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PROLOGUE
NYC  STREET 1:57 a. m. 
Night lies heavily on the sleeping street of brick-and-mortar facades. The faint reek of rotting takeaway food leftovers discarded by passersby lingers in the unmoving air. The early morning sounds of the city appear distant but are all-pervasive. 
The shrill clamor of emergency services grows louder, then fades again, to be replaced by the sound of high heels clicking a syncopated rhythm on the broken stones of the sidewalk. The street lights cast an uneasy, quickly moving pattern of shadows as a young woman hurries along as fast as she can in her unstable footwear. Her flat midriff is bare under a dark-red bikini tank top; a barely thigh-covering tight black skirt displays shapely legs. 
In the passenger seat of a car parked on her side of the street waits a man, his face hidden in the darkness under the hood of his sweatshirt. The fingers of his latex-glove-covered hands flex as he watches the woman approach in the rear vision mirror. 
Closer…
Closer…
Still walking, she reaches into the purse slung over her shoulder, extracts a small bunch of keys. 
Now she’s beside the car. 
The door flings open. The hooded man leaps out; grabs her. She opens her mouth to scream. He clamps a hand over it, punches her in the belly with the other, opens the back door, shoves her into the car, gets in, slams the door. 
There’s the sound of a muffled scream. The car rocks. The sound of a woman crying out. 
Then, silence. 

A TANGLED WEB
NYC – SAME STREET– DAYBREAK
Hunter approaches the assembled police cars and ambulance, waiting there with its back door wide open. Cops swarming all over the place; some of them keeping rubber-necking bystanders at a distance. 
Paramedics struggle to revive a young woman on a stretcher, her face bruised and bloody. One of them rises and shakes his head at the middle-aged male plainclothes cop next to him. They cover up the body and shove it into the ambulance. 
The plainclothes cop looks up; his eyes fall on Hunter. He comes up to him. 
Hunter shrugs. “Morgan?”
“Hey buddy, what’s up?”
“Another one?” Hunter asks, grimacing. 
Morgan’s eyes look troubled. 
Hunter knows the feeling. 
“You think you’d harden up after seeing enough of this.” 
Some do. Some don’t. 
Hunter has never been able to avoid these things creeping into his dreams. Neither, it appears, has his old partner Morgan. 
“Yep,” Morgan says grimly. “Same MO. Brutalized. Raped. Stabbed. Stiletto. Once. In the stomach. Angled up. Enough to make sure she didn’t die immediately. That she lived and knew she would die.”
The two men exchange a brief look, each of them very much aware of what Morgan mercifully hasn’t vocalized. The final moments of her life would have been a hell of unspeakable pain. Hunter clings to an unjustified but for him necessary hope-against-hope that she had lost consciousness long before her death and been spared most of the agony. Still, even then the fact remained that an innocent life had been snuffed out. Another exquisitely unique human being was no more; had followed uncounted billions into the forever-nothingness of nonexistence. 
Morgan glances at the CSU processing the car. 
“They’re not going to find anything.”
“The car?”
