
	A serial killer chooses the wrong victim and seals his fate with a driven NYPD detective.

	 

	 

	Jesse Fulton has been tracking a serial killer. It is his obsession, even destroying his private life. George Murdock is the main suspect, but there isn’t enough evidence to arrest him. Then after Murdock issues Jesse a challenge to find him in ten days to save the latest victim, he finds him in four.

	But there is no victim, and Murdock... well... isn’t just dead, he’s been ripped apart, limb from limb.

	Faced with an improbable mystery, Jesse is soon visited by a man who warns him that Murdock wasn’t alone on his murderous journey.

	Jesse knows his visitor is no ordinary man. Was he Murdock’s final victim?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Jesse Fulton sat at the end of the bar nursing his third drink. The Black and Blue cop bar located three blocks away from his Manhattan precinct should have been filled with celebration tonight. Instead, it was unusually quiet and half empty except for some oblivious rookies and their civilian friends.

	The people who’d worked with him for two years on this case were conspicuously absent. He couldn’t help wondering if they were just relieved, or as confused as he was. George Murdock, one of the most depraved serial killers on record, had been found dead three hours ago, and it looked like he’d been torn limb from limb by his final victim, who was nowhere to be found.

	Two years of his life he’d given to nailing the fiend, and Jesse could find no comfort in Murdock’s demise.

	When he’d first been brought in on the case, the head investigator was Gail Morgan, a top-notch profiler from Boston. Morgan had worked on a similar case fifteen years before. The victims, all young men between the ages of sixteen and twenty, had been held for days, sexually tortured and then murdered by strangulation.

	The killer always took his victim to houses or apartments with basements. After killing them, he would cut off their heads and display them somewhere nearby. The body would turn up somewhere else—in a lake, a ravine, behind a park bench. He’d killed over sixteen males in five years, and those were just the ones they knew about.

	Gail lost her marriage and her health investigating that case. She got close, even narrowed down the suspects to one man, George Murdock, a fifty-two-year-old war vet, who lived with his mother. Gail tailed him day and night for weeks. Nothing. Then, the killings just stopped.

	When they began again in New York fifteen years later, Gail was right there. She had become a closet alcoholic and one of the most driven cops Jesse had ever seen. She swore it was Murdock who was the killer and demanded a task force. Murdock’s mother was dead, and sure enough, he’d moved to New York City. The task force tracked him to an apartment block for which he was maintenance manager near the university. The area was filled with young men.

	They worked day and night on that case. Three victims later, Gail was in a head-on collision. She died instantly. They said she was drunk and headed in the direction of the university. Her pursuit of Murdock bordered on the obsessive. Jesse remembered telling his boyfriend at that time If I ever get that obsessed with a case, it’s time to quit. Oh, how those words had come back and bitten him in the ass.

	Up until Gail died, Jesse had had a semblance of a life. He’d worked decent hours and had someone to come home to. Then he was made lead investigator on the case, and when another victim turned up with the same modus operandi just a few weeks after they lost Gail, Jesse became her reincarnation. His boyfriend of six years left him for another man, Jesse started drinking every night, and all he could think about was George Murdock.

	Then they got a break in the case. Someone reported that a man matching Murdock’s description had been looking in his bedroom window at night. It was enough to haul Murdock in for questioning, something they hadn’t been able to do.

	Jesse would never forget what it felt like to be in the same room with him. He was a stocky man, with overgrown eyebrows, and he smiled the whole time he was in the interrogation room. But there was something in that smile that made you want to take a shower. And his eyes, the way he looked at people, as if he alone held the key to life and death.

	When Jesse walked into that room, Murdock lifted a hand in greeting. “So, finally, I am in the presence of the great Detective Jesse Fulton. You were Gail Morgan’s right-hand on what they now call the Queen of Heart Murders.”

	“How would you know that?” Jesse took a chair and sat opposite him.

	“I spend a lot of time on the internet, Detective. I’m a bit of a murder mystery guy.” He was still smiling. “He’s had quite a career, this killer.”

	“I wouldn’t call it a career.”

	“Well, it’s impressive.”

	“Really? You’re impressed by sadistic murder and torture?”

	His smile broadened. “No, not that. It’s just that he’d been able to carry on without being caught.”

	“We will catch him soon,” Jesse said, meeting his gaze. “You can count on it.”

	“Good, we can all sleep better at night knowing you’re on the case, Jesse.”

	“Detective Fulton,” Jesse corrected.

	He smiled again. “I meant no disrespect.”

	“Do you know why you’re here?”

	“I have no idea, I’m afraid. You know, poor Gail, she really wasted a lot of time on me. It bordered on harassment. I’m not going to have to get some restraining order against you, am I, Detective?”

	“Can you please answer the question.”

