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Whispers of a Killer
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"We the jury find the defendant, Rachel Iris Chester, guilty." With those words, Sylvia Harbinger's life as an NYPD detective is over.

Sylvia is done with serial killers, done with therapy, and done with a New York City now rife with WHISPs-the creepy, grey shadows of her nightmares. She and husband Ben have a deal. She retires and they both move to Montana to escape the WHISP phenomenon. It is the only way to save their marriage after the Chester case, even if it leaves their WHISP-affected son, Lincoln, behind.

Then the phone rings. Chester's in jail, yet there's been a copycat murder, and Sylvia can't let the case go. If she missed something the first time, this new blood is on her hands. Ben gives her a month to work the case, but can their marriage survive that long? And as Sylvia digs deeper into the depths of the source of her phobia, how long will her sanity survive?
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“What is a WHISP? Nothing...if not a reflection of ourselves as a society.”

Sharon Vale, Philosopher of Technology, Santa Clara University

The courtroom is silent as the jury files in, save for the muffled grief of the victims’ family members. I’m surprised by the amount of time it’s taken them to reach a verdict, but as they shuffle by Chester, none of them look at her. Not once in all my decades in court have I ever seen a jury avoid eye contact with a defendant they’ve found not guilty. The muscles in my jaw and the back of my neck relax, but then I tense again. I remind myself this is no ordinary case, and the jury may have another reason for shunning Chester, the same reason, in fact, I’m averting my gaze from her.

Rachel Iris Chester is sprawled in her chair doodling on a legal pad with a felt-tipped pen. From the sallow and disgusted expression of her court-appointed counsel, I’m guessing her drawings are fairly grotesque, though I’m not at a good angle to see them. Not that I’d want to or need to, since as head investigator on her case, I’ve already poured over notebooks filled with her violent and disturbing renderings. Chester’s hair falls in oily brown curtains to the shoulders of her orange jump suit, and on her face she wears a sneer of indifference to the goings on around her. But it’s not her posture or sketches or attitude that disturbs me, it’s her WHISP.

About a foot behind Chester, right in front of the wooden rail separating the spectators in the courtroom from the active participants, is a fuzzy grey shadow. It sits in midair mimicking Chester, leaning back, legs splayed with one hand holding a phantom pad and the other moving over it making ghost drawings of invisible ink. I don’t want to look at the thing, but I’m drawn to it. Shivering, I will myself to look away and find the gaunt, haunted faces of Mr. and Mrs. Rose and their daughter Paris. The Roses, Simon and Ann, faces taut with grief and anticipation, are watching the jury. Paris is staring daggers at Chester’s back, or rather through her WHISP to her back, as she’s been doing the entire trial. Their son Michael was likely Chester’s first victim, though we couldn’t find any definitive evidence linking her to his murder, except the horribly unique modus operandi of the killing.

Next to the Roses, Ms. Beene sobs quietly into her handkerchief. On her left, her daughter-in-law Lucy holds her hand in a tight grip of commiseration though her eyes are clear and dry. Lucy’s husband, Jacob Beene, was Chester’s third victim, and I’m confident that a shoe impression and trace evidence collected at the coffee shop he worked at will secure a guilty verdict. My gaze wanders from Lucy Beene to the Hunts. Henry Hunt, their only son, was Chester’s last victim, and his case is the strongest we have against Chester. In addition to trace and blood evidence linking her to his apartment, she had kept a tuft of his hair.

Behind the Hunts, an assembly of Infantes mourn son, father, brother, cousin, and uncle Diego, though his murder was not brought to trial today. Not enough evidence, yet so many grieving faces. The courtroom is filled with friends and family of Chester’s six victims, all waiting for justice to be served. The only notable absence is the niece of the second-to-last victim, Grant Wilcox. I had spoken to the woman on several occasions about her uncle and the circumstances of his death. It was her opinion the man deserved to die, so I’m not surprised she didn’t fly in from Phoenix to attend the trial.

As always, I feel connected to the families, yet I’m separate. Having testified earlier today, I’m with the other witnesses in the section on the judge’s right. Also, I’ve been given a chance to speak, unlike the family members. 

“Foreperson, has the jury reached a verdict?”

My focus is drawn back to the front of the court by the judge’s words. 

The foreperson, a solid African American woman in her fifties with tightly curled, greying hair, wearing a turquoise blouse and skirt, nods with a professional air. “We have, Your Honor.”

She hands the court clerk a folded slip of paper. The clerk in turn hands the verdict to the judge, who unfolds it and scans the contents, his face a mask of impassivity.

“Will the defendant please rise?”

Chester’s lawyer has to nudge her with an elbow and whisper in her ear to get Chester to comply. The quiet of the courtroom is shattered when Chester pushes her chair backward with an ear-assailing screech and then stands. The fluid movements of her WHISP incites a renewed chill down my spine, which I try to ignore. It’s almost over now.

“What is your verdict?”

Now many of the jurors turn to stare at Chester, including the forewoman whose objectivity is now belied with a frown.

“We, the jury, find the defendant, Rachel Chester, in the charge of murder in the first degree of Grant Wilcox, not guilty.”

Fuck. The evidence in Wilcox’s murder hadn’t been as strong as for Hunt’s, but I still thought the jury would understand it’s a lot easier to get blood spatter on your shirt while you’re murdering someone rather than during some bullshit imaginary fist fight with them. Razors of anger dissolve into a cold and empty hole in my stomach even as it clenches, because I know what’s coming. If the jury didn’t find Chester guilty of killing Wilcox, then...

“In the charge of murder in the first degree of Jacob Beene, we find the defendant, Rachel Chester, not guilty.”

Ms. Beene’s wail echoes through the room and I can’t look at her. I promised her justice for her son, goddammit!

“In the charge of murder in the first degree of Henry Hunt”—Oh god, please. Please—“we the jury find the defendant, Rachel Iris Chester, guilty.”

