact that he could just be projecting, that he was just so desperate that he was seeing something that wasn’t there. 
 
      
 
    The problem was that his desperation was real. And Drake had nothing else to go on.  
 
      
 
    “Let me guess, I give you something of Chase’s and you tell me where this locker is. That sound about right?” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Kruk laughed, a grating sound that sent a shiver up Drake’s spine. 
 
      
 
    “No, that’s not right, Drake. Close, but not quite. If you give me something of Chase’s, then I’ll take you to the locker. But I’m not going to tell you where it is. That would be… well, that would be foolish, wouldn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 54 
 
      
 
    “You got a lock on the car?” Sergeant Yasiv asked. 
 
      
 
    Detective Dunbar nodded and pointed at a red dot on the screen. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like the two officers are hanging out around the projects. A little off-duty extra-curriculars, maybe. You care to tell me what this is about, Sarge?” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv looked down at the man’s face. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, extra-curriculars, sure. Grab your stuff, let’s go for a ride. You could do with some time away from the computer.” 
 
      
 
    Dunbar raised an inquisitive eyebrow but didn’t hesitate. He collected his service pistol and detective badge from his desk and clipped them onto his belt. 
 
      
 
    On their way out of the station, a senior detective stopped them. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you see what the mayor said on the news today?” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv shook his head. He didn’t have time for the news. Besides, he dealt with enough depressing stories during the day, he didn’t need to be bombarded by it on TV, too.  
 
      
 
    But seeing that it was about the mayor… 
 
      
 
    “What’d he say?” Yasiv said, as he continued toward the door with Dunbar in tow. 
 
      
 
    “Mayor Smith says he’s gonna miraculously cure all heroin addiction in the city. Looks like we’re getting plenty of overtime in the next month or so… until the man realizes that it would be easier to move the Statue of Liberty three feet to the left.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, looks like it,” he said as he left the station and made his way to his car.  
 
      
 
    He pulled out of the 62nd precinct parking lot and headed toward Tremont. When they’d been on the road for about five minutes, he turned to Dunbar.  
 
      
 
    “Open the glove box,” he instructed. 
 
      
 
    Dunbar did as he was asked. 
 
      
 
    “Now, take out the binder and look at the names.” 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Dunbar start to flip through the front pages. 
 
      
 
    “ANGUIS Holdings,” he read out loud. “This is the company that the Church of Liberation was funding? The one that Ray Reynolds worked for?” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but it’s more than that. They had ties to the sex trafficking ring and heroin smuggling. See there at the top? See those five names? They’re the ones in charge.” 
 
      
 
    “Boris Brackovich, Steffani Loomis, Horatio Dupont, Mendes Corp., and Ken Smith… I’ve seen this list before, Hank. But the thing I don’t get is if Mayor Smith really is involved in smuggling heroin, what’s he doing on the news talking about how he’s gonna get rid of it? Doesn’t make sense.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv didn’t understand that either, but they had more pressing things to deal with. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I don’t get it. But look at the other names, the long list; these are all people who donated to the Church of Liberation.” 
 
      
 
    Dunbar flipped to the next sheet and scanned the page.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, what about it? Am I supposed to see someone in particular?” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv turned down 178th street. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you should, because you work with some of them… a lot of them. Those people who donated, they’re cops, Dunbar. Not all, but most of them. And those highlighted in yellow are the ones who were killed. Including Simmons and Cuthbert.” 
 
      
 
    He paused for a moment to let his words sink in. 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean? I don’t get it, Hank.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv looked at the cell phone on the dash; they were closing in on the red dot. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure, Dunbar, at least not one hundred percent. But I think we’re about to find out.” 
 
      
 
    In the distance, he saw Officer Pontiac’s dark Taurus with the rear passenger door held together by what looked like duct tape and coat hangers. 
 
      
 
    “That’s them,” he said quietly as he pulled over. After shutting off the ignition, Yasiv removed the gun from his holster and indicated for Dunbar to do the same. 
 
      
 
    “What are we doing here, Hank?” Dunbar asked, eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    “We’re here because a friend asked for a favor,” Yasiv said as he stepped out of the car. “We’re here because Officers Pete Dalton and Michael Pontiac are on that list. We’re here because they are as crooked as the day is long, Dunbar. That’s what we’re doing here.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 55 
 
      
 
    “He’s lying,” Hanna said. “If he had dirt on the mayor, real dirt, why would he just sit on it? Why wouldn’t he use it to avoid coming here in the first place?” 
 
      
 
    She had a point.  
 
      
 
    Marcus Slasinsky might be irrational and unfettered, but Dr. Mark Kruk was different. Drake recalled their conversations back in his office, how methodical, calm, and measured the man was.  
 
      
 
    “I’m outta my depth, but I bet that Dr. Mark Kruk isn’t really here… isn’t really a patient at Oak Valley, I mean.” 
 
      
 
    Hanna raised an eyebrow and then scratched the side of her head that was shaved. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Carl Jung, you’re going to have to explain that, because I’ve seen him here everyday for the better part of two years.” 
 
      
 
    Drake took a moment to collect his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “What if — what if his mind is so compartmentalized that Marcus and Mark are effectively two different people. What if it was only Marcus Slasinsky who was arrested and sent here. What if Dr. Mark Kruk thinks himself a captive… or maybe he has even convinced himself that he works here, as a psychiatrist, I mean. Fuck, I dunno.” 
 
      
 
    Hanna rocked her head from side to side. 
 
      
 
    “This is some deep shit, Drake.” 
 
      
 
    Drake ignored the comment and completed his train of thought, as foreign as it was. 
 
      
 
    “Marcus didn’t record the sessions with his patients, that was Dr. Kruk. So, either Marcus doesn’t know about them or he simply doesn’t know how to use them… if there is something useful on them, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “This sounds like an X-Files episode. But if what you’re saying is true — and that’s a colossal if — then why the fuck does Dr. Kruk want to sniff your ex-partner’s panties or chew on her pubes? According to your psychoanalysis, Marcus Slasinsky committed those crimes, kidnapped Chase, nearly killed her, etc. — not Dr. Kruk. And yet, it’s Dr. Kruk who’s demanding tokens. Why?” 
 
      
 
    Drake thought back to when he’d mentioned Marcus’s name in front of Dr. Kruk and the way that his eyes had changed. Maybe Marcus and Mark weren’t completely separate, after all. 
 
      
 
    Or maybe you’re just out of your league, Drake. Maybe you have no fucking clue what you’re talking about.  
 
      
 
    He shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know… I don’t know, Hanna. I really don’t. But we’re wasting time here.” 
 
      
 
    Hanna pursed her lips and peered over Drake’s shoulder. Through the small window in the metal door behind, they could both see Dr. Mark Kruk sitting silently, his eyes trained straight ahead, his hands again neatly folded. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not seriously considering taking him out of here, are you?”  
 
      
 
    It was a strange question, given their circumstances; like Dr. Kruk, Drake was also a patient here. Hanna was the one who held all the power.  
 
      
 
    “I’ve got nothing else, Hanna. Either you help us get out of here and we hope that Dr. Jekyll in there has something we can use, or I go back to prison. You see these bruises?” Drake asked, indicating his face. “I can’t take another beating like that. If I go back to prison, I’ll be dead within a day.” 
 
      
 
    Hanna’s phone rang, and she took it out of her pocket and stared at the screen. Then she thrust it in his direction. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, what do you know? It’s for you.” 
 
      
 
    Drake answered it. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” 
 
      
 
    “Drake? It’s Stitts. I’m fifteen minutes out.” 
 
      
 
    “And you have it? Something of hers? Something of Chase’s?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I got something. Where do you want to meet?” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on a sec,” Drake said, pulling the phone away from his ear and covering the mouthpiece with his hand. “Well? The ball’s in your court, Hanna. Are you gonna help me or not?” 
 
      
 
    Hanna scratched her head again and a strange smile appeared on her lips. 
 
      
 
    “You know what they say,” she said. Drake expected her to continue, but when she didn’t, he just shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No, what do they say?” 
 
      
 
    Hanna stepped forward and scanned her electronic keycard, unlocking the door to the cell in which Dr. Mark Kruk sat patiently.  
 
      
 
    “In for a penny, in for a pound. In for a dollar, in for a ton.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 56 
 
      
 
    Yasiv watched as Dunbar walked toward the Taurus, leading with his badge. His other hand was gripping the butt of his gun in his holster. 
 
      
 
    As he moved, Yasiv made his way around the other side of the car, but unlike the detective, he stayed low and against the wall; out of sight. 
 
      
 
    When Dunbar made it to within six feet of the rear window, the driver side door opened and a man with a brush cut wearing aviator sunglasses stepped out. 
 
      
 
    He had a pistol in one hand. 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” Dunbar said, holding his detective shield up even higher. “I’m a detective, I’m one of you guys.” 
 
      
 
    The man eyed him suspiciously. During this interaction, Yasiv continued to sneak around the other side of the car. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” the man asked, not lowering his gun. 
 
      
 
    “I was in the neighborhood, and saw the car… I recognized it from the parking lot, the door is all messed up. Just wanted to make sure everything was alright.” 
 
      
 
    The man pulled his sunglasses down and squinted at Dunbar. 
 
      
 
    “Did she send you? Is that what this is?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, she? No — no one sent me,” Dunbar replied. “Seriously, I was just in the neighborhood. Is everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    “It will be if you take your hand off your gun.”  
 
      
 
    Sensing that the situation was about to escalate, Yasiv picked up the pace.  
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay, calm down. I’m a detective, one of the good guys,” Dunbar said as he raised his free hand and continued to display his detective shield in the other. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well I’m not,” Yasiv heard the man mutter. “Drop the shield and place both hands on top of your head.” 
 
      
 
    Dunbar’s eyes went wide. 
 
      
 
    “W-what?” 
 
      
 
    “You heard me,” the man spat back. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv crouched low and reached for the passenger door handle. 
 
      
 
    As Dunbar continued to protest, Yasiv pulled the door wide. 
 
      
 
    The fat police officer in the car was so surprised that he gasped but didn’t move. Yasiv aimed his gun at the man’s burgeoning belly and indicated with his finger to keep quiet. Satisfied that he wasn’t going to try anything stupid, he glanced in the backseat next. A scared looking black boy with bruises all over his face, including a swollen right eye, stared back. 
 
      
 
    “I told you they’d come for us, Dalton. I fuckin’ told you,” the first officer shouted. “But you can tell her and Palmer that we got their stuff back. It’s all good now, all good gravy.” 
 
      
 
    The fat officer — Officer Dalton — opened his mouth, but when Yasiv flashed the gun, he closed it again. The sergeant reached out and grabbed the man by the collar and started to pull him from the car. It was hard going given the man’s size, but he eventually managed. Then he spun Dalton around, wrapped one arm around his shoulders, and aimed the gun just to the right of his head. 
 
      
 
    “Dalton? Get out—” Officer Pontiac turned and when he saw Yasiv, his brow lifted. “What the fuck?” 
 
      
 
    Dunbar lunged and managed to close almost the entire distance between them before Pontiac turned back. 
 
      
 
    A shot rang out. It was only a single report, but it echoed off the high apartment buildings all around them, which made it sound like a ball bearing dropped in a tin sink. 
 
      
 
    Dalton tensed, but Yasiv gripped him even tighter. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t do anything now; if he let go of Dalton to help Dunbar, the man would shoot him in the back. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, the bullet didn’t appear to slow Dunbar’s forward progress. His body went airborne and his shoulder struck Pontiac in the sternum, sending them both toppling backward.  
 
      
 
    Someone grunted, or maybe it was both of them, and then they hit the ground hard. Yasiv saw Officer Pontiac’s head bounce off the pavement before his legs went slack. 
 
      
 
    “Dunbar!” Yasiv shouted.  
 
      
 
    Dalton started to struggle then, and Yasiv drove his knee into the man’s hamstring. The big fella toppled forward and Yasiv went with him, shoving his face up against the now closed passenger door. Without hesitating, Yasiv holstered his gun and managed to cuff Dalton before he even realized what was happening. 
 
      
 
    Then he ran to Detective Dunbar. 
 
      
 
    The man was lying on top of the unconscious officer, breathing heavily. 
 
      
 
    “Dunbar? You okay?” Yasiv asked, gently pulling the man’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    That’s when he saw the blood. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he cursed. 
 
      
 
    With both hands, Yasiv managed to roll Dunbar onto his back. There was blood in the man’s dark hair. 
 
      
 
    “Dunbar!” 
 
      
 
    Dunbar’s eyes fluttered and then they opened and Yasiv breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus Christ, you okay?”  
 
      
 
    Dunbar nodded and then reached up and touched his scalp. His fingers came away red, but after further probing, he said, “Fucker just grazed me.” 
 
      
 
    And then anger overcame him and before Yasiv could intervene, Dunbar rolled back onto his knees and punched Pontiac in the face. 
 
      
 
    There was an audible crunch as his teeth bent inward and from somewhere behind them, Yasiv heard Dalton gasp. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t kill us, we didn’t… we didn’t do anything. We got the stuff back, I swear, that’s why the kid—” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv ignored the man’s pleas; his mind was working a million miles a minute, trying to piece together what had happened. 
 
      
 
    Screech had told him that the kid was in the back of the car, that the off-duty cops were beating on him. When Dunbar had first approached, Yasiv figured that was why Pontiac had come out, pistol at the ready.  
 
      
 
    But now, after Dalton’s comments, it was clear that this wasn’t the case. They were afraid, but not of getting caught with the kid. They were afraid of something… and someone… else.  
 
      
 
    “You gonna be okay, Dunbar?” Yasiv asked as he helped the man to his feet. 
 
      
 
    Dunbar touched his scalp again. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he replied. Now that they were standing, Yasiv could see that the bullet had only grazed a small part of his scalp. “Can’t believe that fucker fired at me.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe,” Yasiv said with disdain. A year ago, he would have been floored that a cop would have tried to take out one of their own. 
 
      
 
    But not anymore. Not after what he’d seen. 
 
      
 
    “Please, don’t kill us,” Officer Dalton blubbered. “We got the drugs back — we got them back. That’s why the kid is here. He had them, but we got them back.”  
 
      
 
    Yasiv glanced over at the fat officer and saw that there was snot and tears running down his face. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, we won’t kill you,” Yasiv said, picturing Drake’s bruised and battered body. “But in prison? In prison, I’m pretty sure somebody will.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 57 
 
      
 
    “One of these days, I’m going to get you to tell me how you do that,” Drake said. 
 
      
 
    Hanna just laughed as she helped Drake out of the trunk. He’d already changed out of his white garb and switched into the jeans and t-shirt she’d given him before, and now he brushed himself off.  
 
      
 
    Hanna might be a master manipulator and capable of the impossible — like sneaking Drake out past the cops in the trunk, while Dr. Kruk was in the backseat with just a towel covering his cuffs — but one thing she wasn’t, was clean. 
 
      
 
    The trunk was full of shit; of garbage, of strange knickknacks, of ancient newspapers.  
 
      
 
    Dust billowed off his clothes, and Drake coughed as he made his way to the passenger seat. He debated joining Kruk in the back to keep an eye on him, but with the cuffs around his wrists and ankles, he wasn’t going anywhere.  
 
      
 
    “A girl has to have some secrets,” Hanna said as she put the car into drive.  
 
      
 
    “Speaking of secrets,” Dr. Kruk piped up from the backseat, “I’m curious as to why a detective of your stature would need to resort to such extreme measures just to go for a drive.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you, I’m not a detective anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Now it was Dr. Kruk’s turn to chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t suppose you are. I think you’ve fallen pretty far, my friend.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not your friend, and I told you not to psychoanalyze me.” 
 
      
 
    “Stop bickering and tell me where we’re headed,” Hanna interjected. 
 
      
 
    Drake thought about the safest place to meet Stitts. It was dangerous for him to be out in the middle of the day, especially considering he wouldn’t be surprised if Palmer had put out a ‘shoot on sight’ notice for him.  
 
      
 
    Just thinking about this inspired Drake to pull the hood on the sweatshirt he’d found in the trunk up over his head. 
 
      
 
    Hopefully, that and the bruises would disguise his appearance enough not to get noticed. 
 
      
 
    “I know a place,” he said quietly. “Take us back to the city, and I’ll give you directions from there.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I never took you as an EDM fan,” Hanna said as they pulled up outside of the neon sign that read: BARNEY’S. 
 
      
 
    “EDM?” Drake asked. 
 
      
 
    “Electronic dance music,” Hanna replied, hooking a chin at the blinking lights and the music that emanated from the open doors. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not,” Drake said before turning back to Dr. Kruk. “I’m going to take your ankle shackles off, but if you try anything…” 
 
      
 
    BARNEY’s was the safest, most discrete location he could think of, but that didn’t mean that they could just traipse in there with Dr. Kruk in chains without raising undue attention. 
 
      
 
    Dr. Kruk smiled. 
 
      
 
    “We have a deal, Drake. So long as you give me what I want, I’ll give you what you want.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever,” he said, getting out of the car and heading for the backseat.  
 
      
 
    Drake unlocked the man’s ankle cuffs and disconnected them from his wrists. But he didn’t go as far as to take the doctor’s handcuffs off. Instead, he just wrapped the towel around them more tightly. 
 
      
 
    Then he looked to Hanna in the front seat. 
 
      
 
    “All right, let’s get this over with.” 
 
      
 
    Drake walked with his arm hooked through Dr. Kruk’s and Hanna followed closely behind.  
 
      
 
    It had been a long time since he’d last been to BARNEY’S and, disappointingly, not much had changed. Drake had hoped that it had gone back to the way it had been, that Mickey had given up with the neon diarrhea and reverted it to its classic, local watering hole roots. 
 
      
 
    But no. It was the same as the last time, complete with Tweedledee and Tweedledum standing in front of the doors.  
 
      
 
    “Dee and Dum, how are you?” Drake asked, not even bothering to feign a smile. 
 
      
 
    It took a while for the two refrigerators wearing suits to recognize Drake and when they did, their mouths cracked into identical smiles. 
 
      
 
    “I see that your mouth got you in trouble, after all,” the one on the left, Tweedledum if Drake remembered correctly, said. 
 
      
 
    Drake let the comment slide. 
 
      
 
    “Step aside, Mickey’s expecting us.” 
 
      
 
    He could sense the bouncers’ frustrations — they weren’t used to being spoken to like this — but eventually, they did as he asked. Drake fought the urge to whisper a disparaging comment as he passed. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like you make friends everywhere you go,” Hanna remarked from behind him. 
 
      
 
    Drake ignored her and guided them to a booth near the back. The place was deserted, which was what he’d hoped for. Clearly the EDM crowd, while large enough to support the place, only arrived later.  
 
      
 
    Drake wondered if Mickey just kept it open during the day to pay homage to his old guest, like himself. 
 