“Belongs to a resident.” Morgan tips his head at one of the brick facades on the opposite side of the road. “Perp broke in, as he always does. Did his thing in the car, then dumped her on the sidewalk.”
He eyes Hunter questioningly. 
“Why are you here?”
“Street’s on my morning run. Didn’t expect to come across this.”
“Who does? It’s not a bad street. Most people who live here have kind-of ordinary jobs—except maybe the vic.”
“ID’d her yet?”
“Helen Pearson. Hostess at Tingles.”
“Fits the profile.”
“Yeah.” Morgan eyes Hunter sideways. “You’ve been following this.”
Hunter shrugs. “Old habits.”
“Thought you’d be too busy chasing down bail-breaking lowlifes.”
“Still recovering from the leg hit. Running still hurts like a bitch.”
“So, you’ve got nothing better to do than—”
“This,” Hunter says ruefully. 
“Any ideas?”
“Not yet.”
“Wanna come back on the job? We could do with your help. Nobody sniffs them out like you did.”
Too close for comfort, buddy! 
“Thanks for the offer but…” 
Hunter shakes his head as he looks after the ambulance, driving off with the dead woman inside. 
“Too much of this.”
“You’re looking into it now!”
“I know.” 
Morgan winks at Hunter. 
“Change your mind, lemme know. Anyway, gotta go chase a serial killer. You got any ideas…”
“You’ll be among the first to know.”
As Morgan heads back to the crime scene, Hunter turns away. He’s stopped by a fifty-something man; corpulent, typical gawker, nothing better to do than get sicko relief from life’s boredom. 
“You a cop?” 
He holds his cellphone into Hunter’s face. 
Quick as a snake, Hunter’s hand snaps out and twists it away from him and out of the man’s hand. 
“What the fuck?” the man yells, attracting the attention of other cellphone-armed gawkers, whose cameras, insufficiently satisfied by close-ups of a beaten, bloody corpse, instantly aim in Hunter’s direction. 
Hunter turns away quickly and heads back for the police cordon. The cop standing there remembers him talking to Morgan and waves him past the tape. 
Hunter, making sure he keeps his back to the cellphone vultures, walks to where Morgan stands. 
“Mind if I duck out the other side?” 
Morgan eyes the crowd behind the police line and immediately guesses what’s happened. He’s one of the few who knows about Hunter’s secret occupation. 
“Sure. Go.” He shakes his head. “Fucked-up world we live in.”
Hunter hands him the phone he’s taken off the smoker. 
“Can you get someone to clear the photos and videos off this? Guy surprised me. Not sure if he got any footage with my face.”
‘I’ll take care of it. I hope you turned away quickly enough to stop the rest of the assholes zooming in on you.” 
“So do I.”
Morgan glances at the police line, where smoker-guy is arguing with the cop who’d let Hunter through. 
“I guess that’s him? No! Don’t look! There’s more cameras pointed at you right now than at a movie star with big tits and a wardrobe malfunction.” Morgan groans. “Guess who else is here?”
“TV?”
“You’re not wrong. Better get out of here.” 
Morgan nods at a nearby building with a small front garden. 
“See that path along the left side of the fence? Should get you out of here without any further hassle.”
“Thanks buddy. I owe you one.”
Morgan chortles as Hunter turns away and hoofs it out of there. 
 