Thank you. I think I hear Paris Rose telling Chester to “Burn in hell,” but it’s difficult to hear over Ms. Beene’s anguish. Relief washes through me, but the sweetness of the victory, of putting a killer behind bars, is tainted for me. Twice I had failed to produce enough evidence to convince the jury of Chester’s guilt. I’m still reeling from the idea that Chester came within one clump of hair of walking out of the courtroom a free woman, when the judge announces the date of the sentencing hearing. I pray it will be life in prison without the possibility of parole. It’s the strictest punishment New York has to offer and, for the briefest instant, I wish I lived in Texas. Then the gavel hits the block with a resounding crack and the whole court is on its feet. It’s all over. The case, the trial, and my life as a cop.
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​​Chapter Two
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“We provide a service and do not, nor have we ever, made claims as to the inherent safety of using that service. If an individual wants to partake of our service, they do so, and have always done so, at their own risk.”

Albin Corvet, CEO, WorldComVerse, excerpt from The People vs. WorldComVerse

Six years old, I’m in the hallway rubbing my eyes. Something has woken me and I’ve stumbled out of my bedroom to find out what it was. There’s a glowing light at the end of the hall and as I get closer, I see the television in the living room is on and black and white static flickers across the screen. I’m wondering why someone left the TV on when suddenly a shadow steps in front of the television. Backlit by the static, all I see is an inky outline of a person, but it doesn’t match the shape of my mother, my father, or my big brother. I gasp, and the outline turns its featureless, black face toward me. I scream.

I jolt awake. Heart racing, it takes me a minute to recognize the ceiling fan, the comfortable sagging of the mattress, and Ben’s soft snoring. It was the nightmare again. I’m in the apartment, I’m an adult, and I’m safe. My taut muscles ease into relaxation. Exhausted, I know there will be no more sleep tonight. There never is after the nightmare. Carefully, I extract myself from the bed, trying not to disturb Ben or Grumps, our furry Persian baby, and exit the bedroom. Out in the hallway, my heartrate jumps again briefly, but then I’m in the bathroom with the door shut and the light on. I turn on the hot water tap of the sink and lean against the counter. Meeting the eyes of my reflection, I sigh. “Time for therapy again?”

***
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Ben enters the kitchen, his loosely tied robe just barely concealing his muscled chest. “Morning, love.” He smiles.

I’m in the living room, ostensibly sorting important papers and weeding out those not worthy of making the move, but actually, I’ve been staring at the same page for a few minutes now. I force my face into a cheerful expression. “Morning.”

Ben isn’t fooled. He revs up the Keurig and frowns. “How long have you been up?”

“A little while.”

“Uh huh. More nightmares?”

I place the paper I’ve been holding in the keep pile, though I’ve already forgotten what it was. “Just the one.”

“Do you think you should call Dr. Fritz?”

Ben suggesting it makes me cranky. “I’m fine. Or rather, I’ll be fine once we get outta here. We’ve got way too much to do still, and he probably won’t have any appointments available until after we move anyway.”

Collecting his coffee mug, Ben joins me in the living room. “I’m sure he’d be able to fit you in.”

I mutter something that could be construed as a maybe and turn my attention back to the stacks of papers on the coffee table. Ben sits next to me on the couch and runs the fingers of his free hand through my hair. “Babe, I’m worried about you. You have to start getting some sleep.”

He’s wrong, though he means well. Sleep isn’t exactly the problem. I rarely have trouble falling asleep. But I’d kill to get some decent rest.

***
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Bagels, cream cheese, and several cups of warm, caffeinated beverages later, we’re both loading cardboard boxes with books and light, bulky things like Tupperware so that we can actually lift the boxes. Ben has the same look on his face he’s had since my retirement. The gentle lines around his mouth and eyes are trying to be happy. Happy I’m retired, happy we’re both getting away from disturbed criminals and destroyed lives; the lie he’s not only been telling me for almost a month, but himself. I tape up a box wondering if he knows I know he’s unhappy. He doesn’t want to leave the city, doesn’t want to be seven states away from Lincoln, but we have a plan and he made a promise. The thought of being so far away from my only child breaks my heart, but Lincoln is even more stubborn than I am, and he won’t leave New York, at least, not now.

So, we pack in a silence heavy with things we want to say, my eyes still red and grainy with exhaustion. It’s almost a palpable relief when the phone rings. Ben is closer and faster and I’m removing Grumps from a half-filled box, so Ben answers it. 

“’Lo.” The congenial expression on his face fades quickly as he turns to me. “Yes, she is. May I ask who’s calling?”

A scowl has taken up residence on Ben’s lips. I set Grumps down on the couch.

“Uh huh. Just a minute.” Ben places a hand over the receiver and sighs.

“Who is it?”

“Says his name’s Crone. Lieutenant Crone, NYPD.”

The name doesn’t ring any immediate bells, but there’d been a lot of changes in my precinct in just the short time since I’d left the force. I reach for the phone. Ben hands it to me stiffly.

“Hello?”

“Lieutenant Harbinger?” The voice is gruff with a hint of irritation.

The lieutenant part isn’t quite true anymore, but I much prefer it to Mrs. “Yes.”

“My name’s Lieutenant Crone.”

“What can I do for you, Lieutenant?”

“I need you to come down to the precinct ASAP.”

He says the acronym like a word, military style. I’ve been trying to keep my face neutral for Ben’s sake, but this shatters my façade of nonchalance, so I turn away and drift into the kitchen. Bracing the phone between my ear and shoulder, I cinch my robe tighter around me. “What’s this all about?”

“It’s about Rachel Chester, Lieutenant.”
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“The question isn’t whether an individual with a WHISP is a fit parent, but rather the question is whether a child should be forced to be exposed to the same environment which created the parent’s WHISP.”

Wendy Bleeker, Esq., California Department of Public Health, Child Safety Division

––––––––
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All the air flies out of my lungs at once, and the kitchen wobbles unsteadily in my vision. This isn’t happening. It isn’t real. I can’t tell if I’m awake or in a new nightmare. Chester is in jail, tried, convicted, and sentenced. Anyone calling me with her name in their mouths who isn’t a reporter has bad news. 

“Lieutenant?”

Crone’s voice solidifies the world, and I take in a deep breath. “Tell me.”

