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CHAPTER ONE







HAYSLE Dawson shook her head. “Well, I know that it’s not technically our jurisdiction, since the bodies that we’re tentatively assigning to Destiny Worth were found in Delaware. But Phineas Slater is in jail here in Virginia, and he’s only speaking to me, no one else.”

That wasn’t exactly true.

Slater would have spoken to Liam Emerson. However, Liam wasn’t speaking to Slater, not anymore. Dawson couldn’t blame him, considering Slater had raped him, captured him, kept him imprisoned in a dog crate, threatened his stepdaughter, and psychologically tortured him. 

The two of them didn’t have what anyone might call a healthy relationship.

But then, how did one have a healthy relationship with a serial killer?

Ezra Jackson, who worked at the Cape Christopher district attorney’s office, was sitting with Dawson in his office downtown. He had sandy hair which he kept close-cropped to his skull, and he ran his hand over the top of his head. “So, let me get this straight, then. You want me to cut Slater a deal based on the fact he can give us information on this Destiny Worth person?”

“Yes,” said Dawson. “I sent over information about Destiny Worth, but I’m happy to go through it with you again, if you’d like?”

“Yeah, sure, refresh my memory.” Jackson sat back in his chair.

Dawson didn’t mind that Jackson hadn’t read anything she’d sent over. She knew that his life was a mess of paperwork, and that he was busy. She also didn’t mind that they were both pretending that he had read it. She couldn’t let little annoyances like that get to her. She had to stay focused on her goal.

“Well, we believe that Destiny Worth is not only a serial killer herself, but that she’s the head of a nearly cult-like organization, and that she has people brainwashed to do her bidding. She has been manipulating Slater since he was in college. He claims there was a long period of of time when he thought she was dead. We can’t confirm that, but we do know that she was actively killing people during that time, because of the bodies we found in the freezer in Delaware.”

“This is the one where pieces of them were in that horrible bouquet while you were chasing Slater?”

“Yes,” she said. “The bouquet had limbs from one of Slater’s victims, and then two of Worth’s victims.”

“But how can you be sure that they’re not all Slater’s victims, and that he’s not just playing you?”

“Well, we can’t be sure,” she said. “But when Slater was first caught, we did have the help of a profiler, and if Slater is also doing these other kills, then he’s like no other serial killer on record since the dawn of time. So, we’re fairly sure that this is the work of two different people, and we feel as though Worth has been pulling Slater’s strings.”

“If she’s so good at manipulating him, why do you think he’s actually going to roll over on her?” said Jackson.

“They had a falling out,” said Dawson. “She was supporting him financially after he escaped from prison, but then he broke away from her. In fact, he set up a meeting with her, killed two of her… I don’t know what to call them? Let’s say, two of her followers? And then he captured her. And he also captured me. Which is how we got him back behind bars to begin with.”

“Right, right.” Jackson picked up a pencil and began tapping the eraser absently against his desk. “No, I remember all this. This is ringing a bell.”

“He knows he’s never going to be free again,” said Dawson. “So, what he’s asking is to be transferred to a mental health facility instead of jail, and for the death penalty to be taken off the table. And if we can get a plea like that on the table for him, he’s going to tell me what I need to know in order to find Destiny Worth.”

Jackson sighed.

“I know,” she said. “I told him the mental health facility is a big ask. I do think he’s mentally ill, but he’s also diabolical.”

“And he escaped from prison once already,” said Jackson. “So, putting him somewhere with less security? Why would we do that?”

“Believe me, the reason it’s taken me so long to come to you with anything at all is that he’s got typical psychopathic grandiose notions about how he should be free again. It’s taken me months to finally get it through his skull that could never happen.”

Jackson chuckled. “Really? So, he’s completely out of touch with reality?”

“I’ve had his attorney talk to him about it too,” she said. “He’s stubborn.”

“It’s not just the mental health facility.”

“You don’t want to take the death penalty off the table?”

“We have DNA,” said Jackson. “We have video evidence. There is no reason for us to make a plea deal. We take this to trial, there is zero chance that it doesn’t go our way.”

She sighed. 

“Have you explained this to him?”

She nodded, feeling dejected. She had known this likely wouldn’t go well, but she’d wanted to try to make the case to the district attorney’s office herself. She thought that perhaps if they knew that making a deal with Slater could help bring another killer to justice, it would make a difference.

“Hey, have you ever seen those videos?” said Jackson.

She lifted her gaze to his. “What? What videos?”

“Slater’s snuff collection,” said Jackson. “Maybe you want to check those out before you continue fighting for this jackass’s life.”

She licked her lips.

“Unless you’ve seen them, and it didn’t faze you.”

“I haven’t seen them,” she admitted. “But it doesn’t matter. I’m not saying that Slater deserves mercy. I know he’s a monster. But if we can catch another monster, a woman who has financial resources and utter influence over a group of people—”

“I thought that women never killed like that, anyway,” Jackson said, shrugging. “I thought female serial killers were usually just killing for money, or knocking off one husband after another, or putting pillows over old people’s faces in nursing homes.”

“Or having babies and killing all of them in the cradles, one right after the other, for attention?” Dawson glared at him. “Are we really going to have the conversation about how women can’t possibly be evil enough to commit serial murder?”

“I just thought the pathology was different,” he said.

“Sure,” she said. “There are differences. What’s your point? Are you trying to say that Worth didn’t kill anyone? Because I have witnesses, and I have bodies, and I have evidence. But I can’t find her. Not without Slater’s help.”

Jackson spread his hands. “Look, I’m not trying to be offensive or anything, Miss Dawson.”

“Detective Dawson,” she said, nostrils flaring.

“But, detective, I think we both know that there are differences between men and women. Don’t we? I mean, if there weren’t, you yourself wouldn’t have, um, been so confused when you were young, right? If there was no difference, you never would have tried to be a man?”

Dawson went rigid. Who did this guy think he was? Yes, she’d transitioned and begun taking male hormones as a teenager, and then eventually realized she’d made a mistake and detransitioned. But to use that against her to makes some stupid point about a case was disgusting. 

“Anyway, I think if we look at cases historically in which a man and woman are killing together, we usually find that the man is the mastermind, and the woman is just being strung along, typically because she’s being abused and coerced by the man.”

“Or,” said Dawson tersely, “the woman is diabolical and intelligent enough to make a deal with the police, alleging that she’s being abused, so that she can go free and we can preserve the idea that men are monsters and women are innocent lambs.” 

He laughed softly. “I’m not saying women can’t do horrible things, detective. I’m not saying this Destiny Worth person isn’t guilty. Of course, she needs to be punished. But I’m hesitant to make a deal with Slater just to get her.”

“Right,” she said.

“Slater’s going to get the needle,” said Jackson. “He can’t wriggle out of that. That man deserves to die, and I’m not going to be the person who lets him off the hook.”










IT was still warm when Dawson got home that evening. The sun was heavy in the sky, but the early September air still felt like summer. She sat down on the deck on her roof and looked out over the row of houses that separated hers from the ocean. 

She couldn’t believe she was still paying the rent on this place. She couldn’t afford it, and she kept reminding herself that if she would move somewhere else, she could probably find room in her budget for little luxuries like grocery delivery or new bras. She could easily save a few hundred dollars a month if she moved. 

And yet, she stayed here. She’d managed to lock in the winter price for this place during the summer months this time, which had been pretty lucky, since this place was often rented out as a vacation rental. Her landlord liked her, probably liked the steady income in the winter as well, and had cut her a break.

So, she convinced herself it was worth it to stay, and as she basked in the summer sun, staring out at the horizon where the ocean met the sky, it felt worth it.

Something about that view gave her a sense of peace, and she needed it.

She wanted this damned case over with.

Right after they’d locked Slater up six months ago or so, she’d moved on from the case entirely to take another homicide case. It was fairly open and shut, mostly a matter of gathering evidence and making the arrest. She hadn’t liked it, not the way that she’d been captivated by Slater’s case, and so she’d asked her captain if she could be transferred to the Robbery Division, which was where her background was.

She’d never worked homicide until this case, and she’d only been transferred in because of her ties to the LGBTQ community, because she could liaison with Liam Emerson. Now, Liam was out of the picture entirely, trying to move on with his life, and there was no reason for her to stay in homicide.

Captain Moore had agreed, and she’d started to get settled into her new department, getting into the rhythm of those sorts of cases, which she liked, because they were all about locating lost things. Perhaps the manhunt for Slater had been right up her alley because it had been similar—only she’d been locating a lost man instead of a car or jewelry or a prize-winning poodle.

And then, Slater had started requesting her to visit him in jail.

Since it was her case, she had done it.

Before she knew it, she was pulled back into this. She was working with the Branwen Police Department in Delaware, who were putting together a case against Destiny Worth and trying to bring her in. If they could arrest Worth, it was over.

She could close the door on this entire chapter of her life. She found herself longing for that more and more often these days.

Her cell phone rang, shattering her thoughts.

She lifted it and was surprised to see that she was getting a call from Carter Simms, her ex-boyfriend. She hadn’t spoken to him in months now. She wondered why he might be calling, and she answered, more out of curiosity than out of any desire to speak to him again.

“So, this is going to sound weird,” he said to her, after they’d gone through their greetings. She noted that he’d taken pains to call her Haysle, and not Hayes, which was the name she’d gone by when they’d been together. That had been difficult for Carter to remember in the past.

“Weird good?” she said.

“So, I’m kind of in a new relationship,” he said.

“Um, congrats?” she said.

“It’s serious,” he said.

“I’m really happy for you.” Had he called to gloat or something?

“We’re not getting any younger, and we’ve been looking into our options for, um, children,” he said. “And you and I both know what it’s like to try to adopt or do a surrogate. It’s prohibitively expensive, and, uh, well… I got to thinking about you.”

“About me?” she said. “What do I have to do with you having a kid with your new boyfriend?”

“Fiancé,” he said.

“Congrats,” she said again. She was thinking strongly about hanging up. This was more painful than she liked to admit. She had been married to her job for months now, no time to date, not that it was easy to date when she had a deep voice and more body hair to remove than most women. It was difficult enough for anyone to find a person to make a meaningful connection with another person, but Dawson had her personal issues, and she wasn’t exactly young anymore, at thirty. She didn’t think the odds of her settling down with someone were favorable.

“I was just thinking about how we had talked about a kid together,” he said. “And I know you still want to have a kid.”

“I’m not being your surrogate, Carter.” Was he insane?

“Not surrogate,” he said. “I’m thinking, like, a planned shared family. You know, when people get divorced, they split custody. This would be like that, only we’d do it from the beginning.”

“That’s crazy,” she said. 

“Is it, though?” He was grinning. She could hear it in his voice. “Think about how tough it is to raise a kid, how much they say it takes a village and all that. Now, think of having built-in childcare if you get called in on a case in the middle of the night. Think of having a life balance between work and self-care and family because you’re sharing the responsibilities of raising a kid. And from my perspective, I always worry about raising a kid without a strong feminine role model, but our kid would have a mom, you know? I just… I know it’s unconventional, but we’re unconventional.”

She was quiet. Maybe it wasn’t as crazy as she had initially thought.

“I read some studies that they’ve done about trans men coming off testosterone to carry children, and the testosterone does not seem to have any bad effects on their eggs or fertility. So, I don’t think you’d need to worry about that.”

She’d researched this already, of course. They both had. 

“We could be flexible in the beginning, especially if you want to breastfeed,” he said. “We could just have the baby for day trips and maybe only one overnight a week. We could work out any schedule that would work for you. We’d let you run the show. We could also legally get the joint custody set up so that we could both be protected, but if you and I are the biological parents of the child, you know that we’re going to be in the best possible position never to have real legal problems.”

“Carter…” She hesitated. “This is a huge thing you’re proposing. And I live forty-five minutes away now.”

“Yeah,” he said. “But we can move. Jeff and I are willing to relocate to be closer to you. We like it in Cape Christopher. It’s great up there.”

“You can’t expect me to just agree. I’d need to think about it,” she said. “And I suppose it goes without saying that we’re not, um, going to attempt to create this child by having, uh, intercourse?”

“No way,” he said. “That would be incredibly weird. There are other ways to insert, um… I mean, I can easily bring…”

“Your fiance is cool with it being your biological child and not his?”

“Yeah,” said Carter. “He’s actually got fertility issues, low motility and stuff. He knows this because he was trying before. So, I’m the better candidate.”

“Right,” she said.

“You will think about it, though? You’re not saying no.”

“I’m not saying no,” she murmured, gazing out at the horizon, at the peaceful water. 

Yes, what would be better than anything she could imagine would be to tie up this stupid case, to move out of homicide once and for all, and to start a family. She wanted to be a mother. It was one of the things that had convinced her to transition. She knew, deep down, she’d never be a father.

“Well, great,” he said.

“Yeah,” she said. 










“WHAT do you mean, he said no?” Slater’s face was a mask of fury. “After everything I gave up for this plea deal, you said that he would—”

“They want to kill you,” Dawson interrupted. She was sitting on the opposite side of a table in an interrogation room in the Southeast Correctional Institution. It was an hour’s drive away from her home. Slater had originally been locked up in the Lowlands Correctional Facility, which was just outside Cape Christopher, but since he’d escaped from that prison, it wasn’t deemed safe for him to go back there.

The constant driving back and forth was only one of the more annoying aspects of this case.

The other was the presence of Slater himself.

She didn’t like being near him, because he unsettled her. She felt out of sorts around him. Slater had a sort of awful charisma, and she couldn’t help but feel almost attracted to him. He was an attractive man, and that was simply a fact. She couldn’t help that. But knowing who and what he was, she thought it should drown the attraction out.

Instead, she always felt a little nervous and giddy seeing him. She couldn’t help but preen at his attention a bit. She hated it, and it made her feel soiled, but she couldn’t shake it either.

Now, Slater lifted his chin, sneering. “There’s no one out there who has the balls to try to hurt me.”

“You should understand,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “You like killing people. Would you have taken a plea bargain from one of your victims?”

He snorted dismissively. 

“Maybe you shouldn’t have killed so many people,” she said. “Maybe then you wouldn’t be in this position.”

“Well, all of that is Destiny’s fault,” he said. “If it hadn’t been for her, I never would have killed anyone.”

“Right,” said Dawson, who had heard this little song and dance before. “Listen, Slater, I came by as a courtesy. I wanted to give you this information face to face. But we’re at a dead end here. You won’t give me any information, and I have nothing to bargain with. So, unless you’ve decided that you want to help me catch Worth out of the goodness of your heart—”

Another snort.

“I didn’t think so.” She sighed. 

“Come on, there’s got to be something you can do, Haysle.”

“Don’t call me that,” she said off-handedly, because she said it every time she came, and he never listened. Scolding him was a reflex. “And there’s nothing. They have no reason to offer you a plea bargain.”

“Well, what about the taxpayers hard-earned money in prosecuting a big case like this?”

She shrugged. “Maybe they want the attention.”

“You’re useless to me?”

“What if you gave me information for revenge against Worth? You wanted to kill her. This way, she’ll get locked up.”

“She’ll never get the death penalty. She’s a woman. No, that’s not enough.”

“Then I guess we’re done,” she said. “I honestly don’t know where else to go from here.” She stood up from the table. “I doubt I’ll be back.”

“Wait,” he said. “That’s it? You’re leaving? You’re just going to walk out the door and never come back?”

“Yeah,” she said.

“What about Destiny?”

“I’m at a dead end, Slater.”

“What about… those dead girls, the ones in the freezer. Didn’t you say that they found out that one of them—the one they can’t identify—was pregnant?”

Why had she shared that information with him? She was slipping, and he was getting inside her head, not the other way around. She really did want to close the door and walk away from him forever. She wanted this to be real, not a ploy.

“So, that makes it even more heinous,” he said. “You have to bring Destiny to justice.” His eyes flashed and he squared his shoulders and there was something dazzlingly attractive about him for a moment.

A dark current went through her. She grimaced, looking down at the floor. “Well, I’d love to. If you’d just tell me where she is, then I’ll get right on that.”

He glared at her.

“No?” she said. “Well, too bad, then. Nice knowing you, Slater.” She started for the door.

“What about Liam?” he said. “Can you ask him to come see me again?”

“No,” she said, continuing across the room. “He said he won’t, and I wouldn’t put him through that.”

“Haysle, you forgot to tell me about what you ate.” His voice was reedy, now, thin.

She put her hand on the doorknob, clenching her jaw.

“Come on, please?” Now, there was naked need in his voice.

Another current went through her, and she shuddered a bit. She turned around, facing him, leaning her back against the door. “I didn’t eat anything.”

“You did. You stopped somewhere.” His voice dropped to a low, resonant register. “I can smell it on you. Chicken.”

She swallowed. 

His gaze caught hers.

“Yes,” she said finally. “Just a little container of popcorn chicken when I grabbed a coffee.”

“Sauces?”

“Just honey mustard.”

He was breathless. “You drizzled it all over them?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

He leaned forward. “How many sugars in the coffee?”

She shook her head.

“Haysle, how many did I tell you?”

“Fuck you,” she said, glaring at him.

“Get fries on the way home,” he said. “Stop and get fries and a Coke.”

“Shut up.” She turned around, groping for the doorknob again.

“You eat each fry alone, only one at a time, and lick the salt off your fingers in between, then a drink of Coke in between,” he called after her, his voice melodic. “Did you eat what I asked you to eat last time?”

The doorknob wasn’t turning.

“Haysle?” His voice was soothing. “Come on, you can tell me.”

Of course it wasn’t turning, because she was locked in with this psycho.

“Haysle!” Now, it was a command.

She glanced over her shoulder. “Four sugars, are you happy?”

“Yes,” he gasped, exultant.

She banged on the door, turning back to it. “Ready!” she called.

“Five next time you come to see me,” he said. 

She banged harder.

















CHAPTER TWO







“I think he’s going to break,” said Captain Moore. “According to the guys down at the prison, he’s agitated.”

It was the following morning, and Dawson was in her captain’s office, clutching a coffee, still feeling a little ill from the huge order of French fries she’d eaten on the drive home from the prison last night.

“You seem like the food stuff’s getting to you?” said Captain Moore.

“No,” she said. “It’s an act. Just so he thinks it is. You know I don’t actually go and buy what he tells me to eat.”

“Right,” said the captain, looking her over.

“It was my idea to mess with him that way,” she said defensively. And she was defensive, because that was a lie. She had to lie to explain why she and Slater’s conversations (which were all captured on camera, of course) had started revolving around fast food, and why he was dictating menus for her to follow.

She didn’t mean to do what he said.

Sometimes, she even managed not to.

But more often than not, the suggestion he made would burn into her brain on the drive home, and every exit with its signs of fast food restaurant offerings would taunt her, and it was easier just to give in and eat in than to fight it.

Of course, it made her feel soiled, too.

He was controlling her.

Why did she let this man control her?

What the fuck was wrong with her?

“I know,” he said. “But you really seemed… I don’t know, do you want to look at the footage and see for yourself?”

“I’m a good actress,” she said, daring him to contradict her.

“You’re brilliant,” he said, giving her a smile. 

“If this doesn’t work, and he doesn’t break, do you think you could talk to the DA?”

“You think I’ve got more pull?”

“You’re the captain,” she said.

He chuckled. “Well, I can’t say that I would shed a tear if he does get executed.”

“I know,” she said. “I guess it’s just… this case… it never ends.”

He nodded. “You need a break from this?”

She hesitated, but then she shook her head. “No, I want to see it through.” She had considered telling Moore about how Jackson had behaved to her, all his sexist transphobic bullshit. But she wasn’t one to tattle when it came down to it. It just wasn’t her way.

“I know you do,” he said. “But if you need time away, there’s no shame in it.”

“You think he’s going to break,” she said. “So, maybe he’ll be willing to give up Worth’s location in a day or two.”

“We can hope,” said Moore. 

“Is that all you wanted to see me about?” she said. “Just to say you’re hopeful?”

“Well, and to check in with you.”

“I’m not going to fall apart, captain.” It came out sharply.

He chuckled. “Don’t get that chip on your shoulder, Dawson. I would say the same thing if it was a male officer doing this. And whatever you’re doing with Slater, it’s got to be wearing on you. I just watch the damned things and I feel like taking a cold shower afterward. I can’t imagine how you feel.”

“I’m fine,” she said. “I can handle it.”

“Okay,” he said. “As long as you’re good, I’m good.”

“I’m good,” she said, giving him a tight-lipped smile.










LIAM Emerson stretched at his computer. He was in the middle of working on editing together a tricky bit of audio over a stretch of video clips, and his mouse hand was cramping up. He did a few stretches that he’d researched online for repetitive stress injury. They sometimes helped a little bit, but they were no miracle cure.

His message app pinged on the computer, and he switched over to that window.

It was a message from his stepdaughter, Madison, who was thirteen years old and in seventh grade. I think we should go to that Ethiopian place next week.

He typed back, Why aren’t you at school?

He and Madison had been working on a project together lately. She was a budding restaurant critic, and so he took her out to various restaurants to eat. Then she’d write something up and post it on her blog. He had helped her set up some ads and optimize her SEO in order to monetize it. She also had a Patreon to amass subscribers. He was good at that kind of stuff from his YouTube career, and it was a fun project for him and Madison to do together.

Thus far, she wasn’t making enough money to pay for the restaurant bills—not that he was making her cover them—but it was a good start and they were having fun, which was all that counted.

I am. We went to the computer lab today to do research for our research project.

So, you should be researching?

A simple yes or no, Liam, and we’d be done.

He chuckled. Fine, Ethiopian, sure.

Can we go on Thursday?

Do your schoolwork, Madison.

His phone rang. He picked it up and saw that it was Haysle Dawson. Wow, so he hadn’t talked to her in months. He made a face, grimly wondering if something bad had happened.

He answered the phone. “If you tell me he’s escaped again, I’m going to lose my mind.”

“Nothing like that,” said Dawson.

“He’s still locked up?”

 “Locked up tight,” she said.

He sighed, relief flooding his limbs. “So, you’re going to ask me to go see him again? I guess he’s still asking for me?”

“I would never ask you to go back into the same room as that man. I wouldn’t ask that of you.”

“But you want something?”

“You didn’t even give me a chance to say hello,” she said.

“Sorry.” He got up from his chair and wandered through the living room in his apartment to his kitchen. There was a pot of coffee keeping warm on the burner in the coffee maker. He poured it into a mug. “Hello, Haysle.”

“Hello, Liam,” she said, and he could hear the smile in her voice.

Her deep voice. Liam couldn’t help but like that voice of hers. He found her practically irresistible, the way she seemed to skirt the edge of masculinity and femininity, encompassing neither and both all at once. He’d never say that to her. She didn’t want to seem masculine, and she wouldn’t thank him for pointing that out, he didn’t think. “You going to ask me out on a date?”

She laughed. “Would you say yes if I was?”

“I guess that means you’re not. Damn it.” He laughed.

“When I close this case?” she said. “Then maybe I will ask you out.”

“Looking forward to it,” he said lightly.

“I want to know if you want to go over everything you know about Destiny Worth again,” she said.

“What? I’ve told you everything I know.”

“I know you have, but…” She sighed. “I need this case over.”

He furrowed his brow, pausing on his way to the refrigerator for cream for his coffee. “Hey, are you all right?”

“Don’t I sound all right?” Now, she was light again.

He opened the door to the fridge and got out the creamer. He poured some in his coffee. “Just then, you didn’t.”

“He’s…” She paused. “You know how he is.”

“I do,” he said quietly.

And then neither of them spoke.

He stirred his coffee with a spoon.

“She sent me another email,” said Dawson.

“Destiny did?”

“She asked me if I was any closer to getting her boys together,” said Dawson.

“You are asking me to go see him.”

“I’m not,” she said. “I promise.”

He didn’t say anything. He lifted the coffee to his mouth and took a sip.

“I’m thinking about responding to her,” said Dawson. “But what should I say? How do you think she’d react to taunting?”

“How would you taunt her?”

“Maybe tell her she’s not in my jurisdiction, not my problem, and that Slater is locked up, and that no one thinks of her in Virginia, least of all you or Slater.”

“Well… I mean, that would probably piss her off,” he said.

“Would it be stupid to piss her off?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe. Probably.”

“On the other hand, she hasn’t done anything in six months except email me a few times. So, maybe I need to piss her off.”

He contemplated his coffee. “Listen, Haysle, you know I don’t really want to be part of—”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have called.”

“It’s okay,” he said. “Sometimes, I do miss it. It was exciting, and I felt as though I was part of something. But I don’t miss the stress and the nightmares, you know?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I’m sorry to bother you, Liam. I’m going to hang up now. You take care.”

“You too,” he said. “And I mean it, when you’re done with this case, we should…” He laughed a little. “I mean, it doesn’t have to be a date, but we should get together.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Definitely.”










AFTER Dawson hung up with Liam, she composed a message to Destiny Worth, saying basically what she’d said to Liam, about how Worth wasn’t her jurisdiction or her problem and that everyone had moved on.

She didn’t send it.

She gazed at it on the screen and let her mouse hover over the send button.

But then she let go of the mouse and got up from her cubicle. She stalked through the station to the elevator and took that down to the evidence locker. There, she checked out the hard drive that stored Phineas Slater’s videos of the people he’d murdered.

She brought that up and hooked it up to her computer.

She went through the files and brought one up. She plugged in a set of headphones so that no one else would hear what she was watching.

The image of a blond woman filled the screen. She was pretty and young, wearing a low cut shirt. She had freckles on her nose.

She was sitting on a concrete floor with a mess of French fries and ketchup spread out on a fast food wrapper in front of her.

“Can I eat now?” she said, looking up.

The back of Slater’s head came into the frame. He settled down behind her, sitting cross legged. “Sure.”

“I thought you wanted to watch.” She was bending around to look at him. Her voice was sultry.

“I can see,” said Slater, amused.

“Okay,” she said.

“Talk to me a little bit about it,” he said. “Answer my questions if I ask.” His voice was loose and affected.

Dawson shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Something about his stupid voice and about the way the girl was acting was making her feel… aroused. It was dumb. It was food, for fuck’s sake, and she knew what was about to happen.

“It’s your dime, baby,” said the woman.

“Oh, I asked you not to do that,” said Slater, reaching out to rub her shoulder. 

“Sorry,” she said. “You’re right. I’m not a whore, and you’re not paying me. This is a total girlfriend experience right here, you buying me grease and watching me eat it in… whatever this is? It’s like a bunker. Has anyone ever told you you’re a little weird?”

“Good weird?” said Slater, giving her a puppy dog eyes.

She snorted. “You’re way too pretty to pay, baby.”

“Come on, Lyla, you said you’d pretend,” he said, putting just a touch of woundedness into his tone. “Please?”

“You really are very pretty.” Lyla’s voice was affected too. She was attracted to him too. He was pretty.

“Eat some fries,” he said, his voice going rough.

“Okay.” Her voice had gotten a little breathy. She picked up three and stuffed them in her mouth. She chewed.

He watched her. He brushed her hair away from her face, tucking it behind one of her ears. He leaned up against her, his back against her front.

Dawson shifted again. Damn this. Damn him.

Slater reached around and brushed his thumb over Lyla’s lips. “Good?” he murmured.

“Uh huh,” she whispered.

“What do you taste?”

“Fries?” she said.

“Come on, Lyla,” he urged, kissing her neck. “You can do better than that.”

“Salt,” she said finally. “Oil. And the potato… it’s all fluffy and white and starchy.” Her voice fell into a groan as he continued to kiss her neck.

Dawson wriggled. Her pants were too tight. She didn’t like this at all.

“Good,” breathed Slater. “Eat some more.”

Lyla let out a little breath, and then she picked up a few more fries.

“Get ketchup,” he told her, and one of his hands went to one of her breasts.

She did.

He caressed her through her shirt.

She let out a breathy moan.

Dawson’s body was tight all over.

Slater kissed Lyla, who chewed and moaned and writhed against him as he fondled her. He kissed her jaw and her cheek and the place where her shoulder met her neck. “I’m going to fuck you, Lyla,” he whispered.

“I…” Her eyes opened. She swallowed the fries. “You said you just wanted to watch me eat.”

“I lied,” said Slater. “Do you mind?”

“Well…” She turned to look at him.

He stroked her breast. “I’ll make it good for you. Come on. I want you.”

“O-okay,” she said. “But the rate… if it’s more than another hour, it costs—”

“Yeah, I’m good for it, I promise.” His voice was scratchy, and Dawson was watching the hand that was on Lyla’s breasts, how he was dancing his fingers back and forth, rubbing her nipples, which were peaking through the shirt. Dawson wasn’t even looking at his other hand.

So when Lyla’s eyes went wide, Dawson jumped.

Because there was just suddenly a knife in Lyla’s neck, and she was just suddenly motionless, and there was suddenly blood—but not much, just a little bit—too red somehow, too red to be real.

And Slater was making this noise, this moaning, satisfied noise, and—

Dawson shut the fucking thing off.

With shaking hands, she minimized the window.

Now, the message she’d composed to send to Destiny Worth stared at her, the cursor blinking where she’d left off typing.

She sank her hands into her hair and grasped handfuls of it and pulled.

When would this end?

She put her hand on her mouse, moved it up the screen, and hit send.










DAWSON got home and the door to her apartment was locked tight, just as she’d left it, but she felt nervous, as if something was off. She let herself in and drew her gun. She stalked through the living room and into the bathroom. 

She’d taken to leaving the shower curtain open—always open—so she would know if anyone had messed with it, so she would be able to see if anyone was inside. She switched on the light, and the shower curtain was open and the bathtub was empty.

She backed out of the room and then started up the ladder to the loft.

He’d been in the loft once.

He’d jumped down on her and tackled her, right there on the floor, and then he’d made her eat chicken nuggets, and he’d talked to her in that voice of his—the same voice he’d used on his victim. Dawson thought of the woman’s last moments, of how she’d had no idea that she was even in danger.

Did that make it better?

Maybe she hadn’t suffered.

She’d been dead when Slater had raped her body, something that Dawson had watched.

She didn’t know why she’d watched it. 

She’d skipped bits, here and there, not watching every moment of Slater’s pistoning hips in every single one of the woman’s orifices, but she’d felt that she’d committed to the damned thing and now she had to see it through to the end.

There was no one in the loft.

She sat down on the bed and got out her cell phone and dialed.

“Switchboard, Southeast Correctional Institution, how may I direct your call?”

“Cell Block B-5.” Her voice was shaking.

“One moment.”

Hold music came up.

“B-5, this is Reyes.”

“Hi, Reyes, it’s, um, it’s Detective Dawson?”

“He’s still here, detective.”

She swallowed. “Can you, um, can you go and check?”

“I’m doing a round in fifteen minutes, okay? I will look then, and if he’s not there, you will be my first call.”

She swallowed again.

His voice was gentle. “That all right?”

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “Thanks.” She let out a little laugh. “I’m sorry for…”

“It’s all right,” said Reyes. “It’s honestly been a long time since you called.”

“Yeah.” She clutched the phone. “I’m doing better.” She lay back on her bed, holding her phone to her ear and her gun to her chest.

That was when she noticed that there was a piece of paper taped to the ceiling. It was oriented so that Dawson would be able to read it if she was laying her head on the pillow in the bed. She twisted around to look at it.

It was carefully lettered in black sharpie.

It was an address.

She hadn’t put it there.

“Dawson?” said Reyes on the other end of the phone. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“I’m going to have to hang up,” she breathed.

“Have a good night, detective. Take care of yourself.”

She hung up the phone and called into the CCPD station, saying she needed someone to send a car over to the address on her ceiling, that she’d meet them there as soon as she could.

















CHAPTER THREE







DAWSON hurried up the sidewalk towards the address that had been left on her ceiling.

It was the address of a vacation rental—a page out of Slater’s playbook. 

There were two squad cars parked out front, lights blinking, reflecting against the night sky. The front door was wide open.

She stepped inside.

“This is a crime scene!” rang out a voice.

“I’m the one who called you in,” she said. “I’m Detective Dawson.”

“In here,” said the voice.

She was in a kitchen—which was shadowed and clean. All she could see was an expanse of granite countertops and the gleam of scrubbed appliances. She walked through it to the doorway. Light was coming from the doorway.

She stepped into a living room, and she smelled the blood before she saw it.

It was spattered all over the ceiling and the carpet and the couch.