      
 
    “You guys stay here,” Drake said as Hanna and Dr. Kruk slid into the booth. “I’m going to talk to the owner.” 
 
      
 
    Hanna nodded, and Drake made his way over to the bar. 
 
      
 
    Mickey Roots was standing with his back to him, cleaning the glass with a white rag. 
 
      
 
    “Bartender! Yo, bartender! Think you can hook me up with some of that top shelf scotch?”  
 
      
 
    The man’s hand froze, and he slowly turned.  
 
      
 
    When he saw who it was, he nearly stumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Drake? What the—” 
 
      
 
    Drake reached up and pulled his hood back just for a second before replacing it. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus fucking Christ. It is you. What the hell—what are you—how did you—” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t have a coronary, Mickey. It’s a long story and one day I’ll tell it to you. I swear.” 
 
      
 
    The bartender gave him a look and then reached up and grabbed a bottle of Johnny Blue. It hadn’t been cracked yet — clearly, the EDM crowd preferred their Crantinis — but he didn’t hesitate to open it and pour two glasses. 
 
      
 
    He slid one over to Drake and held the other one up. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking A,” Drake said, clinking his glass with Mickey’s. He downed the entire drink and Mickey immediately refilled it.  
 
      
 
    The liquid hurt his raw throat from the thrashing he’d taken in prison, but it warmed his belly in a way that nothing else could. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Mick. But I need more than just a drink this time. I need a favor.” 
 
      
 
    Mickey leaned in close. 
 
      
 
    “Sure… what do you need, Drake?” 
 
      
 
    “Some privacy, just for a little while. No more than an hour. I have a friend coming and some business to take care of.” Drake cast a glance toward the door. “Maybe you could…” 
 
      
 
    Mickey nodded and brought his fingers to his mouth and whistled sharply. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Meat, no more guests for the next hour. No one is to enter except for—” he looked to Drake for the name, and he gave it to him. “No one but Jeremy Stitts. Let him in and then lock up shop and take a hike. Go get yourself a coffee or some testosterone, whatever you want. I’ll keep you on the clock.” 
 
      
 
    The bouncers looked at each other, shrugged, then nodded at Mickey. 
 
      
 
    Drake raised his glass once more. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Mickey. When I have more time, I’ll tell you about today. But just a head’s up? There is no way you’re going to believe it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 58 
 
      
 
    Leroy thought he was going to die. He’d survived infiltrating Chris and his gang of thugs, only to be killed by those who were supposed to protect him: the police. 
 
      
 
    The same two police officers with whom he had a history.  
 
      
 
    But then, seemingly out of nowhere, Sergeant Yasiv had arrived with a detective and shit had gone down.  
 
      
 
    It had been stupid for him to return to Tremont, Leroy knew, but he was just trying to set things right with Chris. 
 
      
 
    To make sure the man didn’t come after him or his mom when he missed his weekly delivering. 
 
      
 
    Besides, how was he supposed to know that Officers Pontiac and Dalton were on the prowl? 
 
      
 
    “Just a coupla bruises, kid,” the paramedic said as Leroy adjusted himself in the back of the ambulance. 
 
      
 
    Leroy nodded and let the man dab at his cuts while his mind was elsewhere. He was good at history, math, and a whiz at chemistry, but memorization wasn’t his forte. And he had to make sure that he got his story straight, the story that Sergeant Yasiv had told him to make sure he didn’t go back to prison. 
 
      
 
    Tell it just like it happened: you were just walking, minding your own business, and they grabbed you because of what happened last time — that the charges against you didn’t stick. Then they threw you in the car and beat you up a little bit. That’s when Detective Dunbar and I showed up. We tried to get you out of the car when they drew their guns and one of them fired. 
 
      
 
    Leroy was aware that his lips were moving as he ran through the scenario in his head, but he didn’t care. 
 
      
 
    Don’t say too much, and don’t say too little. Pontiac and Dalton will run their mouths, but their statements aren’t gonna be worth shit. If anyone asks about the drugs, you know nothing about them. You don’t know where they came from or who they belong to. Don’t even mention them. 
 
      
 
    A woman in a navy suit approached and introduced herself as Melissa Orson from Internal Affairs.  
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling, Leroy?” she asked. The woman had a pleasant face, with high cheekbones and plump lips. But there was a hardness to her eyes that set Leroy on edge. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” he replied softly.  
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t look like anything was broken,” the EMT offered. “He’s gonna have a nasty welt around his right eye, but the swelling should go down in a few days.” 
 
      
 
    Melissa nodded and then turned her attention back to Leroy.  
 
      
 
    “Is there someone you would like me to call, Leroy? Your mother or father, perhaps?” 
 
      
 
    Leroy shook his head. The last thing he wanted was to call his mom; Officer Pontiac might have nearly killed him, but his mother wouldn’t hesitate to complete the job if she found out he’d been walking around Tremont looking for trouble. 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh, okay. And how old are you, Leroy?” 
 
      
 
    “Eighteen,” Leroy lied. This was something else that Yasiv had ‘suggested’. As a minor, they’d have to get his mom involved before they asked him any questions.  
 
      
 
    Melissa nodded and produced a flip pad. She scribbled a few notes before addressing him again.  
 
      
 
    “Is it okay if I ask you a couple questions about what happened today? Like the sergeant told you earlier, you’re not in trouble and you’re not under arrest.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Good, thank you. I think the easiest thing is if you just tell me, in your own words, what happened.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy spoke quickly, recounting the narrative that Yasiv had prepped him with.  
 
      
 
    Don’t say too much, don’t say too little.  
 
      
 
    The woman stared at him intently as he spoke, jotting the occasional note. When he was done, the woman gave him a comforting smile that never reached her eyes.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Leroy, and I’m very sorry that you had to endure such a traumatic event. I know you’re probably tired and sore and just want to get home, but I think it’s important for you to come down to the station and give a statement. You know, while everything is still fresh in your mind.” 
 
      
 
    “Wh-what?” Leroy stammered. Yasiv hadn’t said anything about going to the station; he needed to get back to Screech and Drake. He had to ask them to find some more drugs to replace the bricks that were currently in evidence. If he didn’t come up with more in a week, if Chris— 
 
      
 
    A hand suddenly came down on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Try to take some deep breaths,” the EMT instructed. “Nice and slow and deep.” 
 
      
 
    But the man’s words failed to register, and Leroy felt himself on the verge of hyperventilating. 
 
      
 
    I almost died… the cops were gonna kill me. Now Chris will definitely kill me… me and mom. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t,” he blurted. “I can’t go with you.” 
 
      
 
    The woman’s smile didn’t waver, but her eyes turned icy. 
 
      
 
    “Leroy, I know that you’re in shock — we all are. But it’s best to get this taken care of. The last thing we want is a drawn out—” 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Yasiv suddenly appeared behind the woman. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take it from here, Melissa,” he said, and Leroy felt a wave of relief wash over him.  
 
      
 
    “Sergeant,” she said with a nod. “I have everything under control. I was just telling Leroy that it would be best to give an official statement back at the station. I think it’s in all of our best interests to wrap this up as quickly and efficiently as possible. Don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv looked over his shoulder at Leroy before turning to the woman again. 
 
      
 
    “May I speak to you in private for a moment?”  
 
      
 
    Melanie agreed, and they stepped around the side of the ambulance and out of earshot. 
 
      
 
    “Leroy, you want something for the pain? Advil? Something stronger?” the EMT asked when they were alone again.  
 
      
 
    Leroy’s eyes narrowed. 
 
      
 
    “Something stronger?”  
 
      
 
    Like an opioid, he almost said. 
 
      
 
    The EMT nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, something with a little more kick.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy shook his head.  
 
      
 
    “No. I’m fine,” he said dryly. 
 
      
 
    When he turned back, he was surprised to see Sergeant Yasiv standing in front of him. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Leroy. Let me take you home. You can give your statement in the morning. Let’s just get you the hell out of here.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 59 
 
      
 
    As soon as the man with the medium length brown hair stepped into Barney’s, Drake rose to his feet and hurried toward him. 
 
      
 
    He looked older than Drake remembered, but he was well aware of his own appearance. While Stitts looked older, Drake was the one who looked closer to death. 
 
      
 
    As he approached, Drake smelled the strong odor of cigarette smoke coming off the man in waves. 
 
      
 
    “Jeremy Stitts.” 
 
      
 
    Stitts’s eyes met Drake’s and for a second, there was no recognition in them.  
 
      
 
    Closer to death? Maybe resurrected would be more appropriate. 
 
      
 
    “Drake? Shit… what happened to you?” Stitts asked after several awkward seconds.  
 
      
 
    “Long story that I don’t have the time to tell,” he replied, extending his hand. Stitts shook it. “Is she really missing?” 
 
      
 
    They may never be the best of friends, but it was clear that any animosity between them had been shelved.  
 
      
 
    At least for the time being.  
 
      
 
    Stitts nodded. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been almost 3 months, Drake. I don’t know how much he shared with you about her,” the man hesitated, clearly being careful about his word choice, “about her past, but I think it finally caught up with her.” 
 
      
 
    Drake thought back to the first time he’d met Chase, when she’d held up the yellow crime scene tape for him even though she was so short that she could practically walk beneath it without even ducking. 
 
      
 
    He thought about how pissed he’d been about getting a new partner, and then how she’d warned him that if he ever showed up to work drunk again she’d kick his ass off the force. 
 
      
 
    Chase was a feisty one, someone who Drake knew could look after herself. Even when Dr. Mark Kruk had held her hostage, she hadn’t broken. 
 
      
 
    But Drake knew deep down that if anybody was going to get Chase, it was herself. It would be her own demons that hurt her. 
 
      
 
    The parallels between his own life and Chase’s were not beyond him. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll find her,” Drake promised. “As soon as I’m done here, as soon as I deal with this shit, I’m going to find her. That’s a promise, Stitts.” 
 
      
 
    The expression on Stitts’s face said it all: this wasn’t an, ‘I need a break, gonna blow off some steam for a few months’ type of scenario.  
 
      
 
    This was bad.  
 
      
 
    Really bad.  
 
      
 
    The man nodded and then reached into his coat and produced a plastic Ziploc bag that contained a red hairbrush. 
 
      
 
    “That’s hers?” 
 
      
 
    Stitts nodded and handed it over. But when Drake grabbed the bag, Stitts held onto one corner. 
 
      
 
    “Just for DNA, right?” 
 
      
 
    Drake resisted the urge to look over his shoulder at Hanna and Dr. Mark Kruk. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” he lied, and Stitts released the bag. “DNA.” 
 
      
 
    The man seemed to contemplate this for a moment before reaching into his jeans and pulling out another Ziploc. 
 
      
 
    Only this one was smaller than the first and didn’t contain a hairbrush, but what looked like a vial filled with a dark liquid.  
 
      
 
    “Blood?” Drake said, eyebrow raised. “Is that her blood?” 
 
      
 
    Stitts nodded. 
 
      
 
    “They took a while back before field test.” 
 
      
 
    Drake wondered how and why Stitts had Chase’s blood but decided to let this lie. They all had their secrets.  
 
      
 
    “I gotta go,” Stitts said suddenly.  
 
      
 
    Drake shook the man’s hand again.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you for this, Stitts. And I will find her.” 
 
      
 
    Stitts didn’t say anything. He offered a subtle nod as a response, then just turned and left Drake staring at his back as he exited Barney’s. 
 
      
 
    The man was a shell; an empty shell. 
 
      
 
    What happened to him? What happened that caused him to lose his soul? Drake wondered. 
 
      
 
    A flurry of images flooded his mind then, images of Jasmine, of Clay, of the hand-off on her porch. 
 
      
 
    He wondered if someday everything that had happened to him, that had happened because of him, would render him hollow, as well. 
 
      
 
    Drake shook his head and came to, removing the hairbrush from the bag as he walked back toward a now smiling Dr. Kruk. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got what you want… now you need to tell me where those tapes are.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 60 
 
      
 
    Screech was staring at the TV when there was a knock on the door. He bolted to his feet so quickly that he nearly knocked over the half-empty bottle of Johnny Walker on the desk.  
 
      
 
    Heart racing, he looked at the frosted glass. It didn’t appear to be one person, but two.  
 
      
 
    “Who is it?” he shouted, instinctively reaching beneath his desk for the pistol that Drake had given him long ago.  
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Yasiv. Open up, Screech,” a voice hollered back. 
 
      
 
    Screech let go of the gun and ran to the door. No sooner had he unlocked and opened it, did two men step inside: Sergeant Yasiv and Leroy, the latter of whom looked worse for wear. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus, you guys okay?” Screech asked. “What the hell happened?” 
 
      
 
    On the video feed from the camera that Drake had planted in Officer Pontiac’s car, Screech had seen the two corrupt cops scramble from the vehicle. Maybe five minutes later, Leroy also left the car, having to climb into the front seat first to get out. 
 
      
 
    But that was it. After that, the video had gone blank, leaving Screech wondering if the kid was alive or dead. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine, just a little banged up,” Leroy said softly. 
 
      
 
    But he wasn’t fine, a blind person would be able to tell that. Leroy was trembling like a leaf in the breeze and his breath was coming in shallow bursts. 
 
      
 
    “Where is he?” Sergeant Yasiv demanded as he made his way deeper into Triple D.  
 
      
 
    It took Screech a moment to figure out who the man was referring to.  
 
      
 
    “He’s not here. He’s back at Oak Valley.” 
 
      
 
    Either Yasiv didn’t hear or he didn’t believe Screech. The man continued to look around, searching every corner of the small office before returning to Leroy’s side.  
 
      
 
    “He can’t be out,” Yasiv told Screech. “It’s too dangerous. I never thought… shit, I never thought it would go this far. I’m afraid that if any of Palmer’s men see Drake, it’s game over. They aren’t gonna wait for someone in prison to do it for them, they’ll take him out. And the worst part? No one is going to give a shit. There probably won’t even be an investigation. So, you tell him… you tell Drake that he needs to stay where he is. He’s safe at Oak Valley. For now, anyway. He needs to stay there.” 
 
      
 
    Screech could only stare at the sergeant.  
 
      
 
    It was an empty speech; both men knew that Drake had a mind of his own. Both men knew that Drake would stop at nothing to get to Ken Smith.  
 
      
 
    Yasiv took a deep breath and pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and lit one up.  
 
      
 
    “What about… what about the cops?” Leroy asked suddenly. All eyes were on him now. “What’s going to happen to them?” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv took several drags of his smoke before answering. 
 
      
 
    “Dalton will flip, I have no doubt about it. That man will say whatever it takes to stay out of prison. Pontiac will have limited options because he was the one who shot Dunbar.” 
 
      
 
    Screech staggered. 
 
      
 
    “They shot Dunbar? Is he—” 
 
      
 
    “He’s okay. Heading to the hospital to get stitched up, but he’ll be fine. Got lucky.” 
 
      
 
    Screech breathed a sigh of relief. He liked Dunbar and considered the man a friend. 
 
      
 
    “That’s fucked up… this is all so fucked up,” Screech breathed. 
 
      
 
    “No kidding,” Yasiv continued. “I bet Pontiac tries to cop a deal, too, but it won’t work. A cop shooting another cop? That’s gonna stick no matter what.” 
 
      
 
    “You think that anything they say will lead back to the mayor?” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv took another drag. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. I dunno. Honestly, I doubt you get to where he is by giving your henchmen any information that can hurt you. If they do have something on the mayor, then—” 
 
      
 
    “—then he’ll take them out,” Leroy whispered. 
 
      
 
    Screech’s eyes narrowed. 
 
      
 
    “He wouldn’t… assassinate cops, would he? Would he go that far?” But even as he asked the question, Screech was recalling Pontiac pulling a gun and aiming it at Leroy. These men had no scruples, no fear. 
 
      
 
    They weren’t above the law, they were the law. 
 
      
 
    “Probably,” Yasiv admitted. “Dalton and Pontiac are heading back to the station now, gonna be locked in a cell for the next few hours while IA figures out some stuff. After they’re formally charged, they’ll be put in holding. If someone is going to take a shot at them, it’ll happen then.” 
 
      
 
    Screech stared at both men across from him.  
 
      
 
    “Which means we need more,” he said absently. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv finished his cigarette and lit another, putting the spent butt in Screech’s empty scotch glass.  
 
      
 
    “Drake isn’t gonna stop until he gets Ken Smith, is he?” Yasiv asked. “He’s not gonna stop even if we get all the other officers of ANGUIS Holdings… if what befell Boris Brackovich happens to the others, to Steffani Loomis, Horatio Dupont, and even Raul. It’s Ken he wants.” 
 
      
 
    The question was clearly rhetorical; they all knew the answer already, even Leroy. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv threw his head back and swore. 
 
      
 
    “You’re right — we need more. Now, where’s this drug lab you were telling me about?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 61 
 
      
 
    “I’m warning you, Dr. Kruk, if you’re just fucking around with us, it’s not going to end well for you,” Drake said as Hanna turned down yet another alleyway.  
 
      
 
    “Yep, I’ll make your life a living hell,” Hanna added. 
 
      
 
    Dr. Mark Kruk, who had been staring at Chase’s hairbrush like some sort of relic ever since he’d handed it over, didn’t even acknowledge them. In fact, if it weren’t for him barking out a direction to turn every few minutes, Drake would have thought the man in some sort of trance.  
 
      
 
    Fucking creep, he thought with a pang of guilt. The man was some kind of obsessed, and Drake had facilitated it.  
 
      
 
    I will find her, he promised himself. When this is done, when Ken is behind bars, I’ll find her. And when I do, we’ll laugh about this. 
 
      
 
    Dr. Kruk brought the hairbrush to his nose and inhaled deeply. Drake cringed. 
 
      
 
    Well, maybe not laugh. 
 
      
 
    “Not too much farther,” Kruk informed them. 
 
      
 
    Hanna slowed to nearly a crawl, partly because she was awaiting the next turn, but also because the alley was lined with garages and even her VW had a hard time squeezing through. 
 
      
 
    “How much farther,” Drake said, feeling his temperature rise. 
 
      
 
    Kruk said nothing; he only stared at the hairbrush. 
 
      
 
    Drake wanted nothing more than to wrench it from the man’s hands and throw it out the window. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me where the fuck—” 
 
      
 
    “Stop the car,” Kruk instructed suddenly, and Hanna slammed on the breaks. They weren’t moving quickly, but half-turned as he was, Drake jostled forward awkwardly. 
 
      
 
    The adrenaline of the day had forced most of his acute and chronic pain away, but the aches had slowly started to creep back over the last few hours. When the afternoon eventually bled into night, Drake wouldn’t be surprised if he couldn’t breathe let alone move. 
 
      
 
    “On the left,” Kruk said, and Drake immediately turned his attention to the window.  
 
      
 
    They had stopped in front of a simple, white-washed garage. Drake’s eyes drifted to the identical garages flanking this one, then to those on the other side of the car. 
 
