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For Bella, as a little treat.




And if you gaze for long into an abyss, the abyss gazes also into you.

–Friedrich Nietzsche





Support Group Rules:

1.	No outside contact.

2.	No identifying information.

3.	No in-fighting.

4.	No re-entry.

5.	No communication with the police.

Those who break any of these rules will be killed.







CHAPTER
1



IT BARELY LOOKED like a frog, if Cyra was being honest.

Simply constructed and only a few inches tall, it was made up of two round balls stuck together. No webbed feet, no long tongue. The pale green glaze and the giant white eyes bugging out of its small head were the only indicators that the clay object was supposed to be a frog. Handmade, obviously. It was sitting near the edge of the desk, crouched behind the lamp.

Cyra stared hard at the lumpy frog approximation, meeting its blank gaze, trying to keep her hands from shaking and her teeth from chattering. The precinct wasn’t cold; the chill was coming from her bones, brought on by the detective’s news.

The man seated across the desk from Cyra cleared his throat, noticing her sudden stillness. “Ms. Griffin?”

Cyra reluctantly drew her focus away from the frog. Something Detective Bellows’s kid made in art class, no doubt. Garbage to anyone else, but important enough to him that he brought it into work and stuck it on his desk. “It’s Cyra.”

“Of course. Cyra.” Bellows pronounced her name wrong even though she had just said it. “Did you hear what I said?”

Sigh-ra, not Seer-ra, she wanted to snap, but she had to choose her battles.

“Yes, I heard you. What else?”

“Sorry? I’m not sure what you mean,” the detective replied, expression wary.

“I mean, you can’t say you think my sister was a victim of a serial killer and not give me any more information,” Cyra said. Her voice was steady, and she could feel the googly eyes of the clay frog watching her cheeks, as if it was wondering where her tears were.

Mind your business, she thought at the frog.

Bellows blinked at her from across his desk, which was covered in manila file folders, a beat-up old laptop, and three framed photos of a young boy being practically smothered by a woman with a cloud of black hair. The rest of the precinct hummed around them, drowning out their conversation so that it camouflaged itself among the other tragedies happening concurrently.

Cyra’s hands were clasped tightly around the backpack on her lap, clutching it like it was a life raft, the only thing keeping her afloat in an upside-down sea. The zipper was pressing uncomfortably into her inner arm, but she didn’t move to adjust herself.

Detective Bellows’s throat worked, and he frowned slightly. “This is an open investigation. Frankly, I shouldn’t have even told you that, but your little friend down in Records begged me to give you something, so that’s why we’re even here talking right now. You need to understand that we’re doing everything in our power to find your sister’s killer. Let us do our jobs.”

Cyra wanted to scream, but she swallowed it like she had been swallowing all her rage since she received the call on September 25 at 2:06 PM that severed her heart. “It’s been well over a month.” Cyra said instead, pleased with how calm her voice sounded. She resisted the urge to get into another staring contest with the clay frog on the desk and met Bellows’s eye instead. “There has to be more. If there’s not …”

Detective Bellows seemed to understand what she was saying. “The case won’t go cold.” His voice softened, his irritation leaking away. “I can’t imagine what you’re going through. But as I told you last week, just because we don’t have a lot of physical evidence doesn’t mean we can’t solve this. I can’t share everything with you to preserve the investigation, but there are some … similarities in your sister’s murder that I think are pointing us in a promising direction.”

“Such as?”

“I just said I can’t share them.” Some of the irritation returned to the detective’s voice as he shot her an admonishing look.

“Was it how many times she was hit on the head?” Cyra asked. “It was a lot, right? But she would have died from the second strike. The rest was overkill. Right? Or did you find what they killed her with? The first cop I spoke to said they thought it was a rock.”

Bellows looked a little green. He almost matched the frog. “That’s your sister you’re talking about.”

Cyra leaned forward, her eyes intent. “Did you know we shared a birthday? We were both born on January 12th. Same day, five years apart. Do you know how annoying it was when we were kids? To have to share our birthday? Get joint gifts, joint parties? God, I hated it. You know what I would wish for when we blew out the candles on the cake we shared every year?” Cyra swallowed and clasped the backpack tighter against her body. “I would wish for my own birthday. I would wish that I didn’t have to share with Mira anymore.” Bellows looked as if he would like to be anywhere else in the world, and he suddenly couldn’t make eye contact with her. “This will be the first year I’ll have my own birthday. And every year after this I have to live with knowing I wished for this.”

“You didn’t wish for this,” Bellows intoned. “No one would have wished for this.”

“I need to know what happened,” Cyra said. “I need to know who killed her. What’s the pattern you’re talking about? Was it a signature? A calling card?”

“I can’t discuss this with you any further,” Bellows repeated, reddish-blonde brows drawing together. “Please. Stop asking.”

That means yes, Cyra thought. There was something about Mira’s body that must be connected to other victims.

“If this is the work of a serial killer, why can’t you catch them?” Cyra asked instead.

“These things take time,” Bellows insisted. “Trust me, we’re doing all we can. But this isn’t a case that can be solved overnight.” The man slumped in his seat, ruffling his ginger hair, the roots of which were starting to gray, and stared at Cyra. “I won’t give up on your sister, OK? I won’t lie to you; this might take a while. But we’re going to get him.”