The woman was naked on the couch, and her entire throat was missing.

“We called it in,” someone was saying. “Coroner’s on the way, so is the crime scene photographer. We’re asking for someone to call in blood spatter analysis too, from Richmond.”

Dawson ignored the voice, stepping into the room to look at the wall behind the couch, where something was written in smeared blood. It had dried—a reddish brown against the painted wood paneling.

Guess I’m your jurisdiction now.

A horrible shiver went through her.










THE house hadn’t been rented out. 

It was only a few blocks away from Dawson’s house.

Had Worth broken into Dawson’s apartment and left the address before or after the murder?

The dead woman was another Jane Doe. Her DNA wasn’t in the federal database, but Dawson was already checking her against a binder of Missing Persons she’d made—all people who’d last been seen at a MadCad convention.

MadCad was the abbreviation made for Maddox/Cade, a romantic slashfic pairing from the YA novel Dusk. It was so popular that it had spanned its own subculture, and this was where Worth operated, in and amongst these people. She preyed upon them, and she found them through the fandom.

Dawson identified the Jane Doe immediately.

Her name was Clara Hughes, and she’d gone missing from a MadCad convention in 2017. No one had heard from her in years. 

If Dawson had to speculate, she would guess that Clara had been one of Worth’s followers. Dawson knew that part of the weird indoctrination that these people went through had to do with sacrifice. So, Clara had probably offered herself up for this job. It was an honor to be killed for Destiny Worth, after all.

The highest form of love is sacrifice.

But Dawson didn’t have time to think about all that now. She had other things to think about. Clara’s next of kin would have to be notified. Dawson would have to fill out a lot of paperwork. She’d have to order a number of tests on the body. She’d have to go through the crime scene again, looking for any evidence that hadn’t been picked up in the first sweep.

That would all occupy her for now, and she would be glad of it because she would wish to hide from her own guilt.

This is my fault, would be the thought that surfaced in her brain again and again. I taunted her. 

Worse, some of part of her was glad she’d done it, because she needed the evidence. They’d never had a crime scene from Destiny Worth. They’d only ever found the bodies after the fact, transferred away from the place where they’d been killed. So this could mean a treasure trove of valuable evidence.

She’d made Worth angry, and Worth had retaliated. Maybe Worth was angry enough that she’d made a mistake. 

Dawson had to hope so.

It wouldn’t make all this worth it, of course. Nothing was worth the loss of a human life.

But if she could stop Worth, lock her up, if she could close this case…

Well, she wanted that more than anything on earth.










DAYS passed, and Dawson waited as the evidence was analyzed. She was anxious, but she wouldn’t have any information for a bit now. 

The autopsy had confirmed that the cause of death to Clara was a slash to the throat, but that had been fairly obvious. The murder weapon was not present at the scene. This was bad news because they could have possibly found useful evidence on it. On the other hand, it could be good news later, if they could find the murder weapon in the possession of Worth.

She spoke on the phone to Clara’s sister, who said that Clara had become obsessed with trying to make a living doing fanart for the MadCad fandom, and had gone around attempting to get friends and family members to give her loans so that she could buy supplies to begin creating this art.

To some degree, Clara had been successful, but her sister said Clara was no artist, and that the product wasn’t good. When Clara went to her first convention to sell her art, her sister expected her to come home dejected and angry for not making back her investment, but she never came back at all.

Dawson didn’t know how to explain it all to Clara’s sister, because she didn’t understand it herself.

How did Worth get inside these people’s heads and convince them to do what they did? What was her secret? And the biggest question, the most important one, of course, was where was she?

Worth and her family owned a great deal of property all over the east coast, so much that it was prohibitive to search it all. However, as the months had dragged on, Dawson had spear-headed that movement, sending people out to look at properties all over the place. She called in favors with other departments, and she traveled.

And for all her trouble, she got nowhere.

Now, Dawson had to hope she was finally going to make some kind of progress.

She waited for Worth to contact her again, but the message written in blood seemed to be Worth’s final word on the subject. 

Until one evening, the night before the DNA results were due back, when Dawson was checking her email one last time before she decided to go home. 

And there was a message in her inbox.

She opened it, and there was an attachment. It was a video file.

There were no words in the message.

Dawson sighed.

If this was going to be a video of the murder of Clara Hughes, she was going to turn the damned thing off and watch it in the daytime, in the light, because she couldn’t handle that right now.

In fact, maybe she should simply wait to watch it anyway.

She wanted to go home.

She was exhausted.

But it would bother her if she didn’t look at it. 

Grimacing, she downloaded the attachment. She thought ruefully that maybe it would just contain some virus that would destroy the CCPD network. Maybe this was some kind of technological warfare on Worth’s part.

But when she clicked on the file, it was a video after all.

The frame settled on a single bed. It looked institutional, like something in a hospital or, no, a college dorm room. Yeah, this was a college dorm all right.

A girl sat down on the bed, giggling. “If we’re doing this, you guys are both getting naked first.” There was something vaguely familiar about the girl. She was young, and the video was old. Her hairstyle and clothing made Dawson think the video might originate around the early 2000s.

When Slater and Liam were in college.

What the hell was this?

Sure enough, Slater sauntered into the frame, undoing the zipper of his jeans. He was young, baby-faced, grinning at the girl in much the same way that he sometimes grinned at Dawson, and Dawson felt a tremor go through her.

Maybe I won’t watch this. She hovered the mouse over the little X in the corner.

But then someone else appeared in frame. Liam.

She let her hand drop, and her lips parted. Liam was baby-faced too, impossibly attractive at that age, and she gaped at him, at his youth and his shoulders and the way he was rubbing his thumb over his lower lip. He had a sort of… smolder. He still had it now, but he’d been… wow, he’d been hot in his twenties.

Liam closed the distance between himself and Slater and pulled the other man against him, and their lips met.

A jolt went through Dawson. 

When she’d been a trans man, it had been easy for her to believe that she was gay, because there was something about two men together that always made her feel a little out of control. She loved the juxtaposition of soft and hard, the brute strength coupled with kisses and caresses. 

She bit down on her lip.

Okay, I really need to shut this off, she thought. 

She was reacting really improperly to it.

The girl in the video was clapping, gasping, and saying something about how great that was.

Dawson felt heat coming to her face. She felt exposed. She felt embarrassed.

She didn’t turn off the video.

It was progressing, and she was watching.

Slater was kissing the girl. Liam was kissing Slater—not his mouth, but his neck, and his shoulder, and Liam was easing Slater’s pants down, and then Liam was on his knees, and he had his mouth on Slater’s—

Turn it off, she urged herself.

Slater’s hand was caressing Liam’s face, almost absently, and Liam’s eyes were closed, and they were so beautiful. God, they were gorgeous together, weren’t they?

She snatched up her mouse and clicked the X.

The video disappeared.

She let out a breath.

Okay, I’m going home now, she said to herself. I don’t ever have to watch that shit. I don’t have to tell anyone about it. It can be like I never even received it.

















CHAPTER FOUR







LIAM was watching TV on his laptop, sprawled out on the bed in his bedroom. He kept considering the possibility of getting a television, something to mount on the wall so that he could watch things on a big screen instead of on his laptop or tablet, but he had so many screens in his house already, he was having a hard time justifying it.

He had two large computer screens attached to a desktop in his living room, which he used for video editing and his job.

He had his laptop, which he could also use for work, but he mostly used for entertainment.

And then he had his tablet, which he’d ostensibly gotten for traveling, but which he used lots of the time for other things too.

There was a knock on his door.

It was late evening.

He wasn’t expecting anyone.

Warily, he shut off the laptop and went to the door.

Dawson was there. 

He opened the door wider to let her in. “What happened? Did he escape?”

“No,” she said, coming inside. She stopped short, gaping at his living room. “You… it’s clean.”

He shifted on his feet, feeling self-conscious. “Uh, well, I don’t know why I was eating all that fast food when it just reminded me of him, you know?” His living room used to be covered in bags from fast food restaurants. 

She let out a harsh laugh which might have been a sob.

“Are you okay?” He shut the door behind her.

She rounded on him. “I don’t know what I thought. Maybe that you still had bottles of half-drunk bourbon all over your apartment or something. That I could just drop in on you and you’d be so screwed up it would make me feel better about how screwed up I am?”

“Haysle, what’s going on?”

“Do you have a bed now?” she said. “Or is it still a mattress on the floor?”

“You angling to see my bedroom?”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

He raised his eyebrows.

She regarded him for a minute, shoving her hands into her pockets.

“Right this way,” he said, making an exaggerated gesture.

She turned in the direction he was gesturing. “I know where it is. I woke you up the night he escaped.” She walked down his hallway, which was pretty short.

He went after her.

She was standing in the middle of his bedroom. He did have a bed frame these days, and a full-sized bed instead of the twin mattress he used to sleep on. He even put his clothes away these days. Having order in his space was calming.

Before, everything had been chaos, but now Liam was doing better. He wasn’t thinking about Finn all the time, and he wasn’t drinking, and he was happy.

“You going to tell me what you’re doing here?” he said.

“I’m here because I’m really horny and I want to seduce you,” she told his bed.

He made a noise in the back of his throat. What had she just said?

She wasn’t looking at him. She went over to his bed and ran her fingers over the coverlet on it. “You once said that you had never been as attracted to another person as you were to me. You still feel that way?”

His jaw worked. Okay, yes, he was attracted to Dawson. That hadn’t gone away. But he was operating under the assumption that they were pretending they’d never had that conversation in which he’d admitted that to her. Now, she was throwing it in his face, something he’d done when liquor had been rushing through his veins like a waterfall, and he was currently stone-cold sober, and he didn’t know how to react.

Was this a joke?

Maybe she’d turn around and start laughing any second.

But she didn’t turn around. She stroked her fingers over his bed, and she didn’t look at him, and he found himself moving across the room towards her. His movements weren’t steady. He was shuffling over the carpet, unsure of himself, unsure of everything.

Finally, he reached her, and he laid a hand on her shoulder, a heavy hand. It was meant to be reassuring. “Listen, Haysle, something’s obviously going on with you, and I don’t think it would be right to take advantage of…”

She turned to look at him with her big, luminous eyes.

He lost his train of thought.

“I think I’d be the one taking advantage of you,” she said. “And I know you’ve been through so much… too much… if I had a shred of human decency, I’d leave you alone.”

“Is this about him?”

She nodded. “No.”

He let out a low, ironic chuckle.

She squared her shoulders. “I haven’t been with anyone in a long time. Not since before I detransitioned. I’m terrified to let anyone see me. You know, I’m not…” She drew in a shaky breath. “I don’t think I’m particularly enticing?”

“Haysle.” When had his voice gotten that deep?

“I trust you, Liam. You make me feel safe.”

“That’s not what you said to me.” His voice cracked. “That time in that hotel room, you were afraid of me.”

“No, I was afraid of myself, afraid of how much I was attracted to you.”

“That’s… I don’t know if that’s different.”

She licked her lips. “I have a little bit of hair that hasn’t completely gone.” She made a circular gesture around her chest. “I think it might eventually. I used to have a lot more chest hair, and now it’s mostly gone. If I were going to prepare, I’d probably wax or something? But I didn’t know I was going to come over here.”

His entire body felt too hot. His mouth was dry. His voice came out scoured. “Show me.”

She raised her eyebrows, as if she was surprised at his acquiescence.

“Y-you don’t have to,” he said immediately. “If you want to back out of this—”

She tugged her shirt over her head and his voice died in his throat.

His gaze skittered over her shoulders and chest and the thin, cotton bra she was wearing. He could see right through it, see the darkness of her nipples.

The hair was light, almost blond, but maybe a little bit too coarse. It clung to the place where her breasts separated, and he had the urge to gather her up, press her flesh together, to run his mouth over her cleavage, to lick that hair one way and then another.

“Can I touch you?” he said hoarsely.

“Yes,” she said. 

He lifted his hand.

“Take your shirt off, too,” she said.

He reached back with one hand and tugged it off, baring himself to her.

She drew in an audible breath of approval.

He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her.

She tilted her head back, opening her mouth to him. She put her hands on his stomach.

He shuddered. He pulled aside one of the cups of her bra—which weren’t cups, not really. There was no structure to them. He thumbed her nipple. She had more hair there, darker hair, coarser hair, little curls surrounding her aureole, and it struck him as the most sensuous thing he had ever seen in his life, those curls around her puckered nipple—such an earthy thing, so deeply secret and affecting.

She groaned.

He put his mouth to her skin. “I like it. If it were up to me, you’d never wax this.”

She threw back her head, pulling him close, tangling her fingers into his hair.










DAWSON was lying on top of the covers of Liam’s bed. She was naked.

He was lying next to her, naked too. He was on his stomach, with his face turned sideways to face her. His hand was resting on her bare belly. “You’re not okay,” he murmured.

She turned her face to look at him, furrowing her brow.

“This was a mistake,” he said.

She reached up and ran her fingers over his cheekbone and then lingered on his lips. “Has anyone ever told you what a beautiful man you are?”

He averted his gaze, bashful. “Seriously? That’s how you respond to that?”

“Someone must have.” She traced the outline of his bottom lip. “Lots of someones. How many sexual partners have you had, Liam?”

“Oh, we’re not doing that conversation,” he said. “Definitely not.”

“I bet you don’t know how many,” she said, smirking. “You forget that I came of age in the gay community, amongst other men, and I don’t shock easy.”

He lifted his head and thrust it face down in his pillow. “What’s wrong, Haysle? Something’s wrong.”

What was wrong was that she’d completely forgotten about condoms.

Maybe she’d forgotten because for most of her sexually active life, she’d been taking testosterone, which had stopped her menstrual cycle, and she’d never really had to worry about anything other than STDs, and she and Carter had been monogamous—well, there had been an experimentation with an open relationship that hadn’t lasted a month—so she hadn’t used condoms all that often. She and Carter were just as likely to engage in other, more mutually orgasmic activities than in penetrating her vagina, anyway. 

She wriggled her hips, wondering if she should lift them, like she’d seen in a movie once, so that gravity would ease his semen deeper inside her, so that…

Damn it.

I did not come here and seduce Liam in order to get pregnant. I could not have forgotten the condoms on purpose…. Could I?

“It’s really fucked up why I came here,” she said.

He rolled over onto his side. “I knew it.”

She rolled over onto her side. She put her hand on his chest. “You’re great, and this was great, and you were really sweet to do this for me.”

“That sounds like the beginning of a speech about how we’re never doing it again?” He ran his forefinger over her shoulder. “Which… I mean, that’s maybe better, because this—you—there’s kind of a complication—”

“Worth sent me a video of you and Slater and a girl.”

He pulled his hand back. “What?”

“You must have been twenty-one?” she said. “You were young. Both of you were really young. I didn’t watch it all. I know it’s like… like a violation of you to have watched… fuck.” Really, she hadn’t thought of that, had she? 

He got up from the bed and fished his boxer shorts off the floor. He yanked them on.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It shouldn’t have… I shouldn’t have been aroused by it. I really didn’t watch it all. I turned it off. He confuses me, but you’re Liam, you know, you’re…”

He turned back around. “I don’t understand. I didn’t make videos of myself.”

“Slater probably did it,” she said. “That’s his thing. He likes to make videos.” She furrowed her brow again. “But, wait a minute. I thought you said that whatever happened between you and Slater, when he, um, assaulted you, that was the first time the two of you had been sexual.”

He sat down on the bed with his back to her. “You don’t get to do that.”

“Do what?” She sat up. She climbed under the coverlet. Her nakedness was bothersome now.

“He raped me that night. And if I did consensual things with him later, it doesn’t negate that.”

“This was after?” She drew back. “You said that you and Slater had a falling out after you thought you killed Worth. You said you moved out of the dorm room with him, and that you were afraid of him, and—”

“Then one night, I got drunk, and there was a girl, actually, yes, I remember that. Her name was, uh, Cora, I think. Finn wanted there to be a girl, because otherwise it was gay. He filmed it?” Liam got up from the bed and stepped into his pants.

“I’m very confused right now,” she said.

“So was I,” said Liam. “He let me fuck him. It was like tit for tat, I guess. To make up for what he did to me, or something. Me and Cora were the bread in the Finn sandwich. I guess if you have the video, you can go and watch.”

She just stared at him.

“Don’t look at me like that.” He pointed at her. “You have no right to look at me like that. Not after it was your foreplay, apparently. How much did you watch? I mean, I don’t remember what I did exactly. It was a long time ago, and I was crazy drunk, but I think I went down on him. Did you see that part? Did you enjoy that?”

She could feel traitorous heat rising to her face. “I’m really sorry, Liam.”

He left the bedroom, shaking his head.

She flopped back on the bed.

She didn’t think she’d ever hated herself more than she did at this precise moment.

She wished she could disappear into the bed, simply cease to exist.

But time passed; she still existed. She could hear Liam in the kitchen, banging things around.

She got out of the bed and pulled her clothes back on.

She darted through the living room and opened the door. She was going to bolt.

“Without saying goodbye? Really?”

She turned.

He was standing in the doorway to the kitchen, only wearing his pants, his thick forearms folded over his bare chest.

“I should, um, go,” she mumbled.

“I don’t know what it is about him.” Liam’s voice was low and rueful. He took a step towards her. “I don’t know how he convinces me to do half of the things he convinces me to do. I swear to you, that was the only time. I never did anything with him again.”

“You don’t have to make excuses to me,” she said. She thought of all the meals she’d eaten for that man, the times she’d looked at his half-lidded eyes when she’d described how things had tasted. “I know what he’s like.” She put her hand to her chest. “I’m ashamed of myself. This is my fault.”

“So, someone needs to be at blame if the two of us hook up?”

“You said it would complicate things for you.” She looked back at the door. “I really want to go. I need to go.”

“I’m not forcing you to stay, Haysle.”

“All right, then.” She backed up into the door. She reached back for the handle.

“I would like to talk about it, though.”

“Liam—”

“Maybe not now, if you’re not up for it, but at some point in the future? Can I call you?”

“I don’t really see what we need to talk about,” she said. Except if I’m carrying your child. That could maybe be something that needs to be addressed eventually. 

Damn it.

“Of course not,” he said.

“I really am sorry, Liam,” she said. “I have to go.” And she fled from his apartment as if she was being chased by Phineas Slater himself.

















CHAPTER FIVE







LIAM was met at the door to Ricky Hernandez’s apartment by Hernandez himself, who was holding out a blueberry mojito while waggling his eyebrows.

“A cocktail,” said Liam, accepting it. “I said I wanted to talk.”

“We’ll talk with drinks,” said Hernandez, shrugging.

“I don’t think we should do that, actually. Didn’t I make it clear that it was not a good talk?”

“You’re overly dramatic, Liam,” said Hernandez, shrugging as he crossed the room to sit down on his couch. Hernandez’s apartment was immaculately decorated, as though Hernandez lived on an HGTV show or something. 

“I slept with Dawson.” He might as well just come out with it.

Hernandez froze in place, hovering over the couch. He snatched up his own blueberry mojito, half-drunk. “Okay.” He crossed the room and took the mojito from Liam. Taking both drinks, he ducked into the kitchen.

Liam could just barely see him at the sink as he dumped them both out.

“I need a garbage disposal for all the mint and blueberries,” said Hernandez. 

“Yeah, you’re always talking about a garbage disposal.”

Hernandez came back to the doorway. “You are such a slut, Liam.”

“I told you this when we hooked up the first time,” said Liam. “Look, I’m really sorry, Ricky. I know we had, like, an exclusivity agreement, and—”

“You introduced me as your boyfriend at that last thing we went to,” said Hernandez. “To your ex-wife.”

“I was there and remember that,” said Liam.

Hernandez sighed heavily. “It’s like you’re not even sorry.”

“Didn’t I just get done saying I was really sorry?”

“Yes, well, you seem very broken up over the whole thing.”

“I’m sorry, because I know it was a shitty thing to do, and I know I probably hurt you—”

“But you, on the other hand, are utterly unaffected.”

“Well, I mean, I feel bad.” Liam was beginning to wish he had a blueberry mojito after all. He could stand a drink. He scuffed his foot against the floor.

“Are you helping Dawson with the case again?”

“No,” said Liam. “She just came over and sort of threw herself at me, and I… well, like, I didn’t think about you.”

Hernandez’s eyebrows shot up.

“Shit,” said Liam, cringing. “I did not mean to tell you that.”

Hernandez shook his head slowly. “I need a drink.”

“Me too,” said Liam.

“You don’t get one,” said Hernandez, ducking back into the kitchen.

“Yeah, that’s fair,” said Liam. “Look, it’s just… I think we both know this was never going to work, because we’re not… I mean, I’m old enough to be your father.”

“Mmm, if you had me when you were fourteen,” came Hernandez’s voice.

“It’s a huge age difference.”

“I’m very mature for my age.” Hernandez reappeared in the doorway with a shot glass. He downed it. “You, on the other hand, don’t act thirty-nine years old. At all.”

“I mean, I know that,” said Liam.

“I figure maturity-wise, we’re kind of the same?” 

Liam rubbed his forehead.

“I think we both know the reason we were never going to work out, Liam, and it’s not the age difference. It’s my penis.”

Liam glared at him. “That’s not fair. You know, gay men are always trying to accuse bisexual men of not really being bisexual, but—”

“It’s kind of too bad you’re not working on the case,” said Hernandez. “Because I was actually going to get in touch with Dawson about something I found on YouTube. But now it’s going to be hella awkward.”

“Something about the case?” Liam found himself interested. “On YouTube? It’s not more fanfiction?”

“No, it’s MadCad related, but it’s not a fic,” said Hernandez. “I can show you, if you want.” He got out his phone and began to scroll through it. Then, finding what he was looking for, he held out his phone.

Liam crossed the room to take it from him. His fingers brushed Hernandez’s, and Hernandez recoiled.

Liam’s guilt was like acid splashing his face. He grimaced.

He pulled away, taking the phone with him. He started the video. 

It started off with a cut from one of the Dusk films, Maddox and Cade squaring off, ready to fight each other. 

Then it cut to one shot of Maddox, looking longingly off into the distance.

And then it cut to Cade, with a similar longing expression.

The cut made it look as though they were looking at each other.

The video went on, some sappy bit of music underscoring the whole thing. It was a bunch of shots of the Dusk movie and then some others of other media, cut so that it looked like the men were being intimate.

It was only maybe a minute long.

“I’ve seen these things before,” said Liam. “This isn’t even the best I’ve ever seen. There’s this fake trailer that cuts in images from that film that the actor who plays Maddox is in, where he’s gay—”

“Look at the name of the person who uploaded the video.”

Liam did. “LolaDust Emerson-Slater,” he breathed. His last name? “Well, she’s not being subtle.”

“Nope,” said Hernandez. “Plus, here…” He came over and took the phone from Liam. He scrolled through the video and paused it on one screen and handed it back to Liam. 

Liam’s heart stopped. It was him and Finn, shirtless, gazing hungrily at each other, ready to kiss. This was from the video that Destiny had sent to Dawson.

“Blink and you miss it, but I didn’t,” said Hernandez softly.

Liam was going to vomit. He lurched past Hernandez and went through the living room. He staggered into the bathroom.

“Liam?” called Hernandez.

Liam bent over the toilet and retched.

“Liam!”

Nothing came up.

Hernandez was at the door.

He straightened, wiping his mouth. “There’s more to that video of me and Finn. She sent it to Dawson.”

“I’m so sorry,” said Hernandez. “I think you need to just go home. I know you don’t want to be part of this, part of anything when it has to do with Slater.”

“No, you’re right. It’s going to be awkward for you. I’ll take it to Dawson. I’ll explain to her about you and me.”

“You didn’t tell her you had a boyfriend?”

“It didn’t come up,” said Liam.

“You are such a jackass, do you know that?”

“Yeah, I’m aware,” Liam muttered.










LIAM stood in the opening to Dawson’s cubicle at her office at the CCPD station. “So,” he said, “this does have to do with the case, but it’s also a little weird and personal and awkward, and can we go somewhere to talk?”

She squared her shoulders. “Yeah, okay, we should talk.”

“It’s about the case,” said Liam. “I wouldn’t be pushing otherwise. I’d respect your wishes. I swear.”

She motioned for him to back up. “Let’s go on a walk.”

Yeah, he remembered she’d suggested that before, once, when he’d come to talk to her. Walking was casual, and it didn’t have to be recorded. Everything in an interrogation room was recorded. If it wasn’t, that was considered extremely suspicious. And her cubicle was close to a lot of other cubicles, so they could be overheard. There wasn’t a lot of privacy in a police station.

He backed up.

She exited the cubicle, pulling on a jacket. It was one of those chilly September days that heralded the coming of fall.

They were wordless as they walked out of the station together.

Outside, the sun was burning down, but it was a cold sun, and there was a cold breeze blowing as well.

Liam shoved his hands into his pockets.

Dawson zipped up her jacket and pulled the hood up over her ears.

They set off down the sidewalk.

They began speaking at the same time.

“So, I guess I do need to tell you one thing,” said Dawson.

“You remember when I said that being with you complicated things for me?” he said.

They glanced at each other.

Dawson took a deep breath. “We didn’t use a condom.”

“The thing is, I’ve been seeing Ricky Hernandez for the past four or five months.”

“And I don’t know how that didn’t happen. I’ll be honest, though, I don’t even have condoms. I should, I guess. I know that it would be a responsible thing to do, but I never think about that.”

“It’s not serious,” he said. “Well, it’s kind of serious. I mean, I met his family and stuff, but I don’t even know why I’m telling you this, because it doesn’t really matter. The important thing is just that you know that things are going to be weird with the three of us, and that we need to try to keep it professional.”

“But if you got me pregnant, I need you to understand that I’m keeping it.”

He stopped walking. Wait, what?

She’d been speaking, and he had only half been listening. It took him several seconds for the words she’d said to sink in.

He immediately started walking again.

She’d stopped, too. She waited.

He caught up.

They fell into step again.

“What are you saying about Ricky?” she said.

“Fuck,” he said. “I’m a piece of shit, aren’t I?” Why hadn’t he thought about condoms? “I’m sorry. I do have condoms. I should have… I just… I swear, for some reason I didn’t think about it.” It had been a long time since he’d been with a woman. Even though he hadn’t been divorced for an entire year, he and Belinda had stopped having sex a long time before the marriage broke up. But they hadn’t used condoms, anyway, because they were married, and they hadn’t been opposed to the idea of pregnancy, at least not at the beginning. 

And with Ricky, well, he knew that you were supposed to use condoms for oral sex, but no one ever did, and while they’d wrapped it up anytime there was penetration, that was a big production what with the lube and the stretching and everything else, and they didn’t do it super regularly.

“You’re dating Ricky?” She turned to him. “Why didn’t you tell me you were in a relationship when I came over?”

Liam hunched into his jacket. “That was a big deal for you in why you detransitioned, wasn’t it? Having kids? So, yeah, of course you’d want… and I’m totally in support of whatever you decide, I mean, obviously. It’s your decision.”

“Is Ricky really pissed at me?”

“Can I… would you… I mean, would I be allowed to be part of this baby’s life? Because I know I’m a fuck-up, but I’m doing better. And I might have been a shitty stepfather to Madison when I was actually married to her mom, but since the divorce, we’ve really bonded, and I see her at least once a week, and I’m helping her with a project, and I think I could do it. Like, be a dad.” He paused. “Maybe.” He took his hands out of his pockets. “No, definitely. Very definitely.”

She stopped walking again.

He did too.

She looked up at him. “I’m probably not pregnant.”

“Right,” he said. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Ricky. And he’s not really angry with you. I think he wants to castrate me, though. Which I deserve. Obviously, I deserve it. Don’t take that as proof that I haven’t changed. I’m not drinking anymore, and my production on my channel is way up. I really am doing better.”

“I don’t think you’re a fuck-up, Liam.”

He scratched the top of his head. “Well, that’s nice of you to say, but—”

“It would be hypocritical of me,” she said. She started walking again. “I’m eating for him.”

He fell into step with her. “What?”

“I have to go see him, because I need him to help me find Destiny Worth, and he gets in my head. He tells me to buy food and then I…” Her voice lost strength. “I eat it and… describe it to him, and I can’t seem to stop.”

Rage suddenly went through him. He felt a rush of something primal towards her, like he had to protect her. Which was funny, because she was the cop, and she was the one with the gun, and he had never protected her. He’d always needed her protection.

She’s probably not pregnant, he reminded himself.

“He wants to see me, right?” said Liam.

Even if she is pregnant, she did not agree to allow you to be part of it, and she’d be stupid to trust you.

“Would he tell you about Destiny if I come with you? If I see him?”

She turned to look at him. “What? You said you never wanted to see him again.”

“I’d do it for…for you,” he said. For our hypothetical unborn child, which you are sheltering with your body, which I don’t want anywhere near Phineas Slater.

“Why? Because we fucked?”

“Yes,” he said. 

She shook her head at him, flummoxed.

“That’s not weird. People get, you know, tender feelings developing after intimacy,” he said. 

“You feel tender towards me?”

“Sure.” Why had the bottom gone out of his voice? Why was he thinking about the way her body had jerked against his fingers when he’d had them between her legs?

She sucked in a shuddering breath and started walking again.

He let her get several steps ahead of him before he started walking quick enough to catch up to her.

Her voice was unsteady. “I thought you would hate me for… for violating your privacy with that video and for… taking advantage of you.”

“You didn’t go seeking out that video,” he said. “You told me you shut it off. If I got a video of Finn like that coming to my inbox, I don’t know what I’d do. So, it’s shitty of me to blame you for that.”

“But you must feel violated.”

“You trying to talk me out of this or something? I thought you wanted to close this case.”

“Oh, God, I want that more than anything, but…” She glanced at him. “What’s it going to do to you?”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Will you?” Her voice was small. “I just… it might be in my best interest if I don’t screw your head up again, you know?”

He swallowed. Wow, okay, that was a really weird feeling, some idea that a woman—that a person—might depend on him? That two people might…? 

He liked it. It made his chest feel tight, and it made him feel good. He slung his arm around Dawson and pulled her body against his. “I will be fine,” he said firmly. “When can we go?”

She relaxed against him. “Fuck, Liam.”

They walked, bodies touching, and they were silent for a long time.

But then, finally, she said, “You said that this had something to do with the case?”










“THIS is Worth,” Dawson was saying. She was watching the video that Hernandez had found. They were all in an interrogation room at the station. “She made this.”

“She’s not very good at video editing,” muttered Liam. “It’s all very choppy, and I don’t know why she keeps fading to black for so long. Probably made on Windows Movie Maker or something crappy.”

“Yes, definitely,” said Hernandez sarcastically, “that’s the takeaway here.”

“I’ll be quiet,” said Liam, shoving his hands into his pockets.

“Well, what does it mean?” said Dawson. “I see that she’s using the Lola name, but instead of being LolaRose or LolaGem, she’s LolaDust. Why the change?”

“Dust is grimmer,” said Hernandez.

“Or it’s final,” said Dawson. “Maybe this is her big finale.”

“Maybe it’s wishful thinking to assume she’s even close to done,” said Hernandez. 

“And using Emerson and Slater as the surname?”

“Hyphenated, like they’re married,” said Hernandez.

“She’s got some kind of thing with them,” said Dawson. “She calls them her ‘boys,’ when she emails me, and she seems to have made an assumption that I’ve filled some kind of role between them, you know? Her role?”

“Fuck,” whispered Liam, looking pale.

“I haven’t,” said Dawson, looking up at him.

“Well, you two are fucking now,” said Hernandez. “Um, sorry, sleeping together.”

“It was once,” said Dawson. 

“But it did happen after she sent you that video,” said Liam. “Like she pushed you into my arms.”

“She’s not controlling me,” said Dawson, feeling panicked. She could not be under the influence of two psychopaths at once. She simply couldn’t.

“Speaking of the video,” said Hernandez, taking his phone screen back from Dawson and moving through it. He handed it back.

She uttered a little cry. “That’s…”

“Yeah,” said Hernandez.

“She published that on YouTube?”

“It’s a threat,” said Hernandez. “She couldn’t put up the video in its entirety on YouTube, because it’s sexually explicit, and it would get taken down immediately. But YouTube is not the be-all, end-all of the internet.”

“She can’t post a video of me and Finn together,” said Liam, and now he sounded panicked. “I can’t… we have to find her.”