“I’d rather you just came down to the precinct.” Resistance.

I’m not having it. “Lieutenant, Rachel Chester has threatened my life and the lives of my family members multiple times. If there’s some technicality or an appeal or she’s escaped from prison, I have a right to know. Now.”

“Nothing like that. There’s been a murder.”

“If Chester is still in jail, I don’t see what that has to do with her, or me. I’m not sure if they told you, Lieutenant Crone, but I’m retired.”

“I wish you would just come down—”

“And I wish that you would stop bullshitting and tell me what’s going on.” I spin and spot Ben hovering in the kitchen doorway. I can’t blame him for eavesdropping. It isn’t as if he couldn’t hear every word from the living room. 

“Copycat. A good one, too. Chief said we’d better consult with you, you being the expert on Chester and all.”

I can’t meet Ben’s eyes. “Yeah. I guess I am.” This is total crap and I should just tell Crone no, but he mentioned the Chief asking for me. Chief Lowman wouldn’t have allowed some schmuck lieutenant to call me if it wasn’t important. Turning, I feel Ben’s stare of daggers piercing my back. “Okay. I’ll be there in an hour.”

“Until then.”

Placing the phone in its charger, I turn to face Ben.

“Be where in an hour?”

“The precinct.”

Ben stares me down.

“There’s... They want me to consult on a case.”

“Did you happen to mention to them that you’re retired?”

“It’s one of my old cases. They just want my opinion on...new evidence.” I brush past him into the hall, but he grabs my arm.

“Which case?”

I swallow hard. I’ve already skirted the truth enough to have gotten his dander up. “Rachel Chester.”

Ben’s grip on my arm slackens. “Mother fucker.”

I move past him and head to the bedroom. “No, that was a different case.”

“That’s not funny.”

I want to tell him it would’ve had the whole homicide department rolling, but he never understood the desperate need for dark humor when dealing with the worst of humanity and the horrors that follow in their wake. “Sorry.”

As I’m pulling black slacks, a white blouse, and a black blazer I never thought I’d have to wear again from the closet, Ben appears in the bedroom doorway. “She’s not going to get off, is she? You said there’s new evidence?”

“Chester’s going to rot in jail for the rest of her life. This is just... I’ll be home in a few hours.” I head for the bathroom, but Ben blocks the door.

“Sylvia—”

“Look, Ben, I can’t just turn off being a cop. I can’t just say screw you to all of those victims’ families and tell them I’m sorry, but I’m too busy packing to tie up any loose ends with my old cases. You know I have to go.”

His eyes go soft. “But it’s Chester.”

I move him out of my way with a gentle hand on his shoulder. “I know.”

***
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Ben says little more until he’s kissing me goodbye at the door. “Text me when you’re heading home.”

“I will.”

Then I’m driving to the precinct, focusing on the road in front of me as best I can while, in my mind, the gruesome crime scenes of Chester’s case play back on fast forward. If this is a copycat killer, it will be my first, but it isn’t terribly surprising. The case made national news not only because of the brutal nature of the crimes or the fact she was a female serial killer, but because Chester has a WHISP. The overcharged media exploded when she was arrested. While the pro-WHISP lobby debated the ethics of punishing a WHISP for its human’s crimes, the anti-WHISP lobby used the case as proof of the inherent evil of WHISPs. You had to be living under a rock or in a tech-free cabin in the wilds of Montana not to have heard about Rachel Chester. 

So, in retrospect, a copycat seemed inevitable. But why the hell did NYPD need my input to deal with one? I’d kept painstaking notes on Chester throughout the investigation. Those notes should’ve contained more than enough details to deal with a copycat. There had to be more to the story, but as I fought through traffic, I couldn’t figure out what. Whoever this Chester-wannabe was, I damned him or her for not waiting just another couple of months to start their killing spree. By then Ben and I would have been on the road with no turning back, not ten minutes away where some jackass detective on a power trip felt like he could order me to come down to my old precinct. I pull into a visitor spot, turn off the car and stare up at the rearview mirror. “Yeah, but you’re the idiot who can’t let it go.”

Sighing, I get out of the car and stride up to the front door. A young, blond officer exiting the precinct holds the door for me before a spark of recognition fires in his eyes and a wide smile spreads across his face like a sunrise. “Lieutenant Harbinger! Nice to see you, Ma’am. I take it you haven’t headed west yet?”

“Not quite yet, Schmitty. How’s the works?”

“Can’t complain. But what brings you down here? Forget your favorite stapler?”

I smile. “Give you three guesses and the first two don’t count.”

His blue eyes narrow and his smile sags. “It’s that 187 they’re all talking about, yeah? They get you to come back to work?”

“Naw, just consulting.”

“Heh, like Sherlock Holmes.”

“Exactly, except for the cocaine. Now Schmitty, you won’t tell anyone I’ve been by, right? Wouldn’t want folks to get jealous that I didn’t visit.”

“You can count on me, Lieutenant. You take care and have a good trip if I don’t see ya again before you leave.”

“I will.”

I watch Schmitty skip down the last few steps and I wave to him when he reaches the bottom. He’s a good kid, and I’m glad I won’t be here when he takes a bullet or a bribe or when the stress of the job breaks his spirit. As the familiar scents of the precinct fill my nostrils, mostly stale coffee and pungent floor cleaner, I feel a bittersweet comfort, but it’s my home away from home no more. Resisting the urge to walk right to the back, I glide up to the front desk and an unfamiliar redhead looks up from her computer. “Can I help you?”

“I’m Sylvia Harbinger. I’m here to see Lieutenant Crone. He’s expecting me.”

She picks up the phone, consults a phone list, and taps three digits. During the pause that follows, she gives me a perfunctory smile. “A Ms. Harbringer here to see Lieutenant Crone.”

Not very observant, this one. I want to tap my wedding ring and correct her pronunciation, but I restrain myself. My being edgy has nothing to do with her and I don’t want to take out crap on the poor girl. 

“Uh huh. Thanks.” She hangs up the phone. “Lieutenant Crone said to go right back to the briefing room. Said you’d know the way?”

