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			Praise for Hannah Morrissey

			‘An edgy and haunting crime novel with a complex and world-weary heroine at the center. Hannah Morrissey writes with passion, razor-edged prose, and most important, authenticity… No doubt destined to become one of this year’s best debuts’ Ace Atkins, New York Times bestselling author of The Relevators on Hello, Transcriber

			‘A moody, unsettling debut novel’ The Washington Post on Hello, Transcriber

			‘A dark, atmospheric, and compelling debut by a unique talent’ C. J. Box on Hello, Transcriber

			‘An exciting new voice in literary suspense’ Megan Collins, author of The Winter Sister on Hello, Transcriber

			‘Mesmerizing, moody, and filled with menace, you won’t want to put down The Widowmaker. The future of crime fiction is named Hannah Morrissey’ Alex Finlay, author of The Night Shift on The Widowmaker

			‘An intriguing mix of police procedural, gothic potboiler, and psychological thriller’ Kirkus Reviews on When I’m Dead

			‘When I’m Dead is a must-read from the dark and emotionally compelling Black Harbor series’ Vanessa Lillie, USA Today bestselling author on When I’m Dead

			‘Told in scalpel-sharp prose with a poet’s eye for detail’ Riley Sager on When I’m Dead
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			For you.

			For being here with me.

		

	
		
			

			Mercy did not exist in the primordial life. It was misunderstood for fear, and such misunderstandings made for death. Kill or be killed, eat or be eaten, was the law…

			 –  jack london, The Call of the Wild 

		

	
		
			

			PROLOGUE

			He said I would never leave you.

			It’s been almost eight years since my ex-husband spat those words at me, and I hear them as clearly as if he’s speaking them to me now. I feel the way they sink into my skin like a row of teeth, breaking and burrowing underneath, taking harbor in my hollow spaces. I even smell the reek of urine as he unzipped his jeans and pissed on my belongings, material things that mattered enough for me to return to the duplex we shared so I could shove them all into a laundry basket and escape from him and the miserable city he’d brought me to – a place that swallows people whole.

			Black Harbor.

			Your sidewalks glitter with rocks of crystal meth; frost-colored and sharp, they catch the light of the streetlamps and shine like shards from a fallen star. Wind rolls off the whitecaps of Lake Michigan and pushes heroin needles into your curbs, where they nestle among malt liquor cans and food wrappers and the occasional fingernail that’s been torn off in a fight.

			You’re not unique in that regard, you know.

			A lot of places have crime. A lot of places have cold winters and coldhearted people. And yet… you have me. All those pieces of myself that I surrendered.

			A little glass shamrock.

			A bracelet with my name spelled out in beads. 

			My wedding ring.

			Years ago, I stood on your coal-blackened railroad bridge and dropped them into the river. Not all at once. Sometimes weeks, even months would pass between my ceremonial offerings. But I always came back. I always had one thing left to give.

			

			Until I almost gave my life.

			As if summoned, the scar on my right leg pulses. Raised and pinker than the rest of me, it resembles a wire. Sometimes, I suspect it’s what keeps me tethered to you, although there are nearly a thousand miles between us.

			My feet pound the pedestrian walkway. The streetlamps illuminate the path as it snakes toward the Brooklyn Bridge, a famous, floating masterpiece. It’s just after 4 a.m. There are a handful of runners and walkers, early-morning commuters, but for the most part, the bridge is mine. 

			Cables shoot toward me, reeling me into the gothic double arches. I feel myself being pulled to the bridge’s center. My hands slice the air. My stride lengthens and I drink in the mist that lingers from last night’s rain as I race against ghosts that, until recently, I hadn’t realized had followed me here.

			I thought I’d escaped you. 

			I thought I’d escaped him.

			I’m sprinting now. Away or toward, I don’t know. The memory takes hold of me and suddenly, I am tiptoeing back into that duplex, as unsuspecting as a rabbit about to walk into a trap. The house was silent, empty (I thought), filled with a swirling quiet like when you press a seashell to your ear. The handgun was on the dining room table, next to the vestiges of Tommy’s breakfast. Beyond it, in the kitchen, beer cans were spread across the countertops. There were more on the floor, another on the mantel by a stuffed possum. He’d been on a bender since I left to stay with my sister.

			Stale cigar smoke stung my eyes. It was threaded into the fabric of the curtains, the soiled throw pillows, the paint. I was only here to collect my things – my laptop, clean work clothes, books – anything he hadn’t shredded or burned as revenge for me having cheated on him. For me trying to leave him.

			I was so blinded by my mission that I didn’t see him sitting on the couch. He scared me when he spoke, startled me into dropping my basket full of belongings, and as he closed the distance between us, I saw the anger that eclipsed his eyes.

			

			He yelled. He berated me. He pissed on my things. I deserved it; I had committed a cardinal sin. I had slept with another man. Worse, I had fallen desperately, irrevocably in love with another man or at least I had fallen in love with the idea of there being more to life than existing in the squalid duplex filled with dead animals and a husband that marched me upstairs every three days to fulfill my wifely duties.

			He didn’t care that it hurt me. Afterward, my spine would curl as I folded myself as small as possible, as if minimizing the space I took up would minimize the pain that tore through me.

			Finally, after all this time, I’ve come to understand that what hurt him the most wasn’t that he had lost me to someone else – because in the end, I had chosen to go alone. It was that he had simply lost me, the one thing he could bend and push to its breaking point.

			Then, he uttered those five words that froze my blood: You’ll never leave Black Harbor.

			Recalling memories from that time in my life feels like watching a TV series with each episode reaching a dramatic climax as the screen fades to black. It’s as if my brain has rearranged them that way, edited them, and only lately have I been discovering my deleted scenes. Thorny details have started to surface, tearing the thin fabric of protection I have draped between past and present, details sharp enough to wrest me out of a dead sleep.