	“I did. I have no idea why I’m here. It’s convenient, isn’t it, Jesse?”

	“Detective Fulton.”

	He nodded. “Of course. Forgive me again.”

	“What is convenient, Mr. Murdock?”

	“To bring me in on some bogus accusation.”

	“The young man said he saw you looking at him through his bedroom window.”

	He inspected his nails. “I couldn’t be bothered to do that, especially late at night. I’d miss my favorite television shows. The new fall line-up is good this year.” He met Jesse’s gaze. “Have you seen any of the new shows?”

	Jesse sighed. “Let’s begin again.”

	“I think I can help you with the case.”

	“Is that so?” Jesse eyed him. “Do tell.”

	“I think I know the fellow who’s been looking into windows. He works on campus, special problems.” He pointed to his head. “He likes taking pictures, but he’s harmless.”

	“Mr. Sean Aylmer gave your description. Do you have a twin?”

	He shrugged. “No, but we look alike. His name’s Steven Delany. He’s about my age, same hair, or lack thereof. He lives in one of my buildings, the ones I take care of for the university. He has some psychiatric problems. I keep an eye on him sometimes because he gets confused.”

	Jesse leaned across the table. “I know who you are, and what you’ve done. You think this is a game, don’t you?”

	Murdock’s smile broadened. “Detective, consider all you’ve lost, all alone now in that condo of yours, drinking yourself into an early grave. Is it really worth it to keep pushing yourself this way?”

	Jesse swallowed. He got to his feet, shaking, angry, trying not to show Murdock that he’d gotten to him. He left the interrogation room only to be met by his captain, Robert Macintosh.

	“You got to turn him loose,” Macintosh told him.

	“Why? No,” Jesse said.

	“Sean Aylmer says he was mistaken, made it up. He was mad at Murdock for not fixing his air conditioning or some such shit, said he wanted to get back at him.”

	“Fuck,” Jesse exclaimed. “Damn it, we have him here and—”

	“And we’ve got nothing.” The captain pointed at him. “Turn him loose, Fulton.”

	Jesse returned to the interrogation room. He closed the door.

	Murdock looked up at him. “Is this where you tell me you’ve made a mistake, Detective Fulton?”

	“No. This is where I tell you that I’m one step behind you. And your days are numbered.”

	“You are an extremely handsome man, Detective. I hope your work allows you time for leisure activity. It will surely help you to relax.”

	The door buzzed, and the captain walked in. It was good timing. Jesse was close to grabbing the bastard by the throat and choking him to death.

	“You’re free to go, Mr. Murdock,” the captain told Murdock. “You can collect your things at the front desk.”

	“Thank you, Captain.” He stood. Murdock kept smiling. “See you around, Detective.”

	The captain opened the door and escorted Murdock out. Jesse stayed there for a few minutes to regain his composure. “One day, Murdock, you’re mine.”

	But he’d been robbed of that satisfaction.

	After that encounter in the interrogation room, Murdock got braver. He started to play with him, anonymous phone calls in the middle of the night, with only heavy breathing, and cute little notes left at crime scenes. Then Murdock sent Jesse a letter, pasted together from words in a magazine. He’d left it in his mailbox at home. None of his neighbors had seen anything. There were no fingerprints on his mailbox, either.

	The words of the letter were engrained in Jesse’s memory.

	Hello gorgeous. I’m thinking about you. I think about you a lot. I have another plaything, and I can’t wait to explore the situation.

	The note went on to say that Jesse had ten days to find them. He gave several clues in the form of a riddle. Jesse would never forget how the note ended.

	Best regards, kisses.

	“Jesse?”

	Jesse looked up from his scotch to see his captain standing there.

	“Captain. What are you doing here?”

	“Making sure you don’t fall off that barstool.” He sat down beside him, signaling the bartender. “A beer,” he said. “Where is everyone?”

	“Home, I guess. It’s over, right?” Jesse lifted his glass.

	Macintosh cradled his beer glass. “No doubt about that. They had to find the pieces to put into the body bag.” He looked at him. “So, what’s your theory?”

	“I’ve got no theory.” Jesse shook his head. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it. It was as if the hand of God itself came down and ripped that bastard apart.”

	Macintosh drank down some of his beer. “An animal?”

	“What animal can do that?” Jesse pushed his empty glass away. “His throat was ripped out, his arms torn off. Not sawed off, torn off.”

	“A lion?”

	“In a basement, in the middle of Manhattan? Listen, Captain, I’ve been sitting here, trying to come up with any halfway plausible explanation for what we saw there today. I got nothing. There was no victim. The note said he’d keep him alive for ten days. I found him in four. There was no one except Murdock, torn to pieces. There were shackles connected to the concrete, all the instruments he used to torture his victims were there on the table, ready, but he never used them. The shackles had been pulled out of the wall, along with the concrete blocks they were attached to. The cuffs on those shackles were broken into pieces, crushed like hard candies. What in the holy hell did Murdock have shackled to that wall?”