Cyra tried to imagine this detective sprinting down a dark alley, feet pounding, beard twitching as he chased a perp, and couldn’t. She knew, from their first meeting, on that terrible day, that he had a family. He had used them as a way to try to bond with her: “I would lose my mind if anything ever happened to my son.” But all it had really done was show her that the man had priorities in his life that had nothing to do with her sister.

Maybe she could trust the NYPD to do their jobs. But maybe she couldn’t. And maybe she didn’t want to sit around and wait years for them to arrest someone. Besides, that outcome wasn’t what she wanted anyway.

“Ms. Griffin? Cyra? Are you OK?” Bellows was leaning forward now, perhaps noticing the expression that settled over Cyra’s face as she thought of the pricey switchblade she recently purchased that was tucked away under her pillow back home. She pretended she bought it for self-defense after Mira’s death, but at night Cyra would clutch the knife and picture a faceless killer. She would imagine the blade plunging into his chest over and over.

“I’m fine,” Cyra said, standing abruptly. “Thanks for meeting with me.”

Bellows scrambled to his feet as he cleared his throat again. “Of course. But … in the future … let me contact you when we have information, OK? It’ll be faster if we can work without interruptions.”

Cyra understood. Leave us alone, let us get on with it so we can do the bare minimum, and then label this a cold case and get on with our lives.

“Will do.”

“I can walk you out …” Bellows trailed off, his voice questioning.

“Not necessary.”

Relief blossomed on the detective’s face as he nodded. “We’ll be in touch, Cyra. Soon, I hope.”

Cyra made an effort to not roll her eyes, inclined her head toward him in what she hoped looked like a display of gratitude, and then pivoted, swinging her backpack around so it settled on her shoulders as she walked into the lobby of the precinct.

“Cyra!”

She turned to her left to watch Eli rush toward her; he must have been hovering near the stairs, waiting for her to emerge. Cyra tried to arrange her face in a way that would look welcoming—she owed him, after all. Eli worked in Records, a job he mostly hated because it was boring archival and data entry work, but whatever tiny influence he had on the force paid off. He was able to get Cyra this meeting with Bellows after the detective started ducking her frequent and occasionally demanding calls. Cyra waited for Eli to get abreast of her, and then she started moving again.

“How’d it go?” Eli jogged to keep up as Cyra kept striding toward the front of the police station. Eli looked like he worked in records—short curly hair, thick glasses, a pert, upturned nose, and a wardrobe that seemed to consist mostly of flannels.

“All he’ll tell me is that they think it might be connected to a serial killer.”

“Whoa, really? That’s … horrific.” Eli had stopped for a moment at Cyra’s words, struck, but now hurried to catch up with her. “They’re gonna get him then. If there are other victims. Don’t worry, Cyra, we’re going to get this asshole.”

“They’re moving too slow,” Cyra replied, reaching the exit and pounding down the concrete steps into the chilly fall air. “And there are twenty-five to fifty active serial killers in the United States at any given time, did you know that? And New York City has the highest population of people. It would make sense if there are multiple killers here, but when’s the last time you heard of cops catching a serial killer in the city?”

“Cyra …”

“They’re going too slow,” she repeated, Eli trailing her down the sidewalk now.

“Cyra!”

She stopped. People streamed around her, some giving the two of them dirty looks for clogging the congested sidewalk. There was an event at Barclays Center today, and the avenue was more crowded than it was the last time Cyra had shown up, unannounced, to hassle Bellows for more information. The cream brick building of the precinct loomed, looking down at the two of them with reproval.

Cyra turned to Eli, who was shivering in his plaid flannel and skinny jeans. “What do you want, Eli? I gotta get back to Queens.”

“When was the last time you slept?” Eli asked.

“Last night,” Cyra lied.

“Not according to Izzie.”

“How would she know?”

Eli sighed. “She got in touch with Bea the other day. We’re worried about you.”

“Your girlfriend is keeping tabs on me by hitting up my ex?”

“Someone has to,” Eli said, exasperated. “Your dad is out of his mind with grief, and Mira wouldn’t want you to go on like this. We all have to stick together. Mira needs us to be a united front.”

Mira didn’t need anything anymore. Didn’t Eli get that?

“I haven’t seen Bea in weeks. She wouldn’t know if I was sleeping either. I’m fine, Eli.” Cyra tried to inhale deeply, but something was stuck in her lungs, preventing her from taking anything other than shallow breaths. Her eyes ached with exhaustion, but every time she tried to lie down, images swarmed her mind: Mira, bleeding, sightless eyes, sprawled near the boathouse in Prospect Park. Images Cyra had never seen, only heard about. Images that were bloated and exaggerated by her ruthless imagination.

She had put a framed photo of Mira beside her bed, one of her sister’s self-portraits, in the hopes that she could fixate on that version of her instead. The photo was staged in the dark, as Mira’s work often was, but her face was lit up by the warm flicker from a beautiful candelabra, and she was smiling softly. Mira had their father’s Irish features—flaxen hair, slightly curled, smooth skin, a long, thin nose, and huge, green eyes. Cyra, on the other hand, was darker, shorter, sturdier than Mira. To her disappointment, Cyra inherited her mother’s face. She tried to wear her glasses as often as she could, to give her face a slightly different shape. Even so, sometimes she’d flinch to see herself in a passing mirror, thinking she was Grace Griffin, the woman who left them.