			Now I know that it didn’t end there, with Tommy defiling my things. For the past several nights, I have woken drenched in sweat and tangled in my sheets, drowning in the shame of what I did and what I let him do to me. And suddenly I’m back there, in that duplex with him.

			My knees digging into the hardwood floor. 

			His hands cradling the back of my skull.

			The handgun on the dining room table, always loaded. Always threatening.

			

			All eyes are on me, glass marbles fitted into sockets of all the animals he’s killed before, and I am just another one of his trophies.

			Don’t struggle, it will only make it worse. I wonder if that’s what they told themselves, all his taxidermied creatures, before he stood over them and watched them bleed out.

			I run over the East River now. From here, Manhattan skyscrapers look like shoeboxes standing on end. Little pinpricks of light blink on as the city awakens. I stare down at the path, my feet clipping in and out of my frame of vision. Orbs from the streetlamps reflect in the puddles, stretching into ghoulish things. But I’m not afraid.

			There isn’t much that scares me anymore.

			I slow down at the bridge’s center. Hands on hips, I turn slowly, taking it all in, this metropolis wherein I have carved a life for myself. A life far away from you.

			But if I’m being completely honest, a part of me – perhaps a part of me that I left up there on your railroad bridge – has been dying to return. To fight, for once, instead of fleeing. To show you how I have been remade. To charge into your maw and let you swallow me whole again, and this time, you’ll note that I have grown quills.

			A warm breeze feathers the hair around my face. I lean over the railing and close my eyes. Then, as if by muscle memory, I extract a talisman from my pocket. The key is nondescript. It looks like any old house key, except I know it is the one that unlocked the duplex. How many years has this key been with me, hiding in plain sight among all the others on my key ring?

			I hold my arm straight out over the water. A tremor runs through it. The key is an anvil, heavy with the weight of your ghosts, the memories that have been haunting me. I can’t hold on to it any longer. I don’t want to.

			I watch the bones in my hand contract, shifting like gears in a machine. 

			‘Fuck you, Tommy.’

			The key falls and disappears quickly from sight. I don’t even hear it plink into the water, but worse than that is the realization that terror isn’t the most terrifying feeling in the world.

			

			It’s feeling nothing at all.

			You’ll never leave Black Harbor. For years, I’ve wondered whether his words were a prediction or a promise. Either way, he was wrong. Because I’m the one who left. And he never will.

			That’s a promise.
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			1

			KOLE

			The sucker punch happens as soon as he walks in. A metaphorical sucker punch, but still, it has the same effect as a row of knuckles slamming into his skull: his eyes water, his nose crinkles, his head snaps back. The stench of rot is so visceral it could bring a grown man to his knees. And it has. His eyes shift to the edges of the room where ribbons of steam rise from puddles of fresh vomit. At least the baby cops got their retching out of the way before his arrival. They stand outside now, brushing their tongues over their teeth and guarding the perimeter.

			That being said, he’s smelled worse.

			The Mineshaft is derelict even by Black Harbor standards. An afterset on Heeley Avenue, it’s a hangout for biker gangs and dope dealers, a ‘gool’ of sorts where opposing baddies call a truce and shoot the bull – or the bum, which was apparently the case last night.

			The body’s in the back, although the palpable reek makes it seem as if it’s right under his nose.

			Sergeant Nikolai Kole takes another step inside, his steely gaze already searching for bullet casings and blood. The floor appears to be covered in it – blood, that is – as if someone dunked a paintbrush in a bucket of it and went to town like a knockoff Jackson Pollock. It’s just paint, though; helter-skelter splatters of red and white make his job extraordinarily more difficult than it needs to be.

			‘Well, this is fucking annoying,’ he grumbles to no one in particular.

			Two paces away, near a cow skull hanging cockeyed behind the bar, Investigator Fletcher pauses. ‘What’s that?’

			

			Kole gestures to the floor. Fletcher nods, understanding. They just got here and the guy’s already sweated through his black tactical T-shirt. It suctions to him like cling wrap, making Kole suddenly aware of his own shirt sticking to his chest, back, and biceps. Thank God he isn’t wearing body armor on top of it; he’d croak from heatstroke.

			The Mineshaft is a genuine hellhole, and if there’s one thing you can count on with those it’s that, no matter the time of year, hellholes are always hot. Now, being the weekend before the Fourth of July, with temperatures skyrocketing into the high nineties and not a drop of rain since May, it’s a fucking inferno.

			Admittedly, this is the first time Kole’s ever set foot in this particular hellhole. The fact that the Mineshaft operates like a bar but identifies as an afterset is a loophole that has chapped the Black Harbor Police Department’s ass for years.

			Investigator Riley enters the frame, fanning herself with the complaint form. Beads of sweat dot her lip. ‘Afterset, huh? There’s a lot of empty liquor bottles for a place without a liquor license.’

			Kole matches her gaze to the three hundred or so plastic cups and shot glasses that litter the tabletops and the floor. Liquor bottles lie on their sides as if waiting for someone to give them a spin. ‘You know the defense is gonna want all these tested for DNA,’ he says.

			Riley snorts. ‘Ain’t nobody got time for that.’

			‘This place should’ve been shut down a long time ago,’ says Fletcher, and Kole would love nothing more than to throw a dart at his thick skull. Shutting down the Mineshaft was a fool’s errand, reasons being that (1) they’ve got bigger, scarier fish to fry, and (2) it’s members only. Any cop stupid enough to go undercover would get his a$$beat.

			According to the ‘House Rules’ anyway. The letter board is on the back wall, behind the bar.