	There was no answer. Maybe that was why his team had gone their separate ways—maybe they were just happy someone had taken care of Murdock for them. They didn’t want to think about who, or what.

	“Let me take you home, Jesse.” The captain slapped him on the back and threw some money on the bar. “We’ll talk about it tomorrow. And if I didn’t tell you before, great job on this, you found him in four days.”

	“I found no one in four days, no one, just Murdock, in pieces. How long before forensics come back on this?” Jesse asked as he got into Macintosh’s car.

	“A few days, I guess. Don’t worry about that now. Listen, Jesse, you’re the best detective I got, but this case was beginning to do to you what it did to Gail. You need to sleep. George Murdock is dead. It’s over. The rest will work itself out. Now, take the day off tomorrow, sleep.”

	“I want to see the lab reports.”

	The captain looked at him. “Did you hear a word I said?”

	“Yeah, you said sleep, but I can do that when I’m dead,” Jesse said.

	The captain pulled up outside his condo. “I don’t want to see you tomorrow, Fulton.”

	“And here I thought you loved me,” Jesse teased, getting out.

	“I mean it,” he hollered out the window.

	Jesse waved him off and took out his key. When he got inside, he flicked the light switch. The light didn’t go on. “What the—”

	“Leave it off,” a male voice said softly. “This won’t take long.”

	Jesse froze. “Who are you and what are you doing in my house?” Jesse reached for his gun.

	“That won’t do you much good I’m afraid. I mean you no harm. I only want to talk, then I’ll be gone.”

	Jesse slowly holstered his gun. He could see a shadow in the darkness, standing just a few feet away. “So, talk.”

	“He wasn’t alone. I don’t know if this was the first time, or not. The other one seemed nervous but eager to get started.”

	Jesse shook himself. Shit. He’d drunk far too much. “What the fuck are you saying? Listen, if you want to talk to me, I want to see your face, or you can get the fuck out of my house.”

	“I realize it’s been an upsetting day. You expected to arrest George Murdock today. I apologize for taking that away from you, but he left me no choice. The other man ran off before I had the chance to catch him. He’s still out there.”

	“Okay, that’s it.” Jesse made a lunge for the shadow. He encountered nothing but air. He went down hard on the floor. “Fuck.” He got to his feet fast, gun out, looking around. He was breathing hard.

	“Perhaps this wasn’t the best time,” the voice said again. It came from behind him. “There’s not a lot of time to waste. I saw the man’s soul. It was black and rotted, like Murdock’s.”

	Jesse turned around, peering into the darkness. He saw the shadow again. He swallowed. “Who was he? And what do you know about George Murdock? Do you know how he ended up in pieces? Do you know what happened to his last victim?”

	“That’s not why I’m here. I’ve come to warn you that it’s not over. We’ll talk again.”

	A rush of air hit Jesse smack in the face. The curtain blew out from the window. Silence. Jesse rushed over to the window. He looked below. Nothing. The street was empty. He turned around, tried the light again. This time, it came on. Jesse sank down on the sofa. Was he losing his mind?

	 

	The next morning, he had people in dusting for fingerprints. The captain marched around, rubbing his chin. “Some crank?” he asked.

	“I don’t think so. If he wasn’t there, how could he know about Murdock? And he said Murdock wasn’t alone.”

	“An accomplice?”

	“No, an apprentice was my take.” Jesse closed his eyes a minute. He hadn’t slept more than two hours. “I’d suspected, given Murdock’s personality, that he’d eventually attract one. My visitor last night told me it was going to start all over.”

	“Why didn’t he show himself?” Macintosh shook his head.

	“I don’t know. It was real weird. I was tired, drunk, but I swear he could move super-fast. He was there, he wasn’t there. The lights didn’t work, they worked, and there was something about his voice. For someone who’d broken into my house, he wasn’t at all nervous or scared. He was completely calm. He told me my gun wouldn’t do any good. He wasn’t there to harm me.”

	“You’re not making much sense anymore, Fulton. You’re exhausted.” The evidence team was leaving now. “I’ll let you know what they come up with,” the captain said. “Now get some sleep. And that’s an order.”

	Jesse agreed. He went into the bedroom and fell on the bed. Within minutes, he was asleep. The sleep didn’t come without dreams. His mind kept conjuring up the crime scene, the blood-soaked basement floor, the pieces of body that had once been George Murdock. His own conscience asked why he cared. Leave it alone, Jesse. He’s dead. That’s all that counts. It’s over.

	But it wasn’t over, not according to his mysterious visitor.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Jesse opened his eyes. He checked the alarm beside him. He’d spent another five hours of restless sleep. He got up, took a shower. An hour later, he was dressed and out the door.