But looking at Mira’s self-portrait in her apartment every day wasn’t working. That version of Mira was never the one that showed up in Cyra’s dreams.

“I need to find this guy, Eli,” Cyra finally said. “I know Izzie was Mira’s best friend, but I’m the older sister. It’s my job to do this.” She paused, looking up at the crisp blue sky, thinking of what she’d done for Mira in the past. “The cops are limited; they can’t break any laws. But I’d do anything to find the truth. I just wish I had something to go on.”

Eli’s eyes widened. “I get it. OK, listen. I might be able to help you. Come over to our apartment tonight. Seven?”

Cyra was intrigued, even though it meant she’d have to trek back to Brooklyn in just a few hours. “OK. Seven.”

Eli gave her shoulder a squeeze, and he disappeared back inside the precinct.

Only then did Cyra unfurl her left hand, revealing the little clay frog she’d swiped from Bellows’s desk. She slipped the frog into her backpack and melted away into the crowd.
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“We’re so glad you could make it! I feel like I haven’t seen you in a while,” Izzie said, handing Cyra a chilled can of flavored seltzer. Her voice was chipper, almost forced, an obvious effort to be normal. “Did you ever end up watching the Potomac season finale? That lady is a piece of work …”

Cyra took the dripping can, dropped her bag to the floor, and flopped down on to the velvet sofa. “The what?” she replied absently, popping the top of the seltzer, watching it fizz.

“The Real Housewives!” Izzie said, darting back to the kitchen area to grab her own seltzer, Eli trailing behind her with a bag of veggie chips. “Potomac’s your favorite, right?”

“Oh,” Cyra said, looking up from her drink, fighting a wave of confusion, carefully pasting a small smile on her face and trying to inject brightness in her voice she didn’t feel. Did Izzie really expect Cyra to care about stuff like that anymore? “Yeah, sure.”

Eli opened the bag of chips and passed it around, as Izzie started chattering about the show Cyra hadn’t bothered to see or think about in over a month. She stared down at the ridged chips, their greasy, salty smell coating the inside of her nose. A pulse of irritation shot through her. What the hell were they doing talking about reality TV and eating snacks? Eli promised her help. That was why she was here. She put the bag of chips down on the coffee table.

“Eli,” Cyra said, barely noticing Izzie’s chirp of annoyance as she interrupted her midsentence. “You said you had something about Mira’s murder.”

The apartment went dead silent. Izzie’s mouth snapped shut, and Eli flushed. Cyra realized she was still wearing the impression of a smile on her face, which perhaps explained her companions’ aghast expressions. Her lips flattened, and she swallowed.

“Are you OK?” Eli asked.

“I’m fine,” Cyra replied. “I just need to know what you know.”

“It’s … You say it so casually,” Izzie whispered.

“What?”

“Her … her murder,” Izzie said. “You say it so calmly.”

This wasn’t the first time they’d had this conversation. But Cyra was too busy trying to figure out what happened to Mira; she didn’t have time to constantly perform the emotions other people thought she should be expressing after a shocking and sudden death.

What she wanted to say was, “Sorry I don’t burst into tears every time my sister’s name is mentioned. Sorry I’m not exhibiting grief in the way that is most comfortable for you.”

“Please, Eli, I’ve had a long day,” she said instead.

“Yes, Eli, do tell,” Izzie added, rounding on her boyfriend with knitted brows. “What does she mean? You know something about what happened?”

“We need more snacks,” Eli muttered, turning back to the kitchen.

“I’ll get them,” Izzie snapped, scooting in front of him. “You talk.”

“Well,” Eli said, looking anywhere but Cyra’s face. “OK, so Bellows told you they think this might have been the work of a serial killer. But what he didn’t tell you is that there’s chatter about a … a meeting. A weekly meeting. For serial killers.”

“A what?” Izzie shouted as she returned to the living area, placing a bowl of peanuts on the coffee table. “Please tell me you’re joking, Eli.”

“I’m not. It’s a serial killer support group.”

Cyra ignored the snacks and scooted forward on the velvet couch, fingers wrapping around the bottom of the cushion she sat on, staring at Eli, who was now crammed into the armchair next to the loveseat.

Izzie and Eli lived in a six-hundred square foot apartment in Park Slope they paid a ridiculous amount of money for considering Eli’s sad government salary and Izzie’s kindergarten teacher one. But Izzie had wanted to live within walking distance of PS 321, where she taught, and both of them fit in seamlessly with the growing hipster crowd despite Izzie being from Michigan and Eli from Wisconsin. It wasn’t far from where Mira had lived in Dumbo either. Cyra, on the other hand, lived in a crappy studio in Jamaica, Queens, and had to take an hour-and-a-half train ride whenever she had wanted to visit her sister.

“Explain, please,” Cyra demanded, her focus on Eli only, even as Izzie puttered around nervously, digging different things out of their fridge, hoping to tempt her best friend’s sister into eating something.

Eli seemed to steel himself. “I’m not supposed to know about this, so neither of you can tell anyone else. Not even your dad, Cyra.”