“I do, thank you.”

Here we go again.
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​​Chapter Four
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“Many have blamed the Department of Energy for their lack of regulations with regards to magnetic fields, but the truth is, technology is neither a fad nor something that Americans are willing to live without. I think if you asked most people whether they’d give up their computers and cell phones in order to avoid developing a WHISP, they would think you were insane.”

Eric Dugan, Journalist for Technology Magazine

––––––––
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Lieutenant Crone is a lot like I pictured him: a big pain-in-the-ass in a discount suit. His stubble is impressive, as are his bright white teeth and the mustard stain on his already hideous tie. His hand is a big hunk of clammy meat swallowing my relatively normal sized one and crushing it for good measure. Years of dealing with inflated male egos exactly like his keep me from wincing during the introductions.

“Lieutenant Harbinger, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

“Lieutenant Crone.”

“Please sit down.”

I park in one of the comfortable black rollers at the large oval conference desk but keep a straight back. It’s just the two of us and the room feels too big. “Where’s the chief?”

“Trying to put a cap on the press.”

“Ah, right. Okay. Hit me. Why did I need to come all the way down here?”

Crone smirks. “They told me you were the no-nonsense type.” He flips open a folder and drops it in front of me before plunking down in the seat next to mine. “This happened three days ago in SoHo. Her name was Alice. Alice Petrie.”

A woman? I’m struggling to think about what a woman’s murder has to do with Chester’s six-man killing spree when glossy photos of a familiar scene assault my eyes. Even knowing what I was probably going to see doesn’t change the awfulness of it. I examine each photo in turn, suppressing emotion. It’s all so similar to Chester’s MO, but the fact that it’s a female victim is throwing me.

“I’m sure that you can see why we called you ‘all the way down here.’ This is too carbon copy. Either someone on the force made a pretty penny selling your crime scene notes or Chester had an accomplice who’s taken it upon himself to continue that psycho’s good work.”

I don’t look up from the pictures or correct Crone’s misassumption or misuse of pronouns. If Chester had an accomplice, it wouldn’t have been a man. “There was never any evidence of an accomplice.”

“So your file says. But then, how do you explain that?” Crone points a bulky finger at the photo in my hand. It’s a close-up of a cell phone lodged in a woman’s throat. A detail of the original murders held very quiet and need-to-know.

“Chester could have said something to someone, written a letter; hell, she could’ve tweeted it.”

“Survey says no, and I know you see more little odds and ends that no one’s supposed to know about.”

I set down the photo and rub my temples. “That still doesn’t mean there’s an accomplice. I know that this may come as a shock to you, Crone, but there are such things as dirty cops. It’s like you said before, probably an inside leak.” Even as I speak, I’m wracking my brain trying to remember what details I’d actually put in my reports and which were in my personal notes that no one but me had access to.

“Chief thinks there’s enough doubt, and this case is sufficiently ugly that he wants this thing put to bed quickly and quietly. He wants you to come back. Help solve this thing before it’s one big shitstorm again.”

“And just why does he think I’d do that?”

“Said he’d consider it a personal favor, and also that Sylvia Harbinger didn’t leave shit just hanging.”

What Crone doesn’t say is that no one knows Chester like I do, and with the threat of another serial, the chief probably had no choice in calling me back in. I snort. “Bastard. Don’t suppose I can get copies of all this to compare with my personal notes.”

“But of course, Lieutenant.”

I gather up the photos in the file and pass it over to Crone.

“Does this mean you’re putting yourself on the case?”

“It means that I need to compare stuff with my personal notes.”

“Uh huh.” Crone takes the file and walks out leaving me alone in the briefing room. 

It might be the first time I’ve ever really been alone in here. Sitting back in the chair, I close my eyes, but the images from the photos are still there as if they’ve been photocopied onto the backs of my eyelids. I don’t try to kid myself that there’s going to be a fast arrest here. If Crone and company had any leads at all, I wouldn’t be here. There’s also no sense telling myself I can just let this go and have someone else deal with it. That isn’t going to happen. Now I just have to find a way of doing it without wrecking my marriage. I can hear Ben’s every argument already in my ears: “They can’t ask you to do this, you’re retired. You promised, Sylvy. How can you even think about doing this after all that this case put you through the first time?” 

His yet-to-be-spoken points aren’t invalid, and how am I going to go through this all again? This case, my last case, sent me into therapy and came damn close to ending my marriage. Only my agreeing to early retirement and Ben agreeing to move out of the city kept us together. What was the saying about compromise? A conclusion where both participants walk away unhappy? But seriously, I have to figure out how I’m going to convince Ben that finishing this case, really finishing this case, is the only option for me. Dammit.

I am hating Chester all over again. Hating a world where someone like her is even allowed to exist. But also hating myself for allowing her to get to me. “You’re tougher than this, Sylvia, ol’ girl. You’ll take down this worthless excuse for a human, just like you took down the original. Then it’s a cozy cabin and serene mountains and a proper retirement.”

“Gosh, I miss these little conversations we used to have without me.”

Maybe if I’d gotten a decent night sleep, I’d have bolted out of my chair at the chief sneaking up on me whilst I was talking to myself, but today I can’t manage it. I do spin the chair to face him and stand up. “Chief. Are we fighting the good fight today?”

His mocha lips thin. “You mean the one against the press? I suppose.”

“I mean the one against monsters like Chester.”

“We could be.”
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​​Chapter Five
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“The WHISP phenomenon is real. But it is not a reason to fear. It is not a reason to panic. Nor is it the next stage in human evolution. WHISPs are merely a byproduct of technology. Soon we will discover under what circumstances they are produced, and how to prevent and eventually eradicate them. This is a global occurrence, but should in no way be construed as a global crisis.” 

President Hannah Truefall, excerpt Presidential Address, May 2nd, 2030

––––––––
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Chief Lowman isn’t my pop and he didn’t say he’d be disappointed in me if I didn’t come back on board until this copycat was put away, but he’s still a father-figure to me, despite my age, and I know he would be. But it isn’t a reason Ben will understand. I’m not sure there is a reason he will understand, but I have to try. He’s still in the living room packing when I get back from the precinct, a folder of photocopied pages from the copycat murder under my arm.

