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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            CLARK

          

        

      

    

    
      The first night after his close call, coming back to the house and discovering it surrounded by police, Clark had been out of his mind.

      That was the best way he could describe it.

      All he could think about was the fact that his latest friend, the one he’d pinned all his hopes on, Elise, was gone… and he had nothing left. No car, no money, not even a place to lay his head.

      There was his apartment, a few blocks away from the house where he’d been keeping Elise, but he couldn’t take the risk of going there. He at least had enough sense left in him to realize that. But it being unsafe was the same as not having it at all.

      Goodbye to all the laundered money he’d been stashing under his mattress.

      Goodbye to all his meager possessions.

      Goodbye to the life he’d been trying to build – the life he’d dreamed of introducing Elise to.

      That first night, he’d been distraught and lost and hopeless. More than once, he’d considered throwing himself in front of a passing truck and putting an end to it all. Who would miss him?

      But in the end, he didn’t do it.

      Couldn’t.

      He was a coward.

      Instead, he’d walked until it felt like his feet were bleeding, and then he hunkered down in an alley, crouching to make himself as small as possible so no one would notice him. Not the other homeless, one of whom might have already laid claim to that spot, and not the police, who may or may not have recognized him if they saw him.

      How well had Elise remembered his face? Had she given them a workable sketch to find him by?

      Clark had no idea – he just knew he was fucked in every way. And when he woke up the next morning, stunned to discover that he’d been able to sleep at all, his problem had crystalized. He knew what he had to do. There was only one solution.

      He had no choice but to crawl back to his mother and ask her for help. But it would not be easy – by the looks of it, half the city’s police force had responded to the house where he’d kept Elise, and they’d all be looking for him now.

      Not as Mark, or Eddie, or Jonathan, or any other fake name.

      As Clark. As himself.

      And he had no clue what to do about that. All he could do was hope Mother had some ideas.
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        * * *

      

      That was six months ago.

      It had taken a lot of doing, figuring out how to contact her in the state prison without giving away his identity and his location. The police would be watching her, waiting for him to contact her.

      Maybe if she’d named him something more generic, like one of the fake names he’d used… but no, as the old family story went, she’d developed a nearly inhuman craving for Clark Bars when she was pregnant with him, and so Clark he had become.

      Or, if his father was to be believed, she’d been thirsting over Christopher Reeve in the 1980s Superman movies at the time. Mom always disputed that theory. So the candy bar myth had become family lore.

      And it was the candy bar that helped him get back in contact with her.

      He’d spent about a week puzzling the problem over. Going to visit her was absolutely out of the question. He couldn’t call her because inmates were only allowed to make outgoing, monitored calls. And he couldn’t keep using the burner phone the two of them had set up when they were running their money laundering scheme because there was too great a chance the police had gotten the number from the prison call sheet and were now monitoring that, too.

      That phone went into a deep puddle the first chance Clark got.

      And at the end of that first week, it finally hit him – he could write to her, as long as he was clever enough to disguise his identity and his new contact information.

      Of course, if the police in this city were worth a hill of beans, they would guess that it was him. Who else would be writing letters to that miserable, manipulative woman? And so soon after Elise had climbed out of Clark’s basement?

      He was banking on two things: one, the police actually weren’t any great shakes. After all, Elise was the sixth person he’d attempted to befriend that had gone horribly wrong, and only the first one they’d gotten wind of.

      And two, it wasn’t like he need to become pen pals with his mother. One message to establish contact, and then he’d make himself scarce.

      It could work. He had no other options, so it had to.

      He’d spent an entire additional week drafting the coded letter he would send to her. It was a cold, hungry, miserable week on the streets, moving around often so no one would notice him and stealing bits of food from street vendors and convenience stores when no one was looking. He couldn’t risk going to a food pantry or homeless shelter, and though he’d given it serious consideration, he’d decided it was too dangerous to ever return to his apartment, even though there was a pretty big stack of legitimate US currency waiting for him there.

      Maybe his mother would have some ideas about retrieving it before the police seized it. But more likely, that money was gone forever – all that work using the vending machines to launder his counterfeits for nothing.

      The only thing he could do was start from scratch… again.

      And wait.

      He sent the letter to his mother in prison – supposedly from her long-estranged brother, an uncle Clark had never met, cluing her into his true identity with veiled references to how much she must crave Clark Bars, her favorite, while behind bars. At the bottom of the letter, he included the number for a brand-new burner phone – a risk he’d just have to take.

      He spent a couple days moving around the city, never daring to stay in one place too long, sleeping on park benches and in abandoned cars, wondering if this was his life from now on.