There was no worry there. Cyra had only spoken to her father twice since Mira’s death. Holton Griffin had been inconsolable during both conversations, barely functioning, barely listening, gripping his bottle so tightly his knuckles seemed permanently stained white. Her father had already been a house of cards due to his love of whiskey; he fell apart instantly and spectacularly after Mira’s death. Leaving Cyra to manage everything—the cops, the stray reporters, Mira’s friends, extended family who heard the news. She had to arrange her little sister’s funeral alone.

Their father was struck down by his grief, and Cyra, knowing that Mira was his favorite, let him have his despair.

At first, Cyra’s own pain was minor. Like someone had pinched her heart with small fingers. Not pleasant, but bearable. Except the fingers never let go. Discomfort that goes on for too long soon blooms into full agony. The pinching began to feel like a vice. When weeks went by and the fingers kept ahold of her heart, twisting, it was a relief when the pain became so intense that she finally went numb.

“How’d you find out about this if you’re not supposed to know?” Izzie asked, finally coming to sit next to Cyra on the loveseat, her brown eyes narrowed, her tan cheeks paling in anticipation of her partner’s words. “This better not be something that could get you fired.” By the look on Eli’s face, it was exactly that, and Izzie’s frown deepened. “Eli, no!”

“My job is so boring, Iz,” Eli complained. “Sometimes I do some … light reading.”

“Light reading?” Izzie repeated.

“Sometimes I access files for interesting cases,” Eli said sheepishly.

“And then you put them back where they belong, right?” Izzie demanded. “You would never bring them into this apartment, correct?”

Eli’s face flushed, and Izzie’s face shuttered dark.

“Get to the important part,” Cyra said impatiently, trying to reign in her agitation.

“OK, OK, so about a year ago I was reading this file that was sent over from the cybercrimes department. I guess they sent it to all NYPD precincts because, well …”

“Spit it out, please,” Cyra snapped. Her hands were wet; she was squeezing the seltzer can, sloshing fizzy water over her knuckles and down her wrists.

“There are rumors of a serial killer support group that meets somewhere in the NYC area,” Eli said, his words all rushing together at once. “The FBI found talk of it on the dark web. It seems to be local to New York; they meet weekly, there’s a code word on an encrypted forum, and it’s obviously very, very secretive.”

“Why haven’t they shut it down?” Izzie asked, her voice pitched higher than it normally was. She inched a little closer to Cyra on the couch.

“Well, first, they can’t confirm it actually exists. The report notes that it could be a hoax or a couple of incels messing around. Especially because none of the Feds have been able to prove it’s real; every time they use the password, they struggle to make contact. From what I understand, there’s a … gatekeeper or something on the forum. You have to send photographic proof of your … kills. The Feds have doctored some images and tried to trick their way in, but whoever is monitoring the group never bites. Maybe they know the photos are fake, somehow. I don’t know. And I guess most of the force is skeptical because … you know … serial killer support group? Come on, it sounds like a hacky movie plot.”

“But you think it could be real,” Cyra stated. “And so do the Feds if they keep trying to access it.”

“Well, if this group is real, the forum is the only evidence of it. If they get cybercrimes to shut the forum down, the freaks will go someplace else, and they’ll lose them all together. I guess they’re just trying to keep an eye on it.”

“And they think the group meets in person?” Cyra asked.

“I guess so? It’s unclear.”

“Seems dangerous. The in-person meeting, I mean. And odd. Aren’t serial killers supposed to be loners? I bet it’s a virtual thing.”

“I don’t know, Cy. Like I said, it’s probably fake.”

Cyra’s mind was racing faster than she could keep up. Something was unfurling like a rug before her, leading her into a dark hallway, foreboding but also enthralling.

“Well, maybe it’s a good thing these people are trying to get help?” Izzie suggested. “They are trying not to kill, right? Maybe they can be rehabilitated.”

Eli let out a disbelieving laugh. “Oh, Iz, no. It’s not like an AA group or something. It’s not to stop them from killing. It’s to encourage them. It’s a ‘safe space’ to share.”

All the remaining color drained from Izzie’s face, and she buried her head in her hands. A sheet of her dark hair fell over her shoulders, closing her off like a curtain in a theater.

But Cyra sat ramrod straight, blood rushing to her face. “I need to see this file.”

“Hell no,” Eli said immediately. “I could get fired just for telling you this.”

“You said you wanted to help,” Cyra accused. “Why tell me this then?”

“Yes,” Izzie asked, emerging from her hair to stare daggers at her boyfriend. “Why the hell would you tell us this?”

Eli said nothing for a moment, just stared down at the sage green carpet.

“Because there’s a chance Mira’s killer is in this group, if it really exists,” Cyra finally said. “Did the file say how many people participate?”

“No. No info about who, how many, where they meet, nothing.”

“But they have the dark web forum, and the password.” Cyra stared at Eli, willing him to look her in the eye. He compromised by staring at her throat.

“Yes.”

“Eli, no,” Izzie said.

“What makes you think you’ll get any further than the literal FBI could?” Eli asked, crossing his arms and leaning back in the chair, suddenly reticent. “It’s not like you can send them a photo of a dead body either, Cyra.”

“They’re the law,” Cyra said. “I’m not. And I’m a bit more motivated than they are. She was my sister. I don’t care about following any rules.” At the word “rules,” Eli flinched and looked away. “Let me at least try. You wouldn’t have said anything if you didn’t anticipate this outcome.”

“No,” Izzie protested again. “It’s insane! It’s too dangerous!”