	When he stopped for coffee and a slice of pizza downtown, he caught a glimpse of the front page of the Times. Queen of Hearts Killer Found Dead and Dismembered. He stopped at the newspaper stand, bought the paper, then went back to his car.

	He sat reading the article for a moment. Police baffled. Looks like an animal. Last victim nowhere to be found. Blah, blah, and blah. Jesse threw the paper into the back-seat jungle, along with all the other stuff that lived back there, and started the engine.

	Murdock’s last job had been perfect for his plans. He had the keys to three of the blocks where mostly the university students lived. He also had access to the basements where the furnace and fuse boxes were housed. Every day, a virtual candy store of future victims paraded in front of him. It was almost the same setup he’d had in Boston, except there, he was the custodian for only one big high rise. This time, he must have felt like a clam in shit.

	Murdock had taken his last victim to the basement of the block furthest away from the one he lived in. He’d never shat where he ate.

	Jesse pulled onto the street of the apartment, still peppered with radio cars, and stopped. He got out, showing his badge. The area was being contained and policed by black and whites. They were still looking for a victim or what was left of one, but Jesse knew they wouldn’t find him.

	When he saw the captain in the distance, he braced himself for a tongue lashing. The front door was still being guarded by police officers, and Macintosh was in deep conversation with one of them when Jesse walked up the path.

	Macintosh froze in mid-sentence and pointed at him. “I thought I told you to stay home.”

	Jesse was about to offer some excuse when the captain waved his hand in front of him. “I knew you wouldn’t listen. Evidence team is in there again. It’s a mess. I wanted to make sure we didn’t miss anything.”

	“I want to go back to Murdock’s apartment. Are we still canvassing the area?”

	“Yes. It’s hit the paper.”

	“I know.”

	“Everyone is freaking out. Parents are calling the police, their congressmen and women. They’re alarmed that the Queen of Hearts killer could have been living in the heart of university territory.”

	Jesse sighed. “I want that guy brought in, the one who accused Murdock of looking into his window at night. What was his name again?”

	“Yeah, Sean Aylmer. He dropped the charges.”

	“I remember, and what about Steven Delany, the guy Murdock told me could be the peeper? He knew Murdock well. He could know something about the last few days.”

	“Do you think he might be connected somehow?” The captain walked down the path with him so they could speak in private. “He’s not the sharpest tack and has a lot of psychiatric problems. He’s a pet project of the university, really, works part time doing this and that.”

	“Supervised by someone?”

	“Yes, a psychology professor.”

	“We got a name?”

	“We can find out.”

	“We’ll talk to the professor, too.” Jesse looked at the building.

	“No more shadowy men telling tales?” Macintosh glanced at him.

	“He’ll be back,” Jesse said. “And I hope I see him again soon, well, not see exactly.” Jesse made a face. “Right now, he seems to be our best lead on this. Can we get someone to track down this Delany guy and Sean Aylmer? I’ll talk to them both later.”

	“I’ll get an officer on it right away. And I’ll get you the name of the professor, too.”

	“Thanks,” Jesse said. He walked back to the door, flashed his badge and walked through.

	Forensics were still working, making sure they’d gotten everything. The blood had soaked into the cement floor, making it look as if the floor had turned to rust. Jesse nodded to one of the crime lab people. Her name was Snowy Carlton. A wiry, quick-minded woman, and she always smiled when she saw him.

	“Jess,” she exclaimed, waving at him. “Thought you’d take a few days off.”

	“I tried.”

	She grinned.

	“Find anything else?”

	“A couple of headless rats behind the furnace.” She made a face.

	“Headless rats?”

	“Yep. Looks like they were beheaded alive.”

	Jesse made a face. “Lovely. How many rats are we talking about?”

	“Five, I think. Beheaded them with a pair of hedge clippers it looks like. Want to see?”

	“No thanks. I’ll pass.” Headless rats? Practice?

	“What are you thinking?” She eyed him.

	He sighed. “That it’s a sick world. Look, I know you guys are doing a thorough job here, but I’d like to take a last look around.”

	“Sure, no problem. This is a strange one for sure,” Snowy said shaking her head. “Slabs out of walls and crumbled steel. It’s one bizarre crime scene. Don’t ever recall having to scrape a serial killer off the floor before. Putting the body together was like a jigsaw puzzle. And there should have been more blood.”

	“More?” Jesse paused. “It was everywhere.”

	She shook her head. “He was ripped apart, practically gutted. There was a lot of blood but”—she looked at him—”I thought maybe it seeped into the drain, but we checked, and there was a trap on the drain. We should have seen blood there, but there wasn’t any. I don’t know. It’s a mystery. For a man his size, there had to be at least twelve pints of blood in his body, yet I estimate
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