      Then at last, about two weeks after he found himself in the biggest pickle of his life, he was scouring Goodwill for a better pair of shoes when the burner phone finally rang.

      He nearly dropped it in the desperate scramble to pull it out of his pocket. Fumbling it open, he said, “Hello?”

      For a split second, he was sure it would be a telemarketer, or a wrong number, or some other useless call. But then a familiar robotic voice said, “This is a call from an inmate at the Pennsylvania State Correctional Institution. This call may be monitored or recorded. To accept, press one–”

      Clark pressed one, never more eager to speak to his mother. “Mo–”

      He didn’t even get the whole word out before she cut him off, venom in her voice. “George,” she hissed, using her brother’s name. “I can’t believe you contacted me.”

      “Well, it’s been a while,” Clark said, trying to keep up the ruse. “A lot has happened–”

      “I know,” she snapped. “I heard.”

      How? Clark wondered. The thing with Elise had been in the news, of course, but they never said his name. And they didn’t mention that there was any connection to that girl he’d met the day of the tornado, who’d talked to every news station in the state. Either the cops didn’t know, or they didn’t want to show their hand to the media.

      “Listen, George, because I’m only going to say this once,” his mother went on. “There’s a lot of people interested in what you been doing – and they been asking me what I know about it. I told them I don’t know anything, I haven’t talked to anybody, and I intend to keep it that way. If that no-good screw-up son of mine contacts me, I won’t hesitate to let them know because I’m not gonna let him mess up my chance at parole any more than he already has. Besides, he’d have to be stupid to contact me right now.”

      Clark’s cheeks heated up while he listened to this tirade, receiving the message loud and clear. He wasn’t getting any help from her, and he couldn’t risk contacting her a second time. This was his one and only chance to get some guidance from her.

      “Do you hear me?” she prompted.

      Frustrated because his eyes were watering, Clark nodded, then said, “Yes. But–”

      “No buts,” she said.

      He opened his mouth again to ask her what he should do, where he should go.

      Before he could ask any of that, though, she said, “Good talking to you, George. Good luck out there.” And then there was a click, and the line went dead.

      Clark’s pulse quickened, panic throbbing in his ears. He hadn’t wanted to contact his mother, hadn’t wanted to rely on her again. He’d had no choice… and now, he had no one. Nothing.

      He was utterly alone in the world.

      “Shit!” he screamed, and spiked the phone onto the floor. A woman in an aisle nearby jumped and clutched her young son close to her as she led him away.

      Clark figured he better leave this Goodwill – still with his crappy, insufficient shoes on his feet – before somebody got uncomfortable and called the cops.

      People feeling uncomfortable around me, he thought. Story of my life.

      He had enough sense to bend down and scoop up the phone, built like an early 2000s Nokia and completely unharmed. He shoved it in his pocket and shuffled out of the store.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            MAYA

          

        

      

    

    
      The October air was becoming bitingly cold in the mornings. Despite the flannel-lined medical examiner’s jacket Maya Ross wore, she shivered as she walked through the abandoned factory that was the scene of a young woman’s captivity and death.

      It was around eight a.m. and this was her first investigation of the day. All she knew so far was that a couple of teenagers had skipped school and come to the factory with their skateboards, intending to have some fun and shoot some videos for social media. Instead, they’d stumbled on human remains – literally.

      “One of ‘em hooked his skateboard around a corner and right into her,” the patrol officer who was escorting Maya to the body informed her. “Nearly faceplanted into the body.”

      He was chuckling, but Maya wasn’t in the mood to joke. All she could think about was the fact that Clark Lansdon – the Rideshare Creep, as he was known around the office – hadn’t been heard from in half a year, and this old factory seemed right up his alley.

      Abandoned, remote, with a young female victim?

      It all fit with what Maya knew about his MO. And would it be so bad if this was his work? Aside from the fact that another young woman had lost her life, it would at least mean that the trail hadn’t gone cold after all.

      “Are the teens still here?” Maya asked.

      The officer nodded. “My partner’s taking their statements. They’re out in the parking lot at the squad car.”

      “And that skateboard?” Maya asked. “If it came in contact with the body, I’ll need to take it into evidence.”

      “Sure,” he said. “I’ll go get it for you.”

      “Wear gloves,” she said.

      He gave her a dirty look at that very elementary reminder, but she didn’t care. Maya had been a crime scene investigator for over fifteen years, worked her way all the way up to lead investigator, and there wasn’t much that she hadn’t seen – including veteran cops doing totally bone-headed things. It never hurt to assume everyone around her was a total idiot.