			

			THE MINESHAFT – H0U53 RU[image: ]3$

			NO

			HANDS ON MY MF DOORS

			FIGHTING IN MY MF HOU$E

			GLASS BOTTLES

			WEAPONS

			PICTURES

			COPS

			WHEN THE HOU$E IS TALKING SHUT THE F%CK UP!OBEY OR GET YOUR A$$BEAT!

			‘House Rules,’ he knows, is a play on words. The Mineshaft’s owner is a guy named Joseph Orien, but everyone calls him Big House, because he’s built like a brick shithouse and he basically grew up in the big house, aka Sulfur County Prison, getting locked up for things like assault and grand theft auto. They’ll have to get in contact with him. But first, Kole wants to identify the poor bastard who’s stinking up the joint. Maybe Big House will know him and how he got himself murdered and they can all go home.

			Yeah, right.

			‘You get the name of the caller?’ he asks Riley. The call filtered through Dispatch at 0446 hours. Patrol responded to a noise complaint, only to hear a rumor from several people outside the establishment that someone was dead. Officers arrived and forced entry, and Kole’s phone rang at 0542 hours.

			There’s only one reason his phone rings that early, and it’s never anyone inviting him to breakfast.

			Riley squints to read the form. She states the complainant’s name and adds: ‘Lives over on Meacham.’

			Kole’s head tilts back as though the address tells him most, if not all, he needs to know about her. Just two streets over, Meacham’s a tough area, its inhabitants fairly transient. Not a lot of good comes out of there, but a lot of bad passes through.

			

			‘Why don’t you two head over there. See if she’s willing to share whatever she knows.’ Then, ‘Where’s Winthorp?’

			‘Him or her?’ asks Riley.

			‘Him, the one I’m responsible for.’

			‘Axel’s with Patrol on the perimeter,’ offers Fletcher.

			‘Good, tell him to start canvassing the neighborhood. Look for other dead bodies, and any live bodies who might’ve seen or heard something. Check doorbell cameras, surveillance cameras… he knows the drill.’

			They depart with their marching orders, and Kole plunges farther into the place, weaving through a maze of tipped-over stools and bright-yellow evidence placards. A new scent infiltrates the air. It smells like cleaning products.

			A propped-open door in the back leads to a closet-sized bathroom, inside of which is a body cocooned in trash bags and duct tape. It’s lying supine, head pushed against the base of the toilet and feet angled toward the door. A pool of blood leaks out from underneath, matching the stuff splattered on the stucco walls.

			Kole catches a flash of blond hair in his peripheral vision. Medical Examiner Rowan Winthorp is squeezed between the door and the pedestal sink. ‘You beat me here,’ he says.

			‘I rode in with Axel.’ Rowan snaps on her black latex gloves. ‘Figured we were going to the same place.’

			‘What do you make of this?’ Kole asks, pointing to shallow pools of liquid glistening on the trash bags.

			‘Bleach,’ says Rowan, and Kole notes the discarded container. ‘I’d say whoever doused this guy was in a hurry, probably trying to erase their fingerprints.’ Then, she plants one foot on either side of the body, and hovering over the torso, she drags a knife from the top of the head to the chest. She peels the two halves of plastic apart to reveal a Caucasian male with dark hair, the whiskey nose of an alcoholic.

			Kole steps aside, giving her room to work. He leans over to get a good look at the victim. Beneath the blood and the bruises, he recognizes the poor bastard. The edges of his vision darken, forcing him to home in on the dead man’s face. It’s been years since he last laid eyes on him. He’s a little older, a little heavier in the jowls – clearly he’s spent a lot of his time at the bottom of a bottle – but otherwise, he looks the same.

			

			‘Friend of yours?’ poses Rowan. 

			‘Not exactly.’

			‘But you know him?’

			Kole sighs. Yes, he knows him. Or, he knows of him, rather. They’ve never so much as exchanged a word, but the hate that Tommy Greenlee harbored for Kole these past eight years hovers over his corpse like a toxic aura. For a fleeting second, Kole feels mildly guilty for how things turned out. It passes, though.

			Guilt is a wasted emotion. 

			‘I slept with his wife.’

			Rowan’s eyes widen. ‘The transcriber?’

			Kole flinches. ‘Everyone knows about that, huh?’

			Her silence is telling. He crouches down to examine the body up close. Tommy’s lip is split. A dried river of red glares on the bridge of his nose. His eyes are the most disturbing part, though. The iris and pupil are gone, having dissolved into two blackish-brown stripes. It’s called tache noire and means ‘black stain’ in French, a phenomenon that occurs when the eyes are not fully closed and postmortem drying occurs. The eyes are literally melting, losing their structure.

			Kole’s gaze travels to the shredded chest. He must have been shot five or six times. Maybe more. The work is sloppy. Whoever killed Tommy Greenlee was angry.

			In their mind, he deserved to die like this.

			‘Gang-related?’ Rowan’s question pulls him out of his trance. 

			‘Could be.’ The truth is, while gangs have always been prevalent in Black Harbor, tensions now are worse than ever. Teenage boys are being recruited at an alarming rate; they’re naïve about how expendable they are until they’re getting whacked in an alley. Houses are being shot up on the daily and cars are being stolen right out of people’s driveways. Maybe it’s the heat lately, but it feels like the city is ready to erupt. Perhaps this – his gaze flicks back to Tommy – is the start of it.

			

			Rowan considers her watch and pronounces time of death. ‘June 30, 0718 hours.’ She will go more in-depth at the medical examiner’s office in Milwaukee, he knows, where there’s room to breathe. ‘At least he’s pliable,’ she says, lifting his arm and checking for marbling and contusions.

			‘Silver lining,’ Kole mutters.