Hearing me come in, he meets me in the hallway to give my lips a peck. “So, how’d it go?”

“Not great. Let’s, ah, sit down, okay?”

Ben eyes the folder under my arm. “What’s that?”

“Case file.”

“On Chester?”

“Not exactly.” I brush past Ben and head to the living room. I weave around boxes, sit on the couch and set the file on the coffee table. 

Ben follows, but his face is already a blank mask behind which anger bubbles. He doesn’t sit with me on the couch but chooses an armchair instead. “Tell me.”

I do. I tell him everything that Crone told me, everything the chief said, and everything I could glean from the file in the short time I’d studied it. Ben sits in silence, his expression unchanged and his posture rigid. He doesn’t nod or give any indication that he’s listening at all save his brown eyes locked on me in steady regard. I finish. The silence stretches. I try to stay still and neutral. If I don’t give Ben a chance to give me his opinion first, without resistance, then he may bottle it up and never tell me what he truly thinks. I must be patient.

Finally, after swallowing several times, he says, “You didn’t tell them ‘no,’ did you?”

I choose my words carefully, “I didn’t tell them ‘yes,’ either.”

“So, what did you say?”

“I told them that I’d have to consider, but that I would compare this case with my personal notes to see if anything sticks out.”

Ben stands and turns to the window. “I know that look. You already think there’s a connection. That you might’ve missed something.”

“Rachel Chester is a loner, and there was never any evidence of an accomplice...but there are similarities, details that Chester or someone else in the know must have shared with someone.”

Ben doesn’t look at me. “You already know I don’t think you should do this, and I don’t want you to, so I don’t feel like this is much of a discussion. We almost didn’t make it through this case once already, and to be honest with you, I don’t think we’re out of the woods yet. And now you’re asking me to let you get dragged back into it. What do you want me to say?”

He isn’t wrong. Not in one thing he’s saying. In this moment, I might be choosing between saving my marriage and catching a killer. I love Ben, so much it hurts sometimes, and there could be no one else in the world willing to put up with my own special brand of bullshit, but people had died, and more people were going to die, and if I’d missed something in the initial investigation, then their deaths would all be on me. Could I live with a failed marriage? With Ben as just a friend, splitting holidays with Lincoln? My heart feels crushed even thinking about it, but maybe. What I couldn’t live with was willfully letting a mistake of mine get people killed. I only hope Ben will understand. I stand and join him at the window without touching him.

“You’re right. This isn’t much of a discussion, and I’m sorry for that. I will understand if...if you can’t do this with me. But, Ben, if I missed something, if I screwed up this case somehow, people have died because of it, and more people are going to die because of it. Because of my fuck up.”

He turns to me, eyes blazing. “You don’t know that. Sylvy, they can catch this bastard without you.”

“Maybe. But what if they don’t? How many lives is that chance worth? One? Two?”

His gaze returns to the cityscape outside the window. “You realize the position I’m in, right? I let you do this and go through hell again or I say no and I’m the asshole for leaving you at a time like this. You might forgive me, but what about Lincoln?”

“Don’t do that. Lincoln’s a grown man now. He’s got your brains and my moxie. He’d understand.” I swallow and take his hand. “I know I’m asking for a lot. And I know I don’t really deserve this from you. But I’d also like to think that because of the shit we’ve gone through in the past, we’re going to be able to handle this shit better. We already know what to expect, at least the general flavor of shit if not the specific dish.”

Ben cracks a smile but quashes it quickly. His hand returns my grip as he looks into my eyes. “One month. I know you have to fix this, but, at some point, you also have to let it go.”

I can’t suppress the flare of anger that goes off in me. It’s just so Ben to think the case could be resolved so quickly and easily, but then I pause and ask myself what exactly I was hoping for. What did I think he was going to say? “Sure, sweetie pie, take all the time you need.” Yeah right. And I think I can vaguely see his point through the haze of my emotions. Eventually, maybe I will have to let it go. Maybe not in one month, but someday.

“A month.”

We seal Ben’s ultimatum with a kiss.
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​​Chapter Six
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Population of the United States with WHISP: 16.5 million or approximately 5% 

U.S. Census Bureau 2027

––––––––
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Three days later, Crone and I are making our way into the depths of Rikers. There’s an aura of palpable hatred coming from the place that’s hard to ignore as we pass block after block. A few new, colorful sexual insults are thrown my way, but they bounce off the armor I’ve already erected for Chester. I will my face blank, my hands steady, and my pace unbroken. Crone is smirking like he’s enjoying the atmosphere, and he may very well be. Some cops get off on seeing perps behind bars, like it’s a validation of their work. Not me. I’m not naïve enough to think prisons are or do any good. More criminal shit goes down in Rikers on a typical Friday night than in an entire week in the scummiest parts of the city. Prisons are a necessary evil, with evil being the key word.

It does give me the smallest relief to know that some individuals are behind these bars though, and right now Rachel Chester is at the top of the list. The journey to get to Chester is longer than most. Because of the high profile nature of her case, she’s kept in special solitary and she’s not supposed to have any visitors. Of course, they make an exception for detectives, especially when the case goes from solved to ongoing. Chester’s lawyer is no doubt wetting himself at the possibility we may have screwed something up, but the chief’s already told him not to get too excited. We’re playing things off like we’re dealing with a typical copycat, not a possible accomplice or someone Chester may have personally coached. That’s a sobering thought: personal murder coaching.

The arrangements for the interview are awkward. Chester is shackled to a chair in her cell with the solid metal door open, and there are two chairs for Crone and me to sit in just outside. The guard who’s been leading us opens the barred door leading into Chester’s private, dead end hallway and gestures us through but doesn’t follow.

“You’ve done this before?”

I hold up the panic button device issued at entry. “She twitches, I press this, you bust in, guns blazing.”

The guard’s face is stony. “When you’re done, approach this door but stay behind the line. I’ll close the inmate’s door before I open this one.”

