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CHAPTER ONE



Haysle Dawson knocked on the door of the apartment and then wished she hadn’t.

I’m not ready to talk to him, she thought frantically. 

She turned to look over her shoulder, down the hallway of the apartment building. Rows of identical doors stretched out towards the door to the parking lot, where she was parked. The files on this case were sitting on her passenger seat, and she wished she had one more chance to look through them, one more chance to try to formulate what it was exactly she wanted to say.

Maybe she could run, disappear back to the car and come back in twenty minutes after she’d boned up on the file on last time.

He won’t think I was the person who knocked on his door and ran, will he?

The door to the apartment opened.

Too late. There he was.

She recognized him, but he looked better than he did in the photos in the file, probably because the photos had been taken after he’d been locked underground in a dog crate by a serial killer for weeks on end. She expected that didn’t really contribute to people looking their best.

He looked younger and cleaner. Better groomed, even though he still had a little bit of stubble on his chin and jaw. He was even attractive, she decided, not that she should be finding him attractive. That was incredibly inappropriate.

“Can I help you?” he said.

“Mr. Liam Emerson?” she said.

He registered the typical surprise everyone did when hearing her voice, which was low, very low, too low for a woman. “Yes, that’s me.”

She fumbled around in her back pocket, trying to get out her badge. “I’m with, um, the Cape Christopher Police Department.” There. She held up her badge triumphantly. “I’m Detective Haysle Dawson.”

To his credit, he seemed to have gotten past her deep voice quickly enough. “Did something happen? With Finn?”

“Sort of,” she said. 

“Did he hurt someone?” His voice was tight.

“No, no, nothing like that,” she said. “Don’t worry. It’s nothing… dangerous. Well… I don’t know. Maybe, depending on your point of view, it could be…” What was she saying? “But no, it’s not. At all.”

He raised his eyebrows.

She let out a little laugh. “Would it be possible for me to come inside?”

He hesitated.

“I should have called first,” she said. “I was going to, but sometimes, on the phone…” People misgendered her on the phone, all the time, and it wasn’t the way she wanted to make her first impression. She was confusing enough in that regard without making it worse. At least when people saw her, they saw a female, and that made it easier.

Well, not that she really cared.

She did care somewhat, she supposed. If she hadn’t cared, then she would still be taking testosterone supplements and answering to the first name Hayes. So, she cared. It mattered. But  whether people looked at her and saw a male or a female person, it didn’t change the essence of who she was. In that sense, she was above it all.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I should have called.”

He squared his shoulders. “It’s only that, um, thinking about Finn, it can be… upsetting.”

“Oh, of course,” she said. “How could it not be? He captured you. He kept you prisoner. He treated you like an animal. What you went through, it must have been—” She cringed. “Something you probably wish I wouldn’t have enumerated like that.” Damn it. Why hadn’t she run back to the car? Why hadn’t she prepared for this better?

The truth was that she didn’t understand why she’d been put on this case. It was her first assignment at the Cape Christopher Police Department, and she thought it was a bit odd. Usually, people didn’t think of her as the type to sweet-talk civilians into helping the cops. But she wasn’t going to question her first assignment. She was going to do her best and she was going to secure Liam Emerson’s help. She had to succeed at this. She couldn’t fail right out of the gate. But if she’d rubbed him the wrong way, she wouldn’t push either. 

She licked her lips. “Maybe now’s not a good time. You want to tell me when I should come back? Or if you’d rather I didn’t come to your house, we could meet somewhere, maybe a coffee shop or something in town?”

He smirked. “And keep me in suspense about what this is all about? I think I’ll get an ulcer that way. Nah, you can come on in. Just… don’t mind the mess.” He stepped away from the door.

She crossed the threshold.

The apartment opened onto a living room, but this living room didn’t have a couch or anything like that. Instead, it had a desk with several monitors sitting on it, and a bean bag chair slouching in the corner. There were bags from fast food restaurants, grease stains on the bottom, littering the floor.

She tried not to wince, thinking about getting grease out of the carpet. The carpet was a mix of browns and blacks, however, the kind of thing that hid dirt fairly well. She smiled. “What mess?”

He chuckled. “Uh, we can sit in the kitchen. There’s a table in there.” 

“Whatever you think is best,” she said.

He took off through a doorway, and she followed him.

There was indeed a table in the kitchen—which was spotless, as if no one used it for anything, either cooking or eating—a small table with two straight back chairs.