			With this heat, the stages of rigor will be expedited. He isn’t a medical expert, but he’s been around cadavers enough to know that the cessation of the body’s natural thermoregulation means that gasses are being produced at a faster rate, creating holes for flies and other insects to lay their eggs. Cell structures are breaking apart. In a matter of hours, this will all be a liquified mess. They need to get Tommy into a freezer before any clues to what happened are completely erased.

			As if they’re reading each other’s thoughts, Rowan says: ‘Help me roll him over.’

			Kole slides his arms beneath the shoulders while Rowan grabs the trunk. Together, they heave the body onto its side. She slices the garbage bags some more with her knife and tears away the plastic, then peels up the victim’s shirt. The flesh on the back is bluish-purple, a result of blood pooling at the lowest point. She presses her fingers to it. Kole has seen where sometimes her prints remain, blanching the skin. But not this time. 

			‘Lividity is decent,’ she notes. ‘Not blanchable yet, even though this heat’s speeding everything up. My guess is he was killed around 1 or 2 a.m.’

			Kole nods. It checks out. If there’s a witching hour in Black Harbor, that’s it. He looks up as something gold catches his eye. The water in the toilet bowl is pink, but nestled in the neck of it are two brass bullet casings. It’s at this moment – with his arm sunk up to his elbow in a toilet and he’s silently cursing every life decision that landed him in this predicament – when his mind wanders to Hazel, the one person connecting him to the rapidly decomposing corpse on the floor. It’s been nearly eight years since he watched her leave Black Harbor behind for good. He never thought she’d come back, and yet, as he stares at the spent casings now glistening in his palm, an impossible thought screws itself into his mind: perhaps she already has.

		

	
		
			

			2

			KOLE

			‘Knew you couldn’t stay away.’ Milo Crue is pouring a fresh cup of coffee when Kole walks into the SIU hideout. He lets himself into the lieutenant’s office and sits down.

			‘Have a seat,’ says Crue sarcastically. His previous comment is warranted; Kole was just out with them last night, hours before getting called in for the homicide, assisting SIU with investigating a gang shooting on Geneva Street. Although the Special Investigations Unit and Violent Crime Task Force operate separately – with SIU fighting the war on gangs and drugs, and Kole’s VCTF tackling homicides – more often than not, their worlds collide. Yesterday’s incident was the typical Saturday-night bullshit with the usual suspects: East Side Anarchists versus Nightmare Kings. As tempting as it is to stand on the sidelines and let these gang members kill each other, inevitably an innocent citizen would get caught in the cross fire. Not to mention the property damage is out of control. These gangs are locusts destroying everything in their path.

			‘I’d offer you some,’ says Crue, ‘but…’

			Kole makes a face as Crue slides the carafe back onto the warming plate. Saving his soliloquy on how coffee is only good for composting, he dumps the contents of a paper bag on Crue’s desk. The two shells he fished out of the toilet roll onto the surface.

			‘Your guys pick up any of these at the Geneva Street shooting?’ Kole asks.

			Crue picks up one of the casings with a tissue and reads the headstamp. The marking on the bottom is already branded in Kole’s brain: s&w .38 spl. ‘Smith & Wesson .38 Special.’ Crue frowns. ‘I’ll have to check. Shit’s pretty old, though. Smith & Wesson hasn’t made ammo since the seventies. Where’d you find these?’

			

			‘The toilet.’

			Crue screws up his face and sets the casing down. ‘Are you serious?’ Aside from being disgusted, Kole knows what else the lieutenant is thinking: unlike an automatic, a revolver doesn’t eject casings. Whoever shot Tommy emptied the entire cartridge, then must have cast them aside to reload.

			‘We recovered a dead body at the Mineshaft early this morning.’

			‘I heard.’ Crue squirts hand sanitizer in his palm. ‘One of my guys’ informants, or what?’

			‘Tommy Greenlee.’

			‘Why do I know that name?’

			‘A former transcriber… Hazel Greenlee. He’s her ex-husband.’

			A distant look enters Crue’s eyes as he searches his memory. ‘I remember her,’ he says, finally. ‘Dark hair? Pretty? Got wrapped up in the Candy Man investigation?’

			‘That’s her.’

			‘She moved away, didn’t she? After the whole almost-getting-murdered thing.’

			‘As far as I know.’

			Crue falls quiet for a moment, and Kole knows what’s coming next. ‘Isn’t that the one you…’

			Kole rolls his eyes. ‘Yes.’

			‘Is she a suspect?’

			‘No way.’ While the thought had indeed entered Kole’s mind, its presence was fleeting. Not only would Hazel never return to Black Harbor, this was clearly an inside job. Whoever murdered Tommy Greenlee had to have been a member of the club – which Tommy wasn’t. He was either lured to the Mineshaft under false pretenses, or he was there against his will.

			He tells Crue as much, who offers: ‘That, or he knew a member who got him in.’

			‘Or that, yeah.’ He fills him in on where they’re at with the investigation: Riley and Fletcher are interviewing the complainant and Axel is canvassing with patrol officers. The autopsy’s scheduled for ten o’clock tomorrow morning.

			

			‘What about Big House?’ Crue names the owner of the afterset. All BHPD officers, from patrol to top brass, are familiar with him. ‘You know the DA’s office is gonna assume this is his handiwork.’

			‘Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t.’

			Crue nods, apparently satisfied. As much as the lawyers in the district attorney’s office would love to draw a line down the middle of the city’s criminal activity and classify all violent crime as stemming from Big House and assign all drug-related mischief to Hades, it isn’t that simple. Just as the worlds of Kole’s Violent Crime Task Force and Crue’s drug unit often collide, the same is true for Black Harbor’s criminal enterprisers.

			Besides, Hades has been off the streets for four years, ever since Kole arrested him for possession of cocaine and running a drug house, and the drug activity hasn’t exactly dried up. It just goes to show that Black Harbor will always be a dark and dangerous place. The best any of them can do is try to keep it in check.