He presses a button on the wall and the door slides shut between us with a clang that I feel in my bones. The churning in my stomach has reached a nauseating pitch, but I can’t let anything show. I can’t give Chester anything. Crone’s presence should be reassuring, but somehow it’s only making things worse. My not coming alone will seem like weakness to Chester. Maybe it is. I didn’t fight Crone on his being here, even though I don’t think Chester will give us anything with him present. I tell myself it’s all fine. When Chester gives us nothing, I’ll have ammunition against Crone being here next time.

We reach the chairs and sit. I avoid looking at Chester until I absolutely have to. When I do, she’s leering at me from her chair, her eyes full of quiet malice. I can’t believe she wasn’t always like this, that she once was a student in the same program at NYU as my son, worked in the same lab. My fingers are numb on the arms of my chair. At first, I don’t see her WHISP in the shadowy depths of the cell, but then my pupils adjust and its shape emerges from the darkness. It’s an inky mirror of Chester, also leering at me, but without eyes.

“I knew it was you.” Chester’s voice is a flat Midwest drawl, nasally and ugly. She completely ignores Crone. I knew she would.

Crone dislikes being ignored. “Didn’t know she was a fucking psychic. I suppose you know why we’re here too, then.”

“To what do I owe this honor Detective Harbinger? Still looking for a confession? Hardly seems necessary now. Or did you just miss me and Ray?”

Hiding a shudder by scratching my neck, I finally speak to her. “You’re a smart gal, Chester. I’m pretty sure you know why we’re here.”

The wheels are turning behind her eyes, always calculating. If you could catch Chester’s interest, it was unwavering. I caught her interest, Crone didn’t, simple as that. Some people were inconsequential to Chester, while others were games to her, puzzles to be systematically explored, dominated, broken down, and dismantled.

“You sound so bold, Detective. The therapy must be going well then.”

In my periphery, I spot a small smirk on Crone’s face. Asshole. He doesn’t constitute enough of a person to need therapy. 

“Well, if this isn’t a social visit, I certainly hope you didn’t bring this ape along for a conjugal visit...”

The ape comment’s enough for Crone. “Come on, Chester, nothing you want to tell us about? Don’t even wanna gloat?”

A slight twitch of my finger is all that betrays my desire to reach out and slap Crone across his big stupid mouth. I have no idea where he picked up his interrogation skills, or poker skills, but he’s just shown our whole hand.

Chester shifts in her chair and her WHISP shifts too, reminding me of its presence with a jolt. Her face lights up like Orphan Annie’s on her first Christmas with Daddy Warbucks. Chester now knows what we know without us being able to know if she’d known before.

“Gloat? Why whatever would I have to glo—oh, ooooh! Something’s happened hasn’t it? Something you think I’d be proud of. Now let me see, what could it be, what could it be?”

A cracking sound comes from Crone’s jaw.

Interjecting before Crone can say anything else catastrophically moronic, “Actually, I didn’t think you’d be proud of it, at all. If fact, I thought you’d be kinda pissed off. Thought you were more of a one woman show, myself.”

“Oh, but I am, Detective. You know that.” Chester writhes in her chair, causing her WHISP to undulate behind her.

“Do I?”

Chester grins, showing straight, white teeth. “You should.”

I just stare into those cold eyes and wait. Chester likes to talk, and I wanted her to monologue, maybe give something away in her smugness. There’s something else too. For the briefest moment I see something behind her icy stare, a flicker of something, a crack, but before I can analyze it, of course, Crone is feeling left out and it hurts his delicate, fucking, baby feelings.

“I don’t know you, chicky, why don’t you enlighten me?”

And it’s over. Chester’s face turns like my college boyfriend’s face turned when we were in the preludes of sex and my grandmother called. The mood is spoiled. Chester won’t be giving us anything on the copycat, at least not today. Ignoring Crone, she says, “Detective, I assume you are responsible for keeping the monkey on its leash and cleaning up its doo-doo, so I think it’s time for his walkies. Don’t you?”

I do, in fact, but fuck if I’m going to agree with her...but then an angle presents itself. It’s a shitty angle, one that I feel grimy pursuing, but my delicate baby feelings are less important than stopping people from being brutally murdered, so I go with it. “Yeah, you’ll have to excuse detective Crone, he didn’t get his nap today. But why don’t you and I just pretend he’s not here?”

She considers my words, or at least pretends to consider them. I’m pretty sure she sees through my flimsy “us against him” ruse, but there’s always the possibility she’ll go with it just to fuck with me, to try to get back inside my head. Crone’s shockingly silent. I’d like to think he’s finally wised up to him not helping matters, but more likely he’s just reeling from me insulting him. I don’t even flick my eyes to him to see which it is because my eyes are still locked on Chester’s, and they’re starting to burn. Can’t blink. Can’t blink. Her irises shift subtly.

“Tempting, Detective, very tempting, but I think no. Come back without your pet sometime, but today’s interview is over.”
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​​Chapter Seven
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“In what way has your WHISP affected your acting career?” 

“Oh, I think that it’s opened up a lot of WHISP-specific roles for me.” 

“What about non-WHISP roles, are you still getting those?” 

“Sure. With digital technology, they can pretty much, like, photo-shop my WHISP out of any shot.” 

“Have you ever been a victim of any anti-WHISP sentiment?” 

“Until this latest role, most people didn’t know I had a WHISP, so there was some fall out from that. It’s sad some people think I’m like a different person now that I have a WHISP.” 

Hollywood Insider Interview with Breathless WHISPer star Jason Stone

––––––––
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It is all that I can do to wait until we’re back in Crone’s car to give him a piece of my mind.

“So, Detective Crone, tell me, do you like cleaning up messes made by people like Chester? Like notifying mothers their only child is dead and oh, by the way, you’re gonna wanna plan for a closed casket, but you have my sincere condolences.”

Crone’s face turns crimson so quick it’s almost like he’s a cartoon character. “What do you think I was trying to do in there? I’m trying to get some fucking answers to stop these killings, not trying to buddy up with some psycho bitch!”

“You’re not going to get any answers from Chester.”