Liam pulled out one and gestured for her to sit as well. “I guess you know that I, um, make YouTube videos for a living.”

“Oh, right, I remember that now,” said Dawson. “About that vampire movie?”

“TV show,” he said. “How To Get Away with Magic.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen that,” she said. 

“It’s canceled now,” he said. “It hasn’t been on the air since 2013.”

“Oh,” she said, raising her eyebrows. “But people watch videos about that still?”

He laughed. “They do.” He set his hands palms down on the table. “Not to rush you, but can we get into what this is about?”

“Oh, of course,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Well, I don’t know if you’re aware, but Phineas Slater has confessed to more murders.”

Liam rubbed his forehead. “I wish I could say I was surprised, but the truth is, I’m not. “

“It’s not uncommon for serial killers to do this,” said Dawson. “But with little deterrent to confessing and the reward of deeper notoriety and more attention, they often confess to murders they didn’t actually commit. So, there could be more bodies, or maybe it’s an elaborate game that Slater is playing. We really can’t be sure.”

“You think he’s lying about there being more murders?” said Liam. “Because, I have to tell you, I don’t. Didn’t he indicate that there were two other murders in college? He told me that he tried to pin them on me.”

“We’re well aware he was trying to frame you. Don’t worry. You’re not a suspect.”

“I know I’m not,” said Liam. “That’s not what I’m saying.”

“He didn’t confess to old murders,” said Dawson. “Anyway, where did you go to college?”

“Delaware.”

“That’s not our jurisdiction,” she said. “These murders he’s confessed to, he’s saying they’re in this area, and that they’re recent.”

“I don’t understand,” he said. “Jurisdiction? There were FBI agents involved in this case before. I thought the FBI handled serial killers.”

“That’s a common misconception,” said Dawson. “The FBI provides assistance, but each police department conducts its own investigation.”

“But they were here, and they were providing assistance.”

“You’re talking about Wren Delacroix and Caius Reilly?”

“Yes. Are they going to investigate in Delaware?”

“I think they go wherever the FBI directs them to go.”

“Bullshit,” he muttered. “The whole thing is bullshit. Listen, if Finn says he killed people, he killed people. Take him seriously. Don’t assume he’s lying.”

“I’m not…” She lifted both of her hands, an I-surrender gesture. “I think I’ve explained this wrong. We don’t think he’s lying. We just don’t know. We need evidence one way or another to charge him with further murders.”

Liam lifted his chin. “You need bodies.”

“Yes,” she said.

“He won’t tell you where the bodies are?”

“He doesn’t want to tell us,” she said. “He asked for you.”

Liam’s lips parted and all the blood drained out of his face.

She took a deep breath. “It’s not conventional, but they asked me to approach you and see if you would be willing to help out. We can just as easily tell him that he can’t talk to you, and that there’s no deal.” Way to go. That’s really convincing him to help here, giving him an out. She was terrible at this. They should have given this job to anyone besides her.

“Okay,” he said. “Then tell him that.” He got up from the table.

“Well, if there are bodies?” she said, getting to her feet as well. “The families of the victims will want closure.”

Liam hung his head. His voice was strained. “Tell him no. Tell him I don’t want to see him. Tell him I’m never going to be near him again. And he’ll eventually get bored and want attention, like you said. He’ll crack and give the information to someone else. You don’t need me.”

“I realize it’s a lot to ask,” she murmured. “I’m sure what you went through was traumatizing and—”

“I can’t.” He raised his gaze to hers. “Sorry.”

Her shoulders slumped. “Maybe you want to think about it. Maybe I can call you in a few days and you can give me an answer then.”

“The answer is no.” His voice was shaking.

“Maybe you’ll feel differently in a few days,” she said again.

He shook his head.

She reached into the pocket inside her suit jacket. “I’ll give you my card. Call me if you have any questions or if you want to talk or if you change your mind.” She pulled out a card and offered it to him.

He didn’t take it.

She set it on the table. This had gone worse than she’d imagined. 

“Is there anything else?” he said.

“No, that’s all.”

“Then I’ll walk you out.”

She sighed. “Thanks. I think I remember the way.” 

She saw herself out of the apartment then trudged down the row of identical doors toward the door to the parking lot.

Getting into her car, she swore under her breath.

Liam was right, anyway. Getting him involved in this? One of Slater’s victims? It would be far too hard on the man.

