
53: Invictus

 Joe stood with his hands shoved into his pockets, memorizing the face of the corpse being 
zipped inside the medical examiner’s black body bag. It’s a lean and voracious face, he decided. Like 
some evil thing out of one of those B horror flicks his mother abhorred. A psycho slasher, or a vampire. 
But unlike a movie monster, Gabriel was going to stay dead. Diana Bennett had made sure of that.
 Now the zipper closed the gap around the dead man’s pale visage. The open gashes in his left 
cheek flared bright scarlet in Joe’s vision, then vanished beneath the dark vinyl. Three parallel lines, 
slicing Gabriel’s head from temple to chin. Just like the wounds left behind on dozens of corpses that 
had piled up over the past two-almost-three years. Just like the wounds that killed the armed men 
Gabriel stationed between his mansion’s nursery and an electrified cage in the wine cellar.
 Joe wrinkled his nose at the memory of the smell down there. Burnt hair, charred flesh, blood 
and offal, gunpowder and ozone. They had found two dead bodies in the cellar, another one on the 
main stairway leading to the second floor, Gabriel in the nursery―and no nursery-aged kid anywhere 
on the premises. 
 The body count increased when the authorities arrived on the grounds. Police had killed a man 
who would not surrender his gun at the helipad behind the house, and another two armed guards died 
out in the garden. An Officer Feldstein was shot in the thigh and rushed to Bayley Seton Hospital. 
 “What a mess,” Joe muttered.
 Detective Greg Hughes heard him. “It gets worse,” said Greg, walking over to him.
 “Let me have it,” Joe sighed.
 “We’ve got no name for this guy, other than his alias, ‘Gabriel.’ Either he kept zero documentation 
in his house, or he had one hell of a security consultant clean out his files before we got here.”
 They watched the coroner’s people wheel the gurney out of the room.
 “How’s it look for Detective Bennett?” Joe asked.
 Greg lowered his voice. “It looks just like she says it should look. She followed the trail of bodies 
up here, saw Gabriel bleeding and getting up off the floor, saw a gun on the bureau, grabbed the gun 
before he could. He threatens her, she gives warning, he reaches inside his jacket...she shoots him 
through the heart.”
 “But he was reaching for a handkerchief,” said Joe. “You know, for his face.”
 “Which Bennett only found out afterward,” Greg replied. “But how was she supposed to know 
any different? We’ll have to wait for the autopsy, but I don’t think Bennett strayed out of line.”
 Joe nodded, thinking that although she was going to have a lot more tough questions to answer, 
a clean cop who took out her own kidnapper was only going to be admired for her valor by her peers. 
“Greg, I want you to baby that gun through evidence. And check the registration ASAP.”
 Greg’s eyebrows scrunched together. “Well, yeah, Joe―” 
 “Hey, I’m not trying to step on your toes, Greg. It’s just that I recognize the gun.”
 Now the detective’s eyebrows shot halfway up his forehead.
 “It was Cathy’s,” Joe explained. “I’m almost positive. She owned a couple of those revolvers. 
She carried one with her on a concealed weapon permit. The one Diana found in here, Cathy used to 
keep at home.”
 Greg swore softly.
 “Exactly. And it’s our first real connection between Gabriel and Cathy.”
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 “Want to see another connection?” Greg asked.
 Joe felt his heart rate pick up again. “What’ve you got?”
 Greg beckoned with one finger. Joe followed him down the long hallway to a servant’s stair. They 
descended to the ground floor and passed through a series of doors and shadowed halls. Joe saw thick 
oriental carpets and mahogany furniture all the way. Every stick and thread paid for with dirty money, 
he’d wager.
 Then they entered a room totally out of place in the big Staten Island house. Greg asked the 
forensics techs to give the two of them a few minutes to look things over. What had probably once been 
a formal parlor had been converted into a modern laboratory. Stripped of all but medical furnishings and 
a big metal desk, stocked with every imaginable kind of specialized equipment, the disconcerting room 
looked like the punchline to a bad mad scientist joke.
 “The suit in the cellar who died of a bullet wound?” Greg said. “A doctor in Gabriel’s employ. So 
far, no name for him either.”
 “Wow.”
 “No, Joe. This is wow.”
 Greg steered Joe to the desk, where two black notebooks lay beside two evidence bags, awaiting 
collection. A white label affixed to the front cover of the first book read, SUBJECT A. The second book: 
SUBJECT B. Greg opened both covers with a latex-gloved hand to reveal the first pages. “Read,” he 
ordered.
 From the SUBJECT A book:

Adult female, age 32
Height – 1.68 m, Weight – 61.25 kg 
Name – Catherine Chandler
Profession – New York County Assistant District Attorney
Acquired – March 24, 1989
Pregnant, estimated 5 - 6 weeks