      
 
    They’d arrived in a sea of indistinguishable garages. 
 
      
 
    “I assure you, this is the one,” Dr. Kruk said, sensing his frustration. 
 
      
 
    “Better be,” Drake spat as he stepped out of the car and squeezed his way to the other side. Hanna met him in front of the garage in question, her expression making it clear that she shared Drake’s doubts.  
 
      
 
    At first, neither of them could figure out a way to open it. There didn’t appear to be a handle, a lock, anything. Drake reached out and pressed his palm against the door. 
 
      
 
    He’d expected it to give a little — it looked like it was made of cheap plastic — but to his surprise, it felt thick and solid to the touch.  
 
      
 
    Eyebrow raised, he took a step back and observed the garage as a whole.  
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” he asked, pointing a finger at a small box embedded in the frame of the door. At about four inches tall and maybe half that deep, and painted to match the door, it was no wonder they hadn’t noticed it at first. 
 
      
 
    Hanna shrugged and walked over to it. She pried at it with her nails for a moment before managing to flip the cover up. Instead of a number pad beneath, however, there was just a flat, featureless pad.  
 
      
 
    Furious, Drake walked back to the car. 
 
      
 
    “How the fuck do you open it, Kruk?” 
 
      
 
    “Fingerprint,” he replied, eyes still locked on the hairbrush.  
 
      
 
    When the man didn’t move, Drake reached inside and grabbed him roughly by the shoulder. One sharp tug and Dr. Kruk was standing in front of the door, a confused look on his face.  
 
      
 
    “Either you open it, or I’ll chop your hand off and do it myself,” Drake threatened.  
 
      
 
    With the brush still clutched in one cuffed hand, Kruk somehow managed to reach up and press his thumb into the pad. 
 
      
 
    At first, nothing happened, and Drake felt his anger returning.  
 
      
 
    “This is—” 
 
      
 
    But he was cut off by the sound of a beep, followed by a motor engaging.  
 
      
 
    Drake casually guided Kruk in front of him as he waited for the garage door to roll up. 
 
      
 
    He suddenly found it difficult to swallow. With only a handful of days left before he was due back in court, this was his last resort. 
 
      
 
    Either Dr. Kruk had something in here that he could use, something of value, or he was toast.  
 
      
 
    Drake would never see his son again. Shit, if he went back to prison, which was the most likely outcome, he might not even see another sunrise.  
 
      
 
    He squinted hard, trying to peer into the dark garage. On the drive here, Drake had pictured something more… professional. All he saw now was a concrete floor covered with a thick layer of dust.  
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing—” he began, but then Hanna flicked on her cellphone flashlight and Drake gasped. “Jesus.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 62 
 
      
 
    “I think I should go with you,” Screech said. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv made a face. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think that’s a good idea. With all due respect, Screech, you’re more of a behind the scenes guy. Besides, if anything goes down, you can’t be there.” 
 
      
 
    Screech held Yasiv’s stare. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv was right: Screech was a behind the scenes guy. Or, more accurately, he had been a behind the scenes guy. But Drake had since thrust him in the spotlight and now it was on him to get some hard evidence on Ken Smith to put him away. Otherwise, Drake, the stubborn prick that he was, was as good as dead. And the supposed drug lab that Leroy had helped identify showed more promise of doing some real damage to Ken Smith than two corrupt cops flipping. 
 
      
 
    If what Yasiv and Beckett said was true, if the new heroin — if Ken’s heroin — that was flooding the streets all contained ohmefentanyl, then this lab was the key. 
 
      
 
    “So, you’re just going to go in alone, then? Just knock on the door and say, ‘Oh, hi there, it’s me Sergeant Yasiv from the NYPD. I was just curious… have any ohmefentanyl lying around? What’s that? No? Hmmm… what about a video of Ken Smith in scrubs injecting his eyeballs with heroin. How about that?’”  
 
      
 
    He’d meant the comment as a joke, but as the words started to come out of his mouth, his temperature began to rise. 
 
      
 
    “Screech, I know what you’re going through. I know you’re—” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know shit, Yasiv,” he spat, his anger coming to a head. “You don’t know why I’m here, how I got suckered into taking this job by some asshole DA who threatened to throw my brother behind bars for the rest of his life if I didn’t take it. You don’t know about how I was coerced into taking pictures of Drake and his friends, pictures that Ken Smith used to blackmail all of us.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv’s eyes widened. 
 
      
 
    And there it was; Screech had finally let the cat out of the bag. Only he hadn’t spilled his guts to Drake who deserved to know the truth more than anyone, but to an NYPD sergeant and a kid he’d just met. But now that the floodgates had opened, he had a hard time shutting them. 
 
      
 
    “All I had to do was snap those pictures, then guide Drake in one direction or another, do whatever I needed to do to make sure that his path crossed with Ken Smith. That’s all. I had no idea that Ken was such an asshole… more of an asshole than Drake. I had no fucking idea about sex slaves from Colombia, about heroin, about ohme-fucking-fentanyl. I had no idea about any of this.” 
 
      
 
    Screech’s anger was slowly starting to be replaced by guilt.  
 
      
 
    Guilt and shame.  
 
      
 
    He was ashamed of what he’d done — there was no doubt of that. Screech had contributed to pushing Drake to the edge. 
 
      
 
    To the brink… the brink of madness. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv blinked once, twice, and then nodded. 
 
      
 
    “All right, you come with me, then. I’m just doing recon, anyway. If we confirm that they’re making the fentanyl there, I’ll call for backup, SWAT if I have to; anybody who Ken doesn’t have in his back pocket.” 
 
      
 
    Screech ground his teeth. Everyone was in Ken’s back pocket. Everyone except for Drake, Yasiv, and Leroy. 
 
      
 
    It’s us against the fucking world, he thought. It’s us— 
 
      
 
    “What about me?” a small voice asked. 
 
      
 
    Screech turned to see Leroy staring at both of them. He’d forgotten that the kid was even there. 
 
      
 
    What about him, Screech thought. He should be home with his grieving mother, that’s what he should be doing. 
 
      
 
    He looked to Yasiv for advice. The man shook his head and threw up his hands. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t want to go home and we sure as hell can’t leave you here,” he snarled. “You can come with us, but you’re not getting out of the car.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 63 
 
      
 
    If it was all just an elaborate ruse, Dr. Kruk was perhaps the greatest practical joker of all time. 
 
      
 
    The entire back wall of the garage was lined with bookshelves… bookshelves that were filled with VHS tapes, of all things. There were also perhaps a dozen dusty boxes to the right, some stacked three or four high. On the exterior of the boxes, Drake could see names and dates scrawled in black sharpie, as well as what looked like some sort of patient identification number. 
 
      
 
    But his main interested was the VHS tapes. 
 
      
 
    “Stay here,” he told Dr. Kruk as he made his way toward the back of the garage. Hanna followed suit, using her cell phone to illuminate their path.  
 
      
 
    Just like the boxes, the tapes were labeled with some sort of coding system, only they didn’t have dates or names on them. The sheer magnitude of tapes — there must have been six or seven thousand of them — was overwhelming.  
 
      
 
    Drake turned back to look at Dr. Kruk, who was once again fiddling with the brush in his hand. He glanced at Hanna next. Her eyes were as big as saucers.  
 
      
 
    “Well, at least he wasn’t lying about the tapes. Kruk, what tapes correspond with your sessions with Thomas Smith?” 
 
      
 
    “Alas, my memory is not so good, Drake. These represent almost eleven years’ worth of work in my practice.” 
 
      
 
    Drake frowned. 
 
      
 
    “That’s fucking useless. How would you ever—” 
 
      
 
    “But,” Kruk continued holding the brush in the air like some sort of talking stick. “I started filling the shelves from the bottom left-hand corner working my way across before starting on the next row — like a typewriter. If I recall correctly, Mr. Smith came to visit me towards the end of my tenure, which means that his tapes should be up in the top.” 
 
      
 
    This was only moderately helpful, narrowing it down to maybe a hundred tapes. Drake didn’t have time to watch them all. 
 
      
 
    “What about a legend of some sort?” 
 
      
 
    “In one of the boxes. Let me see if I can find it,” Dr. Kruk said as he made his way towards the stack of boxes. 
 
      
 
    Suspicious, Drake turned to Hanna.  
 
      
 
    “Go with him,” he said out of the corner of his mouth. Then to the doctor, he added, “Kruk, where are the lights in here?” 
 
      
 
    The man chuckled, an unnerving sound, and then clapped his hands. The sound wasn’t particularly loud given that his hands were cuffed, but it was sufficient to activate on a lamp to Drake’s right. 
 
      
 
    “What can I say,” Kruk said, still chuckling, “I started renting this place in the mid-nineties.” 
 
      
 
    As Hanna and Kruk started to root through the boxes, Drake once again took a step back and stared up at the video cassettes. 
 
      
 
    A comment that Dr. Kruk had made suddenly took on another meeting: the person I most like to learn from? Why, that would be myself, of course. 
 
      
 
    With hours and hours of footage, sure Kruk could learn from himself, but he could also learn from others. Drake was reminded of something else that Dr. Kruk was fond of referencing: an imago. 
 
      
 
    With all these tapes at his disposal, Dr. Kruk or Marcus Slasinsky could become an imago in the truest sense of the word; he could be whatever other people needed or wanted him to be in order for him to get what he wanted. 
 
      
 
    Like Chase’s hairbrush… like this fucking day trip.  
 
      
 
    “Hey Drake, check out this relic,” Hanna said, struggling to lift an old school CRT TV out of a box. Drake walked over and gave her a hand. As he set it on the floor, he realized that it wasn’t just a TV, but one of those TV VCR combos. 
 
      
 
    “Lucky day,” Drake grumbled as he looked around for an outlet. He found one halfway across the wall on the other side of the room. It took some effort to move the TV close enough to plug it in, but when he did, he was surprised that it powered up without any issues. “Dr. Kruk, any luck with a legend?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” he replied. “But it’s here somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “How ‘bout you just go ahead and give me the cliff notes, then,” Drake said, starting to get annoyed again. “What did Thomas Smith say to you during your sessions that is so incriminating for his father?” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Kruk offered him a patronizing smile. 
 
      
 
    “Drake, our deal was for the tapes. It is up to you to decide what is pertinent and what isn’t.” 
 
      
 
    Drake instinctively slid a hand into his pocket and fingered the vial of blood within. He debated offering it up to the man, to expedite things, but something in the back of his mind told him that that wasn’t a good idea. 
 
      
 
    Dr. Kruk was acting strange enough with the hairbrush, god only knew what he’d do with the blood.  
 
      
 
    “Just hurry the fuck up then,” he spat. 
 
      
 
    As if sensing that Drake’s patience was coming to an end, Dr. Kruk pulled a small stack of papers from the box and held them up. 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Drake’s heart skipped a beat and he hurried across the garage. 
 
      
 
    “And? Which tapes are Thomas Smith’s?” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Kruk scanned several of the pages before answering.  
 
      
 
    “There,” he said, pointing at a five-digit string of numbers. “10568 to 10884.” 
 
      
 
    Drake turned his eyes back to the bookshelf. The tape with 10568 on the side was in the upper right-hand corner just where Kruk said it would be. The problem was, the other tape, tape 10884, was on the shelf above, which meant that there were 200 or so in total.  
 
      
 
    “What the fuck, Kruk? Is this some sort of joke? Which one is it? Which tape should I watch?” 
 
      
 
    “Drake, our deal—” 
 
      
 
    Drake whipped around and grabbed Dr. Kruk by the collar and pushed him up against the boxes. One of them fell to the ground, spilling file folders and random trinkets on the floor. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t give a fuck about our deal. You’re gonna tell me or I’m going to—” 
 
      
 
    Drake was unnerved by the fact that Dr. Kruk was still smiling. 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to what? Beat me? How has that worked out for you in the past, Drake? How has beating others and beating yourself done anything for you—” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t psychoanalyze me,” Drake snarled, tightening his grip on the man’s collar. The white hospital shirt started to pinch his throat, cutting off circulation. 
 
      
 
    Drake would’ve strangled him right there, left his ass passed out on the floor, if it hadn’t been for Hanna. The woman touched his arm and he eased his grip. 
 
      
 
    Dr. Kruk took a gasping, wheezing breath, but he never stopped smiling.  
 
      
 
    “Now, unless you have something else of your lady friend to offer, I would suggest you start watching the tapes. Remember the last time you visited me? Remember when I told you that you were the one that was in a hurry? That I had all the time in the world? Well, I’m guessing that the same is true today. Otherwise, why would you have to sneak out of Oak Valley in the trunk of a car?” 
 
      
 
    Drake made a fist and lunged at the man but stopped just short of hitting him. With his other hand, he pulled out the vial of blood and thrust it against Dr. Kruk’s chest. 
 
      
 
    Eyes wide, the man barely managed to catch it before it fell to the floor. 
 
      
 
    “There, that’s something else of hers, you sick fuck. It’s her blood. Now tell me which of the goddamn tapes I need to watch.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 64 
 
      
 
    “Whatever happens, just keep your mouth shut, Dalton,” Officer Mike Pontiac said. His words were slurred on account of the fact that most of his front teeth were broken and his lips were swollen to the size of bratwurst. “Just keep quiet.” 
 
      
 
    Pontiac still wasn’t sure what had happened. He was convinced that the detective and sergeant were sent by her to kill them, but they hadn’t taken the shot. They’d had the opportunity but hadn’t gone through with it.  
 
      
 
    And now he found himself handcuffed in the back of an unmarked police car driven by some woman who claimed to be from IA. Stranger still was the fact that Dalton was sitting in the back with him. Suspects and victims alike were almost unilaterally transported separately to avoid influencing or coordinating statements.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t make sense; none of it did. Pontiac still didn’t understand how the sergeant and detective had found him in the first place. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t go to prison,” Dalton whimpered. “I didn’t… I didn’t want any of this. I just wanted to do my job.” 
 
      
 
    Mike tried to chastise the man but couldn’t speak: his mouth filled with blood and he spat a thick wad onto the mat at his feet. He could see flecks of white in it — teeth. 
 
      
 
    “You start running your mouth and we’re both dead,” he finally managed. 
 
      
 
    To his dismay, Dalton didn’t reply; the fat bastard just blubbered and whimpered some more. 
 
      
 
    Mike turned his head to the window and realized that even though they’d been in the car for close to ten minutes, they were still in Tremont. In fact, it seemed as if they were going in circles.  
 
      
 
    “Hey,” he shouted at the driver. “Where are you taking us?” 
 
      
 
    When she didn’t answer, Mike rattled the metal cage that separated the front seats from the rear with his knees. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! I asked you something! Where are you taking us?” 
 
      
 
    The woman still didn’t answer. 
 
      
 
    What the fuck is going on? 
 
      
 
    His radar, which had been on high alert ever since the debacle with Leroy Walker, now chimed incessantly.  
 
      
 
    Something’s not right here… none of this is right… 
 
      
 
    Just as Pontiac was going to shout once more, the driver slammed on the brakes and he was launched forward. His swollen face pressed between the cage like mozzarella through chicken wire. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” he said, blood now running from his nose and mouth. “What the fuck is going on?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s happening, Mike?” Dalton asked from his right. 
 
      
 
    The woman suddenly turned around and looked Pontiac directly in the eyes. Then she pushed something through the cage, which landed on the seat between him and Dalton. 
 
      
 
    “Ken Smith sends his regards,” was all she said before stepping out of the car. Then she pulled Dalton’s door open a couple of inches and left it like that before turning and starting to run.  
 
      
 
    Ken Smith sends his regards? What the fuck is that supposed to mean? 
 
      
 
    Mike’s eyes fell on one of the objects that the driver had pushed through the cage. 
 
      
 
    It was a set of handcuffs keys. 
 
      
 
    He still had no clue what was happening but knew that he didn’t have much time. Pontiac managed to shift his body so that he could grab the keys with his hand. It was difficult to unlock the first cuff without being able to see, but eventually, he managed. The second was easier.  
 
      
 
    Mike would have left Dalton to rot. Since the beginning, the fat fuck had been a hindrance. But the woman from IA had opened Dalton’s door and not his; climbing over top of the big man would have been next to impossible.  
 
      
 
    “Turn the fuck around,” he hissed. 
 
      
 
    Dalton, still whimpering, shifted his large hips. Just as Mike inserted the key into his right cuff the rear window shattered. 
 
      
 
    Both men immediately ducked. Another shot followed the first, this one embedded itself in the back of the seat in front of them. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” Mike screamed. He tried to make his body as flat as possible, but when a barrage of gunfire erupted just outside the car, he knew that there was no chance to avoid it all. 
 
      
 
    A bullet pierced his right shoulder and a second hit him somewhere in the back. Pain blossomed from each of the points of impact, but Mike somehow managed to flatten himself even further. 
 
      
 
    In total, Mike counted at least fifteen shots before there was a break in the action, but there could have easily been twice that number. 
 
      
 
    Wheezing heavily and grinding his molars against the pain, Mike managed to lift his head. 
 
      
 
    And that’s when he saw his partner: Pete Dalton had been shot at least seven times. The man’s thick upper torso was riddled with holes, but the fatal wound was most likely the one that had hit him in the side of the neck. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Mike cursed as he tried to shove away from the man.  
 
      
 
    Only his efforts were futile: he couldn’t move his legs. 
 
      
 
    The bullet that had struck him in the back had severed his spinal cord.  
 
      
 
    Tears began to run down Mike’s cheeks, tears that became a sob when he heard the door being pulled wide. 
 
      
 
    Even though he couldn’t feel someone grab his legs, he conceded that that was what had happened. Pain shot up his arms as he was flipped onto his back. 
 
      
 
    “You,” he managed to gasp. 
 
      
 
    Even though his assailant was wearing a bandanna covering the lower half of his face, Mike thought he recognized the man. And even if he hadn’t, when the bandanna was pulled down to reveal a gold incisor, there was no confusion. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, me,” Chris said as he stared down at Mike. But then, when he scanned the back of the car, the smile slid off his face. “Where’s the kid?”  
 
      
 
    When Mike didn’t answer, Chris pressed a thumb against the bullet hole in his shoulder. Mike cried out, and the man repeated his query.  
 
      
 
    “Where the fuck is the kid?” 
 
      
 
    “The kid?” Mike hissed. “What kid?” 
 
      
 
    Another figure, this one much bigger than Chris, appeared. 
 
      
 
    “Chris, finish it… we need to get outta here,” BT said, glancing over his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    As Mike helplessly watched on, Chris reached into his pants and pulled out another gun, this one wrapped in a towel. Then he grabbed Mike’s left hand and forced the gun into it. Mike had so little strength left that after Chris turned the pistol toward the front seats, he had to squeeze the trigger for him. 
 
      
 
    Three shots, three bullet holes in the fabric, and Chris tossed the gun to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “That nigga Leroy not here?” BT asked. 
 