Eli twisted his hands together like he was trying to wring a decision from his fingers. The apartment seemed to go quiet as he sat there, thinking. Then his shoulders sagged, and he looked up at her.

Cyra didn’t bother to hope. She already knew.

“OK,” Eli whispered. “I can get you on the site. I can get you the passcode. But that’s it. Then you’re on your own.”

“That’s all I need.”

“What do you know about the dark web?”

“Um …”

Eli grimaced. “Yeah, thought so. I know a little bit, some stuff I’ve picked up from work. I’ll write down the instructions for you. Follow them exactly.”

Cyra nodded. “Thanks.”

“And you tell me right away if anyone makes contact with you. And you definitely don’t do anything stupid like ask to meet up with anyone.”

“Are you both out of your fucking minds?” Izzie shrieked.

Eli rocketed to his feet, moved around the crowded coffee table, and pulled his girlfriend up. “Give us a minute, Cyra.” They moved toward the kitchen and pressed up against the sink as they whispered furiously.

Cyra kept herself rigid, but out of politeness pretended to scroll through her phone even though she could hear every word; it was a small apartment after all, and Izzie had trouble controlling her voice when she was upset.

“You’re going to get her killed,” came Izzie’s harsh whisper. “Then both of them will be gone. And why didn’t you tell me any of this?”

“Relax, she’s not going to get anywhere,” Eli replied, his voice softer than hers. “She probably needs this. To help with healing, with closure. She can’t do what the FBI can’t, OK?”

“And you didn’t clue me in because …?” Izzie’s voice was pointed, tinged with hurt.

“Come on, Iz, not now.”

Cyra tuned them out. Izzie would fold, latching on to the reasonable expectation that of course, Cyra, a marketing coordinator for an upscale nursing home, would never be able to infiltrate a secret, possibly fake, support group for the most dangerous people in the city.

But Cyra felt like everything she’d ever been through had been leading to this. Her mother leaving, everything she did to protect Mira in the past, even the mixed-martial-arts classes Cyra had taken for five years—it was all for this, and she hadn’t even known it. Her sister was dead. Her father had gone off the deep end. Her girlfriend had left, unable to handle the tragedy. And yet, Cyra was ready.

Izzie didn’t know that Cyra had cut her hours and was now only working part-time, barely enough to survive on. She didn’t know that after talking to Bellows earlier, Cyra went online and ordered six books about serial killers for research. She didn’t know that Cyra had been watching knife fighting tutorials online since Mira’s murder in order to better defend herself while she hunted for her sister’s killer. She didn’t know that Cyra had pulled away from all her friends and family, claiming she needed time to process.

What Cyra told Bellows was true—she resented sharing a birthday with Mira, but it didn’t change the fact that her entire life had revolved around keeping Mira safe.

Now it was different.

Mira was gone, and Cyra’s morals were gone with her. The world was gray; everything was detached and meaningless. Cyra never broke down after Mira’s death. Never cried. Never screamed. Cyra just started planning, determined to find who killed her sister and why.

She floated away from her body and returned empty and hungry.

And now, finally, was something to feed her.







CHAPTER
2



TRUTHFULLY, IT WAS reprehensible, but Cyra didn’t have the luxury of caring about that.

Doris Mathers was a nice woman. Her mind wasn’t all there at the end, but she always smiled gummily at Cyra whenever she walked past her room. When Doris first arrived at the nursing home, Cyra had bonded with her over their shared appreciation for sea glass. Cyra sometimes wore a pendant Mira gave her, and Doris noticed, showing Cyra the jars of cloudy, color-coordinated sea glass scattered around her room.

But the sad reality of working at a nursing home was that residents died. Frequently. When Macy, the nurse on shift, caught Cyra in the hall a few days after her meeting with Bellows and quietly let her know Doris passed away an hour earlier, Cyra waited for sadness to flood in.

It didn’t. All she felt was the familiar numbness that crept inside her after Mira’s death. The same numbness she felt on occasions in the past. It used to scare her, this yawning, disconnected sensation, but now it was a relief.

“I know you two chatted occasionally,” Macy said, squeezing Cyra’s arm. Why did people always think death meant they could touch you? “I’m sorry. If you want to take a break …”

“Is she still in her room?”

“Oh, um, yes. There’s some paperwork that still needs to be filled.”

“I’d like to go say goodbye,” Cyra said, aware of her disturbing lack of grief. In its place, opportunity, screaming at her to hurry before the chance slipped away. But for Macy’s sake, Cyra sagged forward, squinting her eyes like she was trying not to cry. “You know, pay my respects.”

“Of course. You know her room. We’ll be by to move her shortly.” Macy gave Cyra a brave smile, and Cyra tried to mimic it, wondering if she was pulling it off.

In Doris’s room, Cyra tried not to think too hard about what she was doing; posing next to the woman’s body as it cooled in a snug space filled with sea glass. Cyra angled her phone above her head, making sure both her stoic, slack face and Doris’s still body were in the frame. Cyra tapped the screen, taking a selfie with the dead woman.

A shudder fluttered through Cyra’s body. Morally, it was fucked up. She should hate herself, but even that seemed to require too much energy. The same way feeling Bea’s hands on her body or Izzie’s hugs after Mira’s death required too much energy. It was easier to succumb to the numbness.