      She rounded a corner to where the body lay on the dirty concrete floor, and Maya set down her investigation kit, ready to get to work. She was alone for the moment, and she preferred it that way – it was easier to work alone, easier to focus on the task at hand when she didn’t have to constantly split her attention between doing her job, supervising everyone else, and proving her mettle to the people around her.

      As a woman in a male-dominated field, Maya spent an inordinate amount of time trying to prove her skills and be ‘one of the guys,’ able to take jokes and dish them out at the same time.

      And then there was the flirting – just because she kept her hair long and liked to wear makeup didn’t mean she was inviting every beat cop and lonely detective to hit on her… and the fact that it was always the men didn’t help either.

      If a sexy female cop invited Maya out for drinks after a shift… that just might be a different story.

      She snapped on a pair of exam gloves, then slid paper booties over her shoes. While she got all her supplies ready, she looked over the scene.

      Single victim, a Caucasian woman who appeared to be in her twenties, with a few days’ worth of decomposition and no obvious wounds or other physical defects. She was lying down face-up, and the most remarkable thing about the scene was the sturdy metal chain padlocked around one of her ankles, leading into a room behind her.

      The space Maya was standing in now was large and empty. It was where, once upon a time, the factory assembly line had operated. It looked like nobody had used the space in years, which was probably what had attracted the skateboarders to it.

      But the room behind the decedent’s back, that was another story.

      Maya pushed the door open with one gloved hand and peeked inside. It had once been a manager’s office, with a steel desk and a couple of file cabinets, as well as an old seventies-style sofa coated in a liberal amount of grime. A quick glance around revealed an assortment of snack food – crackers, cookies, chips. There was a small stack of fashion magazines on the floor by the couch, and Maya doubted they belonged to the factory supervisor.

      And, familiarly, in one corner stood a five-gallon bucket with a toilet seat that investigators had discovered at the scenes of two of Clark Lansdon’s victims.

      From the stench, which Maya couldn’t ignore even from the doorway, this woman had been here for at least a few days – maybe even a few weeks.

      “What happened to you?” Maya wondered aloud as she let the office door close behind her to ward off the smell. “Did you piss him off or did he run?”

      She pulled off her gloves for a moment and called Arlen Rose’s cell. She was the lead detective on the Lansdon case, and Maya had been working with her over the last few months to reexamine the evidence from his first few death scenes because they hadn’t initially connected them to him.

      It was pure coincidence that Maya had investigated both of them – a couple who’d been killed violently in their apartment, and a prostitute who’d been held captive in a storage unit before overdosing.

      “I feel like I failed as an investigator,” Maya had confessed to Arlen one day after a long shift. “Those were my scenes and I didn’t see a connection.”

      If she had noticed a common thread, maybe the police would have started their own investigation sooner and Elise, the histologist at the medical examiner’s office, may never have been abducted by that creep. Maya had been carrying that guilt around with her for the last six months.

      “There wasn’t much to see,” Arlen had tried to comfort her. “We only know the cases were connected because Elise thought on her feet and got Lansdon talking while she was in that basement with him.”

      Now, Maya saw connections everywhere – too many of them. But she didn’t want to risk missing another clue. Her job was to find as much forensic evidence as possible and let Arlen sort it all out.

      So she got her on the phone and told her where she was. “It feels like him,” she told Arlen.

      “Any apparent cause of death?” Arlen asked.

      “Not yet,” Maya said. “Maybe drugs again?”

      There was a lot of that going around Fox County, and Lansdon seemed to prefer vulnerable women with problems he could leverage against them. If this woman was an addict, it would fit right into his MO.

      “I’m not far – I’ll be there in fifteen,” Arlen said.

      Maya hung up, put her gloves back on, and began the investigation. Photographs, scene sketches, visual examinations of both the body and the scene… and then she’d bag as much evidence as she could and transport it all, along with the dead woman, to the medical examiner’s office.

      As she crouched down to photograph the woman’s face, partially obscured by sweaty, stringy hair, a lump formed in Maya’s throat. Lansdon or not, somebody locked this woman up and they clearly didn’t have an ounce of compassion or empathy in their body.

      “I’m going to figure out what happened,” Maya promised the woman. “And Arlen is going to get the son of a bitch who did this to you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            ARLEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Detective Arlen Rose found Maya alone and in deep concentration in the warehouse when she arrived on the scene. Even though Arlen wasn’t making any special effort to be quiet, Maya didn’t appear to hear her approaching. She was kneeling beside the body, meticulously documenting the scene with her camera, a stern expression on her face.

      Arlen smiled.