      
 
    Through tunnelling vision, Mike saw Chris shake his head. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we can’t wait no more. We gotta jet.” 
 
      
 
    Chris looked down at Mike’s body one last time and then offered him his patented smirk. 
 
      
 
    “You thought—” 
 
      
 
    He stopped speaking when the sound of a siren pierced the air. The expression on his face as he glanced at BT was one of sheer horror. 
 
      
 
    “Put your gun down and hands up!” a voice bellowed over a loudspeaker. 
 
      
 
    “We were set up,” Chris growled. “Those motherfuckers set us up!” 
 
      
 
    BT turned, pistol in hand, and once again the afternoon erupted into a war zone. 
 
      
 
    This time, Mike couldn’t count all the shots; there were just too many of them. When Chris’s limp body collapsed on top of him, his eyes wide, blood trickling from the corners of his mouth, Mike was grateful that he no longer had any feeling in his lower half.  
 
      
 
    As his world faded into nothingness, it was Officer Michael Pontiac’s turn to smile one final time. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 65 
 
      
 
    “You sure this is the place?” Sergeant Yasiv asked as he stared across at the brick building. 
 
      
 
    Screech looked down at the sheet of paper in his hands. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, this is the place,” he confirmed. “See the tires over there? It used to be a tire place, apparently. Doesn’t look like much now, though.” 
 
      
 
    That was an understatement; it looked like an abandoned warehouse. And, so far as Screech could tell, it was identical to every other building on the block. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv nodded and then checked to see that his gun was loaded. Then he glanced over at Screech and suggested that he do the same. 
 
      
 
    Screech wasn’t comfortable with guns; he’d never fired one in his entire life. When he first started working with Drake, the man had given him one and provided a brief primer on how to use it. Yasiv had gone over it all again before they’d left the shop, but now, weighing it in his hand, it felt incredibly foreign to him. 
 
      
 
    That’s because you’re a behind the scenes guy.  
 
      
 
    Screech cleared his throat and checked that there was a round in the chamber. 
 
      
 
    Were; you were a behind the scenes guy. It’s time to man up, put on your big boy pants and get your hands dirty. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv nodded at him and turned to the back seat. 
 
      
 
    “Leroy, you stay here,” he instructed. Then he pointed at the dash. “If you hear anything, if anything goes wrong, pick up the receiver and press this button. When someone answers, tell them that there’s been a 187 on a cop, and then give the address. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    Leroy nodded, but apparently he lacked the enthusiasm and confidence that Yasiv required. 
 
      
 
    “Say it back to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Press the button and tell the person that there’s been a 187 on a cop and then give the address.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Yasiv said. “We’re only here for recon, to see if there’s anything to the connection that you guys found. Not gonna be longer than ten, twenty minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy nodded again, but there was something about the kid’s demeanor that Screech found unnerving. Sure, his face was bruised and battered, but he thought it was more than that. 
 
      
 
    He was just a kid… a kid who’d lost his brother and had been through hell at the hands of some street thugs and two corrupt cops.  
 
      
 
    “It’ll be okay,” Screech assured him. “We’ll get the guys who killed your brother, kid.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv opened the door and stepped out. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go, Screech. I want to get back to the station and interview Pontiac and Dalton before anyone else gets to them. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
      
 
    Screech followed the man outside and then hurried across the sidewalk. The front of the building was boarded up, and it didn’t look as if the plywood that sealed the entrance had been removed for some time. 
 
      
 
    Screech’s first thought was that Yasiv was going to knock or even tear this down, but the man shook his head and then pointed down the side of the building with two fingers. 
 
      
 
    He stayed close to the wall and followed Yasiv to the end. He tried to keep the small 9mm handgun out in front of him like the sergeant had shown him, but it just seemed so damn heavy.   
 
      
 
    It felt like a cinder block. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv peeked around the corner, and then pulled back quickly. 
 
      
 
    “It’s clear,” he whispered over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Without waiting for a reply, Yasiv stepped out into the open. 
 
      
 
    Screech took a deep breath and followed. 
 
      
 
    The bricks were in worse shape on the back of the building; they were crumbling so badly in some spots that he could literally see inside the dark building. They made it to the other side without incident and Screech started to think that this was going to be a bust, that the links they’d found were just a coincidence, or that someone had simply messed up the addresses.  
 
      
 
    But instead of disappointment, Screech felt relief. 
 
      
 
    He was better suited behind a computer screen, not out in the field like an emaciated Rambo.  
 
      
 
    Yasiv leaned around the corner, but this time when he pulled back, he didn’t say ‘all clear’.  
 
      
 
    This time, the sergeant said, “One man, strapped,” and Screech’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 66 
 
      
 
    Drake pressed play on the archaic TV and VCR combo and waited for the static to clear. The first thing that appeared was an image of Dr. Mark Kruk’s face. And then he backed away, taking a seat in a chair that Drake recognized. The doctor sat there silently, almost unmoving, for a good 2 to 3 minutes before there was a knock on the door. 
 
      
 
    Then a smile appeared on Dr. Kruk’s face and he stood and made his way to the door. 
 
      
 
    Dr. Mark Kruk shook hands with the man who entered. The patient’s face was out of the initial frame, but after exchanging pleasantries, Dr. Kruk gestured at the chairs and they both sat.  
 
      
 
    Drake’s breath caught in his throat. He’d never met the man when he was alive, but he recognized him from the scene in the drug house. The man had been lying on his stomach, his hands and feet bound, a butterfly drawn in blood on his back.  
 
      
 
    It was chilling watching Thomas Alexander Smith, one of Ken Smith’s two sons, speaking openly to the man who would later take his life. 
 
      
 
    “Is that him?” Hanna asked quietly, appearing at his side. 
 
      
 
    Drake just nodded as he continued to stare at the screen. 
 
      
 
    If Thomas had any premonitions regarding his eventual demise, it didn’t show in his face. The man’s eyes were wide but clear. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure of it now, Doc. I wasn’t sure before, but now I’m absolutely positive,” he began without any preamble. 
 
      
 
    It was clear that this was a continuation of a previous discussion, of another session, and Drake made a mental note to grab the preceding tape before they left the garage. 
 
      
 
    In the video, Dr. Kruk crossed his legs and looked down at a notepad on his lap.  
 
      
 
    “Sometimes when we have issues with a family member, especially when it comes to one of our parents, we project our feelings onto them. Sometimes, the evidence of wrong doing that seems so compelling, isn’t really as strong as we think. For highly charged emotional matters, we often fall prey to extreme confirmation bias.” 
 
      
 
    Thomas Smith nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I’m aware of confirmation bias, Doc. But that’s not… that’s not the case here. I heard him speaking to his right-hand man, to Raul.” 
 
      
 
    Just the mention of the imp’s name caused Drake to breathe more rapidly. 
 
      
 
    You’re going down with him, you creepy bastard. Raul, you’re going down with Ken Smith. 
 
      
 
    “Go on,” Dr. Mark Kruk encouraged. 
 
      
 
    “I saw them… I saw them talking about a shipment coming in from Colombia. They were saying how this was going to be the largest shipment to date, and how this would put them over the edge, that they would now run the largest cartel in New York City. They said something about how they were going to undercut everyone else, sell a better product at a cheaper price. ‘We’re going to knock off the existing guys’, were my dad’s exact words. I don’t know who they were referring to, but it was clear that they were going to kill him.” 
 
      
 
    Judging by the expression on his face, Thomas considered this a haunting revelation. Dr. Kruk, however, remained unfazed. 
 
      
 
    “You really think that your father is capable of murder?” 
 
      
 
    Thomas’s answer was immediate. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I know he is, Doc. I know, because he has admitted to killing before. When I was younger, he spoke about the time he spent in Colombia… something about helping some US government agency or group doing a survey there. I’m pretty sure that’s where he met Raul, too. He said that there was this militant group who had kidnapped a bunch of locals, forced them into making heroin in the jungle. He said he had to ‘knock them off’ — he used the same words.” Thomas paused to take a deep, shuddering breath. “Why is he doing this, Doc? Why would he get messed up in this sort of thing? I mean, I don’t know how much my dad is worth, but it’s gotta be up there, eight, maybe nine figures. Why would he do this?” 
 
      
 
    “Power,” Dr. Kruk blurted. 
 
      
 
    Drake heard the word in stereo: from the TV and from Dr. Kruk, who was standing not 15 feet away, still rummaging through one of the boxes. 
 
      
 
    He leaned forward and pressed the pause button. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck you doing over there, Kruk?” 
 
      
 
    The doctor looked over at him, a smile on his face — a nearly identical smile to the one that was frozen on the video. 
 
      
 
    “There’s something else you need, Drake. Just keep watching, you’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    Drake frowned and pressed play. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, power… I guess. I think that’s what it’s all about with him. What it’s always been about. But this… this is taking it too far.” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Mark Kruk appeared to think this over for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “And how do you feel about this, exactly? How does this pursuit of power make you feel?” 
 
      
 
    Drake knew little about how these sessions were supposed to go, but there was something clearly off with this discussion. 
 
      
 
    The man had just admitted to overhearing his father plan a murder, yet Dr. Kruk was only focused on the idea of ‘power’. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not for me. I mean, I’m not naive; I know that it’s his money that enables myself, Clarissa, and Thomas Jr. to live the life we do. But I don’t need it… I don’t need any of it. To be honest, I think I would be a happier man today if he just spent more time with me as a kid, instead of just trying to maximize revenue… and power.” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Kruk scribbled something before replying. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think that perhaps your lack of motivation for power — a clear difference between you and your father, and your brother Wesley as per our previous discussions, has put in rife between your relationship? Perhaps this is why you believe that your father is capable of these horrible deeds, of the unimaginable. I will stress again that often times a strong confirmation bias is at play when our emotions are fraught. For instance, how can you be so certain that your father and his partner weren’t just discussing a business proposition and your mind filled in the blanks?” 
 
      
 
    Thomas lifted his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I thought the same thing, Doc. That’s why I watched the tape multiple times.” 
 
      
 
    The comment took Dr. Mark Kruk by surprise and for the first time since the tape began, his expression changed.  
 
      
 
    “The tape?” 
 
      
 
    Thomas nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” he said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a small SD card. “Just in case I was making things up, I decided to take a video of the whole thing.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 67 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are we going to do now?” Screech asked, his heart racing. When Yasiv didn’t immediately answer, he repeated the question. 
 
      
 
    “I’m thinking,” Yasiv replied. Screech watched intently as the man pulled a worn piece of paper out of his pocket. 
 
      
 
    He looked at it, nodded to himself, and then turned to Screech. 
 
      
 
    “I have an idea. Tuck your gun into the back of your pants and follow my lead.” 
 
      
 
    The comment was both ambiguous and ominous at the same time. Just before Yasiv turned the corner, Screech reached out for him. 
 
      
 
    “Yasiv!” he hissed. “What the fuck? What are we doing?” 
 
      
 
    But Yasiv shrugged him off and started around the corner. Screech cursed and then followed. 
 
      
 
    They hadn’t made it five yards before the man with a machine gun strapped to his chest noticed them. 
 
      
 
    “Who the fuck are you?”  
 
      
 
    He was a large, hulking man with a shaved head and a scar that ran from his earlobe all the way to the corner of his mouth. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv tapped the shield on his belt. 
 
      
 
    “Palmer sent me,” he said as he continued forward. 
 
      
 
    Palmer? What the hell is he talking about? 
 
      
 
    Screech’s heart was racing so quickly now that it was all he could do to keep from rocking with every beat. Sweat started to drip down his forehead, and he tried his best to keep a straight face. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” the big man asked, the grip on the butt of his rifle loosening. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, said he couldn’t reach Horatio — has a message for him.” 
 
      
 
    Horatio? Who the fuck is Horatio? 
 
      
 
    Screech felt as if he had stepped into the Twilight Zone. 
 
      
 
    The guard pressed his lips together tightly and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t get no message.” 
 
      
 
    “You want to ask him yourself?” Yasiv asked, slowly and deliberately reaching down to his belt. Instead of going for his gun, Screech watched as the man withdrew his walkie-talkie and held it out. “Ask him yourself, then. Go on.” 
 
      
 
    The big man let go of his gun and reached for the walkie. 
 
      
 
    But he never grabbed it.  
 
      
 
    To Screech’s shock, Yasiv managed to flip it around and swing it in a wide arc. It cracked off the side of the man’s head and his eyes went wide. There was a short pause as if time itself had stopped, and then he dropped to his knees. The man brought his hands up to the wound on his head, his face filled with shock. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv hit him again, this time in the temple.  
 
      
 
    The guard continued his descent and collapsed to the ground where he went silent.  
 
      
 
    Yasiv turned to Screech, the now shattered walkie-talkie falling from his hand in bits. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking amateur,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Screech gaped. 
 
      
 
    “I thought—I thought we were just going to do recon.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I saw it in his eyes; he wasn’t going to let us in there. I don’t think he was going to let us walk away, either.” 
 
      
 
    As Yasiv grabbed the door that the guard had been standing in front of and started to open it, Screech glanced down at the man’s fallen body.  
 
      
 
    “He’s a big fella, he’ll be fine,” Yasiv said as he pulled the door wide. 
 
      
 
    Screech had so many questions, but he never got a chance to ask any of them.  Sergeant Henry Yasiv was on the move again, and he found himself following after like an obedient puppy. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 68 
 
      
 
    A tape! Thomas Smith has a tape of his father talking about the heroin! 
 
      
 
    The thought reverberated inside Drake’s skull. 
 
      
 
    He must have made a sound, too — a gasp, perhaps, because Hanna looked over at him. 
 
      
 
    But before she could say anything, they both turned to face the garage door, which had started to close. It took a moment for Drake’s eyes, having been locked on the CRT TV for so long, to focus.  
 
      
 
    And then he sprang into action. 
 
      
 
    “Kruk!” 
 
      
 
    Dr. Mark Kruk had abandoned the box he was searching through and was now standing on the other side of the door. He offered Drake a smile, a curt nod, and then he started to run. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” Drake yelled as he broke into a sprint, Hanna at his heels. 
 
      
 
    Under normal circumstances, he might have been able to slide underneath the closing door, Indiana Jones style, but nothing about this was normal. Drake had been battered and bruised and his body no longer wanted to listen to his commands. 
 
      
 
    His first thought when it became clear that he wasn’t going to make it in time, was to slide his foot beneath the door to keep it from closing completely. But then Drake remembered how solid it had been when he’d knocked on it; he had no desire to add a crushed foot to his inventory of injuries.  
 
      
 
    Hanna had been slow to react as well, and while she was faster than Drake, she too came up short.  
 
      
 
    Uttering a stream of obscenities, Drake resorted to pounding on the door with both fists, but the only thing this served to do was to re-aggravate the ringing in his ears. 
 
      
 
    Hanna’s efforts were more productive; she was fiddling with the control box on the inside of the door. As she tried desperately to open it, Drake stared at her, unable to believe what had just happened. 
 
      
 
    They’d left the bastard alone for less than five minutes and in that time he somehow managed to outsmart them both. 
 
      
 
    Drake had just facilitated the release of a serial killer, a man who was hopelessly obsessed with his ex-partner, Chase Adams. 
 
      
 
    Furious, he reared back with his right hand and punched the door as hard as he could. 
 
      
 
    A shockwave of agony traveled up his wrist and he immediately tried to shake the pain away. 
 
      
 
    “Goddamnit!” 
 
      
 
    A spray of sparks in his periphery drew his eyes over to Hanna who had managed to break open the box with the fingerprint scanner. She used her car keys to tease a pair of wires loose and then brushed their frayed ends together.  
 
      
 
    The lights dimmed momentarily, and then, to Drake’s surprise, the door started opening again. 
 
      
 
    It rose about three feet before he dropped to his belly and slid through the opening. 
 
      
 
    Pulling himself to his feet, he stared up and down the narrow alleyway, peering around Hanna’s parked VW. 
 
      
 
    But Dr. Mark Kruk was nowhere to be seen. 
 
      
 
    “Kruk! Kruk!” he yelled at the top of his lungs. “We had a deal!” 
 
      
 
    “Any sign of him?” Hanna asked. 
 
      
 
    Drake didn’t answer; it seemed impossible that the doctor could have gotten far given that the door had been closed for less than a couple of minutes, but he was. 
 
      
 
    “He has to be close,” Hanna said, as if reading his mind. “After all, he’s still handcuffed.” She hurried to her car and opened the door. “Come on, Drake. Get in!” 
 
      
 
    Drake hesitated.  
 
      
 
    “Not without the tape,” he said, starting back toward the garage. 
 
      
 
    He grabbed the tape out of the VCR and was heading toward the VW when something caught his eye.  
 
      
 
    The light was reflecting off something metal in the box that Kruk had been searching through.  
 
      
 
    “He’s gone,” Drake said, picking up the set of handcuffs and holding them out for Hanna to see.  
 
      
 
    The woman swore and got out of the car. As she made her way over to him, Drake looked inside the box. There was a note lying on top of a stack of files. 
 
      
 
    “New deal — I give you the video and I get to go free,” he read out loud.  
 
      
 
    Beneath the note was an SD card taped to what looked like a photograph that was folded in half.  
 
      
 
    There was no way of knowing if this was the SD card that Thomas had given to Dr. Kruk all those years ago, but so far everything that the doctor had promised had come to fruition.  
 
      
 
    And if there really was a video of Ken Smith speaking to Raul about getting heroin into the city on it, it was all the evidence he needed. 
 
      
 
    Drake peeled the SD card free and held it up to the light. 
 
      
 
    “Is that it?” Hana asked. “Is that the video?” 
 
      
 
    Drake shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I dunno,” he admitted, slipping it into his pocket. He was about to throw the photograph to the floor with the note when he realized that it looked familiar.  
 
      
 
    Squinting, Drake peeled the rest of the tape away. And then his heart skipped a beat.  
 
      
 
    It was the photograph of Jasmine holding the brick of heroin; it even looked like the original. Only it had been taken in landscape mode, not portrait as he’d first seen it when Raul had left it on his coffee table in an attempt to blackmail him. 
 
      
 
    Drake didn’t want to unfold the photo; he didn’t think he could handle seeing the rest of the image. 
 
      
 
    But he couldn’t help himself, either. 
 
      
 
    “Please,” he said as his trembling fingers bent the glossy paper. 
 
      
 
    Then he moaned and dropped it to the floor. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 69 
 
      
 
    The inside of the warehouse was not that different from the exterior: crumbling and dirty and in a general state of disrepair.  
 
      
 
    But Screech didn’t let this fool him.  You didn’t put an armed guard outside an abandoned building unless you had something to hide. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv led the way, using his flashlight to cast an eerie glow down the hallway. Eventually, they came to a fork, and then the man turned the light to the floor. The cracked linoleum on the path to the left was covered in a layer of dust, but the right seemed cleaner. Not clean, by any stretch, but Screech could make out the cheap design on what might have once been fashionable tiles. 
 