“Sorry,” Cyra whispered to the woman’s body, wishing she meant it.

Doris would have understood. Or maybe she wouldn’t. Either way, it didn’t matter; Doris was dead, and there was no changing that. It was easier to accept that instead of wailing, putting on a show for her coworkers.

Her whole life, Cyra felt like people expected more from her. Larger reactions, stronger emotions. When one of her past partners cheated on her, Cyra simply threw the belongings left in her apartment in the trash, blocked him, and never looked back. Mira encouraged her to tell him off, get revenge, do something, but Cyra didn’t care.

The person Cyra loved the most was Mira, and when she died, all the feelings Cyra was constantly asked to have became inconsequential. It was far easier to disappear behind nothingness. Why sit in the stagnant pain of grief and loss if she could be unfeeling instead?

No, she wasn’t reacting to her sister’s death in a “normal” way, but it was a way that allowed her to keep going, to do whatever needed to be done to get justice.

Besides, Cyra’s ability to disconnect had protected Mira in the past.

When Cyra was in her junior year at community college, Mira, still in high school, started dating PJ Longfellow. Cyra hadn’t liked him right away—why was a senior interested in dating her sophomore sister? There was only one possible reason, and it made Cyra’s teeth clench.

Cyra lived at home while she got her marketing degree at Duchess—it was only seven minutes from their house in Poughkeepsie, and it was affordable. Which meant she was around to see the bruises start to pop up on her sister’s collarbone and shoulders. She saw how Mira’s bubbly exterior grew quieter, how her clothing changed to more muted, conservative looks. Mira denied anything was wrong, so Cyra tried to talk to their father about it on one of the rare times he was home and not working at a construction site or out with some new woman who would last three weeks.

“Oh, honey,” Holton Griffin said, his hands running across his rugged cheeks as if he was too tired to deal with the conversation. “I know it’s hard for you.”

“What?” Cyra replied, thinking that was an odd response.

“I know you two are very different,” he continued, a tumbler of whiskey in his hands as he watched the Mets, his attention drifting between her and the game. “But jealousy isn’t a productive emotion. PJ is good for Mira. I worked with his dad for a bit last year, he’s a good man. You’ll find yourself a nice guy if you stop focusing on your little sister’s life and live your own.”

He had said the words casually, calmly, like they barely mattered, but they sang through the air like arrows and hit Cyra’s heart, one after another. Her father knew Cyra dated boys and girls, but he didn’t care enough to even remember that. Her mouth dried up and her response along with it.

How could she say that he was placing too much trust in a sixteen-year-old girl because that was easier than actually parenting her? He’d never listen to Cyra. She looked too much like her mother. Mira, the mirror image of their father, only had to ask, and she got whatever she wanted, even if they couldn’t afford it. Of course he would be blinded by Mira’s own denial. Of course he wouldn’t trust Cyra, the daughter who wore the face of the woman who broke him.

The few times PJ came over for dinner, Cyra stared daggers at him, wanting him to feel her hatred, but he barely seemed to notice she existed. Cyra always looked at his hands, scouring them for signs of defensive scratches or red knuckles. She never saw anything, only the tacky class ring he wore on his left hand. It was brassy and featured a cut ruby, but you rarely got to see it because PJ liked to wear the gem on the inside of his finger, an odd choice that Mira said allowed him to “feel beauty in the palm of his hand at all times.”

Cyra threw up in her mouth a little bit when her sister told her that.

As the relationship continued, unsure of what to do, how to make Mira see the truth in what was happening to her, Cyra felt paralyzed and powerless.

Until one day Mira came home with a scarf wrapped around her neck. Cyra slipped behind her in the hallway and watched as Mira removed it in her room, revealing angry red marks around her slender pale throat.

“Mira!”

Her sister whipped around, a look of guilt passing across her face as she scrambled to put the scarf back on. Cyra didn’t let her; she raced into the room and pulled Mira’s hands away from her neck, horror building in her chest.

At the center of Mira’s throat was the faint imprint of a ring. The sharp indents of a gem could be seen pressed into her sister’s delicate skin. Which would only happen if someone was wearing a ring on the inside of their hand.

Cyra turned and ran to her car, Mira following her and begging her to stop. But Cyra couldn’t. Mira didn’t have anyone else—their mother was gone; their father was oblivious. She had to protect her sister. It was her job.

Mira threw herself into the backseat before Cyra took off. As she drove, a strange calmness descended over Cyra, a disconnect from her body that crept in when she wasn’t looking. Cyra found PJ in the front yard, practicing spirals, shirtless in the warm May afternoon. PJ was a whole head taller than Cyra, petite as she was, but it didn’t matter. She leapt from the car and drove her body into him, knocking him to the lawn.

“You ever, ever put your hands on my sister again, I’ll … I’ll … make sure it’s the last thing you do,” Cyra said, voice cold and hollow.

Mira sat in the backseat of the car, pressed up against the window, crying silently. PJ looked up at Cyra from the grass, eyes wide.

Cyra didn’t regret what she did to PJ, but something broke between her and Mira that day. A seed of resentment was planted. Cyra ruined Mira’s first relationship—and Mira had never been able to accept or discuss the abuse she suffered. The sisters made up, remained close, moved to the city together, but Cyra felt tendrils of Mira’s anger, her suspicion, touch her over the years.