Dawson nodded at him. “We will. When we go see Slater this evening, he’ll give us what we need, and we’ll take her out.”

“Wait a second, what?” said Hernandez, rounding on Liam. “Are you insane? You can’t go back to see that asshole.”

“If it ends this—”

“He’ll screw with your head again,” said Hernandez. “He knows all your weaknesses, Liam. You always said that you had to stay away from him. You always said he was like… an addiction or something. If you go back to him, it’ll open the door to all that temptation. You can’t see him.” 

“I’ll be fine,” said Liam.

Hernandez fixed a stony expression on Dawson. “You put him up to this. Did you seduce him so that you could destroy him?”

“It was his idea to go,” said Dawson in a quiet voice. 

“Dawson needs me,” Liam said to Hernandez, his voice even. “She can’t fight him alone, and I’m not going to make her do that anymore. She and I, we’ll be strong together.” He gave her a reassuring nod.

Dawson swallowed.

“Look, we’re going to make a deal with him,” said Liam. “I go to see him, and he gives us information about Destiny.”

“He’s not going to give you shit,” said Hernandez. “He’s going to play games with your head, and you’re going to end up at the bottom of a bottle before sunrise.”

“No,” whispered Dawson. She shook her head. “I won’t let him, Ricky, I swear.”

Hernandez looked back and forth between them. “You two ever think that maybe there’s a reason you stayed away from each other for so long? Even though you were both into each other, you knew it wasn’t smart to be together. But by all means, do the dumb thing. As long as we catch the psychos, anything goes, right? The highest form of success is sacrifice.” Then he grimaced. “Shit. Did I just say Destiny Worth’s catch phrase?”

“Maybe we’re all a little screwed up by this case,” said Liam in a quiet voice. “All the more reason to end it, Ricky. It has to end.”

















CHAPTER SIX







DAWSON felt powerful for the first time in a long time as she gazed at Slater across the small room at the prison. She didn’t sit down at the table with him. She stood at the door, across the room, her arms folded over her chest, and she stared him down.

“You said you were bringing Liam.” Slater’s voice was rough.

“He’s right outside the door,” she said.

“Bullshit. You’re lying to me.”

She leaned against the door, raising her voice. “Say, hi, Liam.”

“Hello, Finn,” came the sound of Liam’s voice, muffled behind the door.

Slater sat up straight, his entire body stiffening. 

Dawson smiled. “I’ll let him in, but first, you tell me where I can find Destiny Worth.”

“He’s not out there,” said Slater. “You brought, like, a recording of his voice or something.”

“Ask him something and see if he can respond spontaneously,” she said.

Slater licked his lips, casting his gaze down as he considered. Then he looked up. “Uh, tell me about that pizza I made you eat freshman year.”

A pause from the other side. “The one with the habanero peppers on it?”

“Yeah,” said Slater, smiling.

“It was hell. You’re a sadist.” But Liam sounded like he was smiling too.

Slater chuckled.

“Satisfied?” said Dawson.

He turned back to her. “Uh, okay, fine. She has a place in Maryland. It’s in downtown Baltimore.”

“Baltimore? Seriously?”

“Yeah, it’s, um, on Bank Street,” he said.

“She’s conducting her weird cult in the middle of one of the most populous cities in the United States and we haven’t been able to find her?” Actually, she wasn’t sure how closely they’d looked at the properties that the Worth family owned in cities. Maybe that had been an oversight on her part.

“I don’t remember the number,” said Slater. “But you should be able to check that against your list, right? You can find it.”

“You remember nothing about the street number?”

“I think it started with a one. Let Liam in.”

She took a deep breath. All right. She had what she’d come for. She turned and banged on the door.

Outside, the waiting guard opened the door to let Liam in.

He stepped into the doorway and locked eyes with Slater. 

There was a pause, and the air felt electric somehow.

Liam stepped inside, never taking his eyes from Slater.

The door shut behind them.

Dawson felt cold all over.

Liam was now drawn towards Slater like a magnet. She remembered the first time she’d brought Liam to visit Slater in jail. Then he’d been drunk and drugged, and he’d been like a shuffling zombie. This was somehow worse, Liam bright-eyed and sure, still moving eagerly towards Slater.

Liam yanked out the chair opposite Slater and sat down. He set his hands on the table in front of him.

Slater’s shackled hands lurched across the expanse of the table’s surface. They stopped just short of reaching Liam. The chain wasn’t long enough. 

Liam licked his lips. Then he put his hands in Slater’s.

Dawson jerked forward.

She put a hand on Liam’s shoulder, standing behind him.

Liam glanced up at her.

“Liam,” said Slater in an urgent voice. “You have to help me.”

Liam turned back to him. He entwined his fingers with Slater’s. “Fuck you, Finn,” he breathed.

“I didn’t do this,” said Slater. “I never killed anyone until Destiny made me do it. You know me. You know that I was fine with having them be alive.”

“With just rape, then,” said Liam quietly. “That’s your defense, Finn? You’re a rapist, not a murderer?”

“It wasn’t really like rape,” said Slater. “They never even knew what happened to them. They weren’t even conscious when it happened, and they never got hurt.”

Liam shook his head at the other man. “You have no grasp of what it is that you’ve done, do you? You can’t even fathom the massive amount of pain you’ve caused.”

“Exactly,” said Slater. “Exactly, I’m not right in the head. I’m crazy. Certifiable. I need to be getting treatment. I told Haysle to help me, but she couldn’t, so you have to help me.”

Liam just laughed, but he didn’t let go of Slater’s hands. “Why would I do anything for you?”

“Because you feel it,” said Slater, lifting their entwined fingers. “Come on, Liam, tell me that you don’t miss me.”

“Touching you makes something inside me feel soothed,” murmured Liam. 

“You see?”

“No,” said Liam, pulling his hands back. “I don’t miss you.” 

“Liar,” said Slater.

Liam stood up from the table. “Listen to me, Finn. Leave Haysle out of this, all right? No more with the food, okay? You need someone for that, I’m here.”

Slater slowly lifted his gaze to Dawson, and then he looked back at Liam. “Well, well,” he breathed. “What’s going on between you two?”

“Nothing,” said Dawson briskly, quite aware that this was all being recorded and that Captain Moore reviewed the footage. “And I’m fine, Liam. I definitely don’t need a knight in shining armor.”

Liam shot her a glance, confused.

“I think we’re done here,” she said to Slater. “Thanks for your help.”

“Wait, that’s it?” said Slater. “I give you Destiny goddamned Worth and I get Liam for five seconds? I don’t think so. That’s not playing fair.”

“Come on, Liam, let’s go.” Dawson tugged on him.

He was still focused on Slater, though, and he didn’t move.

“Liam,” breathed Slater, “you think you’ll ever feel a fraction of the things you feel for me for that? She’s a novelty, just like all your boy-girls, but you know that there’s no one else in the world who will ever make you feel like I make you feel.”

Liam’s face twitched.

“Don’t listen to him,” Dawson whispered. She tugged on him again.

“Case in point, how many successful relationships have you had, Liam?” said Slater. “You know why that is? Because nothing is ever going to compare to me, and the next time your cock gets hard, you’re going to think of the way it felt when I touched you. You can let your tranny touch you, and it’ll be me. It’ll always be me.”

“Liam.” She tugged even harder.

Liam wavered on his feet. He sniffed, and then he rubbed his jaw with one hand. He was still staring at Slater. “You never touched my cock, you fuckwad. I mean, you touched it, but it was me that got you off, and you never once fucking got me off. You say this bullshit to me about us having some kind of connection, and we…” He let out a disbelieving laugh. “You know, maybe I used to be this stupid when it came to you, I don’t know, but I’m not anymore.” 

He looked at Dawson, drawing in a noisy breath and then letting it out. 

“Let’s go,” she said.

“Yeah,” he said. He put his back to Slater and started for the door.

“Liam, that’s a lie,” said Slater’s voice, low and rumbling. “That’s a lie to say that I never got you off. You know that’s a lie.”

“There’s nothing between us, Finn,” said Liam. He banged on the door to be let out. 

It opened.

“I am inside you, Liam,” snarled Slater. 

Liam clenched his jaw and stalked out of the room.

Dawson shot a glance at Slater.

He was half out of his chair, and he looked positively insane. His face was red. His teeth were bared. He was like a wild animal, and she thought of watching that video of him, watching him kill Lyla Griffith. He was a wolf.

She shivered.

“He’s mine, Haysle,” growled Slater. “He’ll never be yours.”

She followed Liam out into the hallway.

















CHAPTER SEVEN







LIAM paused, lingering outside the passenger door to Dawson’s car. “You okay?” he said. “If you need me to drive or something, I can do that.”

“I’m good,” she said, yanking open the driver’s side and getting inside.

He followed suit.

She started the car. “How are you? Are you okay? You talked a good game against him, but I know that must have been difficult.”

He shrugged. He leaned back into the seat and looked out over the parking lot. It was dark now, the lingering light of summer fading into the September darkness. 

“I’m going to Baltimore tonight,” she said. “I’m going to get in touch with Moore as we’re driving back to Cape Christopher, and I’m going to get the Baltimore police to help me out.”

“Tonight?” he said.

“I don’t want to waste time,” she said. “Besides, I think it’s better to strike at night. If we wake Worth up, maybe that makes things easier for us.”

“You started calling her by her last name,” Liam said, still staring out the window as they pulled out of the prison parking lot and headed out towards the highway. “Does that help you in some way? Maybe it makes her seem less like a person and more like a monster.”

“It’s just habit.” She seemed defensive. Briskly, she moved on. “Anyway, I promised Ricky that I would make sure that you weren’t drinking tonight. So, you can come along, if you want. But if you think you’re okay on your own, I’ll drop you at your place.”

“No, I want to come along,” he said. “But I’m not in any danger of getting drunk or something.”

“Okay,” she said, but he wasn’t sure she believed him.

He was annoyed. “He’s not inside me, for fuck’s sake. He’s obsessed with me or whatever, but I’m not obsessed with him.”

“I know,” she said softly.

The car was in a turning lane at a red light now, and the blinker was on. He could hear that, the insistent click-click-click of it. 

“You don’t know.” He was a little bit sulky.

“You might want to keep in mind, when we’re in that place, that everything is being recorded,” she said.

He let out a huff of air.

“I should have reminded you before we went in,” she said. “I mean, I guess everyone already knows that you and Slater have this sexual history.”

“They do,” he said. “I don’t care about that shit.” He had no shame, but he wondered if he should have shame. Maybe restoring his shame would give him a measure of dignity, something that Finn had stripped away from him a long, long time ago. 

“Okay,” she said. “But I am pretending that I’m doing the eating stuff with him to manipulate him, because if Moore knew how bad off I was on this, he would pull me.”

Liam was thinking that if she was actually pregnant, she should be pulled from it, because it wasn’t healthy to be interacting with Finn. But he knew that was an asshole thing to say to her, and it demeaned her, and it made the baby more important than she was, because why didn’t her health matter if she wasn’t pregnant?

And anyway, it was very likely that she was not pregnant at all.

“There’s not going to be a case to get pulled from,” he said. “Because we’re going to Baltimore, and we’re going to find Destiny, and we’re going to lock her up, and we’re going to close the door on this nightmare, once and for all.”

She eyed him, nodding slowly. “Damned right we are.”










“MY sister?” Quentin Worth’s voice was shrill. He was standing in the doorway to the Baltimore townhouse that Slater had told them about, wearing a robe over silk pajama pants. His hair was mussed from sleep. “I told you the last time I saw you, detective, I haven’t seen my sister in years.”

Dawson wasn’t surprised. Well, she hadn’t expected Quentin Worth specifically, but she’d expected something underhanded from Slater. She hadn’t been able to convince herself that this case would actually be over by the next day.

“I’m not sure that is what you said, Mr. Worth,” said Dawson. 

“You seemed to think my sister was dead,” said Quentin.

“Well, we both know that’s not true,” said Dawson. “We’re coming in to look for her. We have a warrant for her arrest.”

“She’s not here,” said Quentin.

“Well, we’re coming in anyway,” said Dawson, gesturing for the uniforms from the Baltimore Police Department to come with her. “It’s in your best interest to cooperate, Mr. Worth. I have no evidence you’re involved in your sister’s criminal enterprises, not truly. So, stand aside and let us do our jobs.”

“She’s not here.” Quentin balled both of his hands up in fists.

But he did step aside.

The townhouse was two stories, and they searched it thoroughly, in every room, in every closet.

There was no one in the place besides Quentin Worth.

Dawson did remember him saying that he split his time between D.C. and New York, and this was neither, but Quentin said he was staying at the Baltimore property to conduct some business the following day. He also said that if it went badly because he hadn’t slept properly, he was going to sue her personally and the entire Baltimore Police Department.

On that note, they all left.

Liam was waiting for her on the street. 

She wanted to throw herself into his arms. He looked strong and comforting and she remembered how nice it felt to be close to him.

Instead, she said, “Well, we should have known better than to think he’d give it up right off.”

“He’s going to claim that he gave the address in good faith,” said Liam. “He’ll be all wounded and act innocent. And then he’ll probably send us on a few more wild goose chases for good measure. We’ll probably be bringing hamburgers in there to eat for him before this is all over.”

She groaned. She knew he was right. “Let’s not,” she said. “I’m exhausted. You’re exhausted. Let’s just check in to a hotel and deal with this tomorrow.”

“Sure,” he said. “Sounds like a plan.”

They drove to a Red Roof Inn nearby and she got them separate rooms, but the kind with an adjoining door. They’d had rooms like that in Delaware once. There was no reason for them to have those kinds of rooms now. 

She told herself that she would not knock on the adjoining door, and she got into her pajamas (because they had stopped to pack bags on the way up here. If they’d actually found Worth, then they’d have been up here for several days). She brushed her teeth. She turned down the covers of her bed.

And then she knocked on the adjoining door.

He opened it immediately, like he’d been waiting for her to do it.

She looked him over. He was wearing a pair of pajama pants and a t-shirt that fell flatteringly over his pectoral muscles. He was a little soft in the belly, but he had nice shoulders, and she liked looking at him. She closed the distance between them and ran her hands up over his chest to his shoulders. She tilted her head back, offering him her mouth.

He kissed her.

The kiss was good. Sweet and urgent, but with an undercurrent to it, something deeper and more affecting, something like the formation of a bond.

She gathered up handfuls of his t-shirt and urged it up, baring his skin.

He helped her, removing it entirely. He put his hands inside her pajamas, tracing shivery fingertips over her skin.

When they were horizontal on his bed, nothing between them but skin, he whispered against her mouth. “Shouldn’t we, uh, use protection this time?”

She just reached between their bodies and guided him to her opening. 

He grunted.

She gasped.

Their lips met again.

















CHAPTER EIGHT







LIAM liked waking up with Dawson’s small, nude body pressed into his. She was warm and smooth and soft in all the right places, and he floated into wakefulness, wrapping himself more tightly around her as he did.

She only sighed and shifted against him, pressing her ass more firmly against his crotch.

Good, he thought sleepily. Perfect.

They lay like that for a while longer, and he drifted in and out of dreams about the sky and bright meadows and pleasant things.

Eventually, he woke up when she wriggled out of his arms and climbed out of bed.

He made some sort of noise of disapproval.

She didn’t respond.

She went into the bathroom, and he rolled over on his back and waited.

When she emerged, she went directly for the adjoining doors.

“Where are you going?” he said.

“To shower,” she said. “We’ll do the continental breakfast and then go in to the local station and make sure everything’s tied up there. Then I guess we drive back to Cape Christopher and gird our loins before we have to go in and see Slater again.”

“Shouldn’t we talk?”

She spread her hands. “I mean, we can, but I don’t know how I feel about any of this.”

He sat up in bed. “I definitely ejaculated in you again. I mean, that was on purpose. You did that on purpose.”

She shrugged. “I was in the moment. You did it on purpose, too.”

“Well, I’m not the one who…” He pointed at her. “It’s a bigger deal for you. It’s your body. And you still haven’t even told me if… if you’d let me…”

“I think it’s illegal to keep a child from its biological father, Liam. You’d have rights.” She went through the adjoining doors.

He flopped back on the bed. What the fuck? Was she angry with him? She seemed a little angry.

He got up and found his pajama pants. He stepped into them and went through the adjoining doors into her bedroom.

She was shutting the door to her bathroom. 

“Hey, wait,” he said.

She paused, looking at him. “What?”

“Are we, like, okay? Are you mad? Did I do something you didn’t like?”

“I’m fine,” she said. 

He nodded slowly.

“God, don’t look at me like that,” she said. “If you really didn’t want to deal with this, you could have turned me down last night, you know?”

“That’s what you have to say?”

“I like the way you’re shaped and the way it feels when we touch each other. Last night, I was tired and not feeling particularly great, so I wanted to feel good, and you were there, and…”

“Thanks, this is abundantly flattering.” He sighed. 

“What?” she said. “It’s not like this is an epic love story or something. I mean, unless, for you…?”

He glared at her. “Way to put me on the spot.”

“Sorry.” She gestured. “I need to get in the shower.”

“If I did feel something, I wouldn’t feel great about blurting it out after you told me I was a convenient warm body. And, I guess, a sperm donor.” He turned back towards his room. “Just forget it.”

“Liam, that’s not how I see you,” she called after him.

“No, it’s fine,” he said. “It’s good. I’m cool with this.”

“I’m just confused,” she said. “I like you. A lot. Okay?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I don’t need… that.” 

“I’m not really ready to talk,” she said.

“Got it.” He left the room, pulling the adjoining door closed after him. He rested his head back against it, swearing under his breath.

He was such a fuck-up.










DAWSON didn’t know what to say on the drive back home, so she put on a podcast, and instead, they listened to a long multi-part investigation into the Salem witch trials. It was actually really interesting, and she thought Liam had gotten into it, too.

She shouldn’t have slept with him again.

She shouldn’t have slept with him in the first place.

And now there was an even stronger chance that she was pregnant, and that wasn’t necessarily good either. She thought of the possible arrangement with Carter, which would have been so tidy. What would having a child with Liam be like? She didn’t think it would be so tidy.

She wanted to think that he could be a good father. She knew he cared about his stepdaughter. She knew he had a good heart. But he was, well, damaged.

Of course, she had her share of baggage, too.

It wasn’t as if she had any chance of having some kind of white-picket-fence fantasy. She had known, when she made the decision to detransition, that there was a good chance she’d never have another romantic relationship. Such a proposition hadn’t been an easy one as a trans man who was attracted to men, anyway. She’d been lucky to find Carter. But she’d decided that it was important for her to be who she was than to continue living a convenient lie.

It was important.

The thing was, she was probably never going to find another man who was as attracted to her as Liam was. It was… she couldn’t deny she liked it. He drank in the sight of her eagerly, and he made the nicest noises when she showed him her body. She could not complain about any of that.

And the sex was good.

He was attentive and enthusiastic, and she liked his dick.

So, there were lots of good things.

Maybe there was no reason to feel uneasy about it.

Except, well, she did feel uneasy, and she couldn’t ignore that.

Sometimes, she felt so lost. She had barely embarked on being Haysle again, after being Hayes for so long, when she’d gotten pulled into this case. Now, she sometimes wondered how much of her identity was twined up in this case. What if she could never leave it behind, not really?

And what if the hold that Slater had on her was permanent?

If that was the case, she had no right bringing a child into her life.

The odds were still against her being pregnant. She knew that it often took months for people to conceive when they were trying to do so. She also knew there was a small window when she was fertile, but she was going to have to do some research, because she couldn’t remember how long that was after her last period.

She wasn’t even sure what she wanted to be true.

Did she want to be pregnant or not?

Everything was very confusing. 

So, she was almost grateful when Liam distracted her, even though what he distracted her with wasn’t particularly comfortable.

They were getting off the interstate and back into Cape Christopher, maybe fifteen minutes from Liam’s place. Liam reached out, picked up her phone, and paused the podcast.

“I want to see it,” said Liam.

“You want to see what?” she said. 

“The video that Destiny sent you of me and Finn and Cora,” he said. “I want to see it.”

“Oh,” she said. She gripped the steering wheel. Why? she wanted to ask. That seemed rude. She didn’t ask that. “Okay.”

“I know it’s technically police business, but I don’t want to watch it at the station,” he said. “Can you pull up your work email on another computer?”

“Of course,” she said. 

“Then come to my place,” he said.

And that was how they ended up sitting in front of Liam’s work computer screens—him on his swivelly office chair and her on a kitchen chair that Liam had brought in—in Liam’s living room, watching the video on a fairly large computer screen. He had it big to do his video editing, she guessed.

This time, the video didn’t make her feel aroused, not with Liam sitting there. It made her feel sick to her stomach. It was invasive, filming him without his consent. And even if he’d willingly acquiesced to everything he was doing in the video, he hadn’t realized that Finn was a serial killer back then. Seeing it now, it must make Liam feel disgusting.

“Why did she send you this?” said Liam. “What does she want?”

“I don’t know,” said Dawson. “But she wants my attention. She killed a woman when I told her that she wasn’t my jurisdiction.”

“How did she even get it?” said Liam. “If Finn filmed it, why did he give it to her?” He turned to Dawson. “Hey, have you gotten him to talk more about his relationship with her?”

“He’s pretty tight-lipped,” she said. 

“Why do you think he was begging me to kill him in that beach house when he captured us both, and that now he’s trying to get the death penalty taken off the table?”

“Gotta be control?” She shrugged. She tilted her head at the screen, looking at the girl that Liam said was named Cora, who was running her fingers over the mens’ chests. “Getting you to kill him is its own victory, but getting a lethal injection is a defeat. That girl… she looks familiar to me.”

“Really?” said Liam.

“How’d you know her?”

“Uh, didn’t,” said Liam. “She was just in the room when we got there.”

“But you know her name. You never talked to her again?”

“I might have seen her on campus afterwards?” He wasn’t sure of this. “Maybe I’d met her before?” He leaned forward and picked up the mouse and spun things forward.

“Oh, you’re skipping things?”

“There’s nothing to see except thrusting at this point.” 

She squinted as the images went by on the screen super fast with no sound. The three bodies were just kind of mushed together there for a while. And then they broke apart and Liam stopped the video.

“Whoa,” he said, “I forgot that I had sex with her too.”

“You’ve all been having sex this whole time.”

“You know what I mean,” said Liam. He grimaced, and then he spun this forward too, which consisted of his mouth on Slater again while Liam was inside Cora.

“Did you do this a lot in college? Threesomes? You’re kind of adventurous, aren’t you?”

“The word you’re looking for is ‘slut,’” he muttered. He let go of the mouse and sat back, and the sound came back, which was rhythmic and full of breathy sounds. 

“Don’t call yourself that,” said Dawson. “I fully own up to being really boring sexually.”

He snorted. “Yeah, you were boring all right, what with transitioning and all that.”

“Well, that process did not actually lead to a lot of interest from other people in wanting me or whatever.”

He glanced at her, something sympathetic in his expression.

“Don’t pity me,” she said. “There are no videos floating around of me in my twenties with two other people, so if anyone needs pity, it’s you.”

He reached out and shut off the video. “Touche.”

“Sorry,” she said, feeling defeated.

“I think it’s the only threesome I ever had,” he said. “Besides with Destiny, obviously. I went to a couple sessions with a therapist a few months back, and he said that I was probably dealing with the sexual trauma by being promiscuous and that it was my way of feeling as though I had control over my body again?”

Dawson didn’t know what to say to that.

“But… obviously… it’s sort of not really control,” he said. “Because I make all these destructive decisions and then I’m, like, trapped by my own actions. I have all these consequences.” 

On the screen, Cora’s face was frozen in place. Dawson stared at that, and tried to think of how to respond to what Liam was saying. 

“So, when you’re saying I’m adventurous, it’s really… like I’m dealing with PTSD or something? It can make you really stupid about risk. You can overprotect yourself against some risks and underprotect yourself against others.”

“Liam,” she whispered.

“I know this is not probably making you feel comfortable with me being a father, but seriously, Dawson—”

“I’m still not ready to talk about that,” she said. “And that Cora person? I think she’s the third body in the freezer.”

















CHAPTER NINE







LIAM’S hands were shaking. He was standing behind Dawson’s chair as she pulled up police pictures, which had been taken of the bodies in the freezer that they’d found in that old house that Trina Manning had taken them to.

Two of the bodies had missing limbs. They’d been part of the bouquet of limbs that had been left for them to find in an old warehouse. They had been identified already.

But this third victim, no one had known who she was.

And now, looking at the pictures of the girl, wrapped in plastic, her features frozen and blackened, he could see that it was Cora all right. He would never have noticed before, but then he hadn’t looked too closely at the dead bodies because dead bodies unnerved him.

“She was the one who was pregnant,” Dawson was saying. “And the dating on the freezing of her, she’s been in that freezer for a very long time, which could mean that—”

“No,” said Liam. His heart stopped.

“She was like two months along,” said Dawson. 

“No, Haysle, please don’t tell me that you think that she was pregnant with my…” He couldn’t even say the word. His internal organs seemed to be moving into improper places. He gripped the back of her chair too tightly.

She leaned her head back to look at him. “I don’t know. The time line might match up is all.”

“If she was in that freezer, she was Destiny’s victim,” said Liam. “Destiny might have put her up to it. You know, she orchestrated the whole thing with Finn and me before, and she was always, you know, trying to make us kiss and stuff.”

Don’t be selfish, tiger. Your girl wants a show.

“It could be Slater’s,” she said. “I mean, he was first.”

“I’m going to throw up now,” he said in a strained voice, and he did feel nauseous, but he also didn’t think he could stand up if he let go of the back of this chair, so he just stood there, gripping it, trying to breathe.

Dawson reached back and patted his hand. “Sorry, Liam. I’ll get this figured out, okay?”










“WHY did we never test the DNA of the freezer victim number three’s fetus against Slater?” said Dawson.

Anthony Frisk was on the other side of the lab, bent over a body. He was wearing plastic gloves and the fingers were stained red. “Hello to you, too, Detective Dawson. It’s been a long time, but I’m doing well, thanks for asking, and I think your greeting technique is really improving.”

“Sorry,” she said. “How are you?”

“We did this,” said Frisk.

She sighed.

“The victim was about two months along,” said Frisk. “And we were under the impression that Slater probably didn’t even kill her, because it was found in that freezer, and you told me that she was a victim of Destiny Worth. Also, if she had been killed by Slater, it wouldn’t have matched his profile to kill someone he’d been sleeping with for months. That wasn’t his thing. He only screwed bodies, am I right?”

“Well, can you test it now?” she said.

“Yup, we’ve got samples,” he said.

“Good,” she said. “And, um, you have a DNA profile from Liam Emerson, right?”

“We do,” said Frisk, raising his eyebrows.

“Test the fetus against him too.”

“For paternity?”

“Yes,” she said. Obviously. “Thanks, Anthony.”

“You’re not going to tell me what this is all about, are you?”

“Nope,” she said, shaking her head.










LIAM did not understand how he had this many Facebook friends.

He’d been on the platform since his twenties, so he supposed it made sense that he did, but it was strange to him to think that the social media site had been such an institution in his life for so long. It still felt to him like it was a sort of new thing. But Facebook was ancient, just like him.

Anyway, there was a search function, and he’d searched for Cora, but she hadn’t come up.

He knew that sometimes people didn’t call themselves by their real names on social media—something that had been more common years ago—and he also knew that sometimes, when people went missing or died, their social media accounts were left intact so that their loved ones could write on their wall on anniversaries and holidays. It was a form of comfort.

So, anyway, he thought it was possible that he was Facebook friends with Cora, and that he should search through his entire friend list to try to find her.

If she was on his friends list, he could maybe find out her last name, and they could really identify her.

But he had a lot of Facebook friends, nearly four hundred, and it was taking a long time to go through all of them. He felt the need to thoroughly investigate anyone whose profile picture was not of their face or was too small to make out. 

That was a lot, because most of his friends seemed to think that they should make their profile pictures them with their kids.

Maybe he would feel the same way if he had a kid. He didn’t know. 

But that made him think of the idea that Destiny Worth had murdered his unborn child inside of Cora—whose last name he didn’t know—and how screwed up was the entire situation? How do you knock up a girl whose last name you don’t know? How do you do it in such a way that you can’t even be sure it’s your kid?

He wanted to kill Destiny.

Oddly, he hadn’t dealt with his emotions toward the woman, not truly. He was still trying to come to terms with the fact that she was alive.

But now, in this moment, he wanted to kill her for real. He’d spent most of his life feeling guilty about killing her, but now he wished she was actually dead.

His phone rang.

It was Dawson.

He put it on speaker and continued scrolling through his friends list. “Hey.”

“I found Cora,” she said.

He stopped scrolling. “You did?”

“Yeah, I looked through alumni records for Branwen University, and I found her. Get this. Her last name is Manning.”

“Okay,” he said.

“And she shares a home address with another Manning. Trina Manning, who it seems is her sister.”

“Her sister led us to the freezer where her remains were being stored?”

“Yes.”










THEY were back on the road.

Dawson was driving again, and this time they were headed to Trina Manning’s home in Maryland. “She was so nervous. She kept saying that she didn’t want to talk to me and that she needed a lawyer and she tried to shut us out.”

“Yeah, she said we had a class together, and that seemed to soothe her, but—”

“Checked into that. Not true. Her schedule was searchable, and so was yours, and she and you never had a class together.”

“So… she lied.”

“I think she lied about a lot of things. It never made any sense, why she was so worried about her guilt and then she didn’t have any, not really. I don’t know why it didn’t raise red flags for me all along.”

“She did run away from us pretty fast,” said Liam.

“I assumed she was just freaked out about being back in that place,” said Dawson.

“So did I.”

“So, look, it’s obvious that both Trina and her sister were in deep with Worth and her group of sycophants. Followers. Whatever we’re calling them.”

“If Destiny set Cora up to seduce me and Slater, then later convinced her to sacrifice herself or… I don’t know. You know that Finn told me that Destiny would give him dead bodies for his own perverted use. And that when she stopped, that’s when he started killing women.”

“I do remember that,” said Dawson. “But why are you bringing that up, because wasn’t that later? During this time period, he didn’t even know Worth was alive.”

“Maybe not,” said Liam. “Or maybe so. I don’t know if I believe anything he says, of course. I’m saying maybe Finn liked her and wanted to screw her again, but this time, do it the way he liked to screw women—dead.”

“Is that typical for him? To want to go back for seconds?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did she seduce you?” said Dawson. “Because you told me she was just in the room. Who approached you with this idea of the three of you all having sex, anyway?”

“Uh, Finn, I guess. Maybe technically, he seduced me. But, it’s kind of fuzzy, because I was drunk. Which seems to be a refrain for that part of my life.”

“That’s a refrain for everyone’s time in college,” said Dawson. “If you remember college too clearly, you did it wrong.”

He snorted.

“Anyway, I just don’t understand why she kills people at all. Like, for Slater, it’s this weird sexual thing. And I can’t deny that there’s some sexual component that motivates Worth. But I feel as though she’s mostly interested in men sexually, and most of her victims—all of her victims at this point, unless we count her dad, and we don’t know that he’s dead—are women. So, what’s that about?”

“You’re the one who told me this is all about power.”

“Yeah, it’s very sick,” she said. “Like, that must be the ultimate power for her, to get someone to sacrifice their life for her, and so she just likes pushing people as far as she can. She pushed you and Slater all the time, and she’s obviously brainwashed all of these people. I get the impression her brother is terrified of her. She’s… God, she’s evil.”

When they finally reached Trina’s house, they were both tired from driving. 

They got out of the car and stretched before they made their way up the walk to Trina’s house.

Dawson knocked on the door.

They waited.

No one came to the door.

They knocked again.

Still nothing.

After a while, they began walking around the house and looking in the windows, which was when they realized that the house was empty and that the refrigerator in the kitchen had been defrosted and stood open.

Trina was gone.

















CHAPTER TEN







“UM, sorry, say again?” the woman at the front desk had long, purple-tipped nails that she drummed against the desk top. “What was the name?”

“Trina Manning,” said Dawson. “She works here. Well, she did, anyway.”

“Oh, Trina, right,” said the woman. “Yes, she quit about six months ago.”

“Right after we came here and talked to her,” said Liam.

“Did she say why she was quitting?”

“Family issues, I think,” said the woman. “Maybe cancer?” She cringed in sympathy.