      
 
    “This way,” Yasiv said, turning right.  
 
      
 
    They moved slowly, both of them holding their guns out in front of them. The deeper they went into the warehouse, the warmer it seemed to get, and Screech found that he had to blink constantly to keep the sweat out of his eyes.  
 
      
 
    Fifteen or twenty paces later, they heard the voices. Slowing to a mere crawl, Yasiv clicked off the light just as Screech made out the outline of a large door ahead. 
 
      
 
    “The order’s come in, we gotta get this place shut down and cleared out.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m just wrapping up here — I need to finish two more reactions and I’ll have enough ohmefentanyl to blend with the entire supply that came in. I just need fifteen minutes.”  
 
      
 
    “The order has come in,” the first man repeated. “Shut it down.” 
 
      
 
    The next time they heard the voices, they seemed more distant. 
 
      
 
    “It’s taken three days to get to this point, if I shut it down now it’ll take at least that long to get it up and running again. Not to mention we’ll have to get more reagents. Just give me—” 
 
      
 
    “I said, burn this fucking place to the ground. Ken’s orders.” 
 
      
 
    Eyes wide, Screech glanced over at Yasiv. He could barely make out the man’s features in the dark. 
 
      
 
    “What now?” he whispered, dreading the answer even before it came. 
 
      
 
    He wanted Yasiv to say that they would head back outside and wait for backup. That they would call someone in who was a professional, a team of people perhaps, who would raid the place. 
 
      
 
    NYPD, ATF, FBI, NRA, the fucking IRS… Screech didn’t care who, provided he could retreat to the safety of the car. 
 
      
 
    Better still, back to Triple D.  
 
      
 
    But there was no ignoring those ominous words: burn this place to the fucking ground. 
 
      
 
    “There’s more than enough for probable cause,” Yasiv whispered back. “Screech, stay behind me. No matter what happens, stay behind me.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 70 
 
      
 
    The radio on the dash suddenly squawked to life and Leroy almost pissed himself. 
 
      
 
    He’d been drifting in and out of consciousness, catching up on many nights of lost sleep, when the first blast of static filled the car. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Yasiv, come in. Over.” There was a short pause during which Leroy debated answering the call before cursing himself for being so foolish. “Sergeant Yasiv, come in. Over.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy just stared at the radio, his breathing shallow as if dispatch could hear him even though he hadn’t touched anything. 
 
      
 
    “Yasiv, there’s been an officer involved shooting — Officers Pontiac and Dalton have been killed, gunned down by local gang members. Police arrived on scene and engaged. Two gang members were also killed during the shootout. Your presence is requested before IA and RHA arrive. Over.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy’s face drooped. 
 
      
 
    Dead… Pontiac and Dalton were dead.  
 
      
 
    He pictured their smug expressions as he came sprinting up to his apartment after it had been vandalized, after his mother had been assaulted. 
 
      
 
    And then he pictured them again when they’d picked him up on the side of the road as he tried to return the heroin to Chris and his gang. 
 
      
 
    He thought they were going to kill him; just another young black kid killed while trying to resist arrest. 
 
      
 
    But Sergeant Yasiv had saved him and now they were the ones who had been killed. 
 
      
 
    He knew it was wrong to feel pleasure under these circumstances. His mother had told him that it was a sin to revel in the pain of others.  
 
      
 
    But he couldn’t help it.  
 
      
 
    They were dead… the cops who had brained him and tried to put him in prison were killed by gangbangers who in turn had been gunned down by the police.  
 
      
 
    Even though dispatch hadn’t mentioned the names of the gangbangers, he knew who they were.  
 
      
 
    It was Chris and BT coming back for their heroin. He just knew it.  
 
      
 
    And this realization caused him to smile even harder, despite the pain from the bruises on his face. 
 
      
 
    They were all dead. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Yasiv, you there? Come in. Over.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t just pleasure he felt, but vindication.  
 
      
 
    Vindication for his dead brother who only wanted Leroy to get out. To leave the confines of the ghetto. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    “We tried reaching on your walkie-talkie, but it isn’t going through. Over and out.” 
 
      
 
    I’ve got to tell Yasiv, Leroy thought suddenly. I have to tell him that they’re dead, that I can go home now. 
 
      
 
    He reached for the door and pulled it open. A few seconds later, he was heading down the side of the building in the direction that he’d seen Yasiv and Screech disappear.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 71 
 
      
 
    Yasiv brought his finger to his lips. They could still hear footsteps on the other side of the door, but they were fading fast.  
 
      
 
    When they were bathed in silence for a good minute or two, Yasiv opened the door. He did the whole peek and retract procedure again, before indicating that it was safe to enter. 
 
      
 
    Unlike the other hallways, this one was well lit and pristine. Thankfully, there were no armed guards here. Clearly, Palmer or Horatio or Ken Smith or whatever was behind all of this had decided that one man outside a seemingly abandoned warehouse would be sufficient. 
 
      
 
    They were wrong. 
 
      
 
    The hall was lined with three rooms, all of which had large windows out in front. At the end was yet another door. Keeping low, Yasiv led the way to the first room, and they crouched beneath the window. The sergeant popped up and then came back down, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    They moved to the second room next, where Yasiv repeated the process. Only this time, he held up one finger. Screech was far from a seasoned SWAT team member, but he knew that this meant there was one person inside. He knew this, just like he knew that when Yasiv pointed at his back, he wanted Screech to cover him. 
 
      
 
    Screech’s eyes bulged. 
 
      
 
    “You’re… you’re going in there?” he nearly gasped. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv brought a finger to his lips and then used the same digit to raise Screech’s pistol a little higher. Still in a crouch, he reached for the door handle next.  
 
      
 
    Turning back one final time, Yasiv counted down from three with his fingers, then stood and opened the door. 
 
      
 
    “NYPD, put your hands up,” he ordered as he stepped inside the room. 
 
      
 
    Fear coursing through his veins, Screech stared up and down the hallway, wondering what the hell he would do if someone actually came through either door.  
 
      
 
    This is insane… this is absolutely mental. Oh, god, what am I doing… what the fuck am I doing? 
 
      
 
    Unable to help himself, Screech postured up and looked through the glass. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv had his pistol trained on a man in a lab coat. The scientist was standing over a bench full of chemicals, his gloved hands out at his sides.  
 
      
 
    “Hands up,” Yasiv repeated. The man said something, but his voice was muffled by the teal mask that covered his nose and mouth.  
 
      
 
    When Yasiv motioned with the gun, the scientist finally obliged. But as he brought his hands above his head, Screech saw his foot move, as well. The toe of his running shoe inched ever so slowly toward a bottle of powder on the floor.   
 
      
 
    “Yasiv,” Screech hissed, but Yasiv didn’t acknowledge him.  
 
      
 
    “Where’s Horatio?” 
 
      
 
    Again, more muffled words from behind the mask. 
 
      
 
    Frustrated, Yasiv ordered him to remove the mask. The man did as he was told, but as he did, his foot shot out.  
 
      
 
    The bottle of powder toppled, sending a large white cloud into the air. Yasiv immediately backpedaled and swatted the caustic substance away from his face. 
 
      
 
    “Oh shit!” Screech shouted. 
 
      
 
    The scientist whipped around to look at him through the glass.  
 
      
 
    Screech didn’t think; he just reacted. 
 
      
 
    He raised the gun, aimed it as best he could, and then fired. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 72 
 
      
 
    “Where do we go now?” Hanna said from the driver seat. 
 
      
 
    Drake just stared at the photograph in his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Drake? I asked where we should go.” 
 
      
 
    He lifted his eyes to look at her.  
 
      
 
    For some reason, she trusted him. And what had he done? Made her an accomplice in the escape of a known serial killer.  
 
      
 
    “Triple D,” he said dryly. “Take me to my office so we can sit down and figure this out. I need to speak to Screech, see if he can bring up whatever is on this card.” 
 
      
 
    Hanna nodded. 
 
      
 
    They drove in silence for the next ten minutes, during which time Drake preoccupied himself by staring at the photograph of Jasmine. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t explain it. The single brick, that he could rationalize. But not this.  
 
      
 
    Eventually, Hanna spoke up again. 
 
      
 
    “This is messed up,” she said absently. “This is royally messed up.” 
 
      
 
    Drake pressed his lips together, resisting the urge to confirm the obvious. 
 
      
 
    “I can explain away a lot of things, and a lot of people back at Oak Valley owe me some favors. But this? Dr. Kruk escaping? That’s gonna be a tough sell.” She shook her head. “A real tough sell.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take the blame,” Drake said reflexively. 
 
      
 
    Hanna chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “You? Yeah, not gonna happen. Besides, I’m not playing the damsel in distress for anybody. I’ll get through this, Drake, but you owe me. You owe me big time.” 
 
      
 
    Drake raised an eyebrow. This wasn’t the response he’d expected. 
 
      
 
    His mind flicked back to the first time he’d met the woman after she claimed that the Download Killer had raped her. Not only had the man not been the killer — it had been his delusional wife — but Hanna had been more than consenting. 
 
      
 
    “Not like that, you sick fuck,” Hanna said, reading his mind. “I want to work with you. I want to be a part of Triple D.” 
 
      
 
    Drake scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “Aim high, huh? I’ll tell you what, if I’m not dead or in jail after this is all over, I’ll make you a damn partner. How does that sound?” 
 
      
 
    “Peachy,” Hanna replied. She was being sarcastic, but he also saw a hint of a smile form on her lips. 
 
      
 
    “But you’re gonna have to do something about your sense of direction.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    Drake pointed out the window. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you just passed the place. If you’re gonna work at Triple D, you should probably figure out where it is.” 
 
      
 
    Again, Hanna chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’ll work on my directions if you sharpen your PI skills.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t see the two plainclothed police officers sitting in the Lincoln Town Car in the parking lot?” 
 
      
 
    Drake wrenched his head around to look at the parking lot. Sure enough, there was a Town Car with heavily tinted windows front and center.  
 
      
 
    “Touché,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    “So where to now, boss?” Hanna asked. 
 
      
 
    The word ‘boss’ made Drake instinctively cringe. That had been what he called Chase back when they worked together. 
 
      
 
    Chase… who was now missing. 
 
      
 
    “The bar,” Drake said, his eyes still focused out the window. “Take me to Barney’s.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 73 
 
      
 
    Having to step over a man with a bleeding head and an assault rifle slung over one shoulder should have sent Leroy running. It would have sent him running if it had happened a month or even a week ago.  
 
      
 
    But not now. 
 
      
 
    Leroy was part of this, whether he wanted to be or not. Perhaps it was because he never really felt like he belonged; he was too smart for his school and too self-aware for other seventeen-almost-eighteen-year-olds. 
 
      
 
    You can get out… you’re the only one who can get out, Leroy.  
 
      
 
    He was part of this, whatever this was. 
 
      
 
    With this realization, Leroy stepped through the first door and then followed the fresh tracks in the dust to a second. He’d just pulled this open when he heard the shot.  
 
      
 
    The sound was nearly deafening in the narrow hallway and it took him several seconds to catch his bearings and several more to figure what had happened.  
 
      
 
    Screech was in a partial crouch aiming his pistol at a glass window and, judging by the sneer on his lips and his furrowed brow, it was clear that he had been the one to fire the shot. But the glass… that was the confusing part. The glass hadn’t shattered. 
 
      
 
    As Leroy started toward his friend, shouting his name as he went, he saw the bullet embedded in the glass and a small spiderweb pattern branching out a few inches from the point of impact. 
 
      
 
    Screech didn’t turn; either his ears were ringing too loudly to hear Leroy approaching, or he was still in shock.  
 
      
 
    But when the door at the end of the hallway opened and a man with a shaved head bearing a machine gun stepped through, Leroy leaped. His intention had been to cover Screech, but he fell short and landed hard on his chest and stomach.  
 
      
 
    This probably saved his life: the burst of automatic gunfire flew overhead instead of punching holes in his torso.  
 
      
 
    And then, as soon as it started, the barrage of bullets stopped. Leroy lifted his chin to see the man trying to clear the chamber.  
 
      
 
    The gun had jammed. 
 
      
 
    In the foreground, Screech was still standing in the middle of the hallway, a confused look on his face. Then he started patting his body, searching for holes. When he didn’t find any, he shrugged. The fact that Screech hadn’t been shot was something of a miracle, but Leroy didn’t stop to thank the Lord Almighty. Instead, he reached for the nearest door and shoved Screech inside.  
 
      
 
    Leroy heard the sound of another clip being locked into place just as he followed Screech into the room. A second after switching the thick deadbolt to locked, something hard hit him in the ribs and he buckled.  
 
      
 
    Breathing became impossible and for a desperate twenty seconds he found himself inch-worming along the tiled floor, his arms wrapped protectively around his ribs. Above him a commotion ensured, but Leroy’s sole focus was to draw a full breath. 
 
      
 
    His diaphragm finally came to, and the kid inhaled deeply, raising his head at the same time.  
 
      
 
    What the fuck? 
 
      
 
    Yasiv was standing not three feet from him, clawing at some sort of white powder that covered his face. Screech was near the back of the room, locked in hand-to-hand combat with a man wearing a lab coat. 
 
      
 
    It looked like Dr. Kevorkian was trying to strangle one of his patients who’d changed their mind at the last minute.  
 
      
 
    Leroy managed to push his back up against a wall and then took three deep breaths, wincing at the pain that shot up his side each time his lungs inflated.  
 
      
 
    He didn’t know what hit him but assumed that it might have been one of Screech’s flailing limbs. The man was crazed, but he was also inexperienced and clearly outmatched by the scientist. 
 
      
 
    With a groan, Leroy rose to his feet, and then strode forward with steps that were at first ungainly, but quickly became more coordinated. He scanned the shelves, looking for something solid to use as a weapon. He didn’t find anything; the shelves only contained plastic bottles filled with powders or liquids.  
 
      
 
    Screech yelled something to Yasiv, something desperate, but the sergeant was still blind. Knowing that there was a man with a machine gun just outside the room, Leroy grabbed the thing closest to him that looked like it had some heft to it and threw it across the room. 
 
      
 
    He lucked out; it was a Bunsen Burner and it flew straight and true.  
 
      
 
    Before his mother had convinced him to focus all his efforts on his studies — You’re the only one smart enough to find a way out of here — Leroy had been one hell of a ball player. 
 
      
 
    The Bunsen Burner whizzed by Screech’s head and struck the scientist right in the face. There was an audible crunch and blood immediately spurted from his nose and mouth, coating the teal mask that had been knocked up to his chin.  
 
      
 
    He staggered, and Screech shoved. The scientist’s feet slipped out from under him and the back of his head smashed against a row of cabinets beneath the sink. He slid to the ground in slow-motion.  
 
      
 
    Only now did Leroy look at Screech. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with Yasiv? What the fuck is—” 
 
      
 
    But Leroy was cut off by more automatic gunfire and he dropped to the ground, hands wrapped over his head. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 74 
 
      
 
    This time, Tweedledee and Tweedledum didn’t even bother stopping Hanna or Drake as they approached the bar. The two men simply stepped aside and allowed them to pass. 
 
      
 
    Barney’s was busier now, but the crowd still mostly consisted of the old guard; the only person with a partially shaved head and face piercings in the joint was Hanna. The woman immediately headed for the booth that they’d occupied earlier and took up residence, while Drake went to the bar. 
 
      
 
    Mickey sidled over to him, even though there were several customers who were still waiting to be served. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t expect to see you back so soon,” Mickey said, his eyebrows knitted in concern. 
 
      
 
    Drake frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Me neither.”  
 
      
 
    “You look like shit… more like shit. What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Same… long story. Listen, I have this SD card and I was wondering if you had something back there that might be able to read it.” 
 
      
 
    Mickey raised an eyebrow but didn’t ask the obvious question. 
 
      
 
    He was a good man, Drake realized. A good man who, although he had changed his bar to reflect the times, still clung to old-school morals and ethics. Mickey’s word still meant something, and his handshake was as good as pen on paper. 
 
      
 
    Drake had done many a favor for the man in his NYPD days, and Mickey hadn’t forgotten.  
 
      
 
    “I’ve got an old laptop in the back you could use. Let me fix you and the girl a drink first then I’ll grab it.”  
 
      
 
    Drake waited for Mickey to pour him two glassed of scotch, then thanked the man and headed for the booth. Hanna graciously took her beverage and sipped quietly. 
 
      
 
    Drake felt guilt start to creep into his thoughts again but shunned them. It wasn’t time to be overwhelmed by emotions. It was time to think, to figure this out, to plan.  
 
      
 
    Those who fail to plan, plan to fail.  
 
      
 
    It was Clay’s voice in his head, something that he hadn’t heard in some time.  
 
      
 
    Did he know about Jasmine? Had he seen the full picture or just the folded part? What did Clay know? 
 
      
 
    Drake shook his head.  
 
      
 
    “Look, I’m sorry—” he began, taking a sip of his scotch. 
 
      
 
    “I’m a big girl,” Hanna interrupted. “You didn’t force me to do anything.” 
 
      
 
    Strong women… 
 
      
 
    Drake wasn’t sure what it was, but lately, he’d been surrounding himself with strong women: first Chase, then Veronica, now Hanna. 
 
      
 
    And Jasmine… don’t forget Jasmine. 
 
      
 
    “How could I?” he said glumly. 
 
      
 
    Hanna blinked. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    Drake shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
      
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out the SD card, frowning when the photograph came out with it.  
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” Hanna asked, clearly indicating the photo. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” he grumbled again, hastily shoving it back into his pocket. 
 
      
 
    Hanna looked as if she might inquire further, when Mickey appeared at the booth, a laptop in hand.  
 
      
 
    “It’s old, slow as shit, but it’s got an SD slot,” he informed them. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Drake said taking the computer.  
 
      
 
    He waited for Mickey to head back to the bar before booting it up. After searching for the SD slot and not finding it, Hanna graciously took over.  
 
      
 
    “One file on here,” she informed him. “A video.” 
 
      
 
    Drake took a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    This is it… if Ken Smith is on the video, it’ll be all the evidence we need. If not, then we just let a serial killer loose on the streets of New York for nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Play it,” he said. “Play the damn video.” 
 
      
 
    Unlike back in the garage, what appeared on screen wasn’t a low-quality VHS recording; this one was pristine.  
 
      
 
    The video was shaky at first, as whoever was holding a camera made their way down a long hallway. After turning a corner, the image stabilized. Moments later, two people came into focus. 
 
      
 
    Ken Smith and Raul Mendes. 
 
      
 
    Drake must have growled then, because Hanna said, “Easy, big fella.”  
 
      
 
    She reached out and gently peeled his fingers away from the scotch glass before he shattered it.  
 
      
 
    “Can you turn it up a little?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Hanna nodded and increased the volume. 
 