 The first page went on to describe the clinical details of a brutal five-day interrogation, ending 
with the doctor’s conclusion that the drugs were jeopardizing the lives of “Subject A” and her fetus.
 “Oh, God,” Joe breathed, sickened.
 “Later in this same log, the doctor describes how he killed her,” Greg said flatly. “Early, September 
twenty-ninth. On Gabriel’s orders. But he only wrote her name just the one time, here on the front page.” 
Dull anger flashed in the detective’s eyes.
 Joe stared at Greg. “Cathy was found in her own bed later that same morning.”
 Greg nodded.
 “Subject B” was the baby. The second book contained exam notes, lab work, growth rates, data 
recording a boy’s life, in utero onward. Joe rubbed the back of his neck.
 “The rest of this place is clean. No documents, no records. So why are these logbooks here?” 
Joe asked.
 Greg shrugged. “We threw everything we could at this house today, as fast as we could scramble 
the men. Gabriel’s guys must’ve been scrambling over here too. Guess they missed some things.”
 “Good news for us!” 
 Greg gave him a grim half-smile. “There’s more.”
 He called to the techs, who opened some kind of refrigeration unit on the other side of the 
room―and held up sealed plastic bags filled with red fluid.
 Images of vampires crossed Joe’s mind again. “You’ve gotta be kidding me!”
 The techs packed blood bags and sealed test tubes into evidence coolers for transport.
 Greg said, “All that blood is labeled. Subjects A, B, and C.”
 “Who the hell is ‘Subject C?’ “ Joe demanded.
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 “We don’t know yet. But what do you want to bet that the ‘Subject A’ samples match Cathy’s 
blood type?”
 Now Joe scrubbed his hand across the top of his head. “Oh, man. This is insane.”
 It was also exactly what he needed to fill in some of the blanks in the Catherine Chandler case 
files. Thanks to Diana. He owed it all to Diana Bennett.
 The two men left CSU to their work in the anonymous doctor’s lab. They walked out to the foyer 
and stood watching law enforcement traffic enter and exit through the open front doors. 
 “Any sign of the baby?” Joe asked Greg.
 “No. There’s all the right household accessories, and that ‘Subject B’ blood, but no actual kid. We 
got a cleaning girl to admit that Gabriel kept a private nurse on staff. The nurse is AWOL. I’ve got two 
men looking for her.”
 “You think we need to escalate the investigation? Call it a kidnapping?”
 “Maybe. As far as I can tell, this was already the worst possible kidnapping situation,” Greg 
answered.
 “Yeah.” Joe recalled that Greg and Cathy had worked a lot of cases together. Greg respected 
her, even missed her. That was the main reason Greg Hughes had made it onto Joe’s drastically 
shortened list of trustworthy allies.
 “So tell me what you make of the cage,” Joe said.
 Greg sighed, shaking his head. “Current theory making the rounds: this billionaire Gabriel thought 
it was a neat idea to keep a large exotic pet in his basement. Until it got out.”
 Joe scoffed. “But that’s not your theory.”
 “I don’t have a better one right now.” Greg looked him in the eye. “Joe, you understand in a case 
like this, the only story we can know for sure is the one we can prove from the facts at hand. Too many 
of these facts just don’t add up. We’ve got layers of secrets obscuring the complete picture. The missing 
pieces are going to keep the mystery alive indefinitely. For now we see through a glass, darkly, you 
know?”
 Joe didn’t like it, but he knew Greg was right.
 “You good?” Greg asked him. “I want to check in with Officer Robertson over there.”
 “Yeah, fine.” Joe waved his hand in Robertson’s direction, urging Greg to keep working. Greg 
tipped him a little salute and walked away. 
 As Greg left, Joe looked through the front doorway and saw Diana Bennett sitting on the wide 
steps outside, still wearing a man’s baggy trench coat over her battle-scarred pajamas, her long red 
tresses escaping a black elastic hair tie in isolated wisps and curls. Lights from the house stretched 
her huddled shadow down the steps and across the manicured lawn. A uniformed officer and another 
detective were talking with her. Joe went to join them. The two cops seemed to have just finished another 
round of questions. The detective closed a pocket notepad and nodded to Joe as he approached. Diana 
turned to look over her shoulder. She stood up wearily to greet Manhattan’s Acting District Attorney.
 “Haskins will drive you to the station when you’re done here,” the detective told Diana.
 “Okay, Mike,” she said.
 The other two cops left Joe and Diana alone on the steps.
 They eyed each other in silence. Joe thought Diana looked like she needed a week’s uninterrupted 
sleep. He glanced over at the mansion, and back to Diana’s tired features. He held out his right hand. 
Diana double-checked his expression, then mirrored the gesture. They shook hands.
 “Hey. Good work, Detective.”
 A slow smile spread across Diana’s face. “Thanks, Joe,” she said.
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