			Kole stands. ‘Anyway, I’m hoping I can borrow a couple of your guys to help search Tommy’s residence. The warrant’s being reviewed now. Should be ready to go in an hour or two.’

			Crue loosely gestures to the detectives milling around their desks as though to say, Have at ’em.

			‘In the meantime, I want to talk with them, see what their snitches are saying.’

			He has to keep this investigation moving. They have a matter of hours – maybe less – until the media catches wind of this murder. Soon, everybody and their brother will know about the body that was discovered in the back of the Mineshaft. It isn’t always a bad thing. People usually come forward when a story breaks, and sometimes, they actually have valuable information: they know someone who was there, or they heard something. Most of the time, though, it’s just someone looking for someone else to give a fifteen-minute fuck about what they’ve got to say. 

			

			‘Probably a good idea,’ Crue endorses. Then, his voice falls to a low register. ‘It’s just…’

			‘What?’

			‘A .38 Special is kind of a girly gun, isn’t it? Little snub-nose revolver like that.’

			Kole bites the inside of his cheek. He feels his shoulder blades pull toward each other. ‘There are other guns that shoot that caliber.’

			‘Okay.’

			‘It wasn’t her, Milo.’

			Crue shows his palms. ‘I’m just saying it could have been a woman, is all. You sure the ex-wife is the only chick Tommy could have pissed off?’

			Twenty minutes later, he looks over the names he’s got scratched on a legal pad. They belong to people known to either frequent the Mineshaft or live near it. Kole’s familiar with most of them. He taps the tip of his pen on the last one. ‘Robert Pitts. He’s gotten into selling the harder stuff lately, hasn’t he?’

			Malcolm Jimenez nods. ‘Fentanyl. I managed to get two buys on him, just need a third, but he’s ghosted me. My CI says she can’t make contact with him anymore. Unless she’s playing games.’

			Kole considers that for a second. The ‘buys’ Malcolm mentioned are controlled purchases – setups in which a drug cop gives a confidential informant cash to purchase illegal substances from a known dealer. The transaction is recorded via hidden camera worn by the CI, who, afterward, surrenders the illegal substances to the drug detective. To play by the rules, you need three controlled purchases to achieve a search warrant for the offender’s residence. But criminals have evolved. Their ability to sniff out snitches has developed into something superhuman, which forces the cops to get creative. They swap out CIs so as not to use the same one all three times, they conduct four or five controlled purchases instead of three, and sometimes, they surprise the suspect in the middle of a transaction and hit his house once he’s in custody.

			

			‘Fuckin’ fentanyl,’ Kole mutters.

			‘Now there’s Xombie to contend with, too – with an X,’ he adds, and Kole makes the correction in his notes. ‘It’s a premade cocktail of fentanyl, carfentanil, and xylazine. Users are dropping like flies.’

			‘You guys stop using Narcan or what? Thought that shit grew on trees around here.’ As a former drug cop, he has a complicated relationship with the medicine. On one hand, its ability to instantly reverse the effects of an opioid saves lives, which is great. But, is it really? Because after administering it to the same party seven, eight, nine times, he also sees how it not only enables people to stay addicted, it’s a Band-Aid that enables the city to avoid setting up serious resources.

			‘Don’t work, brother,’ says Malcolm. ‘Not with xylazine.’

			‘Because it isn’t an opioid?’

			‘Correct.’

			‘So, you overdose, you die? End of story?’

			‘Seems to be the case. It’s nasty stuff, too. People get all these sores that won’t heal. They literally rot. That’s why some of the kids call it the purple people eater.’ He scrolls through his camera roll to show Kole a photo of confiscated Xombie. Kole pinches the screen to zoom in. Three purple pills lie on a paper towel. The monogram cXf is printed on the seam.

			‘Seized that from a fourteen-year-old,’ Malcolm adds. ‘Said he bought it off Robert Pitts.’

			Kole’s chest tightens. This conversation is quickly reminding him why, as much as he enjoyed kicking in doors and raiding drug dens, he was glad to walk away from the never-ending opioid epidemic. Not that stopping violent crime is any less futile. He circles Robert Pitts’s name. ‘Who’s your CI that’s working him?’

			‘Dirty Harriet.’

			Kole’s mouth twitches with an almost smile. He knows Dirty Harriet. Orange-haired and feral, she’s a human alley cat, adept at slinking around and getting information. Plus, she’s got nine lives and no matter how doped up she is, she always lands on her feet. ‘One of my old CIs,’ he acknowledges. ‘I passed her off to Crue.’

			

			‘Who passed her off to me,’ says Malcolm.

			‘Lucky you.’ He stands and shakes Malcolm’s hand. ‘Thanks for the info. I’ll see you in an hour for the pre-warrant briefing.’

			Malcolm nods, but he’s more tense than he was a moment ago. When Kole asks what’s wrong, the detective works his jaw and takes a deep breath. ‘I hate to say it, but things were better when Hades was still on the streets.’

			The statement is a kick to the groin. Still, Kole manages to maintain his composure and draw himself up to his full height. ‘You think I shouldn’t have locked him up?’ His heart rate quickens as he anticipates the answer. His hands squeeze into fists. ‘I don’t know if you noticed, but we were losing the battle on drugs even then.’

			This time, Malcolm looks almost rueful when he meets Kole’s gaze. ‘And now we’re losing the whole fucking war.’

		

	
		
			

			3

			KOLE

			‘All right, dish.’ Kole sits on the edge of his metal desk, feet planted on the seat of his chair. Thumbs hooked beneath his jaw, he stares thoughtfully out the third-story window of the lighthouse that serves as the VCTF’s off-site command center. Below is a vast expanse of blue. Lake Michigan has claimed two lives in the past two days. It will claim more by week’s end, unfortunately. The Fourth of July is always disproportionately high for drownings. People refuse to accept that Lake Michigan has a riptide, that she’s more like the ocean.