      
 
    At first, it was difficult to understand what the men were saying, but then the camera zoomed in and everything became clear.  
 
      
 
    “Your contacts in Colombia are still in place? The Church of Liberation is still up and running?” Ken said. 
 
      
 
    Raul nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Everything is set up,” he replied in his thick Spanish accent. “All you have to do is transfer the funds and you’ll be the largest single supplier in New York.” 
 
      
 
    Ken nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Good. And the product is pharmaceutical grade?” 
 
      
 
    “Jes. The heroin is almost a hundred percent pure.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. We’ll provide a better product at a cheaper price than the competition. That should drive everyone else out of the market.” 
 
      
 
    Raul frowned. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Ken asked, concern creeping into his voice. 
 
      
 
    “It’s jes… I know from experience that sometimes these men… sometimes better business practices are not enough.” 
 
      
 
    “We have the distribution network in place and several street level dealers have already agreed to only sell our product. What else do we need?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not just the halcones, Mr. Smith. It’s the lugartenientes y capos… they might need some persuasion.” 
 
      
 
    Ken appeared to mull this over for a second. When he spoke again, his voice had taken on a hard edge. 
 
      
 
    “We have people in place for that, too. People you call sicarios. If anybody gives us problems, we’ll just knock off the existing guys and put one of our men in their place.”  
 
      
 
    Drake swallowed hard.  
 
      
 
    And there it was, just like Thomas said.  
 
      
 
    He couldn’t believe that the man was speaking so candidly about the heroin business, about knocking off other dealers.  
 
      
 
    But Drake should have expected as much from the bastard. 
 
      
 
    “Jes.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell Steffani to transfer the funds, then. They’ll have their money in under an hour.” 
 
      
 
    Drake thought the video was over, but Thomas kept the tape rolling a little while longer. In it, Raul started toward the door, but then stopped.  
 
      
 
    “What is it, Raul?” 
 
      
 
    “I feel as if I should warn you of something, Mr. Smith.” 
 
      
 
    Ken ran a hand through his silver hair. 
 
      
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Once we do this, there’s no going back. And these men that we’re working with in Colombia, they aren’t like men over here. They aren’t like New York halcones or even capos. These men are savage, like wild animals. One missed payment and—” 
 
      
 
    Ken’s frown became a sneer. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need a lecture. Just get it done, Raul.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s also the case of your son, Mr. Smith.” 
 
      
 
    “My son?” 
 
      
 
    “Thomas. He has—” 
 
      
 
    Ken shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Let me worry about him. You just worry about making sure everything is set with the Church of Liberation.” 
 
      
 
    And then the tape abruptly cut out. 
 
      
 
    “Power,” Drake muttered. “He thinks he can control everything.” 
 
      
 
    Hanna sipped her drink. 
 
      
 
    “Not everything,” she said. “But most. But now you have the power… the question is, what are you going to do with it?” 
 
      
 
    He thought about this for a moment; with this video in his possession, Drake really could do whatever he wanted.  
 
      
 
    He could use it as leverage to stay out of prison, for one. He could get the mayor to step down and he could deport Raul back to wherever the hell he came from. He could fast-track Yasiv to becoming the Chief of Police and secure enough funding to keep Triple D’s doors open for generations.  
 
      
 
    He could make sure that Hanna kept her job or get her a new one if that was what she wanted.  
 
      
 
    He could set Leroy up at any college in the country and he could hire a team of a dozen PIs to find Chase. 
 
      
 
    He could use his leverage to get Beckett reinstated as the head ME for New York State. 
 
      
 
    And he would most definitely be able to see his son again and help Jasmine deal with any legal issues that might come to the fore.  
 
      
 
    But while these were all viable options, there was only one that Drake would find satisfying enough.  
 
      
 
    “Can I borrow your phone again?” he asked. “There’s someone I need to call. Someone who has been with me since the beginning.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 75 
 
      
 
    Bullets peppered the glass, but so far as Screech could tell, it was still holding.  
 
      
 
    For now, anyway.  
 
      
 
    Knowing that it would only be a matter of time before it shattered, Screech looked around and tried to figure a way out their situation. 
 
      
 
    He had no idea why or where Leroy had come from, but the kid had saved his life. Now it was on Screech to return the favor. And, judging by the way that Yasiv was still trying to clear his face, the sergeant also needed saving. 
 
      
 
    “Water,” Yasiv gasped. “I need water.” 
 
      
 
    Screech’s first instinct was to look to Leroy given the kid’s knowledge of chemistry, but he was still lying on his stomach, his hands over his head. 
 
      
 
    He scrambled across the lab and found a jug on the ground not far from the scientist’s fallen body. Staying low just in case the glass blew inward, Screech scooped it up and hurried back to Yasiv. 
 
      
 
    “Water!” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, I’m here, move your hands! Yasiv, move your goddamn hands!” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv lowered his hands, revealing skin beneath that was red and raw. Screech quickly reared back and splashed the entire jug of water in the man’s face. There was so much force behind it that Yasiv stumbled backward, barely able to stay on his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, it still burns,” Yasiv moaned. “It fucking burns!” 
 
      
 
    Screech was looking around for more water when he saw that Leroy was in a seated position and was holding a half empty container of white powder in his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Is this what he got in his eyes?” the kid asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’s it. What the fuck do we do, Leroy?” 
 
      
 
    Leroy turned his attention to the label. 
 
      
 
    “Powdered hydrochloric acid,” he grumbled. Before Screech could ask what the hell that meant, the kid was searching through the lower shelves for something. 
 
      
 
    Every time a bullet embedded itself in the glass, both of them cringed and ducked. 
 
      
 
    “Here!” Leroy said, whipping around, a bottle of pink fluid in his hand. “Sodium bicarbonate buffer! Use this!” 
 
      
 
    He tossed the bottle and somehow Screech managed to catch it. After ripping the cap off, he then turned back to Yasiv who was opening and closing his mouth like a fish out of water. 
 
      
 
    “You better be right about this, kid,” Screech whispered as he splashed the bottle in Yasiv’s face. 
 
      
 
    The man’s response was immediate. He sighed, gasped, burped, and then blinked. 
 
      
 
    “Better,” Yasiv said. “That’s better. Jesus.” 
 
      
 
    “It should keep getting better over the next few minutes,” Leroy informed them. “But you have to—” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Yasiv, I knew this time would come.” 
 
      
 
    The voice came from the other side of the glass, and all three of them turned their eyes in that direction. 
 
      
 
    The man with the machine gun was deeply tanned, with a shaved head and broad nose. He was grinning as he leveled the barrel of the gun at them.  
 
      
 
    Gun… where’s my gun? Where did— 
 
      
 
    And that’s when Screech realized that he dropped it in the hallway when Leroy had shoved him inside the room. 
 
      
 
    “Horatio DuPont,” Yasiv shouted back. 
 
      
 
    The name sounded familiar to Screech, but he couldn’t immediately place it. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need to see you to know who you are,” Yasiv continued, “to know who you’re working for.” 
 
      
 
    And then it clicked. 
 
      
 
    Horatio Dupont. 
 
      
 
    Horatio Dupont was one of the five officers of ANGUIS Holdings, along with Boris Brackovich, Steffani Loomis, the Mendes Corporation, and of course, Ken Smith. 
 
      
 
    Before he’d been killed, Boris Brackovich was the one in charge of getting the girls and drugs into New York. Now it appeared that this man, the man with the shit-eating grin and automatic weapon, was responsible for tainting the heroin with ohmefentanyl.  
 
      
 
    Screech briefly wondered what Steffani and Raul’s roles were in all of this. 
 
      
 
    He already knew that Ken was the kingpin, the Drug Lord. 
 
      
 
    The capo. 
 
      
 
    “Palmer warned me about you,” Horatio said. “But I didn’t think that you had the balls to come here yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Leroy slowly inched his way back to Screech, but instead of speaking, he indicated the shelf of chemicals with a nod. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you doing,” Screech whispered. 
 
      
 
    Leroy didn’t answer, he just dropped to all fours and began rooting through the jars.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, I got balls alright,” Yasiv pulled a sheet of paper out of his pocket and held it up so that Horatio could see it. “And I won’t stop until I’ve knocked all of you off this list.” 
 
      
 
    Horatio laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? Knock us off? Really? This glass ain’t gonna hold forever. When it breaks, I’m going to mow you and your gang of misfits down. And then I’ll burn the lab to the ground. But you want to know what the best part is?” 
 
      
 
    Screech tried to ignore the banter and watched as Leroy pulled three bottles off the shelf. 
 
      
 
    “No?” Horatio asked. “Well, I’ll tell you: the best part is that Palmer will make sure that everyone knows you were a dirty cop. That you were part of Pontiac and Dalton’s crew. That you deserved what happened to you, just like they did.” 
 
      
 
    The comment caught Screech by surprise and he looked at Leroy.  
 
      
 
    Their eyes met, and Leroy nodded. 
 
      
 
    “There was a shootout,” he said quietly. “Heard it over the radio… Dalton and Pontiac were gunned down by gangbangers, then the cops took them out. It was all a setup.” 
 
      
 
    Screech didn’t feel sorry for any of them.  
 
      
 
    “Is that what you think?” Yasiv shot back. He was blinking rapidly and the tears that were streaming down his cheeks made track marks that looked like thin milk. It was clear that he was stalling, waiting for something… but what? 
 
      
 
    Yasiv only had a pistol. He couldn’t even call for backup if on the rare chance they got reception in here — the sergeant had smashed his walkie on some goon’s head outside the warehouse. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not what I think, Yasiv. It’s what is. We control everything.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv wiped at his eyes with the sleeve of his shirt. 
 
      
 
    “Give me your sock,” Leroy said in his ear. 
 
      
 
    Screech glanced at the kid, wondering if he’d lost his mind. But when Leroy demanded his sock again, this time with more fervor, Screech tore off his running shoe and then his sock. He handed it to Leroy and watched in awe as he dumped two of the three chemicals into it. The kid thoroughly mixed these with his hand and then held the neck open.  
 
      
 
    With his chin, he gestured toward the third bottle, this one containing a foul-smelling liquid that reeked of rotten eggs.  
 
      
 
    “Everything, huh? I bet your buddy Boris Brackovich thought the same thing… and we all know how that turned out.” Yasiv drew a thumb across his throat in a slashing gesture and from the other side of the glass, Horatio growled. “I guess you didn’t control—” 
 
      
 
    The man opened fire again and this time not only did the cracks start to connect, but Screech could see it bowing inward as well.  
 
      
 
    They didn’t have much time.  
 
      
 
    When Horatio exhausted his clip and started to load another, Leroy leaned in close.  
 
      
 
    “Pour a tablespoon of the liquid into the sock and wrap it into a tight ball,” he instructed. “Just a tablespoon. You’ll have three or four seconds and then throw it. Don’t wait any longer.” 
 
      
 
    Screech’s eyes went wide. 
 
      
 
    “What? What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a tablespoon,” Leroy repeated as he made his way on all fours over to Yasiv. 
 
      
 
    “And then what?” Screech nearly shouted. “And then what?” 
 
      
 
    Leroy looked back one final time. 
 
      
 
    “Then you get down. Get down and stay the fuck down.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 76 
 
      
 
    “Keep him talking,” Leroy said. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv didn’t need the encouragement. 
 
      
 
    “That bastard Boris got what he deserved. You will all get what’s coming to you. You, Steffani, Raul, and Ken.” 
 
      
 
    Horatio fired again, and the glass finally gave way. It wasn’t a massive explosion, but more like a sheet of ice sloughing off a warming iceberg.  
 
      
 
    The largest chunk slid just over top of Screech’s head. The second it hit the floor, he pulled the neck of the sock wide and tilted whatever the hell the reeking liquid was over the opening.  
 
      
 
    “One tablespoon, one tablespoon, one tablespoon,” Screech muttered. But as he started to pour, another piece of glass smashed just by his right elbow, startling him. 
 
      
 
    He dumped half the bottle. 
 
      
 
    More shots rang out, distinct reports this time, and Screech realized that Yasiv had opened fire on Horatio. 
 
      
 
    Screech looked down into the sock, the contents of which had started to fizz, and realized that even if he could pour out some of the liquid, there was no time. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck it.” 
 
      
 
    He twisted the sock into a ball as he’d been instructed, and then tossed it over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Get down!” Screech yelled, dropping to his stomach. 
 
      
 
    Horatio pulled the trigger again, but Leroy had already yanked Yasiv down. Instead of turning them to pulp, the bullets made a serpentine pattern across the ceramic tiles on the wall. 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna kill you!” Horatio yelled. “I’m going to—” 
 
      
 
    The pressure in the room suddenly changed. It felt as if all the air had been sucked out and gravity had gone on a temporary sabbatical.  
 
      
 
    Then there was a flash of white light and everything was forced back into place. A searing heat blasted over Screech’s head. It only lasted a second, but it was so intense that his entire body immediately broke out into a sweat. He forced his body even flatter and held his breath, trying his best not to inhale any of the caustic fumes. 
 
      
 
    And then, as quickly as the blast had engulfed them all, it was gone.  
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” Leroy asked, helping him to his feet. 
 
      
 
    Screech looked down at himself and patted his entire body before nodding. 
 
      
 
    Somehow, he was okay. Screech wasn’t sure how he’d avoided death not once, but twice in a matter of ten minutes, but he had.  
 
      
 
    “I told you one tablespoon,” Leroy snapped.  
 
      
 
    Screech shrugged and was going to apologize when he heard something from the hallway. Thinking that it was Horatio again, he whipped around. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t Horatio, it was a fire. The walls just outside the room appeared to be alive with it as deep orange and yellow hues shimmered and danced. 
 
      
 
    “One tablespoon,” Leroy muttered again. 
 
      
 
    Screech got onto his toes and stared out the smashed window, searching for Horatio. He found him. Or, more precisely, he located some of him.  
 
      
 
    Over the years of working closely with Drake, Screech had seen some gruesome things, things he couldn’t have imagined prior to their introduction. But this… this was something else entirely.  
 
      
 
    Horatio’s body was a complete mess. His arms had been completely blown off, leaving ragged, bloody stumps where they’d once been. One of them was halfway down the hallway, the other nowhere to be seen.  
 
      
 
    Horatio’s legs were bent at impossible angles, and his torso was nearly twisted into a crescent. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, the man was lying face down. 
 
      
 
    “We need to get out here,” Leroy said frantically. “This whole place is gonna go up.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv, who seemed to have recovered from whatever had been thrown in his face, observed the scene with a confused expression on his face. But then he started to nod. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it’s time to go,” he affirmed.  
 
      
 
    They were halfway to the door, crouching low to avoid the smoke and the flames that started to pour in through the window, when Leroy stopped. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” Screech demanded. 
 
      
 
    Leroy leveled a finger at the lab tech who still lay crumpled against the sink. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? What about him?” 
 
      
 
    Screech’s first instinct was just to leave the man behind, to just let him burn. But then he changed his mind. 
 
      
 
    Horatio might have gotten what he’d deserved, but he didn’t know the scientist from Adam.  
 
      
 
    Yasiv evidently felt the same. 
 
      
 
    “Screech, you grab his legs, we’re bringing him with us.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With a grunt, Screech dragged the scientist a safe distance from the burning building and then helped Leroy with the guard.  
 
      
 
    Yasiv handcuffed the men to each other and then used a second set of cuffs to attach them to a sturdy looking bike rack. He’d already disassembled the guard’s assault rifle and had tossed part of it back into the fire, while slipping another into his pocket. 
 
      
 
    “We gotta go,” he said. But it was a redundant statement; they were already hurrying toward his car in front of the warehouse. 
 
      
 
    Once inside, Yasiv grabbed his radio. 
 
      
 
    “Dispatch, this is Sergeant Yasiv, I need fire and rescue to 52 Cherivel Lane. Over.” 
 
      
 
    As he waited for a reply, Yasiv reversed and then spun the car around. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Yasiv, we’ve been trying to reach you; there’s been an officer involved shooting and your presence has been requested. Over.” 
 
      
 
    His first thought was that something had happened to Detective Dunbar. 
 
      
 
    “Dispatch, who were the officers? Over.” 
 
      
 
    “Dalton and Pontiac — they’re deceased. Over.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv’s jaw went slack. Someone had taken them out. He knew that there would be an attempt on their lives eventually, but he didn’t think that it would happen so soon. And definitely not on the way back to the station.  
 
      
 
    Ken must be getting desperate.  
 
      
 
    His eyes drifted up to the rearview, and he focused on Leroy. The boy was watching Screech, who had his cell phone pressed to his ear. 
 
      
 
    He was supposed to be in that convoy… the woman from IA had been adamant that Leroy should go directly to the station. If I hadn’t… 
 
      
 
    “Give me the address, I’m on my way. Over.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv’s eyes still burned and his vision was blurry; keeping the car on the road was proving difficult.  
 
      
 
    “Yasiv?” Screech asked from the backseat.  
 
      
 
    Yasiv looked into the rearview mirror again. Screech’s eyes were wide, his mouth slack. 
 
      
 
    “What? What is it now?” 
 
      
 
    “That was Drake. I think… I think we need to make a detour and meet him first. He says he’s got evidence that will put Ken Smith away for good.” 
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    Drake was watching the video of Ken Smith for the ninth time when there was a commotion near the front of the bar.  
 
      
 
    His eyes shot up. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” he gasped. 
 
      
 
    Screech entered first, soot or coal dust smeared on his cheeks and chin. Leroy followed closely behind, his bruised face and hair covered in some sort of white powder.  
 
      
 
    Drake scrambled out of the booth and ran toward them, only to stop short when a third person entered Barney’s.  
 
      
 
    It was Sergeant Yasiv, and he looked the worst of the lot: the man’s eyes weren’t just red, but crimson and there was a smattering of blisters marring his pink cheeks.  
 
      
 
    Drake’s first instinct was to turn and run the other way. Even though Yasiv was a friend, someone who could be trusted, he was also the sergeant of NYPD 62nd precinct.  
 
      
 
    Drake, on the other hand, was an unstable criminal awaiting trial for kidnapping a police officer. 
 
      
 
    They were on completely opposite sides of the law.  
 
      
 
    And yet they shared much in common. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv looked equally shocked when he saw Drake, but he didn’t reach for his walkie-talkie or his handcuffs or even his gun. Instead, he strode forward deliberately and held out his hand. 
 
      
 
    Drake didn’t hesitate; he shook it hard.  
 
      
 
    “Drake,” the man said. 
 
      
 
    “Yasiv,” Drake replied. 
 
      
 
    Now that they had broken the ice, Drake asked them all what the hell happened to them.  
 
      
 
    “It’s a long, fucked up story,” Yasiv replied. 
 
      
 
    Drake nodded; they all had their stories to tell, it appeared. 
 