Especially when Mira took the photo. The one of Cyra that went viral.

Cyra looked down at Doris, eyes half closed, face wrinkled and waxy. The room smelled of mothballs and lemon-scented air freshener.

Cry. Do something. Don’t just stand there like a sociopath, Cyra snipped at herself. But she couldn’t draw upon an emotion she didn’t feel.

Instead, she grabbed one of the many jars filled with sea glass from the bedside table and slipped it into her pocket. She left the room, and Doris, behind.

That night, Cyra sat at her computer in her cramped studio apartment with Eli’s notes scribbled on torn-out journal pages in front of her. Following his instructions, she made sure her webcam and microphone accesses were blocked, covered her camera with tape, and closed all her other applications before opening the dark web browser Eli told her to use, a network that would bounce her encrypted traffic through random nodes, making it difficult to track. Eli mentioned she would need to “rinse” her web identity every half hour and after the session, which would wipe away any traces of her existence.

The link below is for the forum, Eli had written. It’s what they call an onion address—not searchable via standard browsers.

Holding her breath, Cyra typed the address in, glancing down at the notes to eye the password needed to access the forum and the supposed gatekeeper.

Eli described the site as a forum, but in reality, it looked more like an old school chatroom. The page was blank save for a pixelated icon of a skull. When Cyra clicked it, a chatbox appeared.

Anonyme0220: Can women join?

Unbear0237: Passcode?

Anonyme0220: Parasitic.

Unbear0237: How can I help you?

Anonyme0220: Is it for men only?

Unbear0237: … No. But you’d be the only one.

Anonyme0220: Good.

Unbear0237: We need more information.

Anonyme0220: And I need confirmation that you are who you say you are.

Unbear0237: That’s not how this works. There are steps to this process. We need more from you first. A photo. Of a recent mark.

Anonyme0220: [untitled.jpg]

Anonyme0220: Hello? Still there? It’s been ten minutes.

Unbear0237: So you are a woman. Interesting.

Anonyme0220: I told you. Now what?

Unbear0237: How do you do it?

Anonyme0220: Shots of air. Where I work. Old people die at hospitals all the time. It’s easy if you’re careful. And I’m very careful.

Anonyme0220: Hello?

Unbear0237: I’m going to inbox you an address. You are to go there. Alone. Something will be waiting for you. You must dispose of it. If you do anything else, tell anyone else, we will know. Return here when it’s done. Further instructions will follow.

Anonyme0220: How do I know this isn’t a trap?

Anonyme0220: Hello?

Anonyme0220: Hello??

<Unbear0237 has logged off.>

[image: ]
Cyra knew it was stupid.

She figured the chances of this being a set up or of her getting immediately murdered were high, but she didn’t have much of a choice. It wasn’t like she could ask for a police escort, and she needed to do this. It was her only lead.

As she prepared to leave her apartment, a hum started deep in her bones, a familiar sensation. Her breathing got short and ragged, and her armpits began to sweat profusely. A queasy feeling flooded her stomach.

“No,” Cyra said, clenching her hands. “Not now.”

A panic attack was a terrible sign. This was her first one since Mira’s death, and Cyra needed her wits about her for what she was about to do. Dealing with panic attacks for years meant Cyra learned a few tricks for squashing them before they could ramp up. If she acted fast, she could prevent this one before it picked up steam.

Cyra rushed to the corner of the apartment that held her tiny kitchen and ripped open the freezer door, sticking her head inside and taking large gulps of the icy air that blasted out. Her body slowed down, settled into the prickling cold, her lungs burning but working as she inhaled frigid air that would travel into her chest and pack away all the emotions rising to the surface.

As she was breathing, feeling the wisps of the baby panic attack subside, she wondered if any of the serial killers she was trying to track down would be excited to think of her head sitting in a freezer.

Cyra pulled away and shut the freezer door, feeling the even and calm bump of her heart under her fingers. She’d managed to stave off the panic attack with the cold and deep exhales, but she had to get going now, before she could think too much about what she was doing.

She left the apartment, hurrying down her building’s stairs and bursting out into the chilly night. Cyra’s switchblade was in her back pocket, her clothing was loose and nondescript, and she wore her prescription sunglasses and a baseball cap, looking like an undercover celebrity even though it was after midnight. Unsure of what she would face at the coordinates but tipped off by the gatekeeper’s use of the word “dispose” in their chat, Cyra brought gloves and garbage bags in her backpack.

The address the group’s gatekeeper messaged her ended up being coordinates, sent with terse instructions: Monday night. Arrive at 1:10 AM exactly. Look behind the dumpster on the north side of the lot. It will be there. Make it disappear. Go alone. Tell no one.

Cyra took the N to Astoria Boulevard and walked the extra mile to a tiny abandoned parking lot not far from LaGuardia Airport. A chewed-up chain link fence surrounded the lot, but there were gaps where the links had split apart, and Cyra was able to slip through, stepping on overgrown weeds pushing their way through the cracked pavement. This block was dark, the streetlights dim or out altogether. It was quiet, empty—an industrial area that turned into a dead zone at night. The lot itself was swathed in shadows, backlit by the pinpricks of light from apartment buildings blocks away.