“Did she leave a forwarding address?” said Dawson.

“Um, I can’t just give that out.”

Dawson got out her badge. 

“Oh!” The woman’s artfully-shaped eyebrows shot up. “Well, let me look, then, officer. So sorry.” She sat down and typed on the computer, managing it magnificently with those nails, which astounded Dawson. She shook her head. “Sorry, there’s nothing here. I can give you the address she was living at?”

“We’ve been there,” said Dawson. “You have a phone number for her?”

“Sure,” said the woman. She scribbled it down on a small pad of paper and then ripped off the sheet to hand it over. “Sorry I’m not more help. Is Trina all right? Is she in some kind of trouble?”

“If she gets in touch, give me a call,” said Dawson, giving the woman her card.

Once they left the building, Dawson immediately tried the phone number.

And got a message that the number had been disconnected. 

Figured.

“Nothing?” said Liam.

“Disconnected,” she said.

He sighed.

It was late afternoon now, and she didn’t relish another long drive home. By the time they got back, it would be the middle of the night, anyway. She turned to look at him. “I don’t feel like driving back tonight. Let’s just get a hotel room. We can deal with all of this tomorrow.”

He shifted on his feet, not meeting her gaze. “I could drive.”

“I don’t want to be in a car for hours again either,” she said. “Plus, I’m hungry, and I don’t relish eating fast food.”

“Well, I don’t want to be overnight in a hotel with you again,” he said.

This hurt her for some reason. She might have winced.

“Not unless we talk,” he said. 

She let out an annoyed sound.

“Sorry,” he said. “I’m not trying to pressure you or whatever. I know you said you’re not ready to talk—”

“I will not come to your room tonight, okay? I don’t even want to, now that you’re being like this.”

“Come on, Haysle, let me drive.”

“It’s my car,” she said. “So, it’s my decision. You want to go home, find your own way home.”










LIAM wasn’t sure if he could charge room service to the room, since the CCPD was footing the bill. He figured it was okay, but he also knew there was a certain allowance per day for meals, and he wasn’t sure how much it was.

There was a knock on his hotel room door.

He yanked it open. “I thought you weren’t going to come to my room.”

Dawson shrugged. “You want to get dinner? The restaurant attached to this place is Italian. I could stand some comfort food. Big bowl of pasta? What do you think?”

Tell her no, because she’s confusing you, and you need to protect yourself. God knows, your own crazy is enough to deal with. You can’t deal with whatever her issues are too.

“Pasta sounds good,” he said.

Later, in the restaurant, she perused the wine list, and he snatched it away from her.

“What is your problem?” she said.

“You said you were keeping it, like that was decided,” he said.

“One glass of wine is allowed,” she said. “Geez, there was this whole period of time in human history when there was nothing to drink except alcoholic beverages because the water wasn’t safe to drink, and people didn’t all have fetal alcohol syndrome.”

“It was an uncivilized time of war and injustice and prejudice and sexism,” he said. “Who knows why everyone thought that was a good idea, but maybe their brains were mutated.”

She glared at him.

He glared at her.

“If I am pregnant, you do not get to act like you own me,” she said.

“I’m not acting like anything.” He was sulky, though. He could hear it in his voice.

“But I’d like to remind you that I’m very probably not pregnant.”

The waitress came by and Dawson said she wasn’t ready to order yet, that she needed more time with the menu, but she ordered a Coke, and he stifled the urge to tell her that pregnant women were also supposed to steer clear of caffeine, because he wasn’t totally sure about that. He thought that was true, but he couldn’t remember.

Besides, she probably wasn’t pregnant.

She buried her face in the menu until the waitress returned with their drinks. Then she ordered baked ziti. He ordered fettuccine alfredo. The waitress took their menus and left.

“Fine,” said Dawson, and now she sounded sulky. “We can talk.”

He felt a knot that had begun to tighten behind his neck start to unravel a little. “We can?” Man, he sounded really eager and idiotic.

“What do you want to talk about?” She was adversarial about this.

Great, this was not going to go well. He took a deep breath. “I just feel like we should talk about what might happen if the future and how we would deal with that is all.”

“Okay,” she said. “Well, I don’t think it’s that easy to get pregnant, but if it happened, then I guess we could do what I was talking about with Carter, which was to sort of split the time, so that he got the baby—”

“Carter?” he interrupted. “Your ex? When were you talking about this with him?”

“Oh, I didn’t tell you that.”

“No, we haven’t been talking about any of this.”

She rolled her eyes. She took a drink of Coke. “Okay, so he called me on the phone and he had this proposition for me, which was that he and I could have a baby and that the baby could be with me half of the time and him the rest of the time. It’s a better option for him and his fiance than a surrogate. It’s a lot cheaper. And adoption is really difficult for a straight couple, let alone a gay couple, so I can see why he would have been interested.”

Liam gaped at her. He hated this idea. What the hell? Did he feel like he owned her now? Well, not own. Obviously, she was her own person, and he had no claim on her, but there was a possessive undercurrent to the way he looked at her. He didn’t think it was anything other than the beginning of some kind of romantic bond, but… well, it was there.

“What?” she said.

“I don’t know,” he said. His mouth felt dry. He had a soda, too, and he busied himself sucking on his straw.

“You wanted to talk.”

“Can I be honest with you, and you won’t get angry?”

“Oh, well, sure, I can guarantee my reaction without hearing what you have to say, Liam.” She was sarcastic. 

“Come on, Haysle.”

“I guess you’re going to have to risk it. Be honest. See what happens.”

He toyed with the straw in his glass. “I just feel… I think about you being pregnant with another man’s child, and it’s like… bad. To me.”

She didn’t say anything.

He looked at her.

She was gazing across the table at him with a look on her face that wasn’t angry. It was the way she looked at him when he was inside her, when she was gasping as he moved against her. 

His heart lurched. The emotion welling up in him was huge suddenly, engulfing him, and it was frightening. He had the urge to get up from the table and walk away. He was frightened this feeling was going to crush him.

“Damn it, Liam,” she whispered. “It’s always like this with you.”

“Like what?” He was whispering too.

“Like I feel things about you, and what I feel doesn’t match up with what I know.” She tapped her temple. “You and me, intellectually, it’s… stupid.”

He let out a laugh. “Ouch?”

“Not just because of you.” She reached across the table and seized his hand.

He flashed on holding hands with Finn in the prison days ago, and then he squeezed her fingers tight to chase away the memory.

She squeezed back. “You’ve been through so much. And I have been through a lot too. So, I just feel like combining our issues is a recipe for disaster.” She sighed. “But… I like you. I’ve always just liked you. It’s stupid, and I’ve tried to warn myself off of you, but then you say crap like that to me, and…”

“Why didn’t it make you mad? You just got done telling me that I don’t own you.”

“I don’t know.”

“Okay,” he said.

And then they were quiet.

The waitress came with their meals.

They ate.

Time passed.

“Okay, look,” he said, finally. “You want to have a baby, right?”

“Yes,” she said. “I do. But ideally, I would want to wait until the case was over, I guess. Because there’s no way I’m going to interrogate Slater with my belly out to here.” She gestured and then went back to her ziti. “He would destroy me.”

“Do you want to do that with Carter?”

“Well, not really,” she said. “Knowing that I would spend basically the rest of my life seeing him at every one of my kid’s milestones, along with his new partner… I’m sure I’d get over it, but it kind of sounds painful and weird. I want to have my own life now. I broke up with him for a reason. You know he tried to get back with me after I detransitioned, and I realized that it would never work with him.”

“Okay, good,” he said.

“Good?”

“Just have a baby with me, then.”

She scoffed lightly. “It’s not that easy.”

“Well, what you were thinking about doing with Carter, it wasn’t a relationship, so it doesn’t have to be that with us, either.”

She set down her fork. “If it’s just about knocking me up, we don’t have to have to actually have intercourse.”

“But it’s more fun if we do.” He shrugged. 

She gave him an annoyed look.

He smirked at her.

“What you’re proposing does not solve anything.”

“I haven’t really explained it yet,” he said. “What I’m proposing is that we leave some aspects of the future murky, things to be determined, and we only nail down one aspect, which is that we’re going to have a kid together.”

“Do you even want a child?”

“Very much,” he said, a lot of force behind it.

“Really? Because you’ve never said anything to me—”

“I don’t know if I was really aware of how much I wanted it until you… until this possibility,” he said. “But I do want it. Really want it.”

She chewed on her bottom lip, regarding him.

He pushed on. “So, we don’t know what might happen. Maybe we end up in a relationship, living together, raising a baby together.”

“I don’t know if—”

“But maybe we don’t,” he said. “We could figure that part out later. And we can wait. So, we don’t have to start trying until you’re ready.”

She eyed him, and there was that look in her eyes again. Her eyes were shiny. She ducked her face down to gaze into her half-eaten pasta dish, and when she spoke, her voice was a little shaky. “That actually is really reassuring to me, the idea that I know that part is settled.”

“Because you’re positive that you want to have a child, but you don’t know how it’s going to happen.”

“Yeah,” she whispered.

“So… just say you agree.” He drank more soda. “And it’s not a formal arrangement. It’s not binding. If you decide against it later, you can back out.”

“Or if you decide against it.”

“I’m not going to decide against it.”

She looked up at him again. “You sound so sure.”

He shrugged. “My part of the agreement doesn’t sound unpleasant.”

She snorted. “Well, you might change your mind when you’re changing diapers.”

“No way, are you kidding?”

“I meant that you might find it unpleasant, not that you would not want your child,” she said.

“Okay,” he said. 

“It’s a big commitment.”

“I know.” 

“And you… I mean… it seems almost sillier to trust you with the father part of the equation than with the romantic part of it.”

“Because I’m a fuck-up.”

“I did not say that.”

“Look, I… when I was in my early twenties, I thought that I murdered a woman on accident, and I spent the rest of my life dealing really badly with that and trying to drown out the truth of it. And then I was captured by a serial killer and locked up in a dog crate for six weeks, and then he escaped from prison and psychologically tormented me for months. And, yeah, I… there are…” He squared his shoulders. “What I’m saying is that all of that is over. I’m finally—for the first time in my life—able to heal. It’s only been six months, but if you see where I was six months ago and where I am now, it’s worlds apart. So, I think… what I’m saying is you can trust me.”

She just looked at him.

Moments passed.

And then she stabbed her ziti with her fork. “Okay. I’m in. You can be my baby daddy, Liam. I trust you.”

He grinned. “Seriously? You can think about it if you want.”

“I’ll let you know if I change my mind.” She popped the pasta into her mouth and chewed. She was grinning too.










LIAM didn’t expect her to lead him back to her room after dinner.

He figured the talk had made it clear that she didn’t want to be pregnant yet, and that she was really confused about him.

Even so, he didn’t say no.

They kissed just inside the door of the hotel room. They kissed in the easy chair in the corner, him sitting in it and her on his lap. They kissed on her bed. They kissed for a long time, and he was prepared for it to just be that—kissing.

But then she started taking off her clothes. 

So, this was happening again, and he did have condoms, but not here—they were in his room. He thought about bringing that up, trying to inject some kind of rational thought into the situation. 

But he didn’t.

And she didn’t say anything.

Maybe it was just easier not to talk about it.

When he woke up in the morning, she was climbing over him in the bed.

She hovered over him, propped up on her hands and knees, her bare breasts dangling as she bent down to kiss him.

He put his hands on her and she squealed, breathless.

“You should go back to your room and shower so that we can get back on the road,” she mumbled against his mouth.

“Oh, is that what I should do?”

“Yes,” she said. “Stop distracting us.”

“I think you’re being plenty distracting.” He gently squeezed her breasts for emphasis.

She moaned. “Sorry. I will go into the bathroom and remedy that situation.” She pulled away.

He reached out for her. “You don’t have to.”

“Definitely do,” she threw over her shoulder. And then she was gone.

He lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling, feeling as though—for all the talking the night before—nothing had really been settled.

He pulled on his clothes and went back to his room. He showered and got ready and they drove back to Cape Christopher.

But they didn’t talk on the way home. He didn’t feel like he could bring the subject up again. He didn’t know what he wanted to say to her, anyway.

Be my girlfriend, Haysle?

Maybe it was better to play it by ear.

So, that was what he did.

He went home, and two days passed, and nothing from Dawson, not a thing.

He thought about her.

He was annoyed by how much he thought about her, and how much of the thinking that he did about her was incredibly filthy thinking. 

When she finally called him, he hoped it was because she wanted to come over or she wanted him to come to her place or because she wanted to say filthy things to him over the phone.

But instead, she said, “It’s Slater’s.”

That was when he remembered all about Cora Manning.

Why hadn’t he thought of that?

Well, who would want to think of that?

“That’s good,” he said. And it was, because he didn’t want to think that Destiny had killed his unborn child, or that Finn had done it, or anything like that at all.

Even so, there was a strange lump forming in his throat about the entire situation, which seemed so tragic and so disgusting. He was ashamed of himself for so many things, but this was horrible.

“I’m thinking we have to use this,” she said.

“How do we use this?”

“I know that Slater is lacking in empathy, and it won’t necessarily bother him on the same level as any other person that this tragedy happened,” she said. “But he might feel ownership. A lot of psychopaths see their children as extensions of themselves, as possessions. If Worth killed his child, that might make him very angry.”

“We don’t know that she did,” said Liam.

“Even if she gave him Cora to kill,” said Dawson, “it’s still Worth’s doing. I imagine he would not have killed her if he knew she was pregnant with his child. What do you think?”

“I don’t know,” he said.

“Will you come with me while I try it?” she said. “Will you talk to him about it?”

“What if he did know?”

“Then we’re no better off,” she said. “But it’s worth a try.”

















CHAPTER ELEVEN







LIAM’S reticence was more about the fact that he didn’t want to go to see Finn again than about any kind of evaluation of Dawson’s plan. He had been to see Finn once, and he’d seemed to get out relatively unscathed. Would he be all right if he tried it again?

He wasn’t so sure.

He tried to tell himself that it would be fine. Finn had done his worst before, saying all kinds of intimate things, including that ridiculous line about being inside him, and none of it had really fazed him. Whatever hold that Finn had on him had lessened. It was almost completely gone.

He’d be fine.

But he was nervous.

Even so, it seemed even more likely that he’d knocked Dawson up at this point, considering he’d had three tries to get it done. And he didn’t want her to have to talk to Finn alone. So, he volunteered to take point on it.

When they arrived, they both sat down across from Finn in the interrogation room, but he was the one who spoke.

“You’re probably expecting us to be angry because you sent us on an wild goose chase to Baltimore,” said Liam, setting down a file folder on the table next to him. “But some time has passed, and we’ve gotten over it. Besides we don’t expect better from you.”

Finn had his hands out, reaching for Liam.

But Liam didn’t touch him this time. He waited for Finn to speak.

Finn eyed him. “You know, maybe I might have remembered that no one was in that Baltimore house, but you refused to do anything for me, Liam. After everything we’ve shared, I’d think you’d want to get me help. I’d think you’d want to help me get into a mental health facility instead of being locked up here like a common criminal.”

“You are a common criminal,” said Liam.

“I’m a victim,” said Finn.

Liam sighed. “We’re not going to have this discussion. We have other things to talk about.”

Finn lifted a shackled hand and jammed a finger into the table. “I’m not doing anything for you until you do something for me. Get me into a hospital, get me out of here, and then we can talk about Destiny.”

“I don’t know why you think I could help you when Dawson couldn’t,” said Liam, gesturing to her. She was sitting next to him at the table. “She’s the one who actually works with law enforcement. I’m only here because of my connection with you.”

Finn turned on Dawson. “Yes, the man-stealing Detective Haysle Dawson. How are you doing?”

Dawson smirked. “Are you jealous, Slater?”

“When I came to your house, I said that I didn’t like what you were doing to him,” said Finn. “You assured me that there was no one who could shake my hold on him, especially not you. And then he walks away from me last time.” His voice had gotten steadily louder as he spoke. Now, he was shouting.

Dawson jerked back. “Calm down.”

Finn leaned forward, straining against his chains. “Maybe I am jealous, but I’m comforted by the fact that it won’t last. You’ve known him for what? Less than a year? He and I are forever.”

Liam wasn’t even sure what to make of this. It wasn’t anything like Finn, losing control like this. Maybe this was some sort of planned manipulation. Or maybe prison was getting to him. Maybe he really was crazy.

Of course he’s crazy, he thought to himself. He kills people for fun.

Finn turned back to Liam. “I won’t talk if she’s in here.”

“She stays,” said Liam. Ah, perhaps that was the game. Separate them? Get Liam alone? 

“I need to talk to you without her here,” said Finn.

“Not this time,” said Liam. “You do know where Destiny is, don’t you?”

“You think I’m going to talk about this? I just got done explaining—”

“You know,” Liam decided. “And I know you remember that night the summer after senior year, when you and I hooked up at that party. I know you remember, because you taunted me about the last time I touched your cock when you were calling me on the phone. You know, before you were captured and put back in jail where you belong?”

“You don’t have to be an asshole,” said Finn. “And yes, I remember. In point of fact, that proves what I said before about the idea of my never having gotten you off, doesn’t it? Because that was the night that I let you fuck me, so how in the hell—”

“Did you kill Cora?” said Liam.

“Who the fuck is Cora?”

Liam opened the file folder they’d brought along. He took out a photograph of Cora and slid it across the table to Finn. “Cora Manning. You insisted she be there while I fucked you, because otherwise, if you didn’t have your dick in pussy at the same time, it could be considered gay.”

Finn rolled his eyes. “You were just as confused and homophobic as I was back then, so shut up.”

“Did you kill her?” Liam tapped the photo.

“She’s dead?” Finn picked up the picture, looking at the girl.

“How did you find her that night, Slater?” spoke up Dawson.

“She came to me,” said Finn. “She said she’d always had a fantasy about being with two men, and I said I could make that happen. What do you mean, she’s dead?” He set the picture down.

“We found her in the freezer at Destiny’s place out in the woods near the college,” said Liam.

“You got a picture of that?” said Finn, sitting up straighter.

“No,” said Dawson in a firm voice. 

Finn sneered at her. “I don’t want to talk to you. Why don’t you shut your tranny mouth?”

“Stop calling her names,” said Liam mildly.

“Or what? You’ll protect her honor?” Finn glowered at him. There was a long pause, and then Finn looked away. “So, Destiny sent that girl to us.”

“Come on, come clean,” said Liam. “You knew Destiny was alive back then.”

“I did not,” said Finn, wounded.

“You told me, when you were giving me that big spiel back in that beach house where you had us tied up? You told me that when she took the name Lola Gem, she was stealing from you. But you didn’t know that she’d taken the name Lola Gem if you didn’t know she was alive. So, admit that you knew.”

“I meant that after the fact, after I found out what she was doing, then I felt as if she was stealing from me.”

“You thought that if you pretended like you didn’t know, it would make her appear more guilty, and then I would be more likely to help you kill her,” said Liam. “That’s what you wanted, right? You captured me so that I would help you kill Destiny?”

“I. Was. Not. Pretending.” Finn’s nostrils flared. “Can we go back to this Cora person?”

“You killed her,” said Liam.

“I didn’t,” said Finn. “I didn’t kill anyone until after Destiny stopped killing for me.”

“Well, then Destiny killed Cora for you.”

“I didn’t even know she was dead.”

“Did you violate Cora’s body?”

“No,” Finn snapped. “What is this? Do you need me to confess to more murders, because I thought you had enough evidence to lock me up forever.”

“We do,” said Liam. “I just want you to understand the extent of Destiny’s betrayal to you.” He took out a piece of paper and slid that across the table to Finn.

Finn squinted at this. “What’s this?”

“Those are DNA results.”

“There should not be any of my DNA on that Cora person, and if there is, Destiny planted it. Or she killed her that night, after we were with her, in which case your DNA—”

“She was pregnant,” said Liam in a quiet voice.

Finn’s face froze.

“Yeah,” whispered Liam. “Destiny made you kill your own child.”

“I didn’t kill Cora,” said Finn, and there was something in his voice that convinced Liam. He was running his fingers across the lines of text on the piece of paper. 

“Well, then, Destiny did it,” said Liam. “Destiny killed your child.”

“It was a boy,” spoke up Dawson.

Finn turned to her. His lips parted as if he was going to say something and then he went back to the piece of paper.

“That baby was a piece of you,” said Dawson. “Part of you. Your son. And Destiny Worth destroyed that. It’s like she killed part of you.”

Finn’s jaw twitched. He licked his lips, and then he slammed the paper over, so that it was face down. He glared at the table, and his voice was rough. “You two need to give me a minute.”

“No,” said Liam.

“Leave me alone.” Finn yelled it.

“No.” Liam was firm.

Finn clenched both of his hands into fists. Liam noticed his lower lip trembling, and Finn bit down on his bottom lip to stop it.

“Hurts, doesn’t it?” said Liam. He was well aware that Finn could feel hurt.

“Shut up,” growled Finn.

“You have the power to get her back for this,” whispered Dawson. “Tell us where Worth is.”

Finn brought his shackled fists up to his face. “So, that’s what you’re up to.”

“Tell us,” said Liam.

Finn lowered his fists. “Maybe you made this up. How hard is it to type up some results on a piece of paper?”

“We didn’t make it up,” said Liam. “I wouldn’t do that to you.”

“You hate me,” said Finn.

“Sure,” said Liam. “But making up a story like this to manipulate you and cause you pain? That’s something you would do. Not me. You know it’s true.”

“Destiny was spending time in that house in Delaware,” said Finn. “The one with the freezer. I stayed there with her and her people for a while.”

“She’s not there now,” said Liam. But he supposed that made sense, as to why the electricity had been on, why it had looked as though there had been a bonfire in the fire pit recently.

“No, they moved on,” said Finn. “She’s got a place in West Virginia now. She’s probably there. It’s out near Harper’s Ferry.”

“You know the address?” said Liam.

“Yeah,” said Finn. “And I’ll give it to you, but I want a promise first. I want to talk to her.”

“I don’t know about that,” said Liam.

“Sure,” said Dawson. “I’ll give you the chance to confront Worth. What’s the address?”

“I want the promise in writing,” said Finn.

“Everything’s being recorded,” said Dawson. “You get your lawyer to request this recording, and he’ll see that I made the promise.” She raised her eyebrows.

Finn considered. “Okay.” He rattled off the address, complete with zip code, so quickly that it made Liam annoyed with the way he’d been evasive about the Baltimore address. 

“Thank you,” said Liam, getting up.

Finn looked up at him. Tears were welling up in his eyes. “I just fucked up my one shot to get into a mental health facility, didn’t I?”

“That was never going to happen,” said Dawson.

Finn bowed his head.

“Finn,” said Liam gently, “I know you’re not good with this, but you have to understand that you killed people, and that you have to be punished for that.”

“But I couldn’t help it,” Finn muttered. 

“You could help it,” said Liam.

“How do you know?” Finn slumped in his chair. “Have you ever been inside my head? You don’t know what it’s like. It just… it won’t shut up until I do it. It’s the only way to get any kind of relief. I am a victim.”

“I don’t think very many people are going to be inclined to feel sorry for you,” said Liam.

“They feel sorry for those fucking whores, though?” Finn slammed his hands onto the table. “Like anyone would have cared if those bitches had died from drug overdoses. Like their lives would have meant anything to anyone then.”

“That’s not helping,” said Liam. He cocked his head to one side. “For what it’s worth, I feel sorry for you.”

A tear spilled out of Finn’s eye and he lifted a shackled hand to brush it away quickly. He let out a little laugh. “I don’t need your fucking pity, Liam.”

“Right,” said Liam. “Well, I guess we’re done.”

“Wait,” said Finn. “That address is good, and you’re going to find her. And in response, because you’re grateful, you’ll come back and see me again, tiger.”

Liam drew in a long, slow breath.

“You will,” Finn insisted.

“He doesn’t owe you anything,” said Dawson. She took Liam by the arm. “Come on, let’s go.”

















CHAPTER TWELVE







LIAM was sitting in the passenger seat of Dawson’s car. It was parked at the opening to a long driveway to a house outside of Harper’s Ferry, and he was alone.

There were a slew of other police cars parked all along the driveway.

Dawson had led the charge into the house, and he’d been instructed to stay out here and wait.

Which was fine. He was good with waiting. He didn’t need to go in there, because he wasn’t armed and he wasn’t trained. 

It was only that just recently, he’d started hearing a lot of gunshots, and he was starting to freak out because of Dawson being in there.

It wasn’t even about the hypothetical pregnancy, it was just about her.

It was about the way her deep voice had this rich quality to it, how it sometimes seemed to curl around his insides and make him feel like he was about to lose control. It was about the way she laughed. She’s sometimes make this ridiculous giggle snort that would make him laugh just from the sound of it. It was about the sounds she made when his mouth was on her skin. 

He could not sit in the car, waiting for her, while she was in there possibly getting shot.

It was like an affront to his biological programming or something.

It was dumb, because he didn’t have a gun, and he wasn’t even a very macho sort of man, and he knew that if he went in there, he’d be a liability, and that she’d be just as likely to get hurt trying to protect his stupid ass.

And yet, he was opening the door and getting out of the car anyway.

He couldn’t seem to stop himself.

He hurried toward the house, staying to one side of the driveway, huddling against the trees that lined the drive, moving under the cover of their shadows.

All the time, as he moved, there were more shots.

No one was screaming, though. There was nothing like that. Maybe that meant the shots weren’t hitting anyone.

At the edge of the driveway, he halted next to the last of the trees and stared at the house.

It was two stories tall, and it had a wraparound porch that jutted out under a dark green awning. There was a garage attached to the side. The siding was a tan color, and he could see all that because the outside lights were on, and there were quite a few of them, attached to the corners of the house.

The front door was open.

He’d watched Dawson and twenty armed officers swarm in through that door.

But now, he couldn’t see anything through the door except a dull, yellow light.

The gunshots stopped.

It was quiet.

He took a deep breath and then sprinted across the drive, up the steps on the wraparound porch, and to the open doorway.

He peered inside.

There was a small foyer and a set of steps leading to the upper level of the house. No one was there. 

At the top of the steps, though, he could see a foot dangling over the step. It was bare. It wasn’t moving.

What the hell was going on?

Should he go up and investigate what was attached to that foot?

Where was Dawson?

He stepped into the house and looked to his left. There was a doorway leading to a living room. There were couches in there and a TV attached to the wall. There were three bodies in there, sprawled out on the couches. There was blood on the ceiling, blood on the couch. Blood spilling out of their heads. They were holding guns and he was pretty sure they’d shot themselves.

Was that the gunfire he’d heard?

He rushed into the living room. 

The smell of the blood was bright and coppery. His guts roiled.

Without spending any more time looking at the bodies, he rushed through the living room and into a room beyond it. This seemed to be some kind of office. There was one person sitting at a desk, her head lobbing sideways. Behind her, there was a bright red spatter of blood. A gun dangled from her lifeless hand.

Holy fuck, this was like Jonestown in here.

He exited the room and ran back to the foyer. He went the opposite way, to the right, and found himself in the garage.

“What was that?” said someone.

There was a big van in the way, and he couldn’t see who had spoken.

“It’s fine,” came another voice—unmistakably Dawson’s. “You know there are officers in the house. Now, Trina, let’s talk about putting down the gun.”

Trina?

He stepped around the van, and Trina Manning came into view. She was holding a gun underneath her chin. She was wearing a pair of purple pajamas with smiling ice cream cones all over them.

Dawson was in front of her. She had her gun in her hand, but she was pointing it at the floor. 

“You,” said Trina, spotting him. “Liam Emerson.”

Dawson swore unintelligibly under her breath, but she didn’t take her gaze from Trina. “I told you to stay in the car.”

“Sorry. There were gunshots. I…” He could see now that these people were shooting themselves. God, how many guns did they have? What were the guns for?

“If I hadn’t seen you six months ago, I never would have been pulled back into this,” said Trina to him. “You. You obviously don’t remember, but you came by the apartment I shared with Cora, because you had found her purse. She’d been wasted out of her mind the night before, and it had her address in there, and you returned it. You wanted to know if she was okay. I remember you said that.”

Liam licked his lips. Should he say something? “You know, I’d feel a lot more comfortable talking if you put down your gun.”

She laughed. “Did you feel guilty about what you and your friend did to her?”

Liam didn’t say anything to that.

“I did,” said Trina. “I felt really guilty.”

“Trina,” murmured Dawson. “I’m going to take a step toward you.”

“Don’t,” said Trina, jamming the gun more tightly against her own skin. “You took advantage of her, Liam, but I put her up to it. I drugged her that night. I put E in her drink to make her nice and pliable. I did it for Lola. Everything for Lola. Sacrifice for Lola. Even my sister for Lola.”

Liam swallowed. “Listen, we can talk about—”

“I’m not a bad person,” she said. “I tried to put it all behind me. I never thought Lola would take Cora from me entirely. That night, when I delivered her to the bonfire, I didn’t think they’d kill her. I didn’t want that.” She sniffled. “I mean, I knew that Cora was pregnant, and she was being stupid about not getting an abortion, and I knew Lola was mad about that.”

“Liam,” said Dawson, “you should go back to the car.”

“It was my fault,” said Trina. “I just didn’t think about it like that when I did it. Lola made it seem like it was different, like it was good.”

“Where is Lola?” said Dawson. 

“If I’d known that she was going to die, I would have talked sense into Cora.” Trina screwed up her face. She let out a sob. “I would have protected her, my sister. I never meant to let anything happen to her. But when Lola talks, it’s so hard to think.”

“Yes,” said Dawson. “It’s Lola’s fault. So, tell us where we can find her.”

“Not here,” said Trina, letting out a wild laugh. “I called her and told her not to come home the minute I saw the police cars coming. One last little gift for Lola. Everything for Lola.” Another sob. “I’m so sorry, Cora, I’m so sorry.”

“So, she was here?” said Dawson. “She was close, local? Maybe at a store or something?”

“After what happened with Cora, I left the whole stinking group,” said Trina. “I would have reported them, but I knew I’d go down, because I served my sister up on a platter. I stayed quiet. I stayed out of it, though. I was free. And then you came to my door again. Liam Emerson. I knew it was only a matter of time until you found all of it out. I had to go to Lola. No one else would protect me.”

“Is that what she’s doing now?” said Dawson. “Protecting you? Where the hell is she, if she’s protecting you?”

“The highest form of love is sacrifice.” Trina closed her eyes. 

Dawson seemed to sense what she was doing and she sprang forward, yelling out, “No, no, no, stop.”

But Trina pulled the trigger.

Her head jerked back.

And it seemed like there was a delay before Liam heard the sound of the gunshot.

That couldn’t be right.

And then he didn’t see her fall, but she was on the ground, her body splayed in wrong angles, and there was blood—so much blood. All over the shelf behind her head, seeping out into the concrete, staining her hair red.

Liam convulsed. He was going to throw up. He turned and ran out of the garage.

















CHAPTER THIRTEEN







“YOU realize you were not supposed to be there?” Dawson was saying to Liam. “That you were contaminating the scene?”

“I got outside before I threw up,” he said. He still looked green.

“You are a civilian.”

“I know,” he muttered.

“You were supposed to wait in the car.” She threw up her hands. “I shouldn’t have even let you come along.”

“I know,” he said. “I meant to stay in the car. I knew it was stupid, but it wasn’t really a decision I made with my head. I just… if something happened to you and I didn’t do anything, I couldn’t live with that.”

She glared at him.

“Sorry,” he muttered. “I know you don’t need my help. I know you’re very tough and skilled and you’re sexy with a gun, and—”

“Stop,” she said.

“Sorry,” he said again.

“I don’t even know why I’m talking to you,” she said. “I have to make sure the roadblocks are up to catch Worth.”

“Oh, that’s a smart idea,” he said. “Because if she’s close, maybe we’ll stop her car or something.”

“That’s the hope,” she said. She turned on her heel and stalked off.

“Hey, Haysle?” he called after her.

She kept walking. “What?”

“I am sorry.”

“It’s fine,” she yelled back. It wasn’t even him she was angry with, if she was honest with herself. She couldn’t believe that they were so unlucky as to have just missed Worth. She thought maybe they should have pushed the raid back to later at night, closer to 9:00 p.m. Instead, they’d gotten here around 7:30, too early. Worth had been out running errands or something, and she’d been warned off, and they’d missed her.