			A current of warm air blows in his direction. It’s almost enough to wick the sweat from his brow, but then the fan rotates. This is week five of insufferable working conditions; unlike the rest of the world, working remotely is one more luxury that the BHPD cannot be afforded. Fletcher tried to pull that shit once, suggesting he type his report from home and come in later. Kole threatened to drive to his house and drag him out here by his ponytail.

			He’s here now, his T-shirt soaked through with sweat, sitting back-to-back with Riley.

			Axel should arrive any minute with the signed warrant, granting them permission to search Tommy Greenlee’s residence.

			Throughout his years in Investigations, Kole has learned two things about detectives: they are all of them hunters, and there’s more than one type. There are the thinkers, like Axel; they like to lay out all their pieces, to look at the whole picture before moving in for the kill. Then there are ones like Fletcher, the hungry dogs; give them the scent of blood and they’ll take off like a bullet, hunting tirelessly until they bring in their prize. And, finally, there’s Riley. He’s never met anyone like her. All stealth and secrets, she’s a mystery, one he’s accepted he’ll never solve. Together, each of their unique talents gives them a fighting chance at tackling the onslaught of violent crime in this city. It’s why he hand-selected them for his task force.

			

			‘Has anyone gotten in touch with Big House? Was he there last night?’

			‘Word on the street is he’s out of state,’ offers Riley. ‘On a fishing trip.’

			‘Convenient. What does the word on the street have to say about when he’ll be back?’

			‘Wednesday.’

			July 3. Kole makes a mental note. ‘See if that alibi checks out, please. So what’d the complainant have to say?’

			Riley does most of the talking and Fletcher adds color commentary as they tell him about visiting the complainant’s residence, where she operates an in-home daycare. ‘So far it all tracks,’ says Riley. ‘She told us she called 911 around quarter to five this morning to report loud music and what she thought may have been gunshots.’

			‘Funny she didn’t just assume it was firecrackers.’ These days, the city is a cacophony of whistles and pops. For two weeks straight, people light off fireworks like it’s their God-given right.

			‘She did at first,’ says Riley, ‘which was why she didn’t call right away. Not until she started hearing rumors that someone was dead inside the Mineshaft.’

			‘And she heard that from who?’ presses Kole, already dreading that this is one of those goddamn heard-it-from-a-friend-who-heard-it-from-a-friend webs they will have to untangle.

			‘Her cousin, Darren Hogan. He’s since gone back to Chicago—’

			‘So she claims,’ interjects Fletcher.

			‘—so she claims,’ cosigns Riley. ‘Anyway, apparently it was pretty rowdy at the Mineshaft last night. A fight broke out in the back and the bartender just kept turning up the stereo to drown out the noise.’

			Kole tilts his head back. That checks with what the neighbors have been saying all morning – those who would talk, anyway – that the street was literally bumping. I swear to God that fuckin’ place was pulsin’, the music was so damn loud… he recalls from one interview in particular. ‘So much for no fighting in the motherfuckin’ house,’ he says, recalling the House Rules.

			

			Riley wears her braids piled and pinned on top of her head. One has come free, drawing a line down the middle of her face. She tucks it behind her ear. ‘The complainant stated she heard there were close to a hundred people in that bar.’

			‘Clubhouse,’ corrects Kole. A sardonic smile tugs at his mouth as Riley rolls her eyes.

			‘So, which one of those hundred or so derelicts was Hogan with last night?’ When Riley and Fletcher exchange a glance, he adds: ‘It’s members only. If Hogan’s from Chicago, I’m willing to bet he isn’t a member. He had to have been someone’s plus-one.’

			‘Robert Pitts,’ says Riley. ‘That’s what Hogan told the complainant, anyway.’

			The name sends a chill zipping up Kole’s spine. ‘Jimenez is working Pitts right now. He says he ghosted him after two buys.’ He catches them up on his conversation with Malcolm Jimenez over at SIU. Leave it to Black Harbor to be the last place in the continental US to get Wi-Fi and traffic-light cameras, but the first to hop on the latest drug trends.

			‘Xombie,’ says Fletcher. ‘I’ve heard about that shit. It eats people alive.’

			‘Sounds like the last thing we need here,’ Kole acknowledges. He goes on to mention that Narcan is useless against it, but leaves out the part about Jimenez blaming his arrest of Hades for the worsening drug landscape. The mere thought boils his blood, and he’s hot enough as it is. 

			At the tail end of his story, Axel clips up the stairs. His face is red. He fans himself with the signed warrant.

			Kole hops off his desk and snatches it from him. ‘You can blast the AC in the car. Let’s get this briefing done so we can see what Tommy’s house has to tell us. Fletch, go ahead and see who you can grab from Patrol to set up a perimeter. We’ll meet you there in less than an hour. Riley, ride with Axel and me. I’m not trying to start a goddamn parade.’
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			KOLE

			They approach the duplex two by two. The house is mauve and molting. The entire structure slumps forward. On the ground, shards of glass sparkle in the harsh light. An old beer bottle is pulverized into the lawn, its label faded and torn. The grass is so stiff it feels like needles snapping beneath his feet. In his peripheral vision, Kole watches as other detectives take their places on the perimeter. Fletcher managed to scare up three patrol officers and an evidence technician, and Kole snagged four detectives from SIU. It’s enough for them to get the job done, granted there are no dangerous persons holed up inside, waiting for police to arrive so they can open fire.

			They’ve already had two of those this summer.

			‘The adjoining unit is unoccupied?’ Axel falls into step beside him. 