As Cyra slowly moved deeper into the lot, looking for the looming shape of the dumpster at the north end, her hands were shaky. She couldn’t stop the sweat from pooling under her arms despite the chill in the air, but her nerves originated from anticipation rather than dread—was she finally getting somewhere?

She could barely see with the sunglasses still covering her eyes, but she didn’t dare remove them, nor did she chance using a flashlight. She didn’t want anyone driving by catching a glimpse of her. She was squinting by the time she got to the dumpster, heart racing, fists tight. Taking a deep breath, she peered around the edge.

At first, she couldn’t see anything, which was good. She had been steeling herself for a body. She didn’t want to imagine what she would end up doing in that situation. What choice she might make, and how quickly she would make it.

Crouching lower, Cyra finally spotted it, nestled deeper in the shadows. A duffle bag.

She didn’t dare touch it with her bare hands. Glancing once over her shoulder to make sure she was still alone in the lot, Cyra pulled on a pair of black rubber gloves from her backpack and gingerly drew the duffle bag toward her by the strap. Out from the shadow of the dumpster, there was just enough light to allow Cyra to unzip the bag, glancing inside.

“Ah, shit,” she murmured.

Not a body, clearly. But this was bad too, and she understood the assignment, how a cop wouldn’t make it past this stage. A white dress shirt, almost gleaming in the night, was crumpled inside the bag. It was splattered with dark stains. She could see the tips of leather shoes under it, scuffed and covered in reddish-brown drips.

Those assholes, Cyra thought, quickly zipping the bag back up.

Even though she couldn’t see anyone around, she had no doubt she was being watched. It was too dark to see a hidden camera or a person lurking in the shadows outside the parking lot, but Cyra knew her next moves would determine her worth and entry into the group. Someone in law enforcement wouldn’t be able to dispose of the evidence in the bag—her ability to thoroughly disappear these belongings should cement her status as a criminal. One of them.

Cyra willed feelings of revulsion and fear to rise, but she was so focused, so close, she couldn’t manage it. Just like with Doris, she knew what she was about to do was wrong, but she needed to follow it through. For Mira. Nothing else mattered. She owed her sister.

Swallowing hard, pressing her tongue against the roof of her mouth and willing the feelings of calm detachment to settle over her, Cyra pulled out a garbage bag, slipped the duffle inside it, and tied it tight, stuffing the whole thing into her backpack.

She didn’t dare go back to her apartment. Not carrying what she was carrying, and not without knowing if she was being followed. Instead, Cyra used cash to book a room at one of the cheaper motels near LaGuardia, one that looked rundown, giving a fake name and pretending she missed her flight.

Cyra barely slept. She never really did anymore, but she certainly couldn’t while the bloodstained belongings of a dead person rested on the floor near the bathroom.

Cyra stopped sleeping after Mira’s death. Bea tried to convince her to try medication or a sleep routine, but Cyra resisted. Why bother, when nothing felt real anyway? Most nights she wrapped herself in a blanket on the couch and watched nature documentaries as she drifted in and out of consciousness. Eventually, Bea stopped trying to lure her to the bed and let her spend the night alone on the couch. When Bea left, it had been a relief. Cyra could spiral in peace.

Cyra watched Family Feud until the early hours of the morning, eyeing the room’s deadbolt every so often, occasionally tiptoeing over to check the peephole. There was never anyone there.

When the sun rose, Cyra checked out, bleary-eyed and exhausted, and took the subway to Sheepshead Bay. Her calmness was starting to wear off by the time she got to the kayak rental place Mira brought her to a year ago.

Cyra’s eyes felt jittery, her legs leaden. But she approached the rental desk, paying with cash, clambering into the kayak at the dock, paddling her way out from the channel, through Shell Bank Creek, out toward Rockaway Inlet. The backpack stuffed with the duffle bag remained on her back until she reached an area away from any other boaters, far enough from the shore and bridges that she was certain no one could see what she was doing.

The sky was gray. Gentle waves lapped against the kayak as a cold ocean gust sprayed specks of saltwater on Cyra’s skin. Her bones felt iced over, like they had freezer burn. Breezy Point was a flat stretch of land directly in front of her; the blurry outline of Coney Island was visible off to her right.

With a dry mouth, Cyra anchored her paddle between her knees, swung the backpack over her aching shoulders, and removed the garbage bag, opening the top so she could pull out the duffle. Next, Cyra dug out the rocks she collected from a park near the rental shop from the bottom of the backpack and unzipped the mouth of the duffle bag, stuffing them inside.

She bobbed on the surf like a seagull, weighing down the duffle bag, crumpling the garbage bag inside it before rezipping the whole thing and unceremoniously sliding it over the edge of the kayak. Cyra watched the blot of darkness sink quickly beneath the surface, hurrying to a watery grave.

Cyra paddled around the area for another half hour, watching, waiting. But the bag never bobbed back up. Satisfied, Cyra bit her lip, ignoring the tiny voice in the back of her head telling her how wrong this was, and steered the kayak back to the rental shop.

She took the long way home. She stopped at several large stores, took a few different buses and trains, trying to shake a tail she wasn’t sure she even had. Finally, almost twenty-four hours after she left it, she returned to her apartment in Jamaica.

Back on the dark web, the pixelated skull glowed at her. This time, the answer was even faster, and it made the hair on her arms stand on end:

Well done. I think we’re ready to meet in person.
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