Not only that, they’d only managed to save three of Worth’s followers.

It had been four, but one of the men had managed to get a gun from one of the officers and to shoot himself in the throat.

The truth was, she didn’t have training on how to deal with people who were all armed but not trying to use the guns to damage others, only themselves. She didn’t know what to do. Shooting the people to stop them from shooting themselves was obviously idiotic.

If it were like the movies, where cops were expert marksmen who knew exactly where their shot would land and where a leg shot was never fatal, then maybe it could have been a viable strategy. But the truth was that even a skilled shooter didn’t always have that kind of precision, especially not with a moving target. Also, the human body was covered in arteries, and even a shot in the leg could nick one and mean a person bled out in minutes.

So what was she supposed to have done?

She wanted to punch things.

They didn’t have a full body count on how many had shot themselves, but she put it close to ten.

Ten people dead.

Most of them right in front of her.

She hadn’t ever seen so much death in her life.

She wanted to cry.

She couldn’t cry.

She pulled out her phone and dialed.

“Hey, Dawson,” answered a voice on the other end. “We’re set up everywhere except the ramp onto I-70 across the bridge in Maryland. Just waiting on the department there to authorize it.”

“Okay,” she said. “Great.” It was unfortunate that this area was so close to both Maryland and Virginia. It meant for a lot of coordination across various police departments in different states. “You would have called if you’d found anything.”

“Definitely.”

“Right. Well, let me know when the ramp’s covered.”

“You got it.”

She hung up and approached one of the cop cars, where one of the few remaining survivors was handcuffed.

“This is good,” she said to the cop who was keeping watch. “Keep them away from each other. They might try to kill each other, to help each other out?”

“Copy that,” said the cop.

“And you make sure they’re not given anything remotely weapon-like when they go into county lock-up, got that?”

“They’re going out to Martinsburg,” said the cop. “It’s a facility that houses the regional prison in addition to local arrests, so it should be good there.”

“Okay,” she said. She turned in a circle. “Okay.”

Then she spotted Liam and went back over to him. She dug out her car keys and put them in his palm. “The CCPD credit card is in the car,” she said. “It’s in my bag. Will you take the car and get us a room?”

“One room?” he said.

“No, two rooms, because we don’t need Captain Moore knowing anything about…” She stepped closer to him, lowering her voice. “But I don’t think I can sleep alone tonight either. Not after watching so many people die.”

He put a hand on her shoulder. “You all right?”

“No,” she said. “But I’ll manage. Can you handle finding a hotel for us?”

“Yeah, I got that,” he said. 

“Okay, I’ll call you when we’re wrapping up here, and I’ll need you to come get me.”










LIAM woke with a start to sunlight streaming around the curtains in the hotel, and the sound of a phone ringing. He reached sleepily for his, but it wasn’t his ringtone, and his phone’s screen was blank and black. 

It

Dawson answered her own phone. “Hello?” She scooted up against the headboard of the bed in the hotel room, pulling the sheet up over her body. They were both wearing pajamas. They had slept in the same bed the night before, holding each other, but they hadn’t done anything else. Well, maybe a little kissing. Neither of them had been in the mood after the bloodbath the night before. “Oh, hey, Carter.” She sat up even straighter.

Liam sat up too. Carter? Her ex.

“Yeah, I know I never got back in touch with you. Things have been pretty nuts with work. I’ve been traveling a lot.” A long pause. “You know, I don’t want you to get your hopes up about it. I think if you guys are thinking about pursuing other avenues, you should get started on that. I don’t know if it’s something I think I’m going to want to do.”

Liam furrowed his brow. They must be talking about the idea of her and Carter having a child together.

Dawson was listening. She was nodding. She tried to speak a couple of times and then stopped. Carter must be talking a lot. “All of that makes a lot of sense,” she said finally. “The thing is that I might have, um…” She glanced at Liam. “Maybe met someone?” 

Liam couldn’t help but smile at that. He liked being a someone. 

“Yeah, obviously, if I’m with a man, I’m going to want to have his children,” said Dawson. A pause. “Well, no, I haven’t been seeing him long. But you haven’t been with your boyfriend—” A pause. “Fiancé, excuse me, for very long either…. Yes, longer than I have…. This is a reason why I don’t think this would be a good idea. We would argue a lot. It wouldn’t be good for the child…. Carter, I’m going to hang up now. I just woke up. We’ll talk about this another time, okay?… I’m very sorry if you’re disappointed. Bye now.” She hung up the phone and flung it down at the foot of the bed.

“You all right?” said Liam.

She groaned and scooted back down under the covers. She yanked them up over her head.

He chuckled. He scooted down, too. “So, I’m a someone you met, huh? You’re seeing me?”

“Shut up,” she said. “How was I supposed to explain it to him? I have this fuck buddy who I’ve consented to procreate with? He’s very pretty but he has emotional baggage and it’s probably unethical for us to be sleeping together considering he’s all tangled up in the case I’m working?”

“You think I’m pretty?” He grinned.

She pulled the covers down from her face.

He rolled over on his side, resting his head on his arm.

She shook her head at him. “You know you’re gorgeous.”

“Do I know this? Really? I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say one complimentary thing about my looks.”

“That is not true. I distinctly remember being very complimentary about your penis.”

He snickered. “Yes, well, I feel much less objectified being called pretty.”

“Well, then, I will be sure to prop up your ego as much as possible from now on.”

“I’d appreciate it.” He reached out and ran his knuckles over her cheek. “You’re pretty, too, you know?”

“Is that what I am?” she said. “Is that why you like me? Or is it because of my intriguing androgyny?”

He scooted closer to her, brushing her hair away from her face. “Sorry. I know you probably don’t like having your masculine attributes admired.”

“I don’t mind,” she said, shaking her head. “I know most trans people have a lot of dysphoria about their genitals and stuff, but I’ve never had that, not really. Should have been a sign. But anyway, I’m lucky. I don’t feel disgusted by my body. So, I’m okay with you liking my body hair. I like being liked.” She grinned at him, caressing his face as well.

He leaned in and kissed her. “Well, I do like.”

She shut her eyes as his lips met hers.

They were quiet for long, comfortable moments. She kept her eyes closed. He absently feathered his thumb over her cheekbone.

After a while, he broke the silence. “Can I ask you when you had your period last?”

She opened her eyes. “Seriously?”

“I’ve been doing research,” he said. “So, I think we can figure out when you probably ovulate, assuming that you’re regular or whatever.”

“You did research about menstrual periods?” She raised her eyebrows.

“I’m not like other boys, Haysle. I’m not the least bit squeamish.”

She snorted. “Not squeamish, my ass, Mr. I-Got-Outside-Before-I-Vomited.”

“That was a dead body,” he protested. “This is completely different.”

“It’s still blood.”

“Not remotely the same thing,” he said.

“No, I guess not,” she said. She rolled over onto her side to face him. “I’ve been thinking about doing research. I mean, I do know this stuff, but it’s like when you memorize the periodic table for college chemistry, and then you need to remind yourself which ones are the noble gases?”

“Sure,” he said.

“But I guess I’m afraid to find out. If I don’t know, then it’s not real.”

“That kind of makes me feel bad about us being so careless. If you’re in denial about it—”

“I didn’t say that.” She sighed. She squirmed close to him. “It was probably over about four days before we did it the first time.”

He wrapped his arm around her. He splayed his hand over her back. “So… that first time, then, probably no. You shouldn’t have been fertile. But we need to figure out the day it started, because you probably ovulate about fourteen days after that.”

“Well, this would have been like nine days after?”

“It’s possible,” he said. “Sperm can live up to six days, and apparently, it takes them a while to, like, swim up there, so it’s possible.”

“The second time was only a couple days later.”

“Yeah, that was kind of optimal time,” he said.

“Shit,” she breathed.

He pulled back. “You freaked?”

She chewed on her bottom lip. “Yeah.”

“Me too,” he said.

“I can’t think about this right now, Liam. Is that okay?”

“Yeah.” He kissed her forehead. “You have a lot to think about.”

“I want to interrogate the surviving followers today,” she said.

“Right.” He rubbed her back. “Do you want my help? You want me to come along?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I just don’t even know what to ask them. I also checked the list of properties we have, and this wasn’t on there. It actually doesn’t belong to the Worth family. It belongs to one of the people who shot themselves last night.”

“So, that list of properties we have is worthless? She’s putting properties under the names of people in her little cult. How will we find her?”

“We’ve got to convince one of the people in the jail to tell us that. How do we do that? They were ready to kill themselves for her. They’re never going to give her up. They’re loyal.”

He rolled over onto his back. “I don’t know.”

“Well, let me know if you get any ideas,” she said.










DAWSON got a phone call while Liam was in the shower, telling her that one of the followers had managed to get his hands on some kind of prison-made shiv and slit his own throat.

So, they were down to two, and Dawson didn’t want to take any chances.

She honestly didn’t even know if they warranted being in jail at all. There wasn’t necessarily evidence that they’d committed crimes, though it was likely that they’d had some part in the various murders that Worth had carried out. Even so, she spent the rest of the morning working on getting them committed to a mental health facility instead.

She figured that a place like that would be better about suicide watch than a prison.

She oversaw the transfer herself, her and Liam driving behind the vehicle, and she made sure that the two people—two women, identities currently unknown—were safe and secure before she and Liam headed back home.

That night, she got a call from the mental health facility.

One of the women had bitten off her own tongue in an attempt to choke on it. She’d failed and only succeeded in swallowing it instead, but she had been taken to the emergency room and was being treated there. She obviously wasn’t going to be able to speak if she was interrogated, and she’d need time to recover.

Dawson drove out to the facility the next day to talk to the remaining woman. She had wanted to allow the women to have time to get a bit more comfortable and to possibly get some treatment. But at this rate, she wasn’t going to have anyone to talk to, because they’d all be dead.

So, she sat on a chair next to the woman’s bed.

She had been restrained and was now strapped to her bed because she’d been so adamant at doing harm to herself.

Her blond hair fell listlessly around her face, and she turned to face the wall when Dawson came in to speak to her.

“Hi there,” said Dawson.

The woman started, turning to look at Dawson’s deep voice.

Dawson chuckled. “Go on. Ask about my voice. I can tell you’re curious.”

The woman looked her over, wary. “Were you born a man?”

“Nope,” said Dawson. “But I thought I was one. I know about committing to an idea so deeply that you change everything about yourself. Maybe we can understand each other? What’s your name?”

The woman didn’t say anything. She simply stared.

Dawson felt unnerved. “When I was younger, I had trouble feeling like I fit in anywhere. I felt wrong in my own skin. And I didn’t feel like other women. I read about other people who had transitioned, and they were happy. I felt like a walking wall of pain, so I was willing to try anything. Did you ever feel that way?”

The woman only blinked.

“How did you get started with Destiny Worth? Were you on her forum? Did you take the online self-help course that she offered?”

No response.

Dawson sighed. “You know you don’t have to kill yourself, don’t you? Not for that woman. She’s using you for power. It’s not about whatever she’s told you it’s about—success or love or sacrifice or anything noble.”

The woman turned her face away to look at the wall.

“Hey,” said Dawson. “Look at me?”

The woman didn’t.

















CHAPTER FOURTEEN







RICKY Hernandez was feeling nervous.

He’d texted Liam three times and left him a voicemail, and he’d heard nothing back from him. He’d also tried to get in touch with Dawson.

She’d at least texted him back, saying that she wanted to get together with him to go over what he had for her, and that she’d get back in touch to set up an appointment.

She hadn’t gotten back in touch, however.

Hernandez had gone by Liam’s apartment and found it locked up. No one had answered when he knocked.

He considered texting Dawson to ask if Liam was with her, but then he wasn’t sure that he wanted to know. 

I’m not jealous, he tried to assure himself. Being jealous of Liam’s infidelities was stupid, because Liam was incapable of being faithful.

Well.

Maybe that wasn’t fair. Liam had told him that he was promiscuous, not that he was a habitual cheater. Hernandez didn’t know if his behavior with him had been atypical or not. 

Maybe I’m jealous, he thought.

It was stupid, because after everything that Liam had put him through—from his ghosting to his fear of commitment to this latest atrocity, Hernandez should hate him. On paper, Liam was the least appealing man on the face of the planet. And yet, for some strange reason, he was appealing and Hernandez didn’t hate him.

He wondered if Liam had sold his soul to the devil to make people obsessed with him, because really, how did this guy manage it? Everyone was into him, including a serial killer who wasn’t even capable of forming real attachments.

Anyway, maybe that was why Hernandez was back at Liam’s apartment. He’d decided not to come at night, in case Liam was bunking down with Dawson all the time now. Day was better.

So, it was late morning, around 11:00 a.m., and Hernandez was knocking on Liam’s door.

When Liam opened the door, he was surprised. He hadn’t really expected he would be here.

“Ricky,” said Liam, also surprised.

“I thought maybe you were dead or something,” said Hernandez. “Because you didn’t text me back, and you weren’t home, and I just wanted to check and make sure that you were, you know, undamaged. Out of… just regular human decency, not anything else.”

“I’ve been on the road with Dawson,” said Liam. “We missed Destiny by, I don’t know, hours? She was there, but we couldn’t find her. Roadblocks turned up nothing. I’m sorry I didn’t text back, but everything’s been crazy. Dawson said she texted you back, though?”

“Yeah, she didn’t mention you were with her.” Hernandez shoved his hands in his pockets. Okay, now what? If my motivation was really only to see he was alive, I’ve done that. I should go. Hernandez did not move.

“You want to come in?” said Liam.

Hernandez stepped inside. “I have information about Worth, actually.”

Liam closed the door behind him. “Yeah? What do you got?”

“Well, since I’m an official consultant, Dawson put me in touch with the IT guys at the station, and I got them monitoring the LolaDust account. Just a day or two ago, they messaged me, because they noticed something odd. The IP address changed. Whoever is uploading usually obscures it and makes it look as though it’s being uploaded from Sri Lanka. But this time, they got a real location close by. They asked me if I thought it should be checked out, and I said yes, but that I would talk to Dawson about it myself. Except she hasn’t gotten back in touch with me. Should I just tell the IT guys to send her an email?”

“No, it’s fine,” said Liam. “I’ll tell her. Or, can you text the location to both of us, Dawson and me?”

“Sure,” said Hernandez.

“Thanks,” said Liam. “That’s awesome.”

Hernandez shifted on his feet. Okay, now I really have to go. But he didn’t make a move to go. He just gazed at Liam. What was it about him? He was cute, but he was older than Hernandez, and he had not treated him well, not at all.

“You doing all right?” said Liam.

Hernandez took his hands out of his pockets and folded them across his chest. “Did we break up?”

Liam’s lips parted.

“I mean, I just want to make sure. Since you’re ignoring me, I guess I can assume—”

“Hey, Ricky, I swear it wasn’t personal. Everything has been so crazy lately. I’m sorry. I should have texted back, just to acknowledge I got the text. I promise to do better in the future. I really do want to be less of an asshole, I swear.”

Hernandez laughed knowingly. “Right.”

“Uh, so, yeah, I guess we broke up,” said Liam. “Because Haysle and me, it’s…”

“So, it’s not just once?” Hernandez murmured.

Liam looked at the floor. “I’m an asshole. I’m a huge asshole.”

“Neither you nor Haysle thinks of what you and I had as meaning anything, because it’s not heterosexual,” said Hernandez.

“That’s not true.” Liam spread his hands. “Haysle used to be a gay man herself.”

“You were just marking time with me, waiting for her to get screwed-up enough that she was willing to lower herself to your level.”

“I…” Liam wouldn’t look at him. “I know you’re hurt. I know that when I apologize, it doesn’t make anything better. But I’m sorry. And I wish I hadn’t hurt you, because you’re a really good guy and you don’t deserve that.”

Hernandez flinched, because Liam being apologetic made it worse somehow. “You don’t have to feel sorry for me.”

“No, it’s not like that. You’ve got your shit together, Ricky, and I clearly don’t.”

“You’re not doing so bad these days,” he said.

“If you want to me to admit that I maybe never considered our relationship as serious, you might be right,” said Liam.

Hernandez took a step back.

“But not because you’re a man,” said Liam. “Because you’re young. You’re just too young for me, and I’m in this other place in my life, and…” He rubbed his forehead. “This isn’t helping, is it?”

“Not really,” said Hernandez. “So, I was just a fling? You were just marking time with me?”

“Come on, Ricky, it was the same for you. You couldn’t have taken me seriously, not after the way I acted.”

You wouldn’t think so, would you? He took another step back.

Liam gazed at him. “Aw, hell. Really?”

“Don’t.” Hernandez held up a hand to ward him off. “I told you not to feel sorry for me.”

“I’m an idiot. I mean, we’ve already established that, but if I had realized that you were feeling… that it was really getting serious for you—”

“You wouldn’t have done anything differently,” said Hernandez. 

Liam sighed. “Yeah, maybe not. I don’t know. I am a fuck-up.” He reached into his pocket and took out his phone. He checked the time and then shoved it back into his pants.

“Somewhere you have to be?” said Hernandez.

“Actually, yes, I need to be getting on the road. I’m heading down to the prison to talk to Finn.”

“Oh, wow,” said Hernandez. “All on your own, huh? I’m surprised Dawson is letting you do that.”

“Well, she doesn’t know,” said Liam. “You know, she doesn’t need to go near him anymore. I need to do this for her. There’s not a lot I can do to protect her, but this is something.”

“And who protects you?”

“He’s not any risk to me right now,” said Liam, and it was funny, because Hernandez believed him. He could see it was different, that something had shifted in Liam. What was that? Why could he summon that for Dawson and could never have summoned it for Hernandez? “I mean, I used to blame myself for how I react to him, but now I know he’s just a manipulative asshole, and he just wants to use me, and I don’t know, it defuses it somehow. Plus, he’s kind of a mess. He’s kind of falling apart. So, don’t worry about me, okay?”

“I should go,” said Hernandez. He turned to the door. He did need to go. 

“I really am sorr—”

“Stop it.” Hernandez let out a harsh laugh as he gripped the door knob. He twisted it one way and then the other. Why couldn’t he open the door?

Liam reached out and helped, opening the door for him.

Hernandez flinched again.

“Sorry. I mean, I’m sure you would have gotten it on your own there in a minute.”

Hernandez hurled himself out of Liam’s apartment. 

“Ricky?”

Hernandez turned.

“Is there anything I can do?”

“No,” he muttered. He turned his back on Liam and hurried away.










LIAM felt guilty about Hernandez. Really guilty.

He spent the drive to the prison trying to figure out how he’d cocked that up so badly. What the hell was freaking wrong with him, anyway? Why didn’t he think about other people? Why hadn’t he been more careful with the younger man?

He’d been selfish, and that was that.

What if he was being selfish with Dawson? What if he was too selfish to be a father?

Things you should have thought about before screwing her without a condom three times, he snapped at himself.

When he got to the interrogation room where he was meeting Finn, he wasn’t in the best of spirits.

Finn, on the other hand, seemed cool and collected, in possession of his characteristic charm. He was surprised to see him alone, without Dawson in tow.

“Is she busy getting Destiny ready for me?” said Finn. “She promised I could confront her.”

“We didn’t find Destiny,” said Liam.

Now, Finn’s composure slipped. “You fucking kidding me?” His voice was rising. “If she moved on, it’s not my fault I didn’t know. I’ve been on the inside for six months. I did the best I could—”

“It’s fine,” said Liam. “It’s not your fault. She was out of the house when we got there, and one of her people tipped her off, and she skipped out.”

“Damn it,” said Finn. “Slippery little bitch.”

Liam nodded.

Finn leaned back in his chair, pulling his shackled hands with him. He settled them in his lap and looked Liam over. “So, then why are you here?”

“I want you to give me every place you’ve ever seen her,” said Liam. 

Finn chuckled.

“We need to have somewhere else to start looking,” said Liam. “I know she’s got more hidey holes.”

“So, where’s Haysle?”

“You and me can take care of this,” said Liam. “I don’t need you to be around her. She’s got enough to deal with.”

“Aw, isn’t that sweet? You’re really stepping up to look out for our little tranny detective. What’s next? You two going to tie the knot? Raise rugrats?”

Liam didn’t react.

The nonreaction seemed to trigger something in Finn. “Wait. What are you saying?”

“I’m not saying anything,” said Liam, annoyed with himself for giving Finn any kind of suspicion. “Look, when I left last time, you were insistent you wanted me to come back. So, here I am.”

Finn considered this. “So you are.”

“You wanted me here.” Liam spread his hands. “What do you want from me?”

Suddenly, Finn sat forward, his voice going low and soft. “Let me see it.”

Liam stiffened. “What are you talking about? If you think I’m whipping out my dick—”

“Not your dick, your scar.”

Liam swallowed.

“When I stabbed you in the bunker in January,” said Finn. “Let me see the scar.”

Liam’s fingers itched. Without meaning to, his hands drifted to the hem of his shirt. He seized it.

Finn let out a breathy sound of anticipation. He leaned forward even further. His eyes danced eagerly.

“No,” whispered Liam, but he was already pulling up the bottom of his shirt, baring his stomach.

The scar was a pink line on the side of his abdomen. The skin there was raised. Liam lifted his clothes until it was visible.

Finn’s sharp uptake of breath echoed in the small room.

Liam somehow found control of himself and yanked his shirt back down. “Now. Tell me.”

Finn laughed. “I never said it was a tit for tat, tiger.”

Liam felt a chill travel up his spine. And just like that, I’m back under his thrall. I should never have come here alone.

“Are you hard?” whispered Finn. “Did it turn you on to show it to me?”

Liam got up from the table, pushing the chair aside with a clatter.

“Oh, come on, tiger.” Finn cocked his head to one side. “Don’t go.”

Liam turned his back on Finn and stalked across the room.

“Hey, you want information from me, you know what I want.”

Liam pounded on the door.

“I want treatment. I’m ill, not a criminal!” Now, there was a thread of desperation in Finn’s voice.

The guard on the other side opened the door, and Liam stumbled out of there, feeling half-drunk.

When the door shut on Finn, he was relieved to be away from him.

















CHAPTER FIFTEEN







NO matter what Dawson said or did, she couldn’t get the woman in the facility to talk to her. She only stared at the wall and ignored her.

Eventually, Dawson gave up.

She drove back to the station, and she checked her email.

There was something there from Worth. The message contained a link to a Zoom meeting. It had started five minutes ago. 

Damn it.

She needed the IT guys on this.

But if she wasted time, she might lose Worth entirely.

Damn, damn, damn.

She clicked on the link.

The meeting opened. Worth was already there, but her video was turned off. “Detective,” she said. “I was beginning to worry that you’d stand me up.”

“Where are you?” said Dawson.

“You might want to plug in some headphones,” said Worth. “I don’t think you’re going to want anyone to hear what I’m saying, and I can see that you’re at work there in the police station.”

Dawson turned off her video. 

Worth chuckled.

“When we were all trapped in that room together with Finn, you told him that you wanted to see him and Liam together,” said Worth.

Dawson’s face twitched. “Yeah, I guess I did, but that was just an attempt to trick him. It didn’t work.”

“I don’t think so,” said Worth. “I could hear a little hitch in your voice when you talked about it. I could see how your whole body went tense… Did you enjoy the little video I sent you?”

Dawson opened a drawer and got out a pair of headphones. She plugged them in to the computer and stuck them in her ears. Maybe she didn’t want anyone listening in, after all.

“You want to see the action up close and personal, don’t you?”

Dawson didn’t answer.

“I do, too,” said Worth. “Well, not in person, I suppose. That would be impossible. But I do want to see it. You must have realized I had some reason for staying in touch with you.”

“It’s common for serial killers to insert themselves into the investigation in some manner,” said Dawson. “Serial killers are often fascinated by law enforcement.”

Worth dissolved into a fit of giggles. It was prolonged. It went on and on.

Dawson didn’t see what was funny. She clenched her teeth, trying to think of how she could get in touch with IT. Maybe a text message? Where was her phone?

“Oh,” said Worth, recovering, her voice still affected by her laughter. “I’m not a serial killer, detective.”

“Fine,” said Dawson. “I’ll bite. What are you, then?”

“I don’t kill people. That’s not who I am.”

“I guess you don’t do it yourself,” said Dawson. “You make other people do it for you. You make them do it to themselves. But it’s your influence that makes it happen.”

“A lot of the people who come to me for help are very troubled,” said Worth airily. “I try to help them, but I can only do so much.”

“Yes, that’s why everyone in that house has either killed themselves or attempted it. Because they were all suicidal to begin with.” Dawson was sarcastic.

“This isn’t why I wanted to talk,” said Worth. “Serial killers might do stupid things like taunt the police. They’re usually men, aren’t they? Almost always? I am not a man, and I am not stupid. I only stayed in touch with you because I wanted this from you. I was working on getting you ready, but you’re very hasty, chasing me all over the place. So, we’ll have to speed up the time line a little. I think you can make it happen easily enough. You’re taking Liam to the prison to see Finn, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” said Dawson, who just wanted to keep Worth talking. Worth was delusional, and she didn’t understand her own motives. Dawson wasn’t going to contradict her. It was more important to keep Worth talking. She didn’t need to put the other woman on the defensive.

“So, you find some way to turn off the cameras in the prison, but you bring your own camera. Film them together. Send it to me.”

Dawson couldn’t help but let out a disbelieving noise.

“You can make it happen for me, detective,” said Worth. “And you will. Because you want it too. And because I always get what I want.”

She ended the Zoom meeting.

Dawson gaped at her computer screen.

What the hell?

















CHAPTER SIXTEEN







IT was afternoon before Hernandez remembered to text Liam and Dawson with the location of the IP address.

He got a text back from Dawson saying, What is this?

He didn’t feel like getting into it with her, so he simply texted back, Talk to Liam about it.

She didn’t respond, and—for some reason—this angered him. He didn’t mean to be angry at Dawson about the whole thing. It wasn’t her fault. She hadn’t made any commitments to him, and she hadn’t known that Liam was with him when she slept with the other man.

Well, not the first time, anyway.

She sure hadn’t wasted any time moving in on that, had she?

Why was Dawson even messing around with Liam? She could do so much better.

Hernandez considered this.

Could she do better? He’d never asked questions, so he didn’t know how far she’d been into her transition as a man. She could have had surgeries. But if that was the case, would she really have bothered transitioning again? Even still, he had to admit that maybe dating was not exactly easy for Dawson.

Whatever.

He still felt like being annoyed with her.

He should be annoyed with Liam, and not her. Well, he was annoyed with Liam. He was annoyed with them both.

And Liam sure as hell wasn’t responding to his text either, despite whatever promises he’d made earlier.

Hernandez was annoyed.

And that was when he got a very stupid idea. 

He would go to the location of the IP address himself.

It was completely out of character for him to have an idea like that. He would never do something like that. It wasn’t that Hernandez was a coward, he was just not stupid. He knew that he didn’t have the skills to fight bad guys and he was terrified of people like Destiny Worth. His job was to look into the fan angles of things and to consult. Consulting was an indoor job. It didn’t require field work.

But once he latched onto the stupid idea, he couldn’t let go of it.

He had some stupid (extraordinarily stupid) fantasy of Liam rushing out to wherever he was and taking him by the shoulders. Don’t risk yourself like this ever again, Ricky. If anything had happened to you, I don’t know what I would have done.

Yeah, right.

What would be more likely to happen would be that Liam and Dawson wouldn’t even notice the text he sent saying he was heading out there, and that he would be shot to death point blank by Destiny Worth. 

Even if Liam did show up, he wasn’t going to fall back in love with Hernandez just because Hernandez put himself in danger.

“Well,” said Hernandez out loud to himself, “I don’t want him to fall in love with me, anyway. If he did, I would tell him to fuck off, because he’s not good for me, and because I can do better.”

Yeah, he agreed with himself.

And then he got his in car and drove off towards the location of the IP address.

After driving for nearly a half an hour, he realized that this didn’t make sense. He had been trying to talk himself out of coming out here. But now he was practically there, so he just pulled over and sent the text to both Dawson and Liam, telling them that he’d decided to head out to check it out, and that he’d text if he found anything. Don’t worry. I’ll stay back. I won’t go close to anything. I’m not interested in getting myself killed.

He waited for a text back from Liam, telling him to stop, telling him not to be an idiot.

There was nothing.

This enraged him.

When he did arrive at the location, he got out of his car immediately.

There was nothing there except an old house with boarded up windows. It had been sitting empty for a long time. There was graffiti scrawled all over the siding and shutters. Gary and Anna 2-gether 4-ever, some of it read. There were a bunch of swear words, too, for good measure.

Well, there was obviously nothing here.

On the other hand, abandoned houses was kind of a theme in this case. This place could be the kind of place that Destiny Worth liked.

He checked his phone again.

Nothing from Liam. Nothing from Dawson.

He weighed it in his hands. I should text them again, he thought.

Instead, he shoved the phone in his pocket and headed for the house. He wouldn’t go in, he told himself. He’d just walk around, look for any signs of life. If Destiny Worth had come here, she would have had to have brought a car. Maybe he’d find that parked somewhere.

He circled the house, and he didn’t see a car. There was a large yard, dotted with scraggly bushes and small trees. The grass hadn’t been cut in eons.

The house was completely boarded up and covered in graffiti. There were hedges that seemed to be taking it over, obscuring the front windows entirely.

Then he rounded to the back, and there was an open door.

The wind blew. It swung lazily on its hinges, letting out a croak like a knowing frog.

Come in, Ricky, said the croak.

Hernandez suddenly felt cold all over. He peered into that open door. All he could see was trash, strewn all over a warped linoleum floor. Further inside, it was dark.

He was not going in there.

He took a step toward the door.

No, no, no, he urged himself. He wasn’t stupid. He knew better than this. He was getting a very bad feeling about this house, and he didn’t want to go in. He really did not want to.

Even so, his feet were moving, carrying him closer and closer.

He reached a set of rickety steps, and they sighed when he climbed them, seemingly satisfied that he was taking the bait and coming inside.

Welcome, they moaned.

A horrible sweat crawled up his spine, settling at his neck.

He shuddered, and he screamed at himself to stop this, to run, but instead, he grasped the door and he pulled it open, and he stepped inside.

The minute he did, he smelled something old and rotted and meaty.

He gagged, and he would have run, but he was too busy taking everything in. Now, he could see that the trash had come out of a overturned trash bag. There were a lot of crumpled paper towels and cans of soda and beer, empty peanut butter containers, things like that.

That was probably where the smell was coming from.

But it didn’t make sense.

If a house had been abandoned this long, then there was no way trash would be in here, not from the original owners.

This trash didn’t seem new exactly, but—

That was when he saw the hand.

It was at the end of the hall, sticking out of a doorway, attached to a body that he couldn’t see because it was ostensibly lying on the other side of the doorway.

The fingers were dry and wizened and gray.

That was a dead hand.

Run, he said to himself.

But the time for running had passed, and he knew it.

He picked his way through the trash. He walked down the hallway. He got closer, and he could make out the hand and then the wrist and then the elbow. It was a woman.

All of the flesh was discolored and putrid. This body had been lying out here for a long time. He didn’t know how long, but it wasn’t recent. It was dessicated, almost mummified. This could be… Months? A year? 

When he cleared the doorway, he saw the body in its entirety. The woman had shot herself up against the wall and her hand was lying out in the hallway. She was still holding the gun, even though most of her face was rotted off—or maybe eaten off? Maybe some wild animal had climbed in and gnawed on her nose.

Hernandez gagged again.

She wasn’t the only dead body in the room. There were two more, and they’d shot themselves too.

On the wall behind them, someone had written in big, black letters, probably with a Sharpie—that might be the Sharpie right there, in fact—The highest form of love is sacrifice.

Hernandez’s phone beeped.

He screamed at the top of his lungs and almost tripped and fell into one of the bodies.

Then, righting himself, he started laughing.

He staggered out of the room with the bodies and back into the hallway.

He made it four steps before he collapsed against the wall. Yanking his phone out of his pocket, he saw it was a text from Liam.

Ricky, what the hell, you can’t go out there on your own.

Hernandez’s laugh intensified. It was nearly hysterical now.

Movement.

He sensed it—saw it—heard it—he didn’t know, but he stopped laughing and froze.

It came again.

His gaze jerked to the door outside.

Destiny Worth was standing behind a man amid the scattered trash. The man had a gun pointed at Ricky.