“Oh, right, I forgot, you’re the supposed fucking Chester expert. I’m guessing you’re the only person who can get answers from her then?”

I take a deep breath. This inane argument isn’t helping anything either. Though I would love to blame this on Crone, it’s not his fault. This whole damn debacle is actually my fault for not protesting Crone’s presence to begin with. It was me being a goddamn coward and not wanting to face Chester alone, even though I knew we wouldn’t get anywhere with him there. Pinching the bridge of my nose to avoid another migraine, I lighten up on Crone.

“I didn’t say that. Even if she does know something, it’s likely that she won’t give it up. She has very little to gain. The DA’s not willing to offer much in the way of deals for her cooperation due to his still being pissed about the verdicts. I hope you see I was just trying to get a little leverage with her.”

Starting the car like it’s personally wronged him, he grunts. “Yeah, I guess.”

I try to lift the mood of failure pressing down on us. “You’re aware all of her victims were men, right?”

Directing the car through the maze of exit gates, Crone grunts again, but in an amiable way. “It’s weird then.”

My brain’s busy coming up with a strategy for when I talk to Chester alone, while simultaneously trying to come up with an excuse not to. “What’s weird?”

“This copycat isn’t some man-hating wench, so they’re not a real copycat.”

By God, the man has a point, and a good one. Glad he finally got there, but we didn’t need to interview Chester to figure that out. Regardless, Crone continues.

“Probably doesn’t mean dick. I’m sure the FBI has big thick files on copycats who didn’t follow the original killer’s MO to the letter. Most are over-obsessed wannabe murder fans trying to impress psychos, but I’m sure there’s a few out there just mooching off the celebrity of the original, adding a little of their own flare to a successful formula.”

“Maybe, but I’m not dismissing anything that might be close to a lead on this.”

Crone chuckles. “You got a pal over at the FBI willing to help us profile this asshole?”

“Actually, I do.”

***
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Jeffrey isn’t so much a pal as an old boyfriend. Maybe ‘old booty call’ is a better description, but still a good friend. I hadn’t contacted him about the original Chester case because we’d had a pretty solid suspect in Chester fairly early in the case and were just waiting to track down more evidence. Despite working for the FBI for nearly ten years and being one of the few survivors of the massive 2029 nuke-it-from-space-and-salt-the-earth overhaul, Jeffrey’s office is still a modest affair with a tiny window, crappy ventilation, and chairs with cracked vinyl cushions. After the preliminary hugs and queries about health and family, Jeffrey sits and takes a long swig from his coffee.

“So, Sylvy, I take it this isn’t a social call.”

“Well spotted. A carnal romp in your office is just a little crass, even for me.”

Jeffrey sets the mug on his immaculate desk. “Jokes. Must be important.”

Damn, he knows me. “Yeah, so this thing with Chester, I’m back on it.”

“You’re retired.”

“Technically, yes, but for the next three months I’m an official consulting detective.”

Jeffrey’s eyebrows meet his shaggy bangs. “Like Sherlock Holmes.”

“Jokes. You must not want to help me.”

“Sylvy, you were a damn good cop, but this Chester thing...well it was bad for you and I was happy when you told me it was going to be your last case. This copycat is just going to drag you back into all that shit.”

It was my turn to raise my eyebrows. “How did you know? The chief’s supposed to have the press all bottled up.”

“I got my sources.”

“Well, if you know about the copycat, then you must know the victim was a woman.”

“Uh huh. I take it you want a profile.” Snatching a pen out of a cup of them on the corner of his desk, Jeffrey goes into his professional mode and flips open a notepad. “How close to the Chester murders was the copycat scene? A copy or a copy of a copy?”

“A copy.”

“Good quality or touched up?”

“Good quality.”

His pen is working a little too hard for my answers, but whatever Jeffrey’s writing has brought out the cute little crease on his forehead. “Any embellishments?”

“Not that jumped out. Forensics is still combing through the place with their finest combs, but it’ll take a while to sift through everything. You, uh, need details?”

“If it’s as close to the Chester killings as you think it is, then no. When I heard you were on the Chester case I requisitioned the files.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to that. “Oh, that’s...um...sweet?”

Jeffrey looks up from the pad. “Call it a mixture of professional interest and wanting to know what the hell kinda psycho my old friend was chasing.”

“That’s fair. Need to know anything else?”

“What’s your gut saying?”

“My gut’s saying that it’s Chester again, only now on a woman-hating kick. I know it’s impossible, but that’s what’s in my gut and you asked.”

“Hmmm.” Jeffrey scratches out a few more lines then closes his pad. “I’ll get you a profile within twenty-four hours.

“Thanks.”

“What does Saint Ben say about all of this?”

“He’s”—my gaze shifts to the haphazard rows of books behind Jeffrey’s head—“supportive.”

“Bullshit.”

Can’t lie to Jeffrey, not well anyway, so I skirt around how bad the situation is for Ben and me. “We’ve come to an agreement about it.”

“Uh huh. Listen, Sylvy, I don’t want to sound like an ass, but do you really think your marriage with Ben is going to survive another serial killer like Chester?”

Honestly, I’m not sure it will, but walking away isn’t a choice. Jeffrey has to understand that, so I’m pissed he’s acting like I have one. “It’s gonna have to.”
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​​Chapter Eight
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“So, you are saying that WHISPs are demons?” 

“Demons, Jerry. Demons unlocked from the soul of man by technology!” 

“Okay. So, if they are demons, then what, we need to exorcise them? How?” 

“Like any other demon, Jerry, through faith, prayer, and the burning justice of the Lord.” 

Reverend Cornelius M. Salt, The New Jerry Springer Show, September 4th, 2031
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The more I pour over the evidence from the new crime scene, the more I am convincing myself that no one other than Chester could have killed the woman. But that conclusion doesn’t help anything, and Tina down in forensic biology is getting downright surly after my ninth call to check on the DNA processing.

“Still no DNA matches other than the victim, Detective. I’ll call you if anything changes. I’ll call you.”