			‘The old guy who lived next door died last year,’ says Kole. ‘He owned the place, too, so with no living children to inherit it, he left it to Tommy.’ He glances surreptitiously at Riley, then, who walks behind them. She looks unfazed, despite the fact that she is the reason the old man had no living children, for it was her finger that pulled the trigger and sent a bullet careening through his son’s chest. He toppled off of Forge Bridge, splashing into the river like countless bodies before and after.

			Shooting him was less than ideal, but then… it was him or Hazel. One of them wasn’t walking off that bridge.

			He slows his breathing so he can listen. For the sounds of dogs barking or someone moving around inside. The air feels electric; the hair on his arms stands on end and he wonders if it isn’t the intensity of the memories attached to this place. Of him sitting in his vehicle, watching Hazel in his rearview mirror as she gets out of her truck and slams the door. Of her bright blue eyes burning into his as she stands next to his window, begging him to leave. It was the first and only time he ever saw her without her makeup. She looked younger than her twenty-six years then, with a constellation of freckles across her cheeks. This is the moment he replays over and over, the one that runs on a loop when he lies awake at night and rehearses what he would do differently if he had the chance to do it all over again. He likes to believe that he wouldn’t let her go into that house where she would be hunted down by the psycho inside, that this time, he would ask her to stay with him.

			

			Mercifully, the memory relinquishes its hold. Kole’s throat itches. He spits on the ground and swears he hears it sizzle. 

			‘Ready?’ Axel tilts his head toward the duplex.

			The warrant is a knock and announce. If someone’s inside, they’ve got about ten seconds not to be. Kole stands back, gun drawn, as Axel takes the stairs. The front step cracks under his weight. ‘Police! Search warrant!’

			They wait.

			Kole watches the door. If memory serves him right, there were dead bolts on the other side. No reason to believe they wouldn’t still be there.

			Axel shouts and knocks again. 

			No answer.

			They move in.

			‘Police! Search warrant!’ Axel pounds a total of three times and then tries the knob. The door keens and falls away, inviting them into a dark interior. Kole tightens his grip on his gun. The fact that the house is unlocked is more unnerving than if all the hatches had been battened down. Someone was here after Tommy.

			They could still be inside.

			Kole enters after Axel. The darkness swallows them. ‘Police!’ he shouts. ‘If anyone’s inside, come out with your hands—’ His breath catches. His eyes ricochet around the room. The place is a disaster. Brass casings litter the floor. Steel gun safes have been ripped away from the walls; they lie faceup, their doors open wide. Picked clean.

			

			Someone has clearly looted the place.

			Someone who knows the combinations to the gun safes, he realizes, as he notes the locks are intact.

			The only real furniture is a sagging love seat, its cushions so chock-full of dust it promises a plume of debris to anyone who dares sit down. A lawn chair is planted in the middle of the room, a half-empty can of Natty Ice in the mesh cup holder. It’s collected as evidence, in case the perp decided to sit down and have a beer after all their hard work.

			The residence is cleared in a matter of minutes. No parties are located inside. They regroup in the living room – a term that borders on satire for a place so full of dead things. The place reminds Kole of Deschane’s taxidermy shop. Animal carcasses stare at them with blind, glass eyes from every corner. Deer heads protrude from the walls, cobwebs strung between their antlers. A pheasant is frozen in mid-flight; a raccoon creeps along the mantel.

			Kole chooses his next steps carefully, not wanting to contaminate the crime scene more than they already have.

			‘How many guns you reckon he must’ve had?’ asks Axel. 

			‘Enough for a small militia,’ Kole estimates.

			‘Check this out.’ Fletcher is paging through a faded green journal. A swatch of duct tape adhered to the front cover with primitive, almost childish handwriting: cleaning is not an option! Apparently that rule didn’t apply to the rest of the place.

			‘What’s that, a cleaning log?’ Kole asks, coming around to read over Fletcher’s shoulder. There are columns to denote dates and serial numbers, everything scratched in the same handwriting as on the cover. 

			‘Goddamn, there must be fifty or sixty guns in here,’ mutters Fletcher.

			‘And now they’re out on the streets.’

			Kole lifts his eyes to meet Axel’s. The statement hangs in the air like an ill omen, but it’s a fact. Even as they stand here, the serial numbers are being stripped, each firearm falling into the wrong hands.

			

			Unless Tommy moved them himself. But why—

			‘Oh shit.’ Fletcher stops fanning the pages.

			‘What?’ Kole takes the book from him as Fletcher asks: ‘What kind of rounds were those casings you fished out of the toilet again?’

			‘38 Special.’ He’s said it over and over to himself so many times now that he recites the calibers on autopilot, as if giving his usual order in a drive-thru. He pages through the journal. Ranging from assault rifles to handguns, it’s an inventory of every gun that Tommy Greenlee owns – or owned. Possession is nine-tenths of the law. His eyes scan each line, speeding past makes, models, serial numbers, dates of when cleaned and last shot, until suddenly, at the bottom of a page, he stops. The final entry notes:

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							.38 Special S&W

						
							
							Revolver

						
							
							.38SPL

						
							
							639712

						
							
							11/18/15

						
							
							Hazel’s gun (MIA)

						
					

				
			

			‘Shit,’ he breathes, echoing Fletcher.

			Riley’s come around to read over Kole’s shoulder. He hears the accusation in her voice, then, when she says what they’re all thinking: ‘Well, are you gonna call her or are you gonna make one of us do it?’
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			HAZEL

			I shouldn’t be here.