      
 
    “Come and sit down and grab a drink. We have something to show you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Based on their appearance, Screech, Leroy, and Yasiv earned the right to speak first.  
 
      
 
    Yasiv had been right; it was a long and fucked up story. A story that toed the line of believability. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus,” he managed once Screech paused to take a breath. “Horatio Dupont is really dead?” 
 
      
 
    Screech pressed his lips together as if fighting back vomit. 
 
      
 
    “Very dead.” 
 
      
 
    And that leaves just three: Steffani Loomis, Raul Mendes, and Ken Smith.  
 
      
 
    “The dirty cops are also dead,” Yasiv added. “So are the gangbangers.” 
 
      
 
    They all took a moment to sip their drinks, to allow this to sink in, before Drake told his story. But despite his claim to Mickey that it was long and complicated, he kept it simple.  
 
      
 
    Yasiv might turn a blind eye to the fact that Drake wasn’t at Oak Valley, but he wasn’t certain the sergeant could do the same if he found out about Mark Kruk. 
 
      
 
    “Hanna took me in to see Dr. Kruk, who used to treat Ken’s son Thomas Smith. After some, uhh, coercing, we managed to squeeze out of him that he actually took videos of those sessions. One thing led to another and we tracked down those tapes.” 
 
      
 
    He paused to catch his breath and to make sure that everyone was following. 
 
      
 
    “And that led us to a video that Thomas took of his father… of Ken speaking to Raul.”  
 
      
 
    As Drake was turning the laptop toward Yasiv and the others, something on the TV above the bar caught his eye. 
 
      
 
    The ticker at the bottom read: Two police officers dead in Tremont — Gang members fatally shot by responding police — Mayor Ken Smith to speak shortly.  
 
      
 
    “Hold on a sec,” Drake said, raising his hand. “Hey, Mickey, think you can turn this up?” 
 
      
 
    Mickey spotted him from behind the bar and nodded. He cut the music and then grabbed the remote and turned the volume to maximum. Several people groaned and complained, but when they saw who had made the request, the condition of Drake and his crew, they quickly quieted. 
 
      
 
    “We’re getting a news report of a police officer involved in shooting in Tremont,” the talking head said. The inlay showed an unmarked police cruiser with pixelated bodies hanging out of it. “Although details are sketchy at the moment, it appears as if two police officers were gunned down by local gang members. The police arrived quickly and fatally shot the gunmen.” 
 
      
 
    Drake glanced over at Leroy. A small smile spread across his lips. 
 
      
 
    The talking head suddenly put a finger to her ear and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes… okay… we’ve just received word that Ken Smith is about to go live with a press conference about the shooting. We will switch to this feed now.” 
 
      
 
    The crime scene dissolved, and Ken Smith’s face filled the screen. He looked exactly as Drake remembered him: tanned with silver hair and impeccably dressed in a bespoke suit. Only he wasn’t smiling as he had been on the few occasions when Drake met him in his penthouse condo. Instead, his face was grim, his lips a thin line. 
 
      
 
    Just seeing the man caused Drake’s hands to curl into fists.  
 
      
 
    “Good evening,” Ken began. “Yesterday I vowed to all of you, all of the citizens of New York, that I would clean up the heroin epidemic that plagues this city. This most recent shooting highlights these efforts. The two officers who were killed, as well as the gang members who took their lives, were all part of an elaborate heroin distribution ring. This is only the first step, and thanks to wonderful police work…” 
 
      
 
    Ken Smith continued to drone on, but Drake had already drowned him out. His mind was working overtime, trying to understand all of this. 
 
      
 
    The heroin kingpin of New York vowing to clean up the city? How is that a good business decision?  
 
      
 
    “Are you sure… are you sure that he’s behind all this?” Leroy asked. 
 
      
 
    Drake didn’t hesitate; despite this new wrinkle, Ken was the one in charge. 
 
      
 
    And he had the video to prove it. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure,” he said as he pressed play. “See for yourself.” 
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    “I don’t get it,” Screech said, verbalizing all their thoughts. “It’s him… we know it’s him. Ken is running the biggest heroin ring in New York. Not only that, but he’s spiking it with the most powerful opioid known to man. Something that, if it doesn’t kill you, makes all other heroin feel like a sugar rush. But, at the same time, he’s on TV claiming to clean up the streets? What the fuck? Were Dalton and Pontiac just working for the competition?” 
 
      
 
    Drake’s mind was working over time trying to piece together how this all worked into Ken Smith’s master plan. And he kept coming back to one single idea: power.  
 
      
 
    “No, they’re definitely working for him,” Yasiv confirmed. “No one else would have the balls to use cops to distribute their product.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, and I heard the gang bangers talking… they didn’t mention Ken, but they mentioned Palmer,” Leroy added. “And so did Horatio.” 
 
      
 
    “This is making my head hurt,” Screech said. “It’s all so damn confusing.” 
 
      
 
    It was confusing, Drake thought. There’s no doubt about that. 
 
      
 
    But there was also something clean and inherently pure about it. 
 
      
 
    “Power,” he blurted. “It has to do with power.” 
 
      
 
    All eyes were on him now. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    Drake took another sip of his scotch as he collected his thoughts. Screech said that it didn’t make sense, because it didn’t. Not to him, anyway. But they were looking at it the wrong way. They were approaching it from a purely business standpoint, but Drake knew that it wasn’t money that motivated the mayor.  
 
      
 
    “What we know about Ken Smith?” Drake asked. 
 
      
 
    “That he’s a silver-haired douchebag?” Screech said. 
 
      
 
    Drake ignored the comment. 
 
      
 
    “Everything that Ken has done — everything that he has done since sending his son to see Dr. Mark Kruk has been about one thing: power. At first, I thought he was just about the money… but on the video of one of Thomas’s sessions, he says his dad has tens of millions. That was before his bid for mayor. I’m guessing his net worth has ballooned to double or triple that amount. So, what do you do if money is no issue? If striving after the almighty dollar no longer gets you hard? You need to satisfy your need for power through other means.” 
 
      
 
    “Like politics,” Hanna said, speaking for the first time in a while. 
 
      
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. There’s no more powerful position in New York than the mayor. He used me to effectively destroy his competition and help him get elected. But I think this is only the start. I think he has even higher aspirations.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait—wait a second,” Yasiv interrupted, shaking his head. “Why the heroin? I mean, he’s already mayor, he’s got money and power, why mess with heroin? It’s just so risky to… to what? What’s his end game here?” 
 
      
 
    Drake took another sip of his drink. 
 
      
 
    “Power… what better way to move up the ladder — to move from mayor to governor, president, even, than put an end to the biggest epidemic the greatest city in the US has ever seen? Look, he has a better, cheaper product than everyone else. You said so yourself, Yasiv, the heroin tainted with ohmefentanyl has flooded the streets. Not only is it readily available, but the junkies want this shit — Leroy, you can attest to that. So now Ken controls the supply, the demand, the distribution, and the price.” Drake hooked a chin at the television. “And because of that, he can shut it all down.” 
 
      
 
    The table fell silent. Eyes darted from one tired face to another, and then each of them finished their respective drinks. 
 
      
 
    “That’s fucked up,” Hanna said. “That’s really fucked up.” 
 
      
 
    Drake agreed. 
 
      
 
    “All he has to do is cut off the supply, and the problem will eventually dry up. If someone else tries to fill the void, he knows all the players. He can shut them all down. He’ll be a fucking hero.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv pulled something out of his pocket and laid it on the table. It was a well-worn sheet of paper. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” Drake asked. 
 
      
 
    Yasiv’s eyes never left the page. 
 
      
 
    “Loose ends, that’s what this is. Your theory makes a lot of sense, Drake, except for this: this is a list of everyone involved in ANGUIS Holdings. Everyone who ever contributed to getting his heroin ring up and running by ‘donating’ to the Church of Liberation. There are dozens of people on it. If Ken was planning to shut it all down, how do you think these people are going to feel? I mean, the company officers, sure, they’ll get paid handsomely. But short of executing everyone on this list — which includes a good portion of the NYPD, by the way — they aren’t going to go away quietly. And if my experience has taught me anything, it’s that if enough canaries sing, no matter how bad their individual voices are, they start to form a tune.” 
 
      
 
    Drake chewed the inside of his lip as he mulled this over. Yasiv was right. They were still missing something. 
 
      
 
    “May I?” Screech asked, reaching for the page. Yasiv handed it over, and Screech produced a pen from his pocket. 
 
      
 
    “There may be dozens of them, but tonight, there are at least three fewer,” Screech said as he crossed out Horatio Dupont, Pete Dalton, and Michael Pontiac’s names. “Thanks to our wonderful police work, of course.” 
 
      
 
    And then it clicked. 
 
      
 
    Wonderful police work.  
 
      
 
    That’s what Ken Smith had said during his press conference. 
 
      
 
    Drake snapped his fingers. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it,” he said quietly. “That’s it. These loose ends, Yasiv? He doesn’t need to clean them up.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv made a face. 
 
      
 
    “Why not? If any of these birds—” 
 
      
 
    “No, you don’t get it,” Drake interrupted. “He—Ken Smith—doesn’t need to clean these loose ends up, because we’re doing it for him. We’ve been doing it all along without even knowing it.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 79 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Screech said. “I think… I think you’re right.” 
 
      
 
    Drake nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Before us, before Triple D, there was the Church of Liberation. Not only did Ken Smith use the Church to launder money and raise capital, but he was using Ray Reynolds as a hitman to take out anybody who opposed him, or any officer who got out of line. I have no doubt that Ken would have widened the scope and used him to systematically take out all the names on your list — targeting everyone involved in ANGUIS Holdings.”  
 
      
 
    “Which is why Ken tried to convince everyone that the Skeleton King was dead, that it was all over when you shot Peter Kellington,” Yasiv offered. “That way there’d be no task force hunting down Ray and the Church.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but we put an end to that. It wasn’t part of his plan, but Ken probably didn’t care because Ray was becoming erratic. He didn’t mind, because he had someone else that he could rely on, someone who was arguably more stable than Ray; he was counting on the fact that—” 
 
      
 
    “—you wouldn’t give up,” Screech finished for him. “The one thing Ken Smith could always count on is that you, Drake, wouldn’t stop until every single one of the ANGUIS members was held accountable for what they’d done.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” Drake said, looking down at his empty glass. He tried to will it full. “I’ve been Ken’s pawn since the very beginning.” 
 
      
 
    “And when it looked like you were getting close to him? That you were getting erratic? I think Ken hired someone in prison to take you out.” 
 
      
 
    It was Hanna who spoke this time. She might be fairly new to the party, but she’d quickly picked up on the nuances of the narrative. 
 
      
 
    I remember you, Drake… you’re the one who put me in here. 
 
      
 
    It wouldn’t have taken much to tip Rodney Wise off, to pay a guard or two to look the other way for a few minutes. Drake thought back to his cellmate, the methhead who’d claimed his name was also Drake; he’d been stabbed in the leg and killed. There was no doubt in Drake’s mind that this was no accident, that there had been a hit out on him and that the confused man had just chosen the wrong person to imitate. Ken had probably gotten news that the job had been completed, as well, which was why Drake had slipped through the cracks and had been sent to Oak Valley.  
 
      
 
    If Ken had known that he was still alive, the man would have never let that happen.  
 
      
 
    “Probably,” Drake admitted. 
 
      
 
    “But there’s one loose end that he probably didn’t count on: Dr. Mark Kruk,” Hanna continued. Drake shot her a look, but she averted her eyes. “Ken used the man’s psychosis to take out his son who didn’t share his aspirations of global domination, or whatever, but he thought that when Kruk was caught—” 
 
      
 
    “—that I would shoot him,” Drake said. And he almost had… he almost shot the man, and probably would have if it hadn’t been for Chase.  
 
      
 
    Ken couldn’t be behind her disappearance, could he?  
 
      
 
    “Or that he would go to prison, where he could just pay some thug to kill him just like he tried to do to you.” 
 
      
 
    “But he never went to prison,” Screech said. “He went to the psych ward, which made it more difficult to get to him.” 
 
      
 
    “There are ways,” Hanna said. “But you’re right, it’s more difficult. My guess is he just waited to see what would happen. When Dr. Kruk didn’t change into his alter ego or whatever, he deemed it safe. Marcus Slasinsky wouldn’t have hesitated to blab about his connection with the mayor, but not Dr. Kruk. I’m not even sure that Dr. Kruk is fully aware of the link or even the fact that he killed three people.” 
 
      
 
    An image of Dr. Kruk’s eyes and the way they’d gone dark for a moment or two during their time together flashed in Drake’s mind.  
 
      
 
    During his time at Oak Valley, and even when they’d gone to the man’s storage garage, he had been Dr. Kruk. But now? Now that he escaped with Chase’s hair and blood? Was it a stretch to think that he’d reverted back to Marcus Slasinsky? 
 
      
 
    “But he told you about the tape… evidence that you can use against the mayor. Why would he do that, if he didn’t know anything about the connection? Was it just because you asked nice?” Yasiv said. 
 
      
 
    “I only asked for the tapes of his sessions with the mayor’s son. It was on one of those tapes that Thomas made reference to the SD card.” 
 
      
 
    Drake left out the part about Dr. Kruk not only knowing which session with Thomas would be useful, but also that fact that the man had gifted him the SD card without asking. Shit, if it hadn’t been for Dr. Kruk leaving it for him in plain sight, Drake might have assumed that Thomas kept it — that it was still in his home somewhere or had been destroyed. 
 
      
 
    Marcus Slasinsky was in there, all right. He might be buried deep down, but he was still in there. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Drake said suddenly, shaking his head. “All that matters is that we get this video out there before anyone else dies.” 
 
      
 
    “Get it played on one of the news stations and I can put out a warrant for Ken’s arrest. At the very least bring him in for questioning. Palmer will put up a fight, but the public outcry will be too great to ignore. The problem is, Ken’s reach is far and wide — he’s shown that time and time again. We have to make sure the video gets in the right hands, that you get it to somebody who doesn’t work for him. In short, we have to make sure that people see it, and I’m not talking on some jerk’s blog. It’s gotta be shown on a quasi reputable network. Otherwise, Palmer will stall, make me verify the authenticity first before I can act on it. That’ll give Ken time to… well, do what he does.” 
 
      
 
    Drake racked his mind trying to come up with someone in the media he might be able to trust. This proved difficult; during his years as an NYPD detective, he’d burned a lot of bridges. But there was one man who he thought hated Ken Smith more than he hated Drake. Hated Ken enough to go out on a limb and make sure the video aired. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got a guy,” he said softly. “I’m pretty sure he’ll do it.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv rose to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “All right, let me know when and I’ll prepare the warrant in advance. In the meantime, I’ve got a crime scene full of dead cops to deal with. We can’t let anybody know, particularly DI Palmer, that any of this is going down. And Drake, as soon as you get the video into the hands of your contact, you have to go back to the facility. I can’t stress that enough. If this all goes according to plan, I’m sure we can do something about your charges. But if you’re not back in Oak Valley when they come to get you, if you’re an escaped fugitive…” 
 
      
 
    Drake nodded, even though there was zero chance that he would be ever heading back there. 
 
      
 
    The two men shook hands. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Drake said quietly. Yasiv nodded and then turned to the others. 
 
      
 
    “Take care of yourselves. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
      
 
    When the four of them were alone at the table, Drake turned to Screech. 
 
      
 
    “And you? What’s your plan?” 
 
      
 
    Screech reached over and squeezed Leroy’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going back to the office — someone’s gotta start seeing clients that actually pay money. And I’m taking Leroy with me. He’s a bang-up guy, Drake. He saved my life and he helped put all this shit together. We can use him; he’s gonna make one hell of a PI one day. Better than you, even.” 
 
      
 
    Drake thought he saw a hint of a smile form on Leroy’s swollen lips. 
 
      
 
    “That ain’t saying much, but for what it’s worth, I approve. I’ll—” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going with you, too,” Hanna interrupted. “If it weren’t for me, Drake would be sucking his food through a straw and getting regular electroshock treatments. Besides, I’m looking for work; I sincerely doubt that helping someone break out of a psychiatric facility makes one’s resume shine.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 80 
 
      
 
    Unlike Barney’s, Patty’s Diner hadn’t changed. In fact, Drake doubted it had even received a fresh coat of paint since it opened in the middle ages. 
 
      
 
    Even the waitstaff was the same, down to Broomhilda’s sour expression and her I don’t give a fuck demeanor. 
 
      
 
    “What’re you having?” the woman croaked. 
 
      
 
    “Coffee, black,” Drake replied. 
 
      
 
    When Broomhilda stayed a moment longer he looked up at her. 
 
      
 
    “You want a shot with that?” She asked. “You look like you could use it. What about some Key Lime pie?” 
 
      
 
    Drake was taken aback by the questions.  
 
      
 
    She can’t possibly remember me, can she? 
 
      
 
    “No, just the coffee.” 
 
      
 
    The woman pressed her wrinkled lips together and then retreated to the counter.  
 
      
 
    As usual, Drake had taken the cracked booth with a clear line of sight to the door. And, sure enough, no sooner had his coffee arrived in front of him did said door open. 
 
      
 
    The man who entered made it a grand total of three feet before spotting Drake. Then he started back the way he’d come. 
 
      
 
    Drake rose to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Ivan! Ivan, I need to talk to you!” he shouted, oblivious to the looks from the diner’s other patrons. 
 
      
 
    “No fucking way,” Ivan shot back as he hurried into the night. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Drake grumbled as he hobbled after the man. 
 
      
 
    When they were both outside, Ivan turned and gave Drake the finger as he continued to back up away from him. The man had cut his blond hair short, and there was something about his nose that wasn’t quite right, that wasn’t quite true anymore. 
 
      
 
    “I knew it was you, Drake. I knew it the moment the girl on the phone told me that she wanted to meet here. I knew that it was you, you slimy piece of shit. I don’t know how you got out, if you’re on bail or—”  
 
      
 
    “Ivan, please,” Drake pleaded. He tried to keep his voice down, tried not to attract too much attention.  
 
      
 
    He was, after all, an escaped mental patient. Ivan, however, had no such hang-ups. 
 
      
 
    “No, no, no way; the last time I spoke to you I ended up with a broken nose and half-blind in one eye. I’m not going through that again.” 
 
      
 
    “Ivan, please. I’ve got something that—” 
 
      
 
    “No way, Drake. Fuck you.” 
 
      
 
    The man started to turn, and Drake knew that he was losing him. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” he muttered under his breath. “Ivan! Ivan! I’ve got video of the mayor talking about importing heroin into the city.” 
 
      
 
    Ivan Meitzer stopped midstep and slowly craned his neck around. 
 
      
 
    Even though he was furious, even though he hated Drake with every inch of his soul, he was a reporter at heart. And no reporter could turn down a story this juicy. 
 
      
 
    This story had Pulitzer Prize written all over it. 
 