<~~>
 
Hunter finally is far enough from the grim reminder of a past during which he has come across so much of what he’s just seen from afar that it eventually became too much. He immerses himself in the slightly less disturbing ambience of the early morning crowd heading for their daily work or wherever. Not that this is his natural habitat either. Crowds produce a mélange of smells that can upset his unusual hyperosmic disposition. The very ability that helped him solve a number of puzzling crimes is also a potential handicap. 
Hunter finally arrives at Ari & Rachel’s Deli, which is both his favorite eating place as well as his current NYC home. Inside, Ari and Rachel, both hard-working, salt-of-the-earth kinds of folks in their fifties, are serving a string of customers, most of them regulars who wouldn’t go anywhere else to get their bagels and other genuine Jewish fare. Neither would Hunter, who might not have a drop of Jewish blood, but he knows good food when it is served up to him. 
With the place full like this, Ari has the big LCD TV above the counter set to the usual channel, which currently shows a rerun of some variant on the theme of Survivor. Sound’s turned high enough to catch snippets of whatever passes for ‘dialogue’. But it keeps the waiting clientele amused, and that’s the whole idea. 
Hunter waves at Rachel and Ari as he heads for a door at the rear of the deli, just behind the counter. 
Rachel raises a hand holding a knife and waves to him, then returns to cutting open a bagel. 
“Wait!” Ari calls. “Gotta talk to you.”
He hands a customer a paper-wrapped bagel. 
“Have a nice day. See ya tomorrow.”
He squeezes past his wife and meets Hunter under the TV. 
“Out early today! Didn't hear you leave.”
"Couldn't sleep. What's up, Ari?”
“Just wondering. Made up your mind yet? About staying on or leaving. I mean, Rache and I, we'd hate to see you go, but you know, times are tough and all that and we kinda—”
“How about six months? I'll pay you in advance.”
“For six months?” 
Hunters nods. 
“You don't hafta—”
“I know, but you'll have the money, and I can leave my gear up there.”
From the TV comes a burst of noise from an argument between the game participants. 
Ari looks up at the TV and leans closer to Hunter. 
“Always pick retards for these shows.”
“No shit.”
“Hey, Ari, you still in the food business?” a customer’s voice breaks into their conversation. 
Ari winks at Hunter. 
“Gotta get back there or Rache'll kill me. Good to hear you sticking around.”
“Ari, get your ass back here!” Rachel yells. 
“Just a damn moment!” 
Ari leans closer to Hunter. “You know, you wanna bring up lady friends, that's all right with us. We don't mind.”
“Ari!”
Ari rolls up his eyes. 
“On the other hand, maybe ya got the right idea here.”
He winks at Hunter and hurries back to his wife. 
Hunter opens the door and enters a narrow stairwell. He heads up a flight of creaky steps, which lead to a narrow hallway. At the end of it is a bathroom with toilet, wash basin and a shower. Two other doors lead to store rooms used by the deli, while the third, which is closest to the top of the stairs, is Hunter’s current NYC abode. 
He closes the door behind and takes in the space before him. It’s barely large enough for one. A queen-size bed takes up almost half of the available area. There’s a small table with a single chair pushed underneath it, a wardrobe, a couple of cardboard boxes in a corner. The window has a tatty old curtain drawn across it. On the table, a late model MacBook Pro, a stack of manilla folders, pens and a ruler. 
Hunter closes the door behind him and from under his sweatshirt pulls his Sig Sauer P226. He places it on the table, ready for use. Just in case. Not that just-in-case is likely around here, but Hunter has learned the hard way. His right leg is still aching and maybe always will. He reminds himself that he’s lucky the bullet missed his femoral; otherwise he would have bled out. The perp he had been hunting might have died with a hole in the head from Hunter’s Sig, but miles from nowhere with a burnt-out car and no help in sight a severed femoral was a sure death sentence. 
Hunter has lost count of the lives he’s used up. Definitely more than a cat’s proverbial nine. One day he’s likely to run shit out of luck, and that would be it. Just as well there’s no family to mourn him. No lover either. Pity that; though it probably is a good thing. Nobody in Hunter’s life who could be used to apply pressure on him or suffer as a consequence of Hunter’s activities.
He takes off the sweatshirt, picks up one of the manilla folders, sits down on the bed, takes out several newspaper clippings, mostly from the NYT and spreads them on the bed. The front pages are the only reasons why he’s bought those particular papers at a newsstand; not just for the glaring headlines, but also images of the murdered women; some of them recent, others from when they were younger, sometimes even toddlers. Feeding the public with ghoulish titillation.
 