“Well, well, well,” said Worth. “What are we going to do with you?”

















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN







DAWSON was standing next to the door to Liam’s apartment, arms folded over her chest.

Liam approached, keys to the apartment dangling from his fingers.

“I can’t believe you went to see him without me,” said Dawson.

“I can’t believe you’re waiting here to chew me out,” said Liam, jamming his keys into the door.

“And what’s this text from Ricky all about?”

“What text?” Liam opened the door and went inside.

Dawson followed him. “It’s an address. I asked him what it was about, and he said to ask you.”

“Oh, that.” Liam crossed to his desk and tossed his keys next to his keyboard. “Look, it might not have been smart to go see Finn, I admit that. But it just drives me nuts, you having to deal with him. I don’t want you anywhere near him.”

“Liam, I am a cop. You shouldn’t even have been given access to him without me, and believe me, that is a hole in the dam that I have plugged. Won’t happen again.”

He sat down in his swivel chair and turned to face her. “I know you’re a cop, but you’re also…”

“A woman?”

“A pregnant woman,” he said.

“I’m not,” she said. “We don’t know that. And you keep doing this, and I keep telling you not to, and it’s like you’re deaf.”

“I’m sorry. I just… I can’t help it.”

“He can hurt you too,” she said. 

“He’s done his worst to me.” Liam shrugged. “I’ll be fine.”

“No, you won’t. Do you remember how he got you to come to him of your own volition in Delaware? You walked out of a hotel room and went to him and offered him your wrists and said, ‘Handcuff me.’”

“It wasn’t exactly like that.”

“You want to tell me what it was like?”

“Everything was different then.” But he wasn’t meeting her gaze, now. He was twisting back and forth on the chair, staring at one of his knees.

“Even if I am pregnant, I’m still a cop, and I can still do my job,” she said. “I need you to stop, Liam. You have to promise me that you are going to stop disrespecting me and robbing me of my humanity just because you think one of your sperm managed to dig its way into me!” 

He looked up then, and he was hurt. “Robbing you of your humanity?”

“You are turning me into a incubator.”

“I think you’re stating that a little strongly. I’m trying to protect my…”

“Your offspring?” She lifted her chin.

“I was going to say my girlfriend,” he said. “But we’re not really…”

“No, we are not.” 

“I think you are pregnant,” he muttered, “because you’re turning this into something that it’s not, and you’re being really emotional, and—”

“Apologize. Take that back,” she snapped. 

He got up out of the chair and stalked out of the living room. He went into the kitchen.

She didn’t follow him. 

Moments passed.

“You ever going to get a couch?” she said finally.

“I don’t know,” he called back. “I think about it, but I haven’t gotten around to it. I don’t have any way to transport it.”

“They deliver,” she said. 

More silence.

Finally, she appeared in the doorway.

He was gripping the counter, bowed over it. He didn’t acknowledge her entrance except to start talking. “Haysle, you know I’m a fuck-up. I can’t see why you’d think I’d be any better at this than I am at anything else in my life.”

“That’s not an excuse that’s going to fly,” she said. “Especially if you want me to be your girlfriend.”

“I guess I can see it from your point of view,” he said softly. “I’m sorry.”

This seemed to take the wind out of her sails. She shifted on her feet, unsure of what to do, and then went over to him. She put her palm against his back. “It’s almost sweet, you caring about me, but you cross lines. You can’t lie to me for my own good or take away my decisions. That’s not protecting me, it’s—”

“Abusing you,” he said in a resigned voice.

“That’s going a little far,” she said. “But it’s not cool either.”

He looked at her. “Sorry.”

She rubbed his back. “It’s okay.”

“I won’t go see him alone again anyway. It was a dumb idea. He got me to lift up my shirt and show him the scar he gave me.”

She winced.

“I’m an idiot,” he said.

“You are,” she said. And then she grinned at him. “But you’re a pretty idiot.”

He raised his eyebrows, and then he grinned too. “Okay.”

She raised up on her tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek.

He let go of the counter and grabbed onto her. He kissed her mouth.

She shut her eyes and surrendered to it.

They kissed long and deep.

And when she broke away, she put both of her palms on his chest. “What’s this address from Hernandez?”

“Oh, right,” said Liam. “He said that he’s been in contact with the IT guys, and that he got a location of an IP address where the LolaDust account uploaded a YouTube video.”

She pulled back. “Seriously? He went there?”

“What?” Liam furrowed his brow. “What are you talking about?”

“Aren’t you checking your texts?”

“Well, no, because I was driving,” he said. He yanked his phone out of his pocket and scrolled. He read, looking through them. “Oh, God. I can’t believe he did that. Why would he do that?”

“I have no idea,” she said. “I thought it was weird that he was all like, ‘I don’t want to get killed,’ but I didn’t understand.”

Liam typed something on his phone and sent it to Hernandez. He stared at the screen, waiting. “Okay, why isn’t he answering me?”

“I don’t know,” said Dawson. “It’s so unlike him to do something like this. He never wants to go out to any of the scenes. He won’t even look at the crime scene photos.”

Liam was typing. “Answer… me… now… dammit,” he muttered as he typed.

“I just don’t get it.”

“It’s my fault,” said Liam. “I upset him earlier. It apparently made him self-destructive. Or God knows. Maybe I was supposed to rescue him.” He glared at the phone. “Fuck.”

“How’d you upset him?”

Liam pushed past her, going back to pick up his keys. “We gotta go after him.”

“Okay, yeah,” she said. “But let’s take my car. I have a siren I can put in the dash.”










DAWSON stood next to the shed on the property where they’d found Hernandez’s car. There was a long tunnel that burrowed down into the ground and led to a bunker, much like the other two they’d seen—the one where Liam had been kept captive and the one from his days at college with Slater and Worth. It was empty now, but it was pretty clear that Worth and at least one other person, possibly more, had been staying down there.

Hernandez had likely spooked them.

His car was here.

His phone was here. It was cracked, like someone had stomped on it in the kitchen of the abandoned house.

Oh, and then there were the bodies. How long had these acolytes of Worth moldered here in this old house? Why had they killed themselves? Was this what Worth did? Did she just randomly decide it was time for people to pull the trigger, thin out the ranks of her little group now and again?

Liam crossed the field toward her, coming from the ranks of the other police cars, which were now surrounding the place. There were uniforms and technicians and photographers all over the place now, processing the scene.

“Didn’t find his body?” Liam called in greeting.

“No,” she said.

“So, that probably means he’s alive?” said Liam.

“I don’t know,” said Dawson. “I hope so.”

“I wish I would have come out here,” said Liam. “He told me there was a location and it was the place where Destiny was, and I went to see Finn.” He shook his head. “It could have been over, if I’d just listened to Ricky. But I never listened to him. He was there, looking at me, telling me that he was falling for me, and I wasn’t listening. God, I’m such an asshole.”

“Liam—”

“If he dies because of me—”

“He’s not going to die.” She didn’t know that he wasn’t already dead, of course. She didn’t know if Worth was going to kill him at some point in the future. But she said it anyway. She felt like it was what Liam needed to hear. 

“I can’t live with this.” Liam hunched his shoulders, jamming his hands into his pockets, as if he was trying to make himself smaller, as if he was trying to squeeze himself out of the world.

“That’s not going to help,” she said. “Blaming yourself? It’s pointless.”

“You were just in my house, hours ago, blaming me for shit that I was doing to you,” he said. “I think we’ve established that a lot of things are my fault.”

She sighed.

He scuffed his foot against the ground. “He’s just a kid, Haysle.”

“We’ll get him back,” she said. “Safe and sound and whole.” And probably in need of a whole hell of a lot of therapy, but she didn’t say that out loud. “You think that there are more places like this, scattered up and down the east coast? Abandoned houses with moldering bodies lying around? What does she do, you think, Liam? She moves in, gets into people’s heads, convinces them to kill themselves and then leaves?”

Liam didn’t answer.

“I don’t think she would have come back here if she wasn’t desperate,” said Dawson. 

“Maybe the bodies don’t bother her,” said Liam. “Maybe she likes hanging out with her victims.”

“True,” muttered Dawson. “Okay, well, here’s what we need to do. We need to get together a list of properties owned by people who disappeared from MadCad conventions, and—”

Her phone beeped at her.

She tugged it out. “And then… we can go through it, and find out…” It was a notification from her email. She usually didn’t open email on the phone, because she would forget about it and never manage to respond. But she could see that this email was from Worth. Two in one day? Really? She clicked on it.

“What?” said Liam.

It was another Zoom link.

“What is it?” said Liam.

“It’s from Worth,” said Dawson. “She sent me another Zoom link.”

“Another Zoom link?”

“Oh, right, I didn’t tell you about that.” Dawson walked a few feet away from the shed and peered out at the gathered cars. Was there anyone here who could be helpful tracing this?

“Tell me about what?” said Liam.

The time of the meeting was now. Again, she felt pressured, wanting to hear from Worth if she could. She wasn’t even sure if it would make a difference if she alerted the technology guys to this. She clicked on the link.

Liam stepped closer to her, peering down at her screen. “You’re not going to tell me what’s going on?”

The meeting opened. There was a blank screen. Worth had her video off.

Dawson turned her video off, too, clicking the check box before entering the meeting. Good. She didn’t want Worth to know where she was. She didn’t want to give Worth any information at all.

“How are you, detective?” came Worth’s voice.

“Been better,” said Dawson.

Liam’s expression tightened at the sound of Worth talking, but he didn’t say anything.

“I could have killed him, you know,” said Worth.

“Are you talking about Rick Hernandez?” said Dawson. “Is he with you?”

“Yes, he claims he was there in an official capacity, and I admit that the CCPD does seem to be a bit of a shit show, but I can’t think you really sent him out here on his own after me. That’s too stupid even for you, detective.”

Liam spoke up. “Put him on.”

“Liam?” said Worth, delighted. “You’re listening in? Really?”

“If he’s alive, put him on,” said Liam. “Let us hear his voice.”

“No,” said Worth. “I can’t. He’s not conscious currently.”

“You have the leftovers from Slater’s stash of injectable sedatives, don’t you?” said Dawson. “We’ve never found them, not in any place we’ve searched.”

“I decided to keep him alive in case you need a little nudge,” said Worth. “I think we might put a ticking clock on all this. That would make things more exciting, wouldn’t it? So… how much time do you need to get me my video? Give me a suggestion.”

“I’m not making you a video,” said Dawson.

“If you don’t make a suggestion, I’ll make a suggestion,” said Worth.

Liam turned on her with wide eyes, questions all over him.

Dawson tried to communicate with her eyes that she would explain later. 

“Well?” said Worth.

“It’s not happening,” said Dawson. “I don’t actually have any desire to see that, and furthermore, I would never subject Liam to that.”

Liam’s eyes widened even more.

“Liam wouldn’t mind,” said Worth in a low voice. “Would you, Liam?”

“The sooner you come to terms with the fact that it’s not happening, the better,” said Dawson. 

“This isn’t the way, detective,” Worth said, her tone almost wistful. “You should know better, really. This sort of defiance from you, it’s only going to make me angry, and things will go worse for you. So, two weeks. You have two weeks to get that video to me. Or else, Ricky here dies.”

“What?” exploded Liam.

But Worth had ended the meeting.

Dawson turned to look at Liam. “Listen, I was going to tell you. It’s just that with everything going on right now, there hasn’t been any time.”

Liam folded his arms over his chest. “Tell me what?”

Dawson sighed heavily.

















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN







LIAM was sitting in the passenger’s seat of Dawson’s car as they drove back to the city limits of Cape Christopher. They’d been out at the scene for hours after the communication from Destiny, hours after Dawson had explained it.

It was only now that they were alone, and they could talk about it.

“We have to make the video,” he said.

She was so startled that she turned the wheel with her head as she whipped it over to look at him, and the car swerved.

He reached out and caught the wheel, forcing her back into her lane.

“Sorry,” she said.

“No, I’m sorry.” He let go of the wheel. “I should have maybe worked up to that. I can see why it caught you by surprise.”

“Liam, I know you are feeling guilty about this Hernandez thing, but the solution to that is not to agree to make pornography with your rapist.”

“Could we do it? It is possible to get those cameras turned off in his cell?”

“No,” she said.

He was quiet for several minutes. “There’s got to be a way. I mean, we bribe someone, or we get permission from the top—”

“You want to go to Captain Moore with this?”

He sighed.

“We’re not doing it. End of story.”

“But Haysle, we have two weeks. She’s going to kill him. I can’t… I’ve already survived every disgusting thing that Finn has done to me. I can handle it. Let’s just do it and save Hernandez.”

“No,” she said. “We’ll save him, but we will find another way.”

“Like what?” he said.

“I was talking about the list of properties—”

“We’ve had lists of properties, and they’ve never done us any good in the past.”

“Well, maybe we haven’t been aggressive enough. Hernandez is one of our own, and he’s in danger, and it’s going to make a difference.”

“Okay, but I say we just make the video anyway. We don’t necessarily have to send it, but if we get down to the wire, and we have nothing, then—”

“Do you want this?” She shot him a glance. “What did he say to you when you were in there? When you showed him your scar, did it arouse you?”

“Oh, fuck you.” He scooted down in his seat and glared out the window.

“So, it did.” Her voice was resigned and bland.

“It didn’t,” he snapped. “And even if it had, it wouldn’t have meant anything. You know, arousal is a physical thing, and it’s not entirely within my control. He’s… you know… the way he is. You going to tell me that you’ve never felt aroused around him?”

“It’s not the same,” she said.

“It is,” he said.

“I’ve never had sex with him.” 

“You ate for him. It’s the same,” he said.

“No, it’s not.” There was steel in her tone.

“You surrendered to him, Haysle. You let him in. I think you’re dead set against doing the video because you want to watch me with him and you don’t want to admit it to yourself.”

“I do not.”

“You came to my house and threw yourself at me after you watched me and him together, so—”

“It wasn’t because of that, though.”

“Oh, no? How do you figure that?”

“I already liked you. We already had a connection. And Liam, it would be torture for you. If you think that I could ever derive pleasure from that, you don’t even know me.”

He was quiet.

She drew in a breath, as if she was going to say something else, but then she let it out, shaking her head.

He shut his eyes. “Sorry.”

“He’d like it,” said Dawson. “Slater would think it was great. And that’s why we’re not doing it. He doesn’t get any kind of pleasure ever again, not from either of us. And he definitely doesn’t get to touch you again.”

Liam suddenly felt like crying. His lower lip trembled and he forced himself to breathe through it, to breathe in and out until the sob that was forming in his throat dissipated. When he did speak, his voice wasn’t strong. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For protecting me,” he murmured. “I keep trying to protect you, but you’re the one who… It’s just, it’s nice that you’re looking out for me.”

“You know, you’re not very good at looking out for yourself.”

He let out a low, harsh laugh. “Well, you may not have noticed, but I don’t really like myself. I don’t deserve to be looked out for.”

“Sure you do,” she said.

This made that lump rise in this throat again. “How do you figure?” His voice cracked.

“Just because,” she said. “Because you’re a human being. Because you exist. Because I like you.”

“Fuck.” He scrubbed at his eye with his fist. The tears were escaping despite his best efforts.

She reached across the car and seized his hand. She gripped it tightly.

He squeezed back, too hard, harder than he would have squeezed any other woman’s hand. But Dawson wasn’t like any other woman he’d ever met, and besides, whatever it was between them, it was more than following lockstep in social gender roles. They were beyond that.

The emotion in him crested and ebbed out. He released her fingers.

She didn’t move her hand. “I don’t want you to go back and see him again,” she whispered.

“I don’t want you to go either,” he said.

“Well, neither of us go alone, okay?” she said. 

“Okay,” he said.

“Promise me.”

“I promise,” he said, but even as he said it, he knew it was a promise he was going to break.










THE first thing Hernandez tried to establish upon waking was where the hell he was.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t much to go on. He was in a small room with poured concrete floors and concrete block walls. The door to the room seemed to be made of metal, and Hernandez surmised that it was bolted shut from the outside, because he could turn the knob, but he couldn’t open the door. Something else was keeping it closed.

From the smell and the relative dampness, he determined he was underground somewhere.

This could be another bunker, like the others that Worth and Slater had used, or it could simply be someone’s basement.

He wasn’t going to be able to tell until he got out of the room.

That happened later.

There was a man—the one who’d had the gun trained on him in the house—who seemed to be following every one of Worth’s whims. She called him Tyler. Hernandez didn’t know if that was his real name or not, and he didn’t know if knowing anything about this guy would help him, but he determined that he was going to try to make friends with Tyler.

So, when Tyler came by later and banged on the door and said, “When I open this door, you better be on the floor, hands where I can see them, face down,” Hernandez did it.

He prostrated himself on the floor, facing the door, forehead against the concrete, and he was hoping that Tyler would take the position as one of submission and respect.

Tyler stepped closer to him, but Hernandez could only see his shoes. He yanked Hernandez’s arms behind his back.

This hurt. Hernandez tried to squelch the whimper that wanted to come out and failed.

“Get up,” said Tyler, still holding his hands. Roughly, he yanked Hernandez to his feet. 

“I’m not going to try anything,” said Hernandez. “I could never take you in a fight. You’re huge.” Tyler was bigger than Hernandez, but he wasn’t really huge. Still, Hernandez figured that flattering a guy’s strength? Never a bad thing.

Tyler snorted. “We’re going out the door and two doors down the hallway to your right to the shitter.”

Oh, good. Hernandez had been contemplating peeing in a corner. He knew that he would not be able to resist that degradation forever, but he had been holding out thus far. “Thank you,” he said.

“You get three bathroom breaks a day. When we get back, there’ll be food waiting in here for you,” said Tyler.

“Thank you,” said Hernandez again. He really was grateful, too. He guessed this was how Stockholm Syndrome started. Under this kind of stress, a small kindness felt huge. He tried to remind himself that access to a bathroom and food were not kindnesses but basic human rights.

“Let’s go,” said Tyler, nudging him.

“You don’t have to hold my wrists,” said Hernandez. He let his voice be as high-pitched as it wanted, which was his natural intonation. He’d learned to “butch it up” a bit in his professional life, or when he was dealing with car salesman and the like, but he was not the least bit intimidating, and he knew it. In this case, he was leaning into it, not because he thought he could fight his way out, but because…

Well, he wasn’t sure, not exactly, but it was instinctual. If Tyler did not see him as a threat, it could only work to Hernandez’s advantage.

He hadn’t formed anything like a plan yet, but he was sure this was the way to start.

“Let’s go,” repeated Tyler. He did not let go of Hernandez’s wrists.

They went down the hallway to the bathroom, which was small and smelled of lemon soap even though it didn’t look as though it had been cleaned, well, ever. Hernandez gazed at the rust-colored ring around the inside of the toilet as he relieved himself. 

There was no mirror in there, and this was jarring to him. He hadn’t realized how much he’d come to associate looking at himself in the mirror in a restroom.

Tyler didn’t wait for him to come out. He yanked open the door while Hernandez was washing his hands and face. He wanted to strip down and wash himself everywhere. He stank of sweat—not because he’d been exerting himself, but because he’d been terrified.

Tyler didn’t take his wrists again.

Progress?

Instead, Tyler held him by the arm and marched him back to his room.

As promised, there was food in there. A bowl of cereal with milk and a spoon sticking out of it was sitting in the midst of the room. There was a package of freeze-dried fruit and a juice box.

Hernandez hesitated in the doorway. “How long have you been with Destiny?”

Tyler yanked on his arm. “Inside.”

“Are you guys, like, a couple?” said Hernandez. 

Tyler shot him a look.

“Just making conversation,” said Hernandez. “If she wants me dead, are you going to be the one who does it?”

“Inside.”

“She strikes me as the kind of person who doesn’t like to get her hands dirty. Would you shoot yourself for her, like all the others? Do you love her?”

Tyler grabbed a handful of Hernandez’s shirt and forcibly tossed him into the room. Then he slammed the door, and Hernandez heard the bolt outside being engaged.

“Okay,” Hernandez murmured softly. “Well, nice getting to know you, Tyler.”










“YOU’RE not supposed to see him on your own,” said the guard at the Southeast Correctional Institution where Finn was housed. His voice was bland and he was looking at the computer screen inside his station.

Liam blew out a noisy breath. He’d gotten this far, all the way down to the lower level, where the security was more intense. Usually, here, he’d be told to wait while they got Finn ready to meet him. Finn would be moved to an interrogation room and shackled down before Liam would be allowed in. Since Liam hadn’t gotten any resistance up until now, he’d started to think that he wouldn’t get any at all.

But Dawson had said that she had plugged that hole in the dam. 

“Yeah, that was before,” said Liam. “It’s important I see him. There’s a cop who’s been captured, and he’s the only person who has any information to help us.” This was a pack of lies, but he didn’t think it would have the same impact if he called Hernandez a consultant. He was getting paid by the police department. He was like a cop.

“I don’t know,” said the guard.

“Call Detective Dawson,” said Liam. “Here, I’ll call her.” He got out his phone. This was a bluff. No way was it going to work. He made a show of scrolling and then touching the screen and then he put the phone to his ear. He was not actually calling anyone. He waited, tapping his foot against the floor.

“Oh, sure, fine,” said the guard. “Don’t bother her. You’ve been here before.”

“I have,” said Liam, letting his phone drop from his ear.

“All right, well, you can have a seat on the bench over there while we get him ready,” said the guard. He was talking to his screen again and typing. Everything in a prison had to be logged. 

The bench was very small. When he and Dawson were there together, they barely fit. He sat down and waited.

Usually, he’d be scrolling through his phone while waiting, but he couldn’t bring himself to do that this time. He was too antsy.

He was thinking about seeing Finn. How was he going to handle it? He didn’t seem to have the capacity to completely resist the other man, it was true, but he needed to remain in control of himself. Especially considering he kept thinking about how he’d volunteered to fuck Finn on camera. 

That thought made him feel a strange ache in his chest, a pain that seemed to crawl out of his pores and exist outside of him.

He shuddered.

This was stupid, and he could have involved Dawson, he supposed. He wasn’t here to protect her, not necessarily. He was here because he needed to do something.

Dawson, she was back at the station compiling her list of properties. She was getting reports on all the things from the scene, probably looking into identifying the bodies they’d found. She was doing her job.

And he was supposed to sit around twiddling his thumbs, but he couldn’t, because Hernandez was in danger.

He kept thinking about things, like the way Hernandez’s voice would get very high-pitched when he was excited about something, which was sort of endearing, and the way that Hernandez would sometimes pick up Liam’s arm and put it around his own shoulders, tucking his head against Liam’s chest and snuggling up there, and…

Fuck.

It was his fault, and he had to do something.

Finally, Finn was ready, and Liam went through a security checkpoint here. He left behind his cell phone and his keys and his wallet. He went through a metal detector.

Then he was led through the hallways, down steps, through the neutral-colored walls of the prison until he was led to the interrogation room where Finn was waiting.

The guard let him in.

He stepped inside.

Finn smiled widely at him. “Good to see you, tiger.”

Liam crossed the room and yanked out a chair. He sat down opposite Finn. “Look, you can never be in a mental health facility. You’re not crazy, and we both know it. So, think of something else. Think of something else you want that I can give you.”

“I know I’m not crazy,” said Finn. “But I am mentally ill. I tried to explain this to you. It’s like a compulsion. It always starts out at the back of my brain, and I can ignore it. I can tell it to shut up. But then it just gets louder every day, and the only thing to do is give in. Otherwise, it’s so loud.”

“Look, I don’t want to debate this. Even if I believe that you are mentally ill or whatever, it doesn’t matter. Because it needs to be the legal definition of insanity, and you, my friend, know right from wrong.”

Finn scoffed. “What does that even mean?”

“Destiny has taken someone captive,” said Liam. “He’s just a kid, and he’s not… I mean, he can’t handle… He’s—”

“Oh, my God, is there anyone you haven’t been fucking while I’ve been locked up?” said Finn.

“I’m not… he and I aren’t…” Liam glared at him. “How can you even tell that?”

“I know you,” said Finn. “So, what is this, huh? You got the detective and some kid to replace Destiny and me? How’s that working out for you?”

“That is not what it is,” said Liam. “And I don’t even want to talk about it.”

“You’re kind of a slut. Has anyone ever told you that?”

Liam gave him a withering look.

“Sorry,” said Finn, shrugging. “But, I mean, it’s true. On the other hand, I was doing some research on PTSD, as a possible defense, and you might look into it, because promiscuity can be a symptom, did you know that? Risk-taking behavior? Destiny fucked with you, too, you know?”

“Are you serious?” said Liam. He did have PTSD. It was Finn’s fucking fault.

“I ultimately did discard it as a diagnosis for myself,” said Finn. “But everyone reacts differently to various stimuli, Liam, so don’t discount my reactions out of hand.”

“You know, I do find myself curious,” said Liam. “You’ve never really explained how it was that Destiny forced you to kill people.”

“Yes, I did. She let me have my way with the bodies and then she cut me off. She said the only way I could fuck another body was if I killed on my own. So, I had no choice.”

Liam simply gaped at him. That was… Finn really was mentally ill. 

“What?” said Finn.

“Look,” said Liam, “like I said, it doesn’t matter what I think.”

“I should not be in jail, tiger.”

“Well, you are. And that’s not going to change,” said Liam. “So, what’s something else that I can do for you?”

“Nothing,” said Finn. “That’s what I want. You say you can’t do it, and Haysle says she can’t either. So, get the person who can do it in here.” 

Liam’s shoulders slumped. “This kid needs me.”

“So, get that person in here pretty quick.”

“This kid doesn’t deserve to be even pulled into all this.”

“Then you shouldn’t have stuck your dick in him.”

The hell of it was that Finn was right. “Well, I can’t undo the past, can I? So, help me out. Tell me one place where I might find Destiny.”

“I already told you the place that I knew.”

“That can’t be the only place.”

“Well… no,” said Finn. “But, like I said, I have my demands, and you know what they are. So, until that can be arranged, I’m not saying a word.”

















CHAPTER NINETEEN







DAWSON was leaning against the side of Liam’s car, arms folded over her chest, waiting for him when he came out of the prison.

He saw her and stopped short.

“Hey,” she said. 

He bowed his head and rubbed a sheepish hand over the back of his neck. He continued his approach, but he didn’t look at her.

“You remember a conversation we had pretty recently?” she said. “You remember promising me you wouldn’t go and see him on your own?”

“It’s my fault Ricky is in this mess, and I have to do something about it.” He stopped next to his car. He still wasn’t looking at her. He got his keys out of his pocket. “How’d you even find out? Did they call you?”

“They did, just wanting to confirm that you were all right to meet with him on your own,” she said. “I didn’t want to undermine you, so I didn’t make waves. Besides, I don’t want to forbid you from stuff, like you’re a child or something. I want to trust you. We’re going to have a conversation and come to an agreement. Because if you’re going to be a father—if we’re going to have a kid together—I need to have that with you.”

He lifted his gaze to hers. “You want me to apologize.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“I’m not actually sorry,” he muttered.

She shook her head slowly.

“And like you said before, I have rights to my own child, so—”

“Not if I can prove you’re unstable and unfit,” she snapped.

He drew back, hurt all over his face.

She sighed. “Look, I…” 

“If that’s how it is, there’s no conversation to have,” he said, clicking the keychain. His car beeped and he yanked open the door.

She put a hand on his arm. “Hey, why did you come here? Is it because you can’t resist him? Did you get anything from him?”

He shook her off.

“I can hardly see myself doing something so drastic as getting you declared unstable, Liam,” she said.

“Why’d you say it, then?”

“If you can’t resist him—”

“I can resist him fine,” said Liam. “I told you why I came. What happened to Ricky is my fault.”

“See, it’s not,” she said.

“Haysle, I just got done saying to you that I don’t want to talk—”

“Whatever happened with you and Hernandez, he made the decision to go out there on his own. This blaming thing you’re doing to yourself, you have to stop it. It’s not good for you, and you’re making bad decisions because of it.”

He swallowed. He hesitated there for a moment, not saying anything. Then he looked up at her. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I broke my promise to you.”

She gave him a sad smile. “I forgive you.”

“I didn’t get anything from him. He’s dead set on this idea that he needs to be in a hospital, not jail. He’s not budging from that. He says he has more information about Destiny, but he’s not going to give it up unless we make that happen.”

“Well,” she said, “we aren’t talking about a nebulous, possible killer now. We have DNA from the scene in Cape Christopher, when the woman’s throat was slit. It puts Worth at that scene. She can’t wriggle out of being involved. I’ve had that info in my inbox for a while now, but things have been too crazy for me to review it. And on top of that, Hernandez is in danger. So, I think we’re in a different position going to the DA. I’m going to ask Captain Moore to set something up, because last time that I set something up myself, it didn’t go well. I’m hoping we can talk to a different guy than the guy I talked to last time.”

“What are you saying? That we can get Finn into a hospital? Should we even do that? I mean, aren’t the odds higher that he figures out how to escape from a place like that? He’s already escaped once.”

“Look, you were saying that you were willing to make a sex tape with him. Obviously, this is less of a sacrifice than that.”

He didn’t look convinced.

“You’re willing to martyr yourself,” she said, “but that’s not an option, okay? We have to make compromises, this is where we’re going to do it. It’s not perfect, of course, but it’s the best we’ve got.”










“I got you and Liam Emerson a meeting with Ezra Jackson,” Captain Moore said into his coffee cup. He’d taken the lid off, and he was peering into the cardboard cup. Moore usually had coffee cups that were the size of Big Gulps and today was no exception. He shook the cup experimentally, shaking his head. “Something about this coffee doesn’t taste right.”

“Ezra Jackson?” said Dawson. She was sitting in Moore’s office, across the desk from the captain.

“I’m going to have drink coffee from the lobby, aren’t I?” said Moore. “I hate the swill they brew here.” He sighed.

“Isn’t there anyone else we can talk to?” said Dawson.

“I don’t know if it’s incompetence or the kind of coffee they buy,” Moore continued. “Or maybe it’s stale. I don’t know. I think they buy in bulk, and those big cans sit out, getting grosser and grosser with every passing day. I’m not a coffee snob, you know. I just want a simple cup of joe, but here we are.” He set his coffee cup down on his desk and focused on Dawson. “Nope, no one to talk to except Jackson. It’s his case. Why, what’s the problem there?”

Dawson sighed. “Never mind.”

“What did he say to you?” said Moore.

“Nothing,” she said. “Don’t worry about it. I can handle it.”

Moore considered this. “I’m sorry he’s an ass.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Well, I think I know the type,” he said. “But I think he’s amenable to talk about the case. And he also said that he’d be willing to take whatever we hammer out to Slater’s attorney, so that’ll be one last thing to worry about, I think.”

“Well, thanks for talking to him, anyway,” said Dawson. “I’m sure that made a difference, sir.”

“Hopefully because I’m well-respected and experienced, not because I’m a white heterosexual man,” said Moore. 

“Hopefully,” said Dawson, giving him a small smile.

“Um, while I have you,” said Moore, “let’s talk about the women who are our survivors from the raid on Worth’s home?”

“Not much to say,” said Dawson. “One is in recovery from biting off her own tongue. She can’t speak, obviously, and isn’t showing a lot of interest in learning to communicate in other ways. The other one is fine physically but also is not talking. They’re both still on suicide watch and seem to be attempting to harm themselves whenever an opportunity presents itself.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” said Moore. “Uh, we have a consultant who works with the department on occasion. A Mercedes Gibson. She’s a deprogrammer, and she specializes in cults and other group-think organizations. Anyway, you might want to give her a call.” He picked up a card off his desk and handed it to Dawson.

Dawson took it, furrowing her brow. “A deprogrammer.”

“Yeah, she consults for us, but she makes most of her money getting paid by parents to break their kids out of cults,” he said. 

“Seriously?” said Dawson. “I’ve heard about this. People like that kidnap people in cults and keep them captive in hotel rooms, trying to unbrainwash them?”

“Yeah, exactly. That.” Moore nodded.

“It sounds a little… unethical,” said Dawson.

Moore shrugged. “I don’t think so. Brainwashed people can’t make good decisions. Just give her a call. I don’t know how busy she is. She may not be able to help personally, but she can give you some tips, at least.”

Dawson tucked the card away. She wasn’t sure that conversation wasn’t going to end with her giving this so-called deprogrammer a piece of her mind. Two wrongs didn’t make a right. You didn’t fix abuse by doing more abuse.