      She’d known Maya for eight or nine months and had been working closely with her for the last couple. They’d even started going out for drinks once a week with other people from the medical examiner’s office and police precinct. Arlen knew Maya could be brash, and sometimes bossy, depending on the crowd. But she wondered how many people saw this side of her – the quiet, hyper-focused woman for whom the whole world faded away while she was absorbed in her work.

      Arlen enjoyed the guilty pleasure of observing Maya until she got close enough to be noticed. Then Maya looked up and immediately launched into her thoughts about the case.

      “She was held here,” she said, pointing to a chain around the victim’s ankle. “From the friction marks around the chain starting to form scabs, I’d say a week or so. I noticed some dried blood on the back of her head, a possible head injury – maybe the cause of death. I couldn’t say for sure with all this hair in the way. Dr. Trace will better be able to tell what’s going on back there.”

      Arlen nodded, shifting her attention from Maya to the scene around her. Yet another young woman abducted, made to live in squalid conditions and held against her will. She shook her head, wondering how many more it would take before her job in Fox County was done.

      She’d transferred into the police department here on a special assignment to hunt down the Rideshare Creep as soon as they’d learned that he was more than just a female snatcher, he was also a killer. She’d been making a name for herself as a homicide detective at her last permanent placement, and now she thought she might make a career of it. Specialist serial killer hunter, going wherever she was needed.

      For the last six months, however, she’d been floundering. Now she was wondering if she was cut out for this type of work after all. Today, it looked like they’d caught a break.

      “Well?” Maya asked when Arlen didn’t speak right away. “Is it him?”

      “I can’t say yet,” Arlen answered, shaking her head. It would be irresponsible to jump to conclusions, and as a seasoned investigator, Maya knew that. They’d both become invested in this case over the last few months – maybe too much – and Arlen knew what Maya must be feeling. Desperate for any lead at all to point them toward Lansdon before he struck again.

      Only, if this woman was one of his, they were too late.

      She stepped into the manager’s office behind the victim and cringed at the smell. Looking around, she said, “Looks like him.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Maya agreed. “The chain is new.”

      “Office reminds me of the storage unit setup, though.”

      Maya nodded. “Learning from his mistakes?”

      “A smart criminal… that’s the last thing we need.”

      “We’re smarter,” Maya said. There was the brass Arlen liked so much.
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        * * *

      

      It took about two hours for Arlen and Maya to finish processing the scene and interviewing the witnesses – kids who really had little to say other than ‘holy shit, we saw a dead body!’ and ‘please don’t tell my dad I skipped school.’

      Afterward, Arlen offered to follow Maya back to the medical examiner’s office and help her log all the evidence into the system. This wasn’t a totally selfless offer. Mostly, she wanted to use that time to brainstorm about the case in a location where it didn’t matter who was listening. And just a little, Arlen could admit to herself, she was motivated by the desire to spend more time with Maya.

      She was a hot queer woman at the top of her professional game – who wouldn’t be turned on by that?

      Not that Arlen had any intention of acting on her desires. She’d tried mixing business and pleasure before, in police precincts past, and it never worked out well. ‘Clusterfuck’ was the word that came to mind when she thought of the fallout, in fact, and it had taken her multiple screw-ups to learn her lesson. This time, in this jurisdiction, she was determined to do things differently. Better.

      Look, but don’t touch.

      She could do that.

      At the office, they hauled baggies and boxes into an evidence locker in the back half of the building and secured it all. Then Maya said, “What do you say to a coffee break?”

      “I say that sounds heavenly,” Arlen answered.

      She followed Maya up the hall to the break room – the one where Elise had been abducted six months prior. It had changed a bit since then. The vending machines were long gone, and there were security cameras posted in all the common areas of the building, linked to Dr. Trace’s computer. There were also alarms on all the exits except the front door and the delivery bay in the morgue, and it was just too damn bad that a tragedy had to occur before they thought to take those precautions.

      “So,” Arlen said as Maya poured her a cup of coffee, “what are your thoughts on the case?”

      Maya’s rich brown eyes flickered up to her. “You mean, do I really think it’s him?”

      Arlen shrugged, trying not to do anything that would color Maya’s response. She didn’t want to seem too eager, but she’d been eating, sleeping and breathing the Lansdon case for the last six months and she had fuck-all to show for it. She needed a breakthrough, and she needed it soon… even if he had to kill again for her to pick up his scent.

      “The scene looked right,” Maya said. “The setup reminded me of the storage unit with his third victim. The isolation, the utilitarian feel… the bucket toilet.”