The truth was that everyone at the CCPD treated Slater differently than they should, owing to the fact that he’d been a detective on the force, in both narcotics and later homicide, before he’d been caught. 

Even though there was video of evidence of his raping the corpses of his victims, since he’d filmed himself doing it, there was a prevailing attitude toward him that seemed skeptical of his guilt. And he was treated better than he ought to be treated, at least that was what Dawson thought.

He had been a police officer, so he was kept away from other prisoners, who—it was thought—might retaliate against him. His whims were catered to with too much deference. And this request of his, to see Liam Emerson, was being carried out, at least attempted, anyway.

But it had failed.

She had failed.

And she could spend whatever time she wanted telling Captain Moore that she didn’t think it was ethical to pressure Slater’s victim to assist on an investigation, but he wouldn’t care. He’d simply know that the first thing he’d asked her to accomplish, she hadn’t accomplished.

So, that would be the second awkward conversation she’d had with the captain of the department, which meant things were off to an amazing start. The first awkward conversation had been about her gender, which was always the worst. She liked to avoid it when she could, because a lot of times she felt it revealed something ugly about people she was meeting and that cast a pall over their entire relationship from then on.

Maybe it was better to know it up front, she supposed.

The captain hadn’t been too awful about it, admittedly, but she hadn’t given him a chance, either.

She’d said, “Yes, I have a deep voice and an Adam’s apple. No, I’m not a trans woman. I detransitioned. I identified as a woman until adolescence and then I thought that I identified as a man, but I was wrong. So, I went back to my birth gender.”

The captain hadn’t said anything. His mouth had been wide open.

She’d smiled. “Before you say anything, yes, there are people who really are trans. I just wasn’t one of them.” This was the thing that she found that people often wanted to say. They wanted to insinuate she’d been coerced into transitioning, as if someone out there had forced her to do it. They wanted her to speculate on how other trans people could be “fixed.” It made her feel helpless rage. She wanted to scream that transitioning did fix trans people. It hadn’t fixed her, but that was because she wasn’t trans. “And no,” she continued, “there’s nothing I can do to make my voice change back. Once your voice drops, it drops.”

The captain cleared his throat. “Well,” he said. “Well, I think that’s a very courageous story.”

“Thank you,” she said. She could see that there were one hundred questions on the tip of his tongue, things he wanted to know, and she hoped he wouldn’t start asking them, because it was none of his business to know whether or not she’d had any surgeries. She hadn’t. It was none of his business to know why she’d thought she was a man in the first place, and why she’d continued to live as a man for years after she’d realized that she actually probably wasn’t one. It was none of his business why she’d decided to detransition at thirty years old, after over ten years on male hormones (well off and on, truly. She’d taken a few breaks here and there.) None of that was his business, and none of it was particularly easy to talk about.

She was lucky. The captain had only shaken her hand and that had been that. He hadn’t said a word.

And then the information had been all around the entire department within a day, so she didn’t have to “come out” to anyone else, which wasn’t really the proper term for it, but she didn’t know how else to put it. 

So, now, that awkward part of getting a new job was done, and she could move forward.

Of course, it would be much easier to do if she hadn’t flubbed her first assignment.

She leaned her head back against the head rest in her car and swore a few more times. Then, shaking her head, she put the keys in the ignition of her car and started it up. She pulled out of the parking lot and drove away.







CHAPTER TWO


Liam’s hands were shaking, and he kept dropping the bottle of Tylenol with codeine that he was trying to open.

He probably shouldn’t have the codeine at all, but he’d whined a lot the last time he’d been at the doctor’s office, and he’d somehow managed to finagle the doctor into handing him a bunch of samples, cautioning him that his prescriptions had run out, and that he needed to wean himself off these, which… well, Liam had full intentions of doing.

The bottle fell on the floor and the top came off. Pills spilled out over the linoleum in the kitchen, and he dropped down, desperately gathering them up and brushing at them to make sure they weren’t covered in dirt or lint. Not that it would matter if they were. He would take them anyway.

He scooped them back into the bottle.

He probably shouldn’t have been given any pain killers at all after he’d gotten free from Finn. After all, Finn hadn’t hurt him physically. He wasn’t the kind of serial killer who liked to carve people up and leave scars all over their bodies. He had tased Liam a lot, of course, especially that last day, and Liam had claimed to be having a lot of issues with the pain, and the Tylenol with codeine got handed out easily in the hospital and he left with a nice little prescription, with refills.