Another migraine is knocking on the door of my frontal lobe, so I open the drawer of “my” desk, in actuality one that I’m sharing with a junior detective on maternity leave, and pull out the bottle of 600mg ibuprofen I’ve stashed there. I pop one and wash it down with the dregs of a cold cup of coffee just as Crone saunters up looking a bit like an expectant father.

“So,” he says.

“So, what?”

“So, what’s the FBI have to say?”

I rub my temples. “They’ll have a profile for us by tomorrow.” 

“Spiffy. What are we doing until then?”

So, it’s we now? Interesting. I wonder what kind of bonding ritual Crone and I underwent in the past few days I’d somehow missed, but then decide he probably just wants to take partial credit for the FBI profile we’re about to get.

“I’m headed home. Forensics doesn’t have anything interesting yet and cyber is still looking for any e-mails, texts, etcetera they might have missed between Chester and an accomplice. So, nothing much we can do until we get the profile.”

Crone parks a butt cheek on the edge of the desk and I picture the whole thing collapsing beneath his girth. “Must be nice.”

I’m shutting down my laptop and packing away files into a worn, brown leather satchel Ben gave me when I made CDS. “What must be nice?”

“Getting to come and go as you please while the rest of us have to keep regular detective hours. I hope we’re not paying you based on an eight-hour-a-day salary.”

“Tell you what, Crone. I’ll probably be up till around three in the morning going back over statements by Chester’s known associates from the original investigation, so when you get up from your desk to get your 2 a.m. cuppa, why don’t you give me a call?”

“Maybe I will.”

I roll my eyes, not exactly at Crone, but not hiding it either. “Besides, I’ve just got the one case. Don’t you have other cases you should be working on until this one heats up again?”

Crone dislodges himself from the desk and turns to walk away. “Again, must be nice.”

***
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Hours later, I’m at home surrounded by an explosion of papers in the office/second bedroom when Ben gets home.

“Whoa, some thumbtacks and string, and you’re a dead ringer for a conspiracy nut.”

“Well, this is all starting to feel like some kind of conspiracy.”

Ben winds his way to me, leans over the back of my chair, and gives me a perfunctory kiss on the lips. “Why do you say that?”

Leaning back in my chair, I crack my neck, then rest my head on his stomach. “In the original investigation, there was nothing to even remotely suggest an accomplice except for one vague witness statement from a stoned convenience store owner who thought he might have sold someone fitting Chester’s description a Pepsi and a bag of Fritos during the time of one of the murders.”

“And I take it there’s no video footage of this transaction or a credit card receipt to verify.”

“No and no. The convenience store has been taping over the same tape every night for the past 3 years, and if Chester did ever shop there, she payed cash.”

“Okay, so it’s a copycat then.”

The rising frustration makes me lift my head. “See, that seems like the easiest answer to all this, but it’s not. I can’t find any communications between Chester and a fan or disciple which doesn’t check out relatively harmless. I mean, she has the usual serial killer fan mail and marriage proposals, but she only corresponds with a few, and NYPD’s kept tabs on all of them. Also, I can’t track anything even slightly dodgy in the chain of command of any of the case files or evidence. And if someone did slip case details out the back door, they sure did a brilliant job of hiding the payout. Crone and I have been pouring through financials and no one involved in the original case had any sudden windfalls. No hospital bills of sick relatives suddenly taken care of, no new cars, boats, or vacation homes purchased, no student loans payed off, and no large cash deposits made by any immediate relatives.”

“Maybe they just stashed the money under their mattress for a rainy day?”

Exhaustion takes the edge off my frustration. “I suppose it’s possible, but most people don’t do something as desperate and stupid as sell confidential police files for rainy day money. There are bad seeds in the department, don’t get me wrong, but they’re usually not also morons.”

Ben gives me his thinning patience look. “So, what are you saying? That Chester somehow escaped from prison for one night to commit another murder and then snuck back into prison?”

What am I saying? My migraine rears its ugly head again. “I’m saying there’s something we’re missing.”

Smacking his head with his hand, Ben opens his mouth in mock astonishment. “I’ve got it! Identical twins! Like in The Prestige.”

“That’s not funny.”

He leans against the desk and folds his arms with a grim smile. “I know. But babe, Chester’s in prison, and unless you think... It has to be an accomplice or a copycat.”

I know what he was going to say. He was going to ask me if I think we convicted the wrong person, if I think Chester’s innocent. I hadn’t let myself really consider the possibility. All of the evidence had just fit with Chester, and I knew it in my gut it was her. She never even denied the killings until she plead not guilty in court. She’d either lived or worked or frequented each of the crime scenes, she had no solid alibis and a whole lot of hate in her, and a criminal psychologist had declared her both fit to stand trial and capable of murder in his expert opinion. Then there was the physical evidence linking her to three of the crimes. It had to be her, because if it wasn’t, I’d have committed the ultimate fuck up. I’d have sent an innocent woman to jail for the rest of her life and let a killer go free.

Ben’s face is consoling. I’m sure he knows what a shitty thing it was to imply, but he’s right. If I don’t believe the new murder was committed by an accomplice or a copycat, then it means I don’t believe Chester is the original killer. And since I do believe it, I don’t know why I’m making myself crazy trying to convince myself it can’t be someone else doing the killing now. I hang my head in my hands, screw my eyes shut, and just breathe for a minute before answering.

“You’re right. This isn’t helping anything. It has to be a copycat. Something got leaked or hacked. That’s the only thing that makes sense.”

Ben nods. “When do you get Jeffrey’s profile?”

“Tomorrow.”

He takes my hand and eases me up out of the chair. “Then let’s tiptoe out of here, close the door, order some Gino’s pizza, watch one of your favorite Sandra Bullock movies, and forget about this until morning.”

It’s a tempting offer, but it’s also a test. I promised Ben I could take this case without it destroying our marriage, and I don’t have the excuse of a hot lead to pursue to keep me from taking a break with him tonight. Even so, it isn’t easy letting him lead me out of the office and into the living room. I still feel like somewhere in the jumble of this case is a piece of the puzzle I keep overlooking and if I just go over the evidence one more time, I’ll finally
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