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Chapter 1

Durand leans back in his office chair, the phone pressed to his ear as he waits for the call to go through to his West Coast assistant, a Beverly Hills plastic surgeon. “Richardo. Yes, yes doing quite well.” He shakes his head, bored with the pleasantries they are exchanging. “Yes, your contributions have been invaluable in advancing my work.” Durand stares at his desk, at the series of eight-by-ten-inch close-up photos taken of Chris Ravello during the LA investigation. His left hand slowly uncovers one photo after the next as a sick smile emerges.

“I have two more jobs for you, so listen carefully. My instructions need to be followed to the letter.…”

§

Tony shoves Michelle Ravello across the tiny makeshift room, watching her stumble before tripping on the cot and slamming into the wall. “Have a nice fucking night, toots.”

She spins around and charges the door, reaching it as it slams shut in her face and the lock is engaged. She tries looking through the peephole but realizes this one looks into the room, not out.

Michelle surveys her surroundings. A small cot. A sink, toilet, and a small table. A glorified prison cell minus the steel bars. She smiles as she spots her handbag and gym bag lying in the corner.

They stopped her from taking the chemicals and drugs earlier, but she has plenty of other tricks up her sleeve.

She grabs the two bags and sits on the cot, using her body to shield what she’s doing from the peephole. Grabbing one of the running shoes, she peels out its sole, lifts out her smartphone, and powers it on. The partially eaten fruit icon appears. Punching in her passcode she looks at the phone and frowns. Barely any battery life left and no way to charge it. She quickly navigates through her recent calls, finds several from Chris, and hits callback, hoping she can say everything she needs to before the phone runs out of juice.

§

Ravello takes Peekskill’s South Street exit and a few twists and turns later pulls up next to the Firebird. As he’s getting out of the van, Mozart’s “A Little Night Music” pierces the air. He has only assigned one person that ringtone—Michelle.

“Chris, help me! He’s got me. I’m in…”

“Where are you honey? Are you all right? Michelle?”

“I’m not sure, I think I’m—” The phone goes dead.

“Michelle? Michelle!” He tries returning the call, but it won’t go through, kicking over to voicemail instead.

For the second time today the detective fumbles with his house keys, resisting the urge to kick the front door in instead. He’s tired, strung tight, and struggling to think clearly. Was Michelle somewhere nearby? Should he stay local and scour the area? If so, does he trust the NYPD enough to help him? Or would the suspected mole in the department mean the NYPD is more of a hindrance than a help to him?

In the end, he decides to stick with his original plan, so he showers, dresses, and takes off for the airport, this time in the Firebird. The call with Michelle was so short and inconclusive he has to just ignore it and plow ahead.

As he heads through the Bronx toward LaGuardia, Ravello puts in a call to Kennedy, who confirms he has Chris’ back and that FBI agents are watching over Ravello’s family as promised.

Chris shakes his head as he exits his car at the airport. It’s so hard with this investigation to know what the next move should be and his gut tells him many more lives—including Michelle’s—now hang in the balance.


Chapter 2

Another day, another body missing and/or dead. That disturbing pattern is all too familiar to them. Overnight, LA time, Durand claimed another victim. Another ‘Any idea what I’m up to? Catch me if you can’ murder. This time the victim is a young, white male with the stage name John Adair, murdered in the outskirts of LA.

Murder victims’ bodies are usually cleared out quite soon after the CSU and ME finish their work at the scene. But progress was slow on these Durand murders, so RJ requested the LAPD leave the scene intact a few hours longer for them, in the hopes they would make some kind of breakthrough by analyzing the body at the scene.

Ravello crouches over the lifeless, naked body, searching for answers. Why does the victim profile keep changing? Is there a link to Michelle aside from her prints once again appearing at the scene? Why is Durand playing head games with them, him in particular? Did it get him off or was Ravello somehow part of his plan? That last thought was as scary as it was bizarre.

The body is mutilated, just like the rest. Like the last few, the pattern of the mutilation keeps changing. The left part of John Adair’s face is missing. The skin and muscles are gone, leaving an intact skull in their place. Adair looks like a gruesome comic book villain, a cross between Spawn and Two-Face. His right deltoid, right middle finger, and right leg from the knee down are also gone. Who knows what the hell Durand is up to?

Still crouched over, Ravello peers up at King. “Guy doesn’t ever seem to rest, huh?”

King looks at him impassively as he reaches into his sports jacket. The sound of his cell phone surprises them both, redirecting his hand. “King here,” he says with that perfect mixture of apathy and anger only the best in law enforcement can conjure up. “Un-huh. Yeah. Yeah. NO shit? Have it analyzed top to bottom, inside and out, before we get there. Ought to be by early this afternoon at the latest. Good work.”

King pulls the evidence bag with the note in it out of his pocket while Ravello looks at him with anticipation.

“’Nother Durand job, just north of here. Take a look at this here note. It was propped up over pretty boy’s genitalia before you got here.”

Ravello looks over the note. It’s identical in style and presentation to Durand’s earlier one:

My, my, how the mighty have fallen! What is that saying? ‘They have ears but they do not hear, eyes, but they cannot see.’ Hope your other senses are working better, Detective. You’ll need them…

Give my best to Michelle when—if—you see her again.

 

Untruly Yours,

 

Jean Louis Durand

 

The detective hands the note back to King without comment.

“Any details on the latest vic―”

King’s phone interrupts them again with its “Sweet Home Alabama” ringtone. That melody is forever seared into Chris’ soul. A vivid reminder of one of the worst moments of his life.

The call is from Kennedy. Chris had forgotten to turn on his phone after the flight.

Michelle is dead.

§

The door to Michelle’s room flies open, Durand marching into the cramped space as his men wait outside. A look of mock concern fills his face as he shakes his head. “Tsk, tsk. Poor, poor Christopher. Races back out to LA to investigate another grisly murder… only to be summoned back home by terribly upsetting news.”

Michelle scowls at him, spitting out the words, “What have you done this time?”

“Killed you,” he says with a smile.

Michelle’s head snaps back, her shoulders slumping as her face collapses. “Oh no.” She bows her head, her eyes tearing up. “Oh Chris.”

Michelle stares at the floor for a long time, then turns her eyes to Durand, her own twisted smile emerging. “He’ll never believe it’s me.”

Durand reaches a hand toward her face, aiming to amplify her despair with an unwanted caress. She swats the hand away and glares at him. Cocking his arm to strike her, he reconsiders. Emotional pain will inflict much more damage right now than his hand ever could. “And why is that, my dear?”

“All your sophistication and planning, and you miss something so basic?”

His eyebrows arch.

Her hand goes to her neck, tracing his handiwork from months earlier
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