OUR UNSAFE STREETS
 
FEAR SPREADS AS SECOND WOMAN ATTACKED
 
BACKSTREET RAPIST-KILLER STRIKES AGAIN
 
WOMAN DEAD AFTER FOURTH ATTACK
 
POLICE HELPLESS IN BACKSTREET RAPE MURDERS
 
MORE POLICE ON BACKSTREET RAPE MURDER CASES
 
Hunter plugs in the iPhone he uses as an internet tether and opens the MacBook. He logs in; then opens the IOS Preview app with a screenshot he’s taken from Map of an area of NYC, centered on a point just a few blocks from the location of the latest rape-murder. 
He’s marked the locations of the previous six murders and placed numbers beside them, indicating the sequence in which they were committed. No doubt that they were deliberately chosen. Hunter marks the location of the latest murder, leans back and stares at the screen. The dots mark the vertices of a nearly perfect octagon. There’s a gap shouting at him that there’s going to be another dot placed somewhere near its middle to complete the figure. 
As to what’s at the center of the incomplete octagon… 
Hunter knows happened there. The end of Adam Thorndike. Drug dealer. People trafficker. Rapist. Murderer. Released on bail of two million dollars, despite all attempts by the DA to stop it. The judge almost certainly had either been bribed or coerced. Maybe both. The influence of the Thorndike brothers reached far and deep into the bureaucracy of the city, either through bribery or the threat of injury or death to the families of municipal and judicial officials alike; with the police not being exempt. 
Adam had been released under the condition that he remain under effective house arrest at his residence in SoHo. To ensure compliance, the judge had ordered that he be fitted with an anklet. It was a gesture only. Adam had hardly been released when he had some techie undo his anklet without triggering an alarm. It had been fitted to the ankle of one of Adam’s flunkies, who moved around the penthouse with it on, thus completely fooling the automated surveillance system . 
Adam had snuck out of the building and headed for what was to be his personal final destination. Not that he could have known that; he was on his way to get out of NYC, probably aiming for Mexico, where most of his buddies in crime hung out. 
Adam had been on Hunter’s radar from his cop days. Even arrested him a couple of times. Lots of bad blood between Hunter Shaw and Adam Thorndike. 
The cops weren’t fooled for long enough to give Adam enough of a lead-time. They had a surveillance post with a direct visual line on the penthouse. When the flunky wearing the anklet showed his face at one of the windows, one of the watchers realized that the anklet was on the wrong guy. The alarm went out immediately. Every cop had Adam’s face on their cellphone or the screen of their vehicle’s computer. It also went out on every cable network and flooded social media platforms. The city didn’t go into a lockdown; that was impractical, but there were roadblocks all over the place. The traffic and public surveillance CCTV network was programmed to alert the cops, in case anybody even remotely resembling Adam registered on the system. He might have escaped the penthouse, but he was trapped in the city nevertheless. 
Hearing about Adam’s escape, Hunter immediately dropped everything and chased down every former CI he could think of and who might be useful. One of them, who had a personal beef with Adam, provided enough of a hint to set Hunter on the right path. 
Did he notify his former buddies? 
And have the info fall into the wrong hands? 
No way! 
In the basement of a building in Brooklyn, owned by a shell company—nested within several layers of other shell companies belonging to his twin brother, Pearce—Hunter located his quarry. 
Adam predictably was in no mood to be taken, but decided, with the aid of a couple of buddies, to shoot it out. By the time NYPD—whom Hunter had alerted, mainly to cover his legal ass—appeared on the scene, Adam’s buddies and Adam were dead. 
Even though the cops were pissed at being pipped to the post by Hunter, they had nothing to charge him with. He had followed all the right procedures. They knew that even trying to prosecute him was going to be a PR disaster for the NYPD. Hunter collected  his ten percent of the forfeited bail and went on with his life. 
Until now. Because it looks like Pearce plans to do more than just lure Hunter out into the open to kill him. If that had been all, Hunter would have been dead by now. He might be very hard to find, but he isn’t exactly in hiding. 
So, what does Pearce want? 
Why is he killing all those women; or, as is more likely, pay someone to do it for him with exact instructions about where to do it? 
The thought that he might be indirectly responsible for their deaths weighs heavily on Hunter’s conscience. But the vertices of the octagon had not been created in an orderly sequence, and so, until he had enough location data he has not been able to predict the location of the next victim. But now there’s only one left; a big fat finger pointing saying “Here you idiot!”
Hunter returns his attention to the MacBook and zooms in on the map currently on the screen. As he does, labels appear, marking the locations of local businesses. 
And then he sees it…
Why is Thorndike doing this? 
Doesn’t matter! 
Hunter’s not going to be responsible for another death. 
Pearce Thorndike knows that. 
There are easier ways to get me into a sniper’s scope…
So, what gives? 
SURVIVOR ISLAND — TWO MONTHS LATER
Mary wakes from a drug-induced slumber into a splitting headache, various other aches and pains all over her body and the noise of a two-engined aircraft. She adjusts herself in the seat, rubs her sore neck and rotates her aching shoulders, battling the nausea in her belly as the aircraft descends. 
How long had the flight been? 
The location of what the organizer’s website called Survivor Island is a secret, kept from all participants of the game; ostensibly because the producers want to make sure that they get the maximum mileage out of this latest and greatest version of Survivor. 
Please let this all be worth it! 
She’s taking a big risk; not just for herself. This is not a game. Nobody, and especially not the police, will ever know what is going to play out on that island. Everything is designed to achieve one goal. She is a mere tool for the organizer to achieve it. Has been for over two months. 
All but one of the other participants in the game are extras; to construct an elaborately crafted trap and…
What exactly? 
She makes
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