      Arlen grimaced. She saw horrible things far more often than the average person, so a detail like that really shouldn’t bother her. But every time she thought of it, she just wanted to kick Lansdon square in the balls. He was stealing these women’s humanity in a hundred little ways before he took their lives.

      The toilet wasn’t the worst of it, either. During her investigation, Maya had spotted a condom still in its wrapper, the foil partially torn, lying on the ground not far from the body. Because the factory was accessible by anyone who cared to wander in, they couldn’t be totally sure the condom was related to the dead woman, but they definitely weren’t ruling it out.

      If this was a sex crime, any number of motivations and suspects would come into play.

      “Whoever did this left all the office supplies in place,” Arlen countered. “There were a lot of things in that room that could have been used as a weapon – utility knives, a guillotine-style paper cutter, even the pens, if she’d been desperate enough. And she could reach all of it.”

      “A sign that Lansdon’s getting more trusting?” Maya suggested.

      “Maybe,” Arlen answered. “Or more desperate.”

      They switched gears for a few minutes, talking about their standing get-together at a nearby cop bar, the Taphouse. That would happen the following night after work. A while back, Arlen had been invited by Tom and his “I can’t handle defining the relationship, but everyone knows we’re dating” partner Christopher, and she just kept going back.

      She’d never worked anywhere that there were so many LGBTQ+ police and investigators, and they’d all brought her into the fold without hesitation. Who was she to say no to found family, even if she only got to keep them for the duration of the Lansdon case?

      “Did Dylan or Elise tell you they found a house they really like?” Maya asked as she finished her coffee.

      “No, that’s great,” Arlen said. “I mean, I assume. I really can’t imagine staying in a place long enough to buy real estate.”

      Maya laughed. “I’m basically stuck in Fox County, but home ownership is way too much adulting for me. I use up all my responsibility and maturity at work.”

      Arlen was just about to make a quip about the fart joke she’d heard Maya telling to a group of investigators the previous week – and how she might not be that mature in the workplace – when her phone buzzed.

      “Oh, hang on a sec.”

      She pulled it out and saw a message from Tom waiting for her. She read it aloud to Maya.

      New transcript from SCI, CL resurfaced.

      “And in English?” Maya asked.

      “I’ve been getting transcripts of all of Clark’s mother’s calls at the State Correctional Institution,” Arlen explained, butterflies in her stomach. “It sounds like he made contact.”

      Maya’s eyes lit up. “So if today’s death scene was his handiwork, and he’s reaching out to his mother–”

      “He’s been a busy boy lately,” Arlen finished for her. “Either way, it’s activity.”

      And that was promising. Publicly, she’d been keeping an optimistic attitude about the whole thing – it was her job, on the rare occasions that she spoke to the media about the case, to do what she could to keep people feeling confident in the police and confident that the next rideshare they took wouldn’t be their last. Privately, she’d begun to worry that Lansdon had wised up and moved out of the area to do his dirty deeds in a fresh city.

      “Keep me posted on what you find out?” Maya asked.

      “Of course.”

      Arlen dumped the dregs of her coffee in the sink. She reached for the dish soap to give the mug she’d borrowed a quick wash, but Maya said, “Leave it, I’ll wash it.”

      Arlen smiled at her, powerless to stop herself from drinking in those pretty, chocolatey eyes for a few seconds. “Thanks.”
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        * * *

      

      When she got back to the precinct, Tom was already waiting at her desk.

      “Been there long?” she asked.

      “Just got here,” he said. “Boot up your computer – warden sent the audio to both of us via email.”

      “Have you already listened?” she asked as she sat down and logged in.

      “Once,” he said. “There’s definitely a lead there.”

      Her heart fluttered as she found the file in her email and downloaded it. The precinct had top-of-the-line internet, and yet it felt like the slowest, most torturous dial-up known to man while the two of them huddled around her computer, waiting. Arlen thought about asking Tom for a clue about what he’d heard, but she also wanted to listen to the call with virgin ears. You never knew what you would pick up that a coworker missed, but only if you didn’t go into an investigation with preconceived notions.

      “There,” Tom said the second the file finished downloading. He’d already heard it once and he was still antsy to hear it again. Must be something really juicy.

      Arlen opened the file. It was just over a minute long and started with the standard warning about being a recorded line. The recipient accepted the call, then got half a word out before Mona Lansdon cut in.

      “Mo-”

      “George, I can’t believe you contacted me.”

      Arlen pressed pause. “George?”

      “Code name, I’m guessing,” Tom said. “Prison guards intercepted a letter to Mommy Dearest a few weeks ago from her brother, who we confirmed is named George. They believed it
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Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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