“Jackson wants to see you this afternoon at his office,” said Moore. “And I’d like to indicate that if we can’t come up with anything to offer Slater, that we close that door. From what I understand, one or the other of you is down there every other day, meeting with him. I don’t want to play any more games with that bastard, so if there’s no plea deal, we consider him a dead lead and move on.”

“Sure thing,” said Dawson, although she bet Liam wouldn’t like it. But it was good, she thought. It was better. 

“What do you got for me on the communication from Worth?” he said. “Our tech guys look into that?”

“They did, and it’s a dead end,” she said. “The IP address has been masked. We’ve got nothing on her location from those meetings. She’s using a free Zoom account with a throwaway email address.”

“Well, I figured that we wouldn’t be having this conversation if we had some way to find her from that,” he said. “Too bad, though.”

“It is,” said Dawson.

“As for the rest of that, her demands…” Captain Moore shook his head. “This woman is a real sicko.”

Dawson laughed a little.

“I don’t even want to talk about it,” said the captain. 

“No,” said Dawson. “Suffice it to say, we will not be capitulating to her.”

“Definitely not,” said Moore.










EZRA Jackson did not shake either Dawson’s or Liam’s hands when they arrived at his office. He was not happy to see them. He glared at them both as they all settled down at his desk together.

“So, we have you, the former boyfriend, in on the negotiations now,” he said to Liam. “Why are we doing that?”

“Liam Emerson is a consultant on this case,” said Dawson. “And he was never Phineas Slater’s boyfriend.”

Jackson’s sneer let them both know that he didn’t believe that. “Hey, I know there’s all this pressure out there to tow the line and worry about people’s feelings or whatever, but I’m just not that kind of person. So, if you’re easily offended, we don’t even have to continue this meeting.”

“Not offended,” said Liam, smiling widely at Jackson. 

This seemed to unnerve Jackson, and he cleared his throat, adjusting his tie. “Just so you know, I’m straight.”

“Yeah, I would never have guessed that,” Liam said blandly.

Jackson knitted his brows together.

Dawson stifled a laugh. It was sometimes funny watching how badly men dealt with the idea of being found attractive by a person who might be a physical threat. They had no idea what it was like to be a woman, and it showed.

“Look.” Jackson’s voice was cold. “I get word from higher up that it’s important that we catch this Worth lady, and that we have one of our own in danger, so I’m authorized to take the death penalty off the table. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

“Well, as you know,” said Dawson, “what Slater wants is to be in a mental health facility.”

“No,” said Jackson. “We don’t have facilities like that, not for his level of crime. I’m authorized to say that we can allow treatment for him to happen in his prison, but it’s not going to be on the taxpayers’ dime. It’ll be on Slater’s own insurance.”

“Well, he’s not employed. He doesn’t have insurance,” said Liam.

Jackson shrugged. “This is what I’ve got. Can you sell it to him or not?”

Dawson considered. “I think so.” She looked at Liam.

“I don’t know how he’s going to afford treatment,” said Liam.

“But it’s probably not important,” said Dawson, “because he doesn’t really want treatment, right? He wants to be in a lower security facility to attempt another escape.”

“Yeah, probably,” said Liam. “He is really adamant about how he has no control over himself, though.”

“I’ll get something in writing over to his attorney,” said Jackson. “If that’s all…?”

Dawson smirked at him. “Yeah, we’ll get out of your hair before our gay rubs off on you.” 

“I told you, if you were going to be offended—”

“Not offended,” said Dawson.

“Not at all,” said Liam. He winked at Jackson.

Jackson swallowed, shrinking back from him.










“THIS is not what I asked for,” Slater was saying. He was glaring at Dawson and Liam in the interrogation room, gesturing with his shackled hands. “Yesterday, my lawyer comes in here and tries to get me to sign this thing—”

“We were supposed to talk to you first,” said Liam. “Sorry about that.”

“Oh, because you’re supposed to convince me?” Slater shook his head. “You can’t. I made demands, and you’re not meeting them.”

“It’s what you want,” said Liam softly, “but it’s the best that can happen. You can get this treatment you say you need, but it has to be done inside the prison.”

Finn shook his head. “No. That’s not what I want.”

“Why?” said Dawson. “Because it’s not about treatment, is it? You think it’s going to be easier to escape from a hospital than a prison, even one designed for criminals.”

“The thing is, Finn,” said Liam, “there is no facility in the state that’s equipped to handle the level of security that someone like you requires. So, there’s nowhere to put you. It’s never going to happen.”

“But how else am I supposed to get better?” said Slater.

“You can get treatment—”

“In a prison,” said Slater, “there’s no assumption that I could be cured, and if I was cured, then I’d be able to leave.”

“What?” said Dawson, her voice shrill.

Liam cocked his head at Slater, blinking. “You’re very out of touch, Finn. You’re never going to be free. You need to get this into your head.”

Slater let out an annoyed sound. He tried to lift his hands but the shackles caught him. “But if I’m ill, and I am, it’s not my fault. So it’s not fair to punish me.”

Liam shook his head.

Dawson was simply gaping at Slater, unable to find words.

“Isn’t the point of punishment to correct behavior?” said Slater. “If I never get a chance to prove that my behavior is corrected—”

“In your case, you’re just being eliminated as a threat,” said Liam in a soft voice. “No one cares if you get ‘better,’ Finn. No one wants anything from you except not to worry about you hurting them or their loved ones.”

“I’m still a human being,” said Slater. “Aren’t I?”

“Not really,” said Liam.

“Liam,” whispered Dawson.

“No.” Liam put up a hand to stop her. He focused on Slater. “In the eyes of most people, you’re not, Finn. You need to get that. You killed people, and they see you as a monster, as something inhuman. They have no sympathy for you, and they want you dead. You are lucky that we got the death penalty off the table.”

“But…” Slater blinked at him. “That’s… I don’t accept that.”

Liam laughed softly under his breath.

“You’re saying that my only options are to be killed or to live out my life in a cell?”

“Yes,” said Liam.

“No,” said Slater. His face twisted, in anger and pain.

“We are coming here with the gift of your life,” said Liam. “Certainly it’s better to live, even in a cell, than to die?”

“If someone’s going to kill me, I want it to be you, tiger,” said Slater. “I told you that before.”

“Yes, I remember, but you changed your mind about that after you were locked up.”

“I didn’t.” Slater shook his head.

“You didn’t honestly think you could be free?” Liam surveyed him.

Slater was quiet.

“You did,” murmured Liam. “Somehow, you did. How could you have possibly—”

“Shut up.” Slater bared his teeth. “Now, you’re talking to me like I’m stupid, and I’m not stupid. You know, if you want me to cooperate with you any further, you might want to think a little bit about the way you talk to me.”

Dawson spoke up, smoothly. “Of course. We’re sorry, Mr. Slater. We didn’t mean anything by it. You’re a very intelligent man, and you’re a dangerous and frightening man. We didn’t mean not to give you the respect you deserved.”

Slater sniffed, seeming to enjoy the praise. “Exactly.”

“Can we talk about the deal?” said Dawson.

“I don’t know,” said Slater. “I need to think about it. I have a lot of things I need to think about.”

















CHAPTER TWENTY







LIAM sat at the breakfast bar in Dawson’s apartment, perched on a stool. He was running his fork through the Chinese takeout he and Dawson were eating. “It’s like in some ways, he’s a little kid.”

“There’s a theory that there’s a certain stunted emotional maturity in psychopaths,” Dawson said. She was seated next to him.

“Yeah, I guess I remember that,” said Liam. “I know I shouldn’t feel sorry for him, but I can’t seem to help it. He was like a three-year-old being told Santa Claus didn’t exist or something.”

“Have you ever watched the videos he took of himself killing those women?”

“No. How would I have seen that?” He gave her a look.

“I guess you wouldn’t have,” she admitted. “You wouldn’t have access to them. If you want, I could arrange it, though. It helped me see how lethal he was, I guess. I feel less sorry for him than I did.”

“Trust me, I have no reason to feel sorry for him,” said Liam. “It’s just… I’m a person with empathy, something he lacks, and I can feel sorry for anyone who’s in pain.”

“Yeah,” she said, nodding. “That’s true.”

“It’s not that I want him to get out, because I don’t. Ever.”

“I understand that,” she said.

“Anyway, he’s not going to go for it,” said Liam. “I could tell. Couldn’t you? He completely closed down.”

“Well, you were pretty firm with him.”

“Yeah, I felt like I had to be. Like, he’s living in a fantasy world. He needed to understand the truth.”

“Or we needed to lie to him to get him to cooperate and to save Hernandez.”

“Oh,” said Liam in a different voice. “Well, I didn’t think of that.”

“It’s devious,” said Dawson, “and we’re above that. Besides, I don’t really mean lie. We can’t tell him that he’s going to get out of jail, but we didn’t have to burst his bubble so hard either.”

“Shit,” said Liam, setting down his fork with a clatter. “I fucked everything up.”

“No, no, that’s not what I’m saying,” said Dawson. “I think we can try to go back and massage it a little, you know?”

“I don’t know about that.”

The sound of Dawson’s cell phone ringing cut into the air. She wiped her mouth with a napkin and answered it. “Hello?” She furrowed her brow, squirming off the stool where she sat. “Who is this?” A long pause. “Quentin Worth?… Okay, okay, repeat that….” She nodded, listening. “Yeah, we’ll be there as soon as we can…. Maybe I should stay on the phone with you…. Who’s Persephone?… Quentin?…. Hello?”

Liam got off his stool too. “What’s going on?”

Dawson shook her head at him. “I think the line just went dead. I, um, I need paper and a pencil. Now.”

“Got it.” Liam spun around, because he knew that Dawson had a pad of paper with an attached pen on the refrigerator. There was a magnet attached to the back. He seized it and handed it to her.

She began scribbling down a long string of numbers.

“What is that?” said Liam.

She held up a finger, continuing to scribble.

“Haysle, what are those numbers?”

“I hope I have them right. He only went through them twice, but I have a good memory for numbers, usually. I have this way of seeing them. They have a color, and I can memorize the pattern really easily.”

“You have synesthesia?” said Liam.

“What’s that?”

“It’s when numbers have colors,” said Liam. “Or music. Or when you see them in a certain, specific visual— What are they?”

“Latitude and longitude. He didn’t know where he was, and so he got them from his phone, I think.”

“Quentin Worth did?”

“He sounded in a bad way. He was coughing. I could barely understand him. He said his sister wants him dead, and that he needs help.”

“So, we go to these coordinates?”

“Yes,” she said. “But I need to call it in first. We need backup.”

“But we can’t wait,” he said.

“No,” she said. “No, we can’t.”










IT was dark, and Dawson was looking from the screen on her car with the map and then back out into the darkness as her car crept along the desolate, country road. “I don’t see anything. I must have the coordinates wrong.”

They were probably a hour away from Cape Christopher, northwest, somewhere in the middle of nowhere up here. She hadn’t even seen a house in probably twenty minutes. There was nothing but woods, and she didn’t even know where this road led to.

“There,” said Liam.

“Where?” she said.

He nudged her, and then she saw the back of the car reflecting her headlights. It was off the road, deep in a ditch, and all of the doors were open. 

Dawson pulled her car over to the shoulder and threw open her door. Yanking out her gun, she ran for the car, disengaging the safety at the same time. “Quentin Worth? Hello?”

There was no response.

She had left her car running, the headlights burning into the night. She ran in the spotlight that they illuminated until she reached the car.

Now, she slowed.

“Quentin?” Her voice was quieter.

The interior lights in the car were off. Why was that? Almost every car would have interior lights on when the doors were open. Were the batteries dead? Had someone turned them off?

The fact of the matter remained that the car was dark, and she couldn’t see inside.

She began to think that this might have been a trap. 

Quentin Worth could be working with his sister, and she and Liam could have been lured out here to be killed. She should have waited for backup. She needed to be very, very careful.

She took one step forward, and then another.

Slowly, inches of the interior of the car came into view.

The backseat, more of the back of the driver’s seat, a discarded empty water bottle on the floor.

And then a foot.

She jerked forward.

Quentin Worth was sprawled out in the back seat, his head slumped against his chest. His shirt was stained with dark liquid. It was too dark to see the color, but she could smell it now, the coppery tang of blood.

Damn it.

“Quentin,” she said again.

Quentin didn’t move a muscle. She climbed into the car and put her hand to his neck. There was no pulse, and his body was already too cool. He might have died moments after the call with her. He may have been lying here, dead, for an entire hour.

She checked both his wrists for a pulse anyway.

She shook him.

Nothing.

She crawled out of the car.

Liam was there, standing in the pool of light created by the headlights.

“He’s dead,” she said to him.

“Haysle, there’s someone else.”

“What?”

Liam pointed.

She peered over the top of the car, and now she saw a woman with long dark hair. She was sitting on the ground maybe twenty feet away, holding her knees to her chest, rocking. “Who’s that?” she said.

And now, the sound of sirens approaching rent the air.

Their backup was arriving.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE







THE girl—she was a woman, probably in her early twenties—but she seemed like a girl, and she was wide eyed when they got to her. She continued to rock as they talked to her, and she wrinkled her nose up and released it in a sort of pattern. She ticked at the side of her mouth, too.

“What’s your name?” said Dawson.

“Persephone,” said the girl. “Yeah, Persephone. I’m Persephone. Pretty Persephone. Pretty girl.” The girl then performed several more ticks using her cheeks and lips and nose. She kept rocking.

“Can you tell us what happened?” said Dawson.

“Uncle Quentin sleepy. He can’t drive,” said Persephone. “Uncle Quentin took a nap, but he won’t wake up.”

Uncle Quentin? Was this girl related to Quentin?

Oh, God, was this girl Destiny Worth’s daughter?

Dawson gaped at her. She looked like a Worth. She could definitely be a member of the Worth family. What the hell?

“I want to go home,” said Persephone. “Take Persephone home.”

“Where’s home, Persephone?” said Dawson.

Persephone rocked harder. “I want my hug blanket. I want my Jeanie. Uncle Quentin hurt Jeanie.” The girl let out a wail, then, anguished. “He hurt her and she won’t get up either.”

“Okay,” said Dawson, reaching out for the girl. “Okay, it’s okay. We don’t have to talk about that.” She tried to touch the girl, but Persephone jerked away from her outstretched fingers, and Dawson retracted her hand. Dawson straightened.

Liam was standing there, staring at Persephone with a horrified expression on his face.

“She’s too old,” Dawson snapped. “Don’t think that. She’s not yours. She’d be a teenager if you knocked Worth up. Stop that. This isn’t that.” 

Liam let out a shaky breath. “Fuck.”

She put her hand on his chest. “Calm down,” she whispered to him. She raised her voice. “I need a blanket? Who’s got a blanket?” 

“Copy that,” came a distant voice.

Dawson slid her hand up to Liam’s shoulder and gripped it. “Now that I think about it, she’s too old to be Destiny Worth’s daughter. This girl is maybe twenty-four? Twenty-five? That would make Destiny fifteen or sixteen when she was born.”

“That’s not impossible,” said Liam, leaning around her to look at the rocking girl.

“Maybe she calls Quentin ‘uncle’ because she calls all adults aunt and uncle,” said Dawson. “Maybe—”

“She looks like Destiny,” said Liam.

A uniformed police officer rushed forward with a blanket in her arms.

“Thank you,” said Dawson, hurrying forward to take it. She took the blanket and went back to Persephone. She knelt down and draped the blanket around the girl’s shoulders. 

Persephone stopped rocking for a second, turning to look at Dawson, tears in her eyes.

“Here’s a blanket,” Dawson said quietly.

“Not my hug blanket,” said Persephone. “Need my hug blanket.” Persephone started to cry in earnest now.

Dawson’s heart broke for her. What kind of trauma had this girl been through tonight? Or, hell, if she was Destiny Worth’s daughter, then her entire life? “I’m sorry we don’t have your hug blanket. I’m so very, very sorry.”

Persephone, openly sobbing, launched herself at Dawson, throwing herself at the other woman.

Stunned, Dawson caught her, wrapping her arms around the girl. She patted her back, making soothing noises.










IT was midnight, and Persephone was sleeping. Once the girl had attached herself to Dawson, she had not wanted to let go. Any thoughts that Dawson’d had about working the scene were immediately abandoned, because Persephone would break down the minute that Dawson went out of sight. It was obvious that the girl needed special care, and they’d ended up bringing her to the same facility where the two of Worth’s followers were being kept.

Dawson hadn’t been able to get much from Persephone.

She lived somewhere with a woman she called Jeanie, but Uncle Quentin had come and hurt Jeanie and taken Persephone away. Dawson had asked Persephone about having a mother; Persephone had denied this. Persephone had Jeanie, no mother. She had asked about an Aunt Destiny. Persephone had stiffened at the name Destiny and burst into tears and refused to speak about that.

Finally, one of the staff had brought in a weighted blanket, which was something they used in therapy there, and Persephone had been delighted, calling it a hug blanket like hers, only blue. She had wrapped up in the weighted blanket and gone immediately to sleep.

Now Dawson knew that she should be getting some sleep herself, but she was in her cubicle at the station, looking into birth records. She couldn’t find a Persephone Worth born in any of the surrounding states. 

She’d managed to get some hair from a brush, and she was going to have Persephone’s DNA tested. They could confirm that way whether she was related to Destiny Worth.

Quentin Worth had been shot in the stomach. He’d bled out in that back seat waiting for her to come and rescue him. Any information he might have had for them had died with him.

Dawson didn’t know what had happened. She couldn’t see Quentin calling her if he’d wished Persephone harm. She thought that Quentin had been trying to protect the girl, but what she couldn’t puzzle out was who this Jeanie was and how that fit in.

It seemed obvious that Quentin had killed Jeanie.

Jeanie must have been Persephone’s caregiver, and perhaps also her jailer. Quentin must have felt he had to kill her to get Persephone free.

Other than that, she couldn’t really piece anything together, despite talking through it with Liam, who had been with her all through this, who was currently sitting in another chair in her cubicle, looking as though he might nod off.

“I take it back,” he said.

“Hmm?” she said.

“If you were pregnant, I think you’d be tired.”

“It wouldn’t have even implanted quite yet,” she said. “That means no hormones yet.”

“Implanted, huh?”

“Yeah, I did some research,” she said. “You can leave if you want. I know I drove you here but call a Lyft or something, if you want.”

He yawned. “I’ll wait for you.” He paused. “You should test my DNA with Persephone too.”

“I’m telling you, she’s too old,” said Dawson. She was adamant about this, but she wondered if she was just trying to convince herself, because she knew that Liam would hate himself if he had some daughter somewhere that had been mistreated her whole life, and Liam hadn’t been there for the girl. “She doesn’t look a thing like you.”

“No, she’s like a carbon copy of Destiny, though,” said Liam in a defeated voice.

“She had a daughter when she met you,” said Dawson. “If I’m right, then when Worth came to college as a freshman, Persephone was already two or three years old, a toddler. Worth left a toddler daughter somewhere, in someone else’s care. But who? And where? And why? We know her mother was dead by then, and her father had already gone into his reclusivity, by which I assume he was also dead. It could have been Quentin, but we know that he was in college on the west coast, and he started only a year after his sister did.”

“I don’t know,” said Liam. “I saw her naked, you know? Like a lot. And… just… her stomach… when a woman’s had a baby—”

“Not when you’re sixteen,” said Dawson. “There’s a lot of elasticity at that age.”

“But Belinda—”

“Was in her thirties when you met her, right?”

Liam nodded. “True.” He yawned again. “She went off a lot.”

“Who did? Belinda?”

“Destiny,” he said. “Sometimes I didn’t see her for months at a time.” He shrugged. “Still, if she went off and had a baby, surely I would noticed when she came back that there was something different about her.”

“Destiny Worth did not have your child,” said Dawson.

“I was pretty good about condoms,” he muttered. “But not, um, not the night that I thought we killed her.”

“That was seventeen years ago,” said Dawson. “We can agree that Persephone is older than seventeen.”

He nodded slowly. “Yes.”

Dawson got up. “Let’s go home.”

He blinked up at her. “You sure? I don’t think you’re done here.”

“I am,” said Dawson. “Come on. Your place or mine?”

“Oh, we’re going to sleep together, huh?”

“Well, maybe just sleep?” said Dawson. “You look wiped out. But I don’t want to be alone tonight, and I don’t think you do either.”

He gave her a wry smile. “I’m not that tired.” Then he yawned. “Your place is closer, but we have to climb a ladder to your bedroom. I don’t know if I’m awake enough to manage that.”

“Your place, then.” She pressed her body into his, grinning up at him. “Let me take you home, Liam.”

He kissed her. “Yes, please.”

















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO







LIAM woke up to find that Dawson had stolen all the covers and he set about trying to extricate them from her sleeping form without waking her up.

In this endeavor, he was unsuccessful, and she turned on him with a sleepy, “Whatdyawant?”

“Covers,” he informed her.

“Sorry,” she muttered, relinquishing them.

He covered them both up, distributing covers equally over their bodies, and she wriggled her way into his arms, her head pillowed on his shoulder, one arm flung across his body. Now, with her so close, he was far too warm for the covers he’d just put over them, so he pushed them down to their waists.

He drifted.

He hadn’t slept well the night before, plagued by awful dreams about Destiny. In one of them, he’d been pregnant himself and Destiny had been taking him around a bonfire, telling everyone that when he gave birth, she was going to sacrifice the child to the Lola-Gods.

Even the thought of it now made him feel shivery and disgusted.

This time, his half-dreams were safe, mostly of Dawson and her body and half-formed images of soft things like clouds and stuffed animals.

He drifted deeper, plunging into a deep, soft, fluffy cloud face first. It was like a cotton ball, like something from a cartoon or a toilet paper commercial. He was dreaming, but surrounded only by warmth and comfort. 

And then the dream turned on him suddenly, as Finn plucked him away from the cloud and slid a knife into the back of his skull.

He jerked awake suddenly, gasping for breath. He panted, twisting under the covers, feeling trapped and frightened. 

Dawson looked up at him with half-slitted eyes. “Morning,” she whispered. 

He twisted again, trying to settle.

She moved against him, pressing her thigh against him. “Hello, there, what’s this?”

Belatedly, he realized he had an erection.

She lifted her head. “I have to pee. Hold that thought.”

“No,” he said. “It’s just…”

She was scampering out of bed and heading for his bathroom. “Okay, fine, if you’re not interested, that’s also cool.”

Now, he was watching her parade naked through the room, and he decided he didn’t care if a dream about Finn stabbing him did make him hard. Who cared where the erection came from? He wasn’t going to think about Finn anymore. At all.

And he didn’t.

When she crawled back up over him in the bed, he kissed her mouth and gathered up her breasts, and touched her skin, and he didn’t think of anything except Haysle and how sweet she felt in his arms.

She was all he thought of, in fact, until they were interrupted quite literally in the middle of everything by her phone ringing.

“We’ll ignore that,” she panted.

“You sure?” He was out of breath, too.

“I didn’t go to all this trouble not to come,” she said, thrusting her hand between their bodies and massaging her own clitoris.

He groaned. It always made him crazy hot when she did that. Okay, fine, fuck the phone.

Except now, his phone was ringing.

“What if it’s about Ricky?” he said.

She grunted, flopping off of him. “You are great at killing the mood, you know that?”

He reached over to pick up his phone. It had now stopped ringing, but he saw that it was a missed call from his mother. He furrowed his brow. “My mother didn’t call you, did she?”

“No, I don’t recognize the number,” said Dawson. Her phone beeped. “I got a voicemail.”

A text came through on Liam’s phone from his mother. Just checking in. Call me sometime, okay? 

Dawson was sitting up, covers wrapped around herself, phone to her ear.

So, they’d both gotten calls at the same time and it was a coincidence? How did that even happen? Well, he wasn’t going to call his mother back until he knew what Dawson’s phone call had been about. He waited until she hung up.

“Slater’s lawyer,” she said. “He wants to meet with us.”

“What?” said Liam. “Since when is Finn doing things through his lawyer?”

“Apparently, Slater doesn’t want to talk to us anymore,” said Dawson.

“What the hell? How is that going to help him?” said Liam. “Cutting himself off from us is stupid. And  I think he’s going to get himself killed. Seriously. This plea deal we brought him is a gift.”

“Maybe his lawyer can talk some sense into him,” said Dawson.










SLATER’S lawyer was named Damien Gowncraft. He was a public defender. 

When Slater had first been indicted, before his escape, he’d retained a more expensive trial lawyer, someone with experience defending killers, but after he’d been arrested again, Slater had fired the guy and gone with the public defender. 

This led Dawson to believe that Slater’s attorney had been bankrolled by Worth before. For Slater to have a public defender, he had to be unable to afford an attorney, after all. But she didn’t entirely understand, because Slater had not been poor before all this happened. He’d supplemented his police salary by selling lots of MadCad fanart, both online and at conventions. So, something had to have happened to that money, and Dawson didn’t know if he’d simply used it all up with legal fees and other issues or if it had been taken by Worth.

Whatever the case, Gowncraft was representing Slater. He was a thin man who sported an unironic mullet, as if he’d just stepped straight out of 1987. He wore a suit jacket over a pair of black jeans. No tie, just a bolo at his collar. It had a turquoise clasp.

He met with them in his offices downtown. “Well, I had a long talk with Mr. Slater last night, and he’s intractable. I couldn’t get him to see sense. I tried to explain to him how unlikely it was that he’d even get a deal like this, but I could not make that sink in.”

“He’s refusing it, isn’t he?” said Liam, sounding defeated.

“No, no, not exactly,” said Gowncraft. “He’s negotiating.”

“So, why are you with us and not with the district attorney?” said Dawson.

“It’s very complicated,” said Gowncraft, shaking his head. “So, he wants to sweeten the pot, in a manner of speaking. He says that there are other bodies, and he knows where they’re buried. He says he can’t explain the location, but that he could lead officers out there to them. And if he does this, he wants his treatment to be paid for, because he has no access to funds.”

Dawson sighed.

“What bodies?” said Liam, gesturing with his hands. “Has he not, on numerous occasions, claimed that he never killed anyone until Destiny forced him to? Now there’s a bunch of other buried bodies? No way. Bullshit.”

“Yeah, we’re not dumb,” said Dawson. “This is very obviously another escape attempt.”

“Well, I told him as much,” said Gowncraft. “I said that someone like him would very rarely be granted a day trip out of the prison to show people where bodies were. He said that he could be shackled and that there could be heavy security. Shall I go back and tell him that—as I predicted—you’re saying no?”

“Don’t tell him anything,” said Dawson. “Let’s not play games with him right now. He can sit and stew. If he calls and wants you to visit him, you tell him you’re busy and set an appointment for a week from now. Can you do that?”

Gowncraft shrugged. “Well, I don’t tend to take orders from law enforcement, detective, but in this case, I think it might be a good idea, for his own good. Honestly, I feel as though my client is intent on acting against his own self-interest, and it’s troubling to me. Some time to himself to think sounds like just what the doctor ordered.”

“Excellent,” said Dawson. “We’ll be in touch.”










LATER that day, Dawson had set up a meeting with Mercedes Gibson, who was the cult deprogrammer who’d been recommended to her by Captain Moore.

She told Liam he didn’t have to come along, since she wasn’t giving a lot of credence to Gibson’s methods. 

Dawson had essentially written off any hope that she’d get through to the women who’d been Worth’s followers, anyway. 

The truth was, she was at a loss. She didn’t know what they could be doing right now. Time was slipping through their fingers, and Hernandez was in danger, and she had no idea what to do.

She’d come up with one stupid plan, which she didn’t think would work, and that was to pretend that she had, in fact, made a video of Slater and Liam together. Then she would contact Worth and insist on a face-to-face meeting to hand off the video.

Worth would never go for it, though, and she’d probably kill Hernandez anyway.

So, the only thing they could do was to find Worth before the deadline. 

But no one knew where she was.

Her brother Quentin might have been some help, but now he was dead. Persephone, whether she was Worth’s daughter or not, was far too impaired to know anything helpful. Truthfully, Dawson didn’t think that she could interrogate the woman, because she wasn’t sure that she could find out anything from her, and she thought that a woman like Persephone might be easily led, eager to please whoever was questioning her. She might say anything. 

So, meeting with Gibson, why not?

She didn’t have any leads, after all.

It wasn’t going to cost her anything except time.

Gibson wanted to meet in a local coffee shop called Sunny Days Coffee. When Dawson arrived, she had already ordered muffins for them. She was a striking woman with short-cropped dark hair and long limbs. While she talked, she drummed her nails against the table. They were cut short and straight across, no polish. “Try one of these,” she said, pushing the muffin across the table at Dawson. “And I hear you have someone who bit off her own tongue?”

Dawson wrinkled her nose at the muffin, suddenly not feeling very hungry for some reason. “Yes, she wasn’t trying to choke herself, but she swallowed it.”

Gibson chuckled, eyes dancing. “Ain’t that a pisser!”

Dawson cleared her throat. “Listen, I told Captain Moore that I’d contact you, but I don’t think this is the kind of thing that you’ll be helpful with, so don’t worry too much. I can take the muffin to go, and you can tell him I talked with you, and we can get back to our lives. I’m sure you’re busy.”

“Well, I’m curious about this organization.” Gibson took a bite of her own muffin, which she’d smeared with both butter and cream cheese. “I hear it’s an online self-help course, but people are going full-on Heaven’s Gate with it. Mass suicides.”

“That is true,” said Dawson.

“You could call it a professional curiosity.” Gibson licked cream cheese off her finger. “Can I ask you some questions?”

Dawson shrugged. “Uh, sure.”

“So, it’s a woman?” Gibson’s eyes were bright. “The leader?”

“Yes,” said Dawson.

“Fascinating,” said Gibson. “More cult leaders are men than women, you know, but it’s not unheard of. And they can be just as crazy and violent as their male counterparts. Well, I mean, it’s a rare cult leader who gets her hands actually bloody, but they are the ones ultimately responsible.”

“Is it really a cult, though?” said Dawson. “I don’t think it’s religious.”

“We’re seeing a big trend towards self-help and spirituality as where cult leaders are going these days,” said Gibson. “If you think about it, it makes sense. These kinds of personality types are opportunistic and sociopathic. If you label your organization a certain faith, it tends to be exclusionary. But if it’s just generic self-help, then you can cast a wider net.”

“Right,” said Dawson. Maybe Gibson could be more helpful than she had thought. She dug out her phone and pulled up her note taking app. “I’m going to write some of that down.”

Gibson grinned. “I thought you didn’t think I’d be helpful.”

“Well, um, I guess…” Dawson sighed. Her fingers flew over her keyboard as she noted down some of what Gibson had said. “One minute.”

“Sure.” Gibson ate a bite of muffin. She chewed.

Dawson looked up at her. “I don’t mean to be confrontational, but I don’t think that capturing people and forcibly taking them from a cult—even if it’s bad for them—is a great way to help them.”

“Oh, I agree,” said Gibson.

“But…” Dawson furrowed her brow.

“We get flack because we’re probably the only organization out there who will consider the Ted-Patrick extraction approach,” said Gibson. “That’s the snatch-and-grab, in case I’m being confusing. But it’s important to understand that I will only authorize doing something that extreme in an extreme case. So, if I believe that a subject is in serious physical danger—if I think she’s going to be killed or might do damage to herself or if she’s being repeatedly raped or she’s in a situation in which she’s doing serious, irreversible damage to her body, say by starving herself—that’s when I’ll authorize going in to get her. Or him, of course. But even then, it’s not the first thing we try. We definitely will try other extraction methods before we get to that point.”

“Oh,” said Dawson. “So, what other methods do you use before that?”

“Mostly, it’s about building trust,” said Gibson. “We’ll try to befriend people and get them to talk to us. And at that point, what you never want to do is argue with a person who’s brainwashed.”

“No?” said Dawson. She started to type this into her phone. “But they’re wrong. They believe crazy things.”

“Sure,” said Gibson. “But we have found that it triggers a defensive response, and it’s not at all helpful. So, what you want to do is to create an emotional bond and to make the person feel accepted. It’s not that different from what the cults do, actually. But then the cult’s acceptance becomes contingent upon the person’s adherence to the cult’s rules. So, what you want to create is a bond that has nothing to do with what the person believes. Something that’s based on shared values and kindness and human decency. You want to make the person feel safe with you.”