			It’s early morning, not yet 7 a.m., and the dew has already burned off the grass. Brooklyn is hot but it’s temperate compared to Black Harbor. At least there’s shade where I’ve just come from, whether from the trees or skyscrapers, or the ocean haze that hangs in the air like a protective covering. There’s no protection here. The leaves on the trees are rough and ragged, gnawed on by insects and the sun’s rays. Yards have dried into postage stamp–sized hay fields. I kick a malt liquor can by accident. It skates across the asphalt and careens into an empty airplane bottle of vodka and a Roman candle wrapper. A crinkled Cheetos bag curls into a fist, only half hiding a used heroin needle or whatever the poison of choice is these days.

			Monday is apparently garbage day on this side of town – an unfortunate oversight on my part. Sun-faded black bins are stuffed to the gills with sour-smelling trash, all bellied up to the curb, as though waiting for the truck to come along and transport them someplace better than here. Like the landfill.

			My stomach clenches as I jog past a particularly pungent area. I can feel the asphalt expanding and cracking beneath the soles of my running shoes, the way it moves and breathes, a giant snake slowly wrapping me up, waiting to strike. The tree line becomes my own personal stalker, its jagged shape ever present in a corner of my vision even as I wind my way through town. Everything is so arid in this tiny, tragic corner of the world. As dry as a weathered bone, my grandmother would say.

			

			I spoke to her on the phone yesterday. She brought up Tommy’s murder of course; she knew I’d already seen the news. Because my sister, Elle, told her – I’d been FaceTiming her when the story broke – or simply because grandmothers are clairvoyant like that. She sounded just like Elle when she said: ‘Hazel, don’t you dare.’

			‘I won’t,’ I lied. I couldn’t break her heart and confess that I was already at my gate, a boarding pass in hand for a one-way flight from JFK to MKE.

			That was last night.

			But what my family doesn’t see, or wouldn’t understand, is that I need to find out who killed Tommy. The cops are all over this, but I know things. I know him. Ten years he’s lived here and never ended up dead. Well, no, that’s not quite right. ‘Living in Black Harbor’ is an oxymoron. No one lives here; you survive it. And Tommy was surviving, up until now.

			I run past the street where I used to reside. I don’t turn onto it. I will go there, just… not right this second. There’s something about knowing that everyone who once inhabited that duplex is dead that repels me, as though perhaps the place is cursed and if I go there, I’ll be next. Besides, it’s probably still teeming with police now. They’ll be poking around, prying open gun safes and searching for answers to the same question as me: Who killed Tommy Greenlee and why?

			The Airbnb I rented is a vacant unit in an apartment building. It’s actually quite nice, furnished and boasting original hardwood floors. An antique elevator crawls slowly between the five stories.

			Last night, when I arrived after dark, I paid $500 cash to the building manager, a middle-aged man named Robbie wearing a baseball cap and a grimy white T-shirt – the kind that comes in a pack of six. He thanked me and asked, ‘You’re not… hiding from someone, are you?’

			‘No,’ I assured him, perhaps a bit too emphatically. I quickly turned it around. ‘That’s a weird thing to ask.’

			He shrugged. ‘Sorry, but… you didn’t bring hardly nothing with you.’

			

			I looked down at the stuff I had set down. A backpack with my laptop tucked safely inside along with some clothes and my makeup bag. The laces of my running shoes were tied around the straps.

			‘I’m just… here for a hot minute.’ I smiled and wondered immediately if it wasn’t the wrong thing to say, if I didn’t perhaps look like all the broken women who probably turned up on his doorstep either seeking refuge from an abusive relationship or wanting to rent this place out by the hour.

			He smiled tightly but it didn’t reach his eyes. He looked sad and told me to call him if I needed anything, then gave me his card and left me be.

			Now, I slow my jog to a stop at the crosswalk. Standing at the roundabout across from the police department, I see my old transcribing window, behind which I used to sit, peering through slits in the blinds, watching the streetlamps wink on and off as I transcribed all the gritty goings-on of the city. The potholes are still in the parking lot – old wounds that refuse to heal. I stay on the sidewalk, not close enough to catch my reflection in the glass. I wonder if someone is there now, sitting in my old chair, listening and typing as detectives divulge the city’s darkest secrets.

			How is it that eight years ago feels like a lifetime and yesterday all at once?

			Doing a slow 360, I stare at the patch of earth where the apartments once stood. Where a nine-year-old boy died in his sleeping bag after overdosing on pills given to him by his neighbor, who bought them off of Sarah Dylan, who called herself the Candy Man. Without the apartments blocking the view, I see where the road drops off into a steep descent, eventually leveling off into a vacant lot that leads to Forge Bridge.

			I wonder if I am the only one it didn’t take. If I am the only person to have walked across its railroad ties, gripped the iron rungs, breathed in the metallic scent of rust and fish and whatever trash lay below, and left intact. A vague term, I know. ‘Intact’ meaning my internal organs are all where they’re supposed to be and my bones aren’t shattered. I am shattered in other ways, of course. After all, what are humans but mosaics of memories and scars and the things that broke us but couldn’t kill us?

			

			A black plastic bag floats across the street. One of those cheap ones you get at the liquor store, it pitches with a sudden breath of wind, tumbling end over end. Drinking in a deep inhale, I start to run again, chasing the bag to the bottom of the hill. It’s gone when I reach the abandoned parking lot. Dried spikes of grass shoot through the cracks. Black starbursts stain the asphalt that’s littered with the colorful debris of spent fireworks and fast-food wrappers. I forgot that the Fourth of July is always a two-week-long celebration. Any excuse to set shit on fire. There is something terrifically unsettling about the world being made of kindling, and the way it’s still – so still – as if waiting for someone to come along and strike a match.

			My gaze finds the bag again. It’s snagged on a branch in front of the coal-blackened jaws of Forge Bridge and I can’t help but think maybe it’s a warning for what’s going to happen to me this time.

			Hardly anyone leaves Black Harbor. 

			And they sure as hell don’t come back.
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