Liam was not stupid, so he began to notice that he was forming habits with the pills pretty quickly, and he knew that he should be careful.

He tried to summon the will to care about such things, but he found he couldn’t.

Before Finn had caught him, maybe he might have. Things mattered back then, but nothing mattered now. 

The pills knocked him out. He took them before he went to sleep at night, and then he slept in a pleasant little bubble of goodness. It was always the worst at night in the dark.

He wasn’t sure why.

It had never been dark in the bunker, something he’d come to find out was because Finn was filming him at all times and wanted it light to have a good view of everything.

So, darkness didn’t remind him of being held captive in that small, musty underground space. It didn’t remind him of the dog crate where he’d been imprisoned for six weeks. 

Even still, the dark was bad.

And sleeping with the lights on did remind him of the bunker. He wouldn’t do that. It was too garish, and it made him feel as if he’d never left.

He couldn’t bear the light and he feared the dark.

The pills helped.

He didn’t take them except to sleep.

Well, not usually, anyway. Not often. Only once or twice a week did he take a pill during the day. Definitely not every day. Definitely not more than once a day.

He put one of the pills on his tongue, ran the sink, cupped his hand, and brought water to his mouth to swallow it. Water dribbled down his chin, through the beard he was not growing.

I’m going to shave, he told himself. I’m allowed to shave now, since I’m not trapped in a bunker, and so I’m going to do it.

But he didn’t shave, at least not often.

He was busy making videos for his channel, except they weren’t about Hitgam, (which was the phonetic way that fans rendered HTGAM, the initials of the show’s title) and he hadn’t released any of them yet.

They were all about Dusk and a fanfic of the work, called This Love, and how it connected to Finn’s murders.

Dusk was a book series from the early 2000s. It had been marketed as young adult, and it was consumed mostly by teenage girls, but Finn had always been an aficionado. It was about a girl named Aurora, a witch, who was sent off to a magical boarding school where she drew the attention of vampire Cade, the son of the evil Vladimirck, and werewolf Maddox. The two teenage boys both liked her and hated each other, and the love triangle spanned the rest of the series, until the three of them graduated from Midnight Academy, and Aurora officially picked Cade.

The fanfiction This Love was a novel-length piece of slashfic, a term used to mean that it featured a pair of characters not paired in the original work. The word came from putting a slash between the two character’s names. In this case, This Love was Maddox/Cade fic.

This Love was about Maddox and Cade accidentally killing Aurora and then bonding sexually over trying to cover up their misdeed. It was a satirical piece meant to exaggerate the ridiculous nature of love triangle tropes and to push them past that into heightened and absurd territory. 

The similarities of the fic and the murders weren’t anything obvious. It wasn’t like Basic Instinct in which the killer killed in the same way as the fic. On the contrary, Aurora was killed by supernatural forces, by the vampire and werewolf being overtaken by their monstrous natures and simply going too far.

But Finn had printed out This Love and cut out lines from it and taped those to his victim’s bodies.

It was probably macabre to analyze why.

It was probably something that shouldn’t be put on YouTube.

It was certainly not what his channel and his fans wanted. They didn’t like Dusk, for one thing, because Hitgam made fun of Dusk. And they liked television shows about vampires, not true crime. The connection was tenuous, and yet he was waist deep in an involved, in-depth series on this subject, and he couldn’t stop.

He wanted to stop, just like he wanted to ease off the codeine and just like he wanted to fall asleep with the lights on.

But he couldn’t.

Finn was in his head, now, all the time. He thought of nothing besides Finn.

He would picture Finn’s face, his handsome face, that insouciant grin of his, and he would hear Finn calling him “tiger,” and he would tell himself to stop thinking about that, to stop dwelling on the man that had kept him in a cage for months.

Thing was, he missed Finn.

Liam’s hands were still shaking.

He bent down, opening the cabinet next to the sink, and he tugged out a bottle of bourbon. He debated getting a shot glass out of the cabinet above, then decided it would be a waste of water to have to wash a glass, and he went into the living room with his bourbon.

He sat down in front of his monitors, using his mouse to make his computer come to life. He was syncing audio he’d already recorded with clips from the first Dusk movie.

He took a pull from the bottle of bourbon.

“Here’s what you’re going to do, Liam,” he said aloud to himself. “First, you’re going to close this video, because you’re not going to actually post a series of videos about Finn. You’re going to dump the codeine down the toilet. And you’re definitely not going to call that cop back and tell her that you’d like to come in this evening, if it’s convenient, and that you’d pay money to see Finn again.”