“Right,” muttered Dawson. “And how do you do that?”

“Well, we’ll try to meet up with them in public and just start a casual friendship and then see if we can’t build that into meeting them and becoming part of their lives. And we really try to encourage people to leave on their own. We’ll be the person who you can call if you ever want to leave.”

“And that works?”

“Well, if it doesn’t, then we kidnap them,” said Gibson, laughing. 

Dawson drew back.

“It was a joke,” said Gibson. “You’re a tough crowd. Yes, it works. People get into cults because they are vulnerable emotionally, but the cult ends up making their emotional wounds so much worse, and so, yes, they respond to kindness.”

“I think I’ve gone about talking to this woman all wrong,” said Dawson. 

“The woman who swallowed her tongue?”

“No, the other one,” said Dawson.

“Oh, there’s another one?” said Gibson. 

“Yeah, she won’t talk to me. She’s under suicide watch and she’s restrained because if she gets the chance, she tries to harm herself.”

“So, this leader, she’s very hyperfocused on the suicide. Just spitballing, but does she make it like the highest honor that can be achieved? Killing yourself? Kind of shades of jihad?”

“I think so,” said Dawson. “There’s this phrase about the highest form of love being sacrifice?”

“Aha,” said Gibson, nodding. “Yeah, that makes sense to me. I see that.”

“But I don’t understand how it gets there,” said Dawson. “The group is supposed to be about how to be financially successful. And she seems to prey on people who are artists in a fanart community. She convinces them to take her course so that they can make a living selling their art and somehow, she manages to convince them to shoot themselves. How does that even happen?”

“Well, it’s not overnight,” said Gibson. “But you’d be surprised. Imagine you walk into a room and everyone else in the room is doing this.” She stuck her thumb into her mouth and began wiggling her other four fingers.

Dawson laughed.

“No, seriously,” said Gibson, removing her hand. “Everyone is doing it. You’re the only one not doing it. How long until you do it? How long could you hold out?”

Dawson chewed on her lip, considering. “But that’s not self-harm.”

“No, it doesn’t start there. It starts with things that seem a little uncomfortable and strange, but are ultimately harmless. And there’s usually a message given to you that it should be uncomfortable, because you’re breaking through some part of yourself that it’s in the way of your personal growth. Then they set about making sure you can’t leave. You aren’t around anyone who isn’t part of the group, and they have gotten into your head and convinced you to do what they say already. You begin to lose any real sense of what is normal and what isn’t. And even in our own culture, we do celebrate self-sacrifice in certain situations. We honor soldiers who give their lives or firefighters who die in the service of saving others. So, I imagine that what this leader does is to rewrite the script about suicide into something that seems noble. And so they all do it.”

“And we get through to them by being nice?” Dawson shook her head. “We can’t take the restraints off her.”

“Probably not all at once,” said Gibson. “But over time, given weeks and months, she could be reached. I’m sure of it.”

“I have two weeks,” said Dawson. “There’s a man’s life at risk if I don’t find Destiny Worth before then.”

“That’s definitely not enough time,” said Gibson. “But you could make a start.”

“What about you?” said Dawson. “The department hires you sometimes, right?”

“Like you said before, I’m very busy,” said Gibson. “But I am also curious, so if you get really desperate, you can give me a call.”

















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE







DAWSON went to see the woman in the facility, who didn’t turn to look at her this time, just faced the wall.

Dawson spoke to her for a half an hour, and she only tried to be empathetic, to talk about how frightened and frustrated the woman must be feeling. By the end of the conversation, she was rewarded with the woman turning to look at her and giving her a first name. Rachel.

She went back the next day, and the day after that, and she finally got Rachel to talk a little about herself, about how she had been a fanfic writer who wrote about Maddox and Cade. She talked animatedly about her Dusk fandom and about how hard she’d worked at creating income streams from those endeavors. 

But she wouldn’t say about Worth and she shut down whenever the subject came up, even if it was her who had brought her up.

Dawson knew that this was not going to progress quickly enough to find anything out.

The next day, she got some news on Persephone’s DNA testing.

It was confirmed that Persephone was Worth’s daughter, but that wasn’t the big news. It was thought that Persephone was a product of incest. They were testing her against Quentin’s DNA, but they wouldn’t be sure of that for another few days. It could also be that Worth had been abused by her father.

Dawson knew that it was likely that violent psychopaths were often abused in childhood, so she shouldn’t have been surprised.

Even so, she was disgusted by the news, and she felt sympathy for Worth. It all sounded harrowing, being hurt by a trusted family member, having a child so young, the child having special needs…

It didn’t excuse anything, of course, but it put Dawson in mind of the way that Liam had felt so badly for Slater after their conversation in the jail. It made her wonder about Slater’s past, and so she asked Liam about it.

Liam said that Slater had a father somewhere, but that the man had not materialized after hearing his son was a serial killer. As near as Liam knew, Slater had never known his mother. She had died when he was very young. Slater didn’t have any siblings or other family.

Knowing it made her sad, but it didn’t change anything. Worth still needed to be stopped.

And Persephone, the poor woman, had nowhere to go. She obviously needed care, but she didn’t have any family that could be contacted, not that weren’t either dead or criminals. Dawson had no idea what they were going to do to help the girl, but she vowed she would make it her mission to be sure that Persephone was not abandoned, one way or the other.

She spent time trying to find someone who was specially trained in speaking to individuals with special needs, but when she and the woman appeared in Persephone’s room, Persephone threw a fit, saying that only Haysie (this was her name for Dawson) could stay, and that she didn’t want any more strange people around.

Dawson and the special investigator left the room and the other woman quickly instructed Dawson not to ask any leading questions. “Nothing yes or no. Don’t say, ‘Were you afraid of Destiny Worth?’ for instance. She’ll just agree with you, with anything you say.”

Dawson had been concerned about this. “I thought that might be a problem. I can’t do this. I need you to do it.”

“You’ve obviously formed a connection with her. That means you’ll be more effective than I will,” said the special investigator. “But don’t push. If she gives you nothing, let it be. You’ll be no worse off than you are now.”

Dawson wasn’t pleased, but she went back into the room again, on her own. Maybe if this didn’t work, they could try again with the special investigator, have her come back and try to work her way up to talking with Persephone.

Persephone was huddled on her bed, wrapped in her weighted blanket. She was carefully making even pleats in the coverlet beneath, a row of them each the same size and equidistant from each other.

“Persephone?” said Dawson. “Can I ask you some questions?” Shit, that was a yes or no question, wasn’t it?

“Yes,” said Persephone.

“How do you feel about talking to me?” Dawson said.

Persephone didn’t look at her. She continued making pleats. “Good. I like you.”

Dawson smiled. “How do you feel about talking about Uncle Quentin?”

Persephone hunched her shoulders. “Not good.”

Dawson wasn’t sure what to say. “I’m going to ask you some questions, okay? If you don’t want to answer them, you don’t have to.”

Persephone looked up at her. There was no expression on her face. She was waiting.

“Okay,” said Dawson, “well, let’s see.” She had to be careful how she worded things. “Who hurt Uncle Quentin?” 

Persephone quickly looked away.

A desire within Dawson welled up to ask, Was it Jeannie? Was it Aunt Destiny, whose name made you cry? But she wasn’t supposed to ask leading, yes or no questions. So she said nothing. She was quiet, and she waited.

“Lola, all for Lola,” said Persephone. “Jeannie loves Lola. Jeannie says Lola knows best. Jeannie is going to bang-bang Persephone.” The girl lifted her hands and mimed a gun when she said bang-bang.

Dawson’s lips parted.

Persephone looked at Dawson again. “Lola says it was my time. Jeannie says I will go to sleep, a nice nap.”

Dawson swallowed hard. 

“Uncle Quentin bang-bang Jeanie.” Persephone’s voice broke. “Jeanie never gets up.”

So, Quentin had protected his niece against the order from her mother to kill her. And Jeannie, Persephone’s beloved caregiver, had been ordered to do it. It was all very disgusting, and Dawson was horrified.

“But Jeanie bang-bang Uncle Quentin while she is screaming,” said Persephone.

Dawson nodded.

“Bad,” said Persephone. “Bad, bad, sad.”

“I’m sure it was,” said Dawson. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that.”

Persephone’s lower lip trembled. “Run before Lola finds out. Run, run, drive, drive. Leave everything. Leave the hug blanket.” A sob escaped her lips. “Leave Jeannie. Leave home.”

“Where is home?” said Dawson. “What’s your address? Someone must have taught you your address.”

Tears spilled out onto Persephone’s cheeks. “No more questions. Questions bad. Sad, sad Persephone.”

“Okay,” Dawson whispered. “Okay, no more questions, Persephone.” 

She couldn’t push at this girl.

She had much more than she’d had when she started.

It would have to be enough.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR







A week had passed.

Gowncraft was in touch, saying he had to meet with Slater, that he couldn’t put him off any longer. Liam would have gone to see Slater again, Dawson was sure of it, if Slater would agree to see them, but Slater was done with them both, wanting only to communicate through Gowncraft.

Hernandez was out there and time was ticking.

Dawson didn’t know what to do.

Whatever she’d found out from Persephone, whatever progress she’d made with Rachel, she was still getting nowhere. She couldn’t find Destiny Worth, though she thought it was very likely that if Persephone had known an address, it would be where Worth was located.

The way Dawson figured it, Worth would have kept Persephone hidden away in the last of her fortresses, the one the least likely to be penetrated. The fact that she’d wanted Persephone dead meant that she’d needed use of that fortress, wherever it was. She’d come and cleaned the place out, planning to dispose of her daughter and settle in. 

If Persephone could recall an address, they could find Destiny Worth. Dawson was almost sure of it.

However, Persephone couldn’t recall, and so that was no help.

The DNA had come back, and Persephone was not the daughter of Quentin, so that meant it was highly likely she was the daughter of Robert Worth—who was either holed up somewhere, a recluse, or was dead, or was being held captive by the daughter he’d abused. 

Dawson decided that she didn’t much care about Robert Worth, who seemed like a bastard, and she hoped Worth had killed him.

Dawson took a pregnancy test.

It was negative.

She didn’t say anything to Liam about it, though, because she was still days before her period was due, and it might be too soon to know anything. 

Besides, she felt disappointed when it was negative, and she realized she’d somehow gotten attached to this idea of being pregnant, even though it was demonstrably better if she wasn’t.

At this point in her cycle, it no longer mattered whether or not they were using condoms, so they didn’t, and they spent every night together, either at her place or his.

One night, they were lying in her loft, and the sweat of their lovemaking was cooling on their skin. She had air conditioning in here, but it didn’t always reach to the loft so well. A ceiling fan whirred overhead in the darkness.

Dawson stared at it and, suddenly, as if it had dropped down from the ceiling fan like a gift from the ceiling-fan gods, she had an idea.

“She’s crazy,” she said.

Liam grunted, sounding sleepy. “What are we talking about?”

“Worth.” Dawson turned onto her side.

Liam yawned. “Um, yeah, she’s crazy.”

“She actually thinks that we’ll make her a sex tape.”

Liam rolled onto his side too. “What brought this on?”

Dawson reached out and touched his face. “But she’d like to see you two together in person more, don’t you think?”

“I don’t know. I guess so. You’re not changing your mind about making the video, right?”

“No, but what if we tell her that we need more time because we can’t do it at the prison? What if we tell her that we have to get away from the cameras and from everyone there? What if we say that we’re using Finn’s body location trip as a cover to make the video for her?”

Liam scooted up in bed, propping himself up against her headboard. “How does that help anything?”

“Well, she might come to watch,” said Dawson.

“No, she can’t be that stupid,” said Liam. “Besides, Finn’s whole reason for the trip hinges on his not being able to tell us where the bodies are and needing to show us.”

“Right,” said Dawson. “But he’s got to be able to give us an area, you know, something general at least.”

“Sure,” said Liam. “I guess so.”

“But if we just tell her that information, out of nowhere… she’d be suspicious.”

“Definitely,” said Liam.

“What if…?” Dawson sat up too, leaning against the headboard. “What if I send an email to someone else in the department, and I just happen to accidentally-on-purpose include her address in the CC box? She’d think, I don’t know, that maybe because we’re emailing back and forth, I made a mistake. Or would she suspect?”

“I don’t know.” Liam rubbed his chin, thinking about it. “Okay, well, we can’t tell her when we’re going to make the video. We have to tell her that we’ve got it set up and that we’ll have it for her the day after Finn’s little trip. Then we leak the email to her with the date of the trip, and we make her put it together.”

“Yes,” said Dawson. “Yes, that could work. Then, she shows up, and we get her.”

“What if she comes and stays out of sight? What if we never see her?”

“We’ll need stealth operatives,” said Dawson. “Officers everywhere, hiding in bushes.”

“She couldn’t be so stupid as to approach us.”

“If she thinks that we’re making a sex tape,” said Dawson, “then we would have gotten everyone else away.”

“Point,” said Liam. “That’s a good point.”

“She’s cocky,” said Dawson. “She thinks she’s invincible. She just ordered the death of her daughter. She’s just had tons of people shoot themselves for her. The fact that she even contacted me and tried to manipulate me shows just how out of touch she is. Slater’s weakness—that he thinks he’s invincible—it’s her weakness, too.”

“It might work,” said Liam. “It’s crazy, of course, but… well, we’re out of time, and we don’t have any other ideas, do we?”

“No,” she said. “No, we do not.”










“THIS is insane,” said Captain Moore. “You realize how difficult this is going to be to pull off?”

“Yes,” said Dawson. “I know. We need a lot of manpower. We need meticulous planning. And none of it’s even guaranteed. I mean, we drop this hook, we don’t even know if our fish is going to bite.”

“Not only that,” said Captain Moore, “you want me to bait the hook with a serial killer who’s escaped once. And you want me to let him out?”

“I think we tell him what we’re up to,” said Dawson. “He’s angry with Worth, and he wants to get back at her. I promised a chance to confront her. I’ll tell him that this is me making good on that offer. Since there really aren’t any bodies, and we know that, he’s going to know that we know that, we’ll tell him that we can set this up wherever we like. And there’s a nice big stretch of beach on state park land where there’s nothing except an old lookout building. I think it would do quite nicely.”

“Oh, you got an answer for everything, don’t you?” Moore shook his head. “All right, well, if you can bring all this to the table, I will authorize the manpower you need. But if there’s even a hint that Slater is not cooperating, then we’re pulling the plug. Also, you tell him this. If anyone gets a whiff of an idea that he’s attempting to escape, they will shoot him in the head. Tell him I’m going to have snipers.”

“Are you really going to have snipers?”

“No,” said Moore. “But he doesn’t need to know that. He plays by the rules or he dies. Make sure he understands.”

















CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE







SLATER was not inclined to see Dawson or Liam until she brought up the bit about the promise and how she wanted to explain how she’d fulfill it. 

Even then, he wouldn’t consent to being brought to an interrogation room. He insisted that Dawson and Liam come to his cell and be locked in with him. 

The room was very small. It had two bunks, but Slater had the cell to himself for security purposes. There was a small desk built in and a toilet and sink on the other side of the room. The place was mostly stark except for a picture of Liam and Slater together. They must have been nineteen, both grinning at the camera. Liam’s arm was slung around Slater’s neck and Slater was rubbing the top of Liam’s head. 

Liam saw the picture and Dawson saw him go stiff.

Slater liked it, she could see, having them here in his domain, in the place where he slept. “What’s this about the promise?” he said, by way of greeting.

“Let’s get something straight first,” said Dawson. “We know there are no other bodies.”

Slater laughed. “What?”

“We’re going to grant your wish for the day trip,” she said. “But you’re not going to take us where you want to take us. We’re going to determine the location. And we’re not going to find bodies. We’re going to try to lure Destiny Worth out, because she’s very interested in the idea of seeing you and Liam together again.”

Slater got off his bunk, where he’d been lounging. “Wait, together, as in—”

“Not going to happen,” Dawson cut him off. “But we’re going to try to convince Worth that it is.”

Slater considered this.

“You wanted to confront her,” said Dawson. “This will be your chance.”

Slater swallowed. “I get out for a day. I can be outside, in the sun?”

“You get time in the yard,” said Liam. “Don’t act as though you’ve been cut off from the world.”

“The yard is not a yard. It’s made of concrete, and there’s a roof over top to catch the rain, and you can only see a sliver of the sky out there.” Slater glared at him. “I have been cut off, tiger. Didn’t you make it clear to me last time that I’m not even a human being?”

“We think you’re a human being, Phineas,” said Dawson. “Hell, I even feel sympathy towards you.”

Slater laughed. “Yeah, right.”

“I do,” she said. “But I guess it doesn’t matter if you believe me or not. What matters is whether or not you’ll help us.”

“And I should do it just for this?” said Slater. “For a day in the sun? For the chance to confront Destiny?”

“Yes,” said Dawson, holding his gaze.

It was quiet. Slater looked at Liam and then back at Dawson.

They waited.

Slater bowed his head. “Fine.”

“Fine?” she repeated.

“Yes, Haysle, fine,” he said. “I’m in.”










AFTER that, things moved quickly.

Dawson sent the first feeler email to Worth, asking if they could have more time, saying that she was working to get things in place to make the video. She gave a possible date.

Hours later, she sent out the “accident” email, which was set up to look like a day-trip request for Slater from her to the warden of his prison. She had CC-ed a number of other email addresses besides Worth’s, a long list that made the email get lost among them. 

Then, they held their breaths and waited.

When Worth did get back in touch, saying that she agreed to the extension, they all hoped this meant that she was taking the bait. But they couldn’t be sure.

The following days were filled with preparations, getting the site ready as best as they could. They would have a police escort take them out to the abandoned area on the beach, and then they would make a loud show of Finn being crowded and needing to see the area without anyone on it and have them back up.

It would look as though no one was there, but there would already be a contingent of officers in place, ready and waiting for Worth to show up.

They had to hope that she would and that they could nab her.

The night before it was all going down, Dawson realized that her period was late. It should have been there days ago, so she took another pregnancy test.

It was negative.

She stood in the bathroom, gazing down on it, trying to make sense of it.

Liam was there. He was in her living room, scrolling through his phone. “Hey, you all right?” he called. “You fall in?”

She pushed the door open and came out, clutching the test. She slapped it down on the coffee table in front of the couch where he was sitting.

He leaned forward. “Is that…?”

“Yes.”

“What does one line mean?”

“Negative,” she said, throwing herself down in a chair next to him. “And it’s the second negative test I’ve gotten.”

“Okay,” he said. “Well, that’s probably good. And you did say that you didn’t think you were pregnant, and you aren’t, so…” He picked up the test and scrutinized it. “Okay.”

“My period is late.”

He turned to look at her.

She snatched the test from him. “I wonder if it’s a false negative.”

“Does that happen?”

“Apparently it can, but it’s rare,” she said. “It’s more likely than a false positive. There are almost never false positives.”

“Well, so… you should go to a doctor or something?” 

“It might just be stress,” she said. “I mean, stress can mess with your cycle, and I’m crazy stressed right now.”

“Sure,” he said. “Sure, so we wait, then.”

“Right,” she said. She nodded. She peered down at the test. Moments passed.

“Hey,” he said. “You okay?”

“Fine,” she said. She got up and went to the kitchen. She tossed the test in the trash.

“You don’t seem fine,” he said.

“It’s nerve-racking not knowing,” she said. “If it was definitely negative or definitely positive, either way, then I’d know what to do.”

“Yeah, I get that,” he said. “But, I mean, the overwhelming evidence here is in favor of it being negative.”

A lump rose in her throat. “Yeah.” Her voice cracked.

“Hey,” he said, getting up and coming into the kitchen with her. “You’re not okay.”

“I just… I don’t want it to be negative.” Now, she was going to cry. “I should want that, but I don’t.”

He gave her a half-smile. “I’m, um, disappointed too.” He held out his arms to her.

She walked into them. “We’d probably be awful parents.”

“No way, we’d be amazing.” He wrapped his arms around her.

She looked up at him, blinking back tears, trying to smile. “It could still be positive. Until I get my period, I’m holding out hope.”

“Sure,” he said. “Because, you know, the scientific test is probably wrong, but your highly changeable bodily functions, those are accurate.”

She glared at him. “You did not just say that.”

“What?” he said. 

“You just implied I’m being irrational,” she said.

“Um, sorry?”

She narrowed her eyes at him.

“No, I am sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to upset you, and you’re not irrational. You’re a very intelligent and capable woman, and I am in awe of you.”

“Better,” she decided, looking him over. 

“Oh, I’m good at groveling,” said Liam. “Had a lot of occasion to grovel in my life, in fact.”

She laughed.

“I can grovel better than that if you need more groveling,” he said.

“I don’t need groveling.” She eyed him. She hugged him again.

His arms came around her, warm and strong.

She liked being close to him.

Later, she was lying in bed awake because they’d decided to go to sleep early, since they’d need their rest before the big sting operation the following day. Of course, she couldn’t sleep.

It was too hot up here to snuggle against Liam, and she glared up at the fan and thought that this had to be the last breath of summer, anyway, that it was practically October, and how could it be this hot still?

Liam was asleep, damn him.

She turned onto her side, and then onto her back, and then onto her other side, trying to settle.

She couldn’t.

Suddenly, she had a thought about her interview with Persephone. The girl had said that they had to leave, had to drive so that Lola wouldn’t find them, which meant that Worth must have been in the same location as Persephone had been. Dawson’s theory about Worth being at the location where Destiny had been kept, it was right. 

Then she had another epiphany.

Quentin Worth.

They might not be able to question Quentin Worth about that location, but they had recovered his cell phone, and they could easily trace the locations where the cell phone had traveled.

So, if Worth didn’t show up for whatever reason tomorrow, all hope was not lost.

Relieved, Dawson rolled over and slipped instantly and effortlessly to sleep.










PHINEAS Slater gazed blandly through the glass at his visitor. He was supposed to call him Jimmy, because that was the name he’d put on his approved visitor list, and that was the credentials that had been faked to get the man in here to talk to him. But Phineas knew the man as Tyler.

Tyler clutched the phone receiver to his ear, waiting for Phineas to do the same.

Phineas picked it up. “You came.”

“The bite of the bee will be waiting for you,” said Tyler. “Where it stings, it can only fell one person before its stinger is gone. But his swarm is nearby, and if there are few enough, the swarm may sting those few many times.”

“Right,” said Phineas. He cleared his throat, trying to think of how to word this. “Does, um, the queen bee understand that there are people trying to, uh, pull off her wings if she gets too close?”

Tyler hung up the phone.

Phineas cringed. Maybe that wasn’t clever enough. As codes went, it wasn’t exactly difficult to parse.

Tyler got up and walked off.

Phineas puzzled over whatever Tyler had said. He thought he understood it. He grimaced.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX







DAWSON was pacing in the lookout tower. It was a cylindrical structure made of concrete, hollowed out in the middle. The roof had long caved in. 

There were numerous towers like this along the coast. They’d been constructed during World War II, and many of them were in good repair and were open to tourists. Those had spiral staircases built into the middle and tourists could climb up to the top.

This one, however, had been neglected, and it was falling down. She’d selected it because she believed that it could possibly be a place where Slater had buried bodies, but also because she knew that the aesthetic of crumbling buildings seemed to appeal to both Worth and Slater.

It was light enough inside the tower since the roof was gone. The bright, warm fall sunlight bathed her, Liam, and Slater, who was leaning against the wall, scratching his nose. His hands were shackled together, so he had to lift both of them to do this. His feet were shackled together, too.

They’d been in the lookout tower for over an hour now, waiting.

Nothing was happening.

And now, Dawson had just gotten a text from Captain Moore, telling her about a visitor that Slater’d had the night before.

Dawson was livid. Who authorized Slater to get a visitor the night before he was part of an important sting operation? Whoever the hell that was, Dawson was going to get him demoted. 

“You warned her off,” said Dawson.

“What?” said Liam.

Dawson handed off her phone to Liam. “Read that text.”

Slater was still scratching his nose. He’d been sanguine most of the trip, mostly silent. He spent most of his time gazing up at the sun and seeming to bask in it.

“Why would you do that?” said Dawson. “I thought you were angry with her. Did you forget that?”

“I’m angry with everyone,” said Slater, shrugging.

“She killed your son. Do you remember that conversation we had?”

“I don’t like her,” said Slater.

“How does this help you?” said Dawson. “How does warning the ‘queen bee’ do anything to make your situation better?”

“Nothing makes my situation better,” said Slater blandly. He glanced at Liam. “Isn’t that right, Liam? Isn’t that what you told me? That I was going to rot in prison and that I should just make peace with that?”

“So, what? You suddenly decided to be Destiny Worth’s best friend?” said Dawson. “The amount of planning that went into this. The—” But she broke off, because she didn’t need to do this in front of Slater. She wasn’t even angry at him. You couldn’t be angry at him. This was just how he was. She was angry at herself, however, for thinking that she understood him, for thinking that she could trust him to unified with them against a common enemy.

“What does the other stuff mean?” said Dawson. “What’s the swarm? What’s the bite of the bee?”

Slater shrugged again.

Dawson threw up her hands. She stalked out of the lookout tower and yelled, “Abort! Abort mission. We’re blown.”

















CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN







PHINEAS thought that Haysle was going to say something about the way he had his shirt tucked in. No one tucked in prison shirts. It exposed the elastic of the pants, which weren’t exactly fashionable. He’d done it so that he could hide the syringe that Destiny had left him.

His shirt had a front pocket, so he could have stored it there, but it would have made an obvious bulge. His pants didn’t have pockets.

He kept thinking that Dawson was going to notice it or that Liam would. He couldn’t believe that neither of them had.

He’d cocked things up with the thing about the queen bee, it was true.

Ah, well.

Most of the army of police officers had cleared out of the scene right away, but he’d been hauled into the back of the transport vehicle, guarded, while Haysle and Liam spoke at length to another police detective.

Eventually, that guy took off as well, and Phineas was glad, because this was making things more even here, getting it down to a few people who could be taken down. There was Haysle, there was Liam, there was the driver of the transport vehicle, and there were two other guards, who’d both travel with him in the back of the vehicle.

The guards did not have guns, because it was considered too dangerous to have them in close proximity with him in the back of the transport vehicle. He had taken too many guns from too many cops, and they weren’t playing that game with him anymore, more’s the pity.

Both of the guards were, however, armed with billy clubs, and Phineas himself was shackled hand and foot.

If he tried to take these guards down now, Haysle would draw her gun and then she’d shoot him. She’d have no qualms in shooting him. There were also possibly snipers. 

But Phineas thought that was a bluff. 

Even they were there, they’d probably left by now.

One fucking syringe. When he’d gotten in touch with Destiny, he’d really expected a bit more than this, but he could almost hear her saying, You’ll figure it out, Finn.

Then he heard the best news he thought he could have heard, which was that Haysle and Finn would follow the transport out, which meant that he could wait.

And it was better to wait.

If he was in the transport, with the door closed, that meant he had two people to deal with at once. He’d have to act fast, of course, if he wanted the help of the swarm, and he didn’t know if he could chance making it work all on his own.

So, he waited.

Finally, they were ready to go. He was pushed into the back of the transport. It was set up to take more than one prisoner, so it was lined with two benches in the back. There were metal hooks on the floor, and one of the guards secured his ankle shackles to the hook. 

The other one closed the door.

Phineas waited. He was starting to feel an itchy feeling of excitement, not unlike before a kill. It wasn’t quite as exciting, of course. It wasn’t sexual. But his heart was pounding blood and life through his limbs, and he felt boundless and strong and invincible.

The transport’s engine started.

Still, Phineas waited.

Then the car lurched forward.

One of the guards was sitting next to Phineas.

The other was across from them both. They both were gazing forward, a resigned look on their faces. It was a long drive back down to the prison. They were both likely bored.

Phineas slowly and carefully untucked part of his shirt.

Neither of the guards even noticed.

Phineas closed his fingers around the syringe. He removed the stopper from the bottom and the plastic that kept it from depressing the plunger. That made a noise.

The guard next to him heard it and turned to him.

Phineas brought up the syringe and jammed it into his neck. This was the difficult part, because if he didn’t get the needle in exactly the right spot, he wouldn’t be able to knock the person out, but he was practiced. He’d done it many, many times. 

The man’s eyes widened, and then he slumped over. It was amazing how quickly it worked.

The other guard was on his feet.

The transport was traveling over rocky ground, and it wobbled from side to side.

The other guard stumbled.

Phineas seized the billy club out of the belt of the unconscious guard.

The other guard righted himself. He was going for his billy club now.

Phineas was on his feet. He smacked the other guard hard, right on his cheekbone. There was a cracking noise. 

The guard howled. His skin broke. There was blood.

The smell of it hit Phineas’s nostrils and suddenly he was excited in every sense of the word. He brought the club down onto the man’s skull again. And again.

The guard went down on one knee, sputtering. 

Phineas brought down one more blow, and the man went still. 

Now, Phineas retrieved the key to his shackles and freed himself. He strode up to the front of the transport and banged. “Driver, stop this vehicle now, or I’m going to kill these guards!” 










DAWSON barely got her car stopped. “Why is the transport stopping?” She swerved into the shoulder of the road they were on—which wasn’t much of a shoulder, since it wasn’t much of a road. It was full of potholes and grass growing through the cracks in the asphalt.

She snatched up her handheld radio and contacted the station. “Send back every unit you can!” 

Turning to Liam, she put the car in park. “Stay in the car, got it?”

“What’s going on?” said Liam.

She got out, drawing her gun.

The driver to the transport was getting out, too. “I don’t know what’s going on back there,” he called to her. “I think—”

He crumpled to the ground, his head exploding in red gore.

Belatedly, Dawson registered the gun shot, echoing through the air. She looked around, sighting everything with her own gun.

“Drop it, detective,” rang out a voice.

Dawson did not drop her gun. “Identify yourself,” she snapped, turning in the direction of the voice, pointing her weapon at it.

“Now,” yelled the voice.

Dawson squeezed off a shot. She was shooting at nothing. It was stupid.

There was an answering shot, and the driver’s side window of her car shattered.

She shrieked, shrapnel from the mirror embedding itself in her cheek and shoulder. She staggered away from the car. “Okay, okay, I’m putting it down.” She set down her gun and stood up, raising her arms over her head. She couldn’t play chicken with Liam’s life. Or… if there was something small and undetectable in her womb, she had to protect that, too.

Liam opened the door to the car.

“Liam!” she shrieked. “Don’t.”

“I think I should get down,” he said to her fiercely.

Two people appeared, coming out from behind the surrounding foliage on either side of the road. Dawson had never seen them before. It was a man and a woman. They both had guns. 

The woman came for her. “Into the back seat of the car,” she said.

Dawson backed up until she collided with her car.

The man went to the front of the transport and got the keys from the ignition. He took them to the back and unlocked it.

Slater, blood spattered on his face, utterly free of his shackles, jumped down onto the ground. He looked back and forth between the man and the woman. “Tyler and Monique, huh? You guys constitute a swarm?”

“Our numbers are depleted,” said Tyler. “You’re lucky the police even came out here after that stunt you pulled.”

“Whatever,” said Slater, sauntering over to the car. He opened the door on the opposite side from Dawson and slid into the middle of the seat. “Come on, Haysle. I want you on one side and Liam on the other.”

Liam peered back from the front seat. “Is this happening? He can’t be escaping again. The escape plot, it happened already.”

“This time, we’ll all be together,” said Slater, smiling at Liam. He patted the seat next to him. “Back here, tiger. I missed you. Haven’t you missed me?”

Liam gritted his teeth.

“Into the back,” said Tyler, gesturing with his gun. 

“And hand over your cell phones,” said Monique, holding out her palm.

Cell phones. Damn it. Dawson had not told anyone about her theory of tracing Quentin’s phone.

But someone would think of it, right? 

All anyone would have to do is trace Quentin’s phone, and this would be over.

“Phone,” said Monique.

Dawson yanked it out and handed it over.

Monique tossed it over her shoulder. “Into the car.”

Dawson took a deep breath. She got into the car. Her thigh pressed against Slater’s thigh. He grinned at her, a too-wide wolfish grin that made her heart beat stumble in trepidation.

Would someone figure it out?




* * *

Find information about the final book in the series, book four, here.




Thank you so much for reading!
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