      
 
    “You’re fucking with me,” Ivan said, lowering his voice. Now that he had the man’s attention, Drake strode calmly over to him and held out the SD card. 
 
      
 
    “It’s on here — the entire video. I need to put it out, Ivan. I know what he did to you, I know what happened in the hangar. I know that he cost you your job. But this can get it back, Ivan. This will be the biggest story since—” 
 
      
 
    Ivan reached out and snatched the SD card so quickly that Drake barely realized that it was gone. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe you,” he said, but the fact that he’d taken the card suggested otherwise. 
 
      
 
    “It’s my only copy, Ivan,” Drake lied. He wasn’t that stupid; he made a copy on the laptop that Mickey had given him. But this was the only copy that he’d given to anyone in the media. 
 
      
 
    “Ken’s really on here talking about heroin?” Ivan asked, nearly whispering the final word. 
 
      
 
    Drake nodded and started to walk away. 
 
      
 
    “If it has what you say on it, I can get it live in an hour. If it doesn’t, I’m reporting your ass to the police. Harassment, sexual assault, indecent exposure… you name it.” 
 
      
 
    Drake tilted his head to one side and watched the man go. 
 
      
 
    “That’s fair,” he said to himself. “That’s more than fair.” 
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    Drake wasn’t going back to the psychiatric institution and he wasn’t going to wait for the video to air, either.  
 
      
 
    He was going to confront Ken Smith once and for all. But this time, it was going to be on his terms. 
 
      
 
    “You sure you can do this?” Drake asked Hanna as they sat in her parked car outside Ken Smith’s apartment complex. 
 
      
 
    Hanna smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Really? Now you’re just insulting me. I was born for this, Drake. The real question is, can you do your part?” 
 
      
 
    Drake didn’t answer, he just made sure that his pistol was tucked in the back of his belt. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do this then,” he said and stepped from the car. 
 
      
 
    Instead of heading directly for the front doors, Drake went to the side of the building and pressed his back against the wall. 
 
      
 
    He took a deep breath and then leaned around the corner. Hanna stepped from her car and shook her body out. Then she started to walk. With every step, her movements became more erratic, and by the time she got within several feet of the glass doors, she was barely able to keep herself upright. There was something clutched in one of her hands, but Drake couldn’t make out what it was. 
 
      
 
    Okay, Hanna, don’t lay it on too thick. 
 
      
 
    He cringed when she didn’t walk up to the doors, but directly into them. The glass bowed slightly as she rebounded off it. This didn’t faze her; Hanna walked into the doors again, this time giving her head a hard rap.   
 
      
 
    A few seconds later, a security guard that Drake recognized appeared at the window. 
 
      
 
    “Go away,” the man with the oak-colored mustache shouted. “Go away.” 
 
      
 
    But Hanna didn’t go away. Instead, the item slipped from her hand and fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
    A syringe? Where the hell did she get a syringe from? 
 
      
 
    And then she staggered three feet to her left and fell, not even bothering to bring her arms up to brace herself. 
 
      
 
    Drake winced when Hanna’s shoulder struck the ground with an organic thump.  
 
      
 
    And yet, the security guard still didn’t open the door. 
 
      
 
    Come on, you asshole, go help her, Drake willed. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until Hanna started seizing on the ground, her legs and arms flailing rapidly, that the guard opened the door and stepped out. 
 
      
 
    Drake was instantly reminded of when he’d been checked into Oak Valley, when Hanna had joked with Max and Twig about giving him electroshock treatment. 
 
      
 
    This was like that, only more violent.  
 
      
 
    The guard hovered over Hanna’s body and shouted at her, trying desperately to keep her conscious. The man even slapped her once, though it wasn’t forceful enough to leave a mark. 
 
      
 
    The second the guard knelt, Drake bolted from the corner, heading straight for the man. As he neared, he spotted the electronic keycard on the man’s hip, just where it had been on every other occasion he’d come to see Ken. 
 
      
 
    Without hesitating, he reached down and slipped the card from the man’s waist. As he did, the man started to turn, but Hanna reached up and grabbed him by the back of the neck.  
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” the guard blurted, trying to pull his head back. But Hanna, who had somehow manufactured foam at the corners of her mouth like some sort of rabid animal, wouldn’t let go.  
 
      
 
    She wasn’t joking, Drake thought as he stared at her eyes, which were still rolled back in her head. She really can handle this.  
 
      
 
    If a career as a PI didn’t work out, he had no doubt that she had a job in acting somewhere. 
 
      
 
    Drake opened the door and slid inside, just as the guard reached for his walkie-talkie and started shouting that he needed an ambulance. 
 
      
 
    Drake scampered across the hall and scanned the keycard at the private elevator.  
 
      
 
    In the last second before the doors closed, he looked back and saw Hanna shove the guard off her and rise to her feet. 
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    Drake brought the cigar to his lips and took a puff just as the elevator doors pinged and started to open. All the lights were off in the apartment, and when the man stepped out, he immediately reached for the switch. But even after flicking it up and down several times, the penthouse apartment remained dark. 
 
      
 
    Drake had removed all but one of the bulbs. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome home, Ken,” Drake said, rolling the cigar between thumb and forefinger. 
 
      
 
    The figure in the entrance froze. 
 
      
 
    “What? Surprised to see me? Oh, yeah, almost forgot: you thought you’d taken me out. Well, you tried. And I get it, I really do. You thought that you could just use me to do your bidding and then dispose of me like you’ve done with countless others. Like Ray Reynolds, like Officer Pontiac, like Detective Simmons, like your own son. But let me tell you something, Ken; in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not like other people,” Drake said, switching the cigar from his right to his left hand and using the former to pick up the pistol on his lap. “I don’t give up; I never give up. But now I need a break. Tonight, for once in, oh, I dunno, six months, a year? I might curl up in front of the TV. I never really liked the news, but tonight I might just give it a chance, see what the talking heads are rambling on about. I wonder what the lead story is tonight, Ken. Have any ideas?” 
 
      
 
    The figure still hadn’t moved, but Drake was in no rush. He took another drag of the cigar. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got to give it to you, though; you almost made me do all of your dirty work. Shit, you planned this out to T. Everything almost worked perfectly… except — except — you didn’t account for a young black kid from the ghetto who just wanted to get out, an incorruptible police sergeant, a girl with weird fucking hair who, quite honestly, is better suited as a patient than an employee at the psych ward, and a man with more loyalty than brains inside his head. In short, you never counted on me and my crew, Ken. And that was your fatal mistake.” 
 
      
 
    The figure took a small step forward and Drake raised the gun just to let him know it was there. 
 
      
 
    “You thought you could outsmart all of us, but you didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    The figure took two or three more steps and Drake realized with a sinking heart that something was wrong with this scene. 
 
      
 
    The outline of the man was far too short to be Ken Smith. 
 
      
 
    “You thought—” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry to burst your bubble, Drake, but Ken is already gone. Ken is going to a place that you will never find him. I guess… I guess he outsmarted you after all.” 
 
      
 
    The man’s Spanish accent surprised Drake and he nearly dropped the cigar in his lap. He grabbed it and rammed it into the ashtray before fumbling to turn on the lamp, the only light in the apartment that still had a bulb. 
 
      
 
    Then he swore. 
 
      
 
    “You,” he spat, rising to his feet. “Where the fuck is Ken?” 
 
      
 
    Raul Mendes grinned, the corners of his mustache turning upward. It was perhaps the first expression he’d ever seen on the man’s face that wasn’t apathy. 
 
      
 
    “He’s gone, Drake. You see, Ken always had an exit plan in case things didn’t work out. He’s gone somewhere where even you can’t get to him. But one day he shall return. This will all blow over one day and he’ll come back — he’ll come back stronger, richer, and more powerful than ever.” 
 
      
 
    Drake ground his teeth in frustration and strode forward, aiming the gun straight ahead. His finger tensed on the trigger, but at the last second, he lowered the gun. 
 
      
 
    Drake had a lot of morally questionable things over the years, but he wouldn’t kill an unarmed man in cold blood. 
 
      
 
    Not even if the man in question was Raul. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me where he is, Raul,” Drake hissed. 
 
      
 
    “He’s gone,” the impish man replied, still grinning. “An aparición.” 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t—” 
 
      
 
    Drake should’ve known better; he shouldn’t have let his emotions overwhelm him and gotten so close. 
 
      
 
    Raul’s elbow shot out and struck Drake in the wrist of the hand holding the gun. It fell to the floor, and when he instinctively bent to pick it up, Raul’s fist collided with his ribs. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully the man was right handed, and his knuckles impacted his kidney and not his liver. If the blow had hit him in the liver, Drake would have dropped to the ground, likely never to rise again. 
 
      
 
    He groaned and bent protectively over his injured side.  
 
      
 
    That’s when the next punch came, only this one struck him in the throat. Drake staggered backwards gasping for air and Raul leaped at him. 
 
      
 
    And this is how it ends, Drake thought. After everything I’ve been through, it all ends at the hands of this man; of fucking Raul of all people. 
 
      
 
    But just as Raul descended on him, the elevator doors pinged again, catching them both by surprise. Raul’s head whipped around and somehow Drake managed to fire his knees into the man’s chest and launch him several feet in the air.  
 
      
 
    The police stormed the apartment, grabbing Raul who was now kicking and punching indiscriminately like some sort of feral animal. 
 
      
 
    “NYPD,” one or several of the officers shouted in unison. “Put your hands up.” 
 
      
 
    It took Drake a moment to realize that they were speaking to him; they had to be speaking to him, because Raul was the only other person here, and he was already in the process of being cuffed.  
 
      
 
    Drake threw his hands up just as a police officer grabbed him and wrenched his hands behind his back.  
 
      
 
    The last man to step from the elevator carried himself with an air of authority. He strode forward deliberately and stepped into the glow from the lamp.  
 
      
 
    And then he froze. 
 
      
 
    “What the — Drake?” Sergeant Yasiv said. 
 
      
 
    Drake stared at the man, realizing that the video must’ve gone live and he’d succeeded in getting an arrest warrant. 
 
      
 
    “He’s gone,” Drake said between gritted teeth. “Ken’s gone, Yasiv. He must have gotten word from someone… from Palmer maybe, or someone else. The bastard’s gone.” 
 
      
 
    Yasiv swore, stomped his foot, and instructed the officer who was busy trying to handcuff Drake to let him go. 
 
      
 
    When he hesitated, Yasiv repeated the order. 
 
      
 
    “You need to get the fuck out here, Drake,” Yasiv said under his breath. “You need to go back to Oak Valley, pretend this never happened. Please.” 
 
      
 
    Drake nodded and hurried toward the elevator. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll find him, Drake. I swear, we’ll find them. Now just get the hell out of here.” 
 
      
 
    As Drake descended to the lobby, Yasiv’s words repeated in his mind. 
 
      
 
    We’ll find him, Drake… we’ll find him.  
 
      
 
    He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    No, we won’t — I will. I will find Ken Smith.  
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    Drake wasn’t sure how long he stayed outside Jasmine’s house, but he knew that if his boat wasn’t leaving in less than an hour, he would’ve stayed there forever.  
 
      
 
    With a heavy sigh, he stepped out of Hanna’s VW and slowly made his way to the front door. 
 
      
 
    When he was almost there, Drake made a slight detour and stared into the bay windows instead. He knew that this was dangerous, that there were people out there looking for him now, that the news of his escape had been made public. But he had to do this before he left, before he hunted down Ken Smith. 
 
      
 
    Everything had fallen into place, absolutely everything, except for one: Jasmine. 
 
      
 
    Part of him still trying to convince himself that this was all a misunderstanding, that she wasn’t involved. But that was just his rational mind trying to make sense of an irrational situation. 
 
      
 
    He peered through the window and caught sight of Jasmine in the kitchen stirring something on the stove. He watched her for a moment, staring at the way her hips moved, and the way her hair flicked from side to side as she swayed. 
 
      
 
    She might’ve been listening to music, or just remembering a happier time.  
 
      
 
    Drake wanted nothing more than to go to her then and hold her tight. But he couldn’t do that, not after what he’d seen. 
 
      
 
    He lowered his eyes and was surprised to see that baby Clay was lying on a blanket just inside the window. The boy was lying on a play mat, batting at several objects that hung just out of reach.  
 
      
 
    He was beautiful, with dark hair and matching eyes. Clay had his mother’s lips and his father’s strong jaw. 
 
      
 
    Just then, the boy’s eyes lifted to meet Drake’s. 
 
      
 
    That’s my son, Drake thought, tears spilling down his cheeks. That’s my boy. 
 
      
 
    That’s Clay. 
 
      
 
    And then Drake reached out and pressed his palm against the cool glass. He knew that what happened next wasn’t real, that it was just a coincidence. 
 
      
 
    After all, Clay was only four or five months old; it was unlikely that he could even see Drake, let alone wave at him. 
 
      
 
    But Drake let himself have this one — he deserved it. After everything he’d been through, he deserved this.  
 
      
 
    The last time he saw his son, the boy waved at him.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” Drake whispered. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
      
 
    And then, as if hearing his voice, Jasmine turned towards the window, but Drake was already gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jasmine dropped the wooden spoon into the pot and hurried to the door. Her heart was racing even though she wasn’t sure if she’d seen what she thought she had, or if it was just her eyes playing tricks on her. 
 
      
 
    She pulled the door wide and stepped out into the night, looking up and down the street for any trace of him. 
 
      
 
    But there was nobody there; the street was empty. 
 
      
 
    “Drake!” she shouted into the night. “Drake!” 
 
      
 
    But the only reply was the buzzing of a failing street lamp. 
 
      
 
    Just wishful thinking, Jasmine. It wasn’t him, he wasn’t here.  
 
      
 
    She was about to turn and go inside when she noticed something on her front step and bent down to pick it up. 
 
      
 
    Walking beneath the light over the door, she held the photograph up and stared at it. 
 
      
 
    It showed a younger version of herself holding a brick of heroin. Jasmine slowly unfolded the other side.  
 
      
 
    There, not three feet from where she stood, was an entire skid of heroin, each of the individual packets marked with the symbol for ANGUIS Holdings.  
 
      
 
    Shaking her head, Jasmine flipped the photo over and saw that there was writing on the other side. 
 
      
 
    Two simple words written in Drake’s hand. 
 
      
 
    I know. 
 
      
 
    Jasmine slipped the photograph into her pocket and once again looked up and down the deserted street. 
 
      
 
    “No, Drake,” she whispered. “You don’t know; you don’t understand. This isn’t what it looks like.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “Ten grand will get you there, but I am not responsible for getting you back,” the barrel-chested captain said, gnashing a wad of chewing tobacco between crooked teeth. He leaned over the side of the boat and spat a stream of brown fluid into the water below. 
 
      
 
    Drake adjusted the bag on his shoulder and nodded. When he took a step forward, the man’s meaty hand extended outward and blocked his path. 
 
      
 
    “Ten grand,” he repeated. 
 
      
 
    Drake reached into his pocket and pulled out the yellow envelope that Screech had given them. He tapped it on his palm once, twice, then handed over. 
 
      
 
    The captain opened the envelope and rifled through the cash before grunting and stepping out of his way. 
 
      
 
    “There’s some food and hooch below deck. It ain’t much, but it should get you through most of the trip.”  
 
      
 
    Drake ignored the man and made his way to the stern.  
 
      
 
    “Ain’t no customs gonna to stop us, but pirates… if pirates come, all bets are off,” the captain hollered after him. 
 
      
 
    Drake set his bag on the ground and leaned on the cheap metal railing. 
 
      
 
    “Hey buddy, you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    As Drake stared at the New York City horizon the man fired up the engine and the fishing vessel started to pull away from the dock. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I hear you,” Drake said as the Statue of Liberty slowly started to shrink in the distance. “I hear you loud and clear.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Marcus Slasinsky put the TV on in the background as he worked. It was tough going, considering he had to start again from scratch. He had to arrange the dirt in the glass aquariums just so, and then he had to put in the correct amount of vegetation. 
 
      
 
    Most people thought that the fastest way to grow your collection of butterflies was to feed the caterpillars as much and as quickly as possible. 
 
      
 
    But Marcus knew better. 
 
      
 
    If the caterpillars spun their cocoons too soon, their wings wouldn’t be perfect when they came out. When they were reborn. 
 
      
 
    They wouldn’t be as beautiful as they had been that day at the Butterfly Gardens.   
 
      
 
    And these butterflies, the ones that would grow from dozens of caterpillars that milled about in the dark soil, had to be perfect. 
 
      
 
    The mention of his name on the TV made him pause. 
 
      
 
    “In the wake of what has been a devastating week for the city of New York, we’ve just received news that in addition to Ken Smith, another vile criminal has escaped custody.” 
 
      
 
    Vile criminal, Marcus thought with a grin. What I do is not vile; it’s beautiful. 
 
      
 
    “Marcus Slasinsky, also known as Dr. Mark Kruk, who had been remanded to a psychiatric facility after murdering three people — one of whom was Mayor Ken Smith’s son Thomas Alexander Smith — escaped from Oak Valley Psychiatric Institution. The details surrounding his escape aren’t clear, but there are rumors swirling that he had an accomplice. Both of these men — Marcus Slasinsky and Ken Smith — are considered highly dangerous. If you have any information related to their current whereabouts, the NYPD is encouraging you to come forward…” 
 
      
 
    Marcus looked away from the TV and turned his eyes to the aquarium. Then he tapped on the glass, and one of the caterpillars who had been sipping from a vial of dark red fluid, reared up.  
 
      
 
    “What I do is beautiful,” Marcus said as he watched the caterpillar’s legs twitch in the air. “Just like you, Chase. It’s beautiful, just like you.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 End 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    I hope you enjoyed this installment of the Detective Damien Drake Series. It was one of the most fun of the lot to write, particularly because I love bringing back characters that only had minor roles in past episodes. I, for one, had no idea that Hanna would appear in other books after her introduction in Download Murder, let alone play a prominent role. And it looks like the quirky lady is here to stay.  
 
    The Triple D family is growing, and I couldn’t be more proud *tear*. 
 
    And, if you couldn’t tell, I like cameos, too – Stitts popped up in DRUG LORD and Chase was mentioned. Although the troubled FBI agent herself did not appear, that’s not to say she won’t in the future – or that Drake won’t pop up in one of her books. He likes to keep his promises, after all. 
 
    As always, I wouldn’t be doing my duty as an indie author if I didn’t, in the very least, ask for a review (although I am not morally opposed to begging). So, if you liked DRUG LORD: PART 1… 
 
    Keep your eyes out for the next instalment, DRUG LORD: PART II, which will drop before 2018 is over. 
 
    As always, 
 
    You keep reading, and I’ll keep writing. 
 
    Pat 
 
    Montreal, 2018


 
   
  
 



 
 
    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents in this book are either entirely imaginary or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or of places, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.  
 
      
 
    Copyright © Patrick Logan 2018 
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