He took another drink of bourbon, and he could feel the dimming feeling of the liquor begin to take the edge off of all the sharp sensations he was feeling right at that moment. Good. Nice.

He sighed and shut his eyes.

He could picture that bunker so clearly. It was if he’d never left. The dog crate hadn’t been tall enough that he could stand upright, and it hadn’t been long enough that he could stretch out completely. He could sit up and stretch out his legs, but if he wanted to lie down, he had to curl them up.

It was very uncomfortable.

Finn came by at least twice a day, sometimes three times. He fed him and let him go to the bathroom, but if he tried anything, Finn tased him.

Liam quickly stopped trying things. The days were long and mostly filled with boredom. He quickly began to look forward to Finn’s arrival back at the bunker, if only because it was something to break up the monotony. Finn would ask him questions about how he was feeling, whether he was uncomfortable or bored or cracking up, and whatever it was that Liam said, Finn drank it in, his eyes bright.

Finn would sit down on the opposite side of the cage and drink up every aspect of Liam’s suffering, savoring it like fine wine. The more Liam complained, the more Finn seemed to like it, and Liam found himself looking for things that bothered or hurt him, enumerating them in his mind in preparation to tell Finn all about it. He looked forward to that.

Now that he was released, he knew it was only because of the psychological strain he’d been under. He didn’t want to be back in that dog crate, and he didn’t want to suffer. 

And yet…

When that cop had said that thing to him about going to see Finn, his entire body had seized up and his mouth had gotten dry. He wanted to say yes. It would be such a relief to see Finn again. It would be so good to see Finn again.

He took another drink of bourbon and then set the bottle down on his desk, next to a cluster of similar bottles, all of which were empty. Oh, wait, no. Oops. There was one with a little bit left at the bottom. He should have finished that one before opening a new one.

He rearranged the bottles, putting the half-empty one in front of the more-full one which he’d just opened.

Sucking in a breath, he shut his eyes.

He wasn’t even sure why that cop had come to ask him that question. She must have known that he couldn’t say yes. 

The cop was kind of cute. She was a lucky one, too, with her delicate bone structure and smaller shoulders, she’d probably never have any trouble passing if she didn’t have such a deep voice. Liam had dated a trans woman after college. It had been a kind of experiment on his part. He thought that someone who was transgender would fit him perfectly, someone who was a sort of mix of male and female.

But he quickly discovered it wasn’t that way at all, and that Jennifer had been more female than most cis females he’d ever dated. It wasn’t at all what he wanted, and Jennifer hadn’t been too impressed with him either.

Of course, he’d been an ass right out of college. He had thought things like that mattered too much. The longer he dated around, the more he realized that people were people, and that very little of it mattered. Being bisexual didn’t mean he was entitled to having both genders in one person. What kind of self-centered dick thought that, anyway? 

Now, he was older, but, hell, maybe he was still an ass.

In terms of relationships, he was a colossal failure. His marriage with Belinda had lasted barely four years before imploding, and that had been before he’d been locked in a dog crate and had his mind twisted to the edge of sanity.

He took another pull of bourbon.

He’d wanted to say yes to the cop, but he couldn’t, not without exposing his naked need for Finn’s presence, and that was so fucked up that he couldn’t have anyone knowing about it. Why would she have even asked? Why would the police department think that someone like him could agree to be in a room with a man who’d tortured him?

Well, they must have thought he might have said yes. He regarded the bourbon bottle, thinking it over. Yeah, they had some reason for suggesting it, but what could it have been? What had the cop said Finn wanted, anyway? To reveal the locations of bodies?

Liam set the bourbon bottle on the desk and sat up straight.

It could be as though he was doing it for the greater good, couldn’t it? It would bring closure to the families of the victims. It would be a public service. He could pretend like it was  difficult for him. He could say that he was doing it reluctantly. 

He got up from the desk quickly and scanned the surrounding area for his cell phone.

There it was, sitting on the edge of the desk.

He snatched it up and went back to the kitchen, where the cop’s card was sitting on the table. With trembling fingers, he dialed her number.

She answered after three rings. “Detective Dawson, CCPD.”

“Detective,” he said, and his voice was too hoarse and too eager, “it’s Liam Emerson.”

“Oh, Mr. Emerson, I wasn’t
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