
Hamza Laaouamri

The Devil’s Jester





  

  Copyright © 2025 by Hamza Laaouamri


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        1. Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        2. Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        3. Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        4. Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        5. Chapter 5
        
      

    
    


  




  
  1

  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




The First Performance




An Invitation in Blood




The first box arrived on a Tuesday, wrapped in the unassuming brown paper of mundane deliveries. Dr. Evelyn Shaw’s name and address were typed with a clinical precision that belied the chaos contained within. She sliced the tape with a letter opener, her movements efficient, a habit from long hours in the autopsy room. The interior was lined with black velvet. Nestled within, like a cursed artifact, was a single, porcelain jester’s mask. Its smile was a wide, rictus grin of pure malice, and one tear was painted beneath its left eye, a slick, crimson drop that looked unsettlingly fresh. A card, thick and expensive, lay beside it. The message was short, typed in the same stark font: The performance begins. Find me before the final act. - Your Jester. A cold finger of dread traced its way down her spine, so visceral she almost turned to see if someone stood behind her.




Evelyn’s apartment, usually a sanctuary of ordered calm with its neat shelves of medical journals and tasteful art, suddenly felt porous, vulnerable. The mask’s empty eye sockets seemed to watch her. She was a forensic psychiatrist, her life dedicated to dissecting the minds that created such grotesque theater, but theory was a poor shield against the real thing. Her hand trembled as she called Detective Marcus Thorne, her voice tighter than she intended. “Marcus? Something was delivered to my home. You need to see this.” He arrived within twenty minutes, his large frame filling her doorway, his sharp eyes missing nothing. He took one look at the mask on her coffee table and his affable demeanor hardened into professional granite.




“It’s a message, Evie. A direct challenge,” Marcus stated, pulling on latex gloves with a snap. He didn’t touch the mask, instead leaning close to study its grotesque features. “The Jester. That’s what the media is calling the bastard behind the Hayworth murder.” The Hayworth case had dominated headlines for weeks—a billionaire philanthropist found in his penthouse, arranged in a macabre, theatrical pose, a single joke’s punchline scrawled on the wall in what was later confirmed to be his own blood. The scene was flawless, devoid of forensic evidence, the work of a ghost. “Sending this to you… he’s pulling you into his narrative. Making you a character in his play.” The thought was profoundly violating.




That night, sleep was a fractured thing. Evelyn’s dreams were haunted by the mask’s grin, its painted eyes swirling into the vacant stare of John Doe subjects on her slab. She awoke with a start, her heart hammering against her ribs, the echo of manic laughter fading in the silence of her bedroom. The city lights bled through her blinds, painting stripes across the empty space beside her. In the darkness, the loneliness she usually kept at bay with work and wine pressed in on her. She thought of Daniel, his warm laugh, the way he’d fill this silence. He’d been gone two years, but the longing was a fresh wound tonight, sharpened by this new, unknown fear. The Jester hadn’t just sent a threat; he’d exposed a vulnerability.




The next morning, a second package was waiting at her office at the Institute for Forensic Psychiatry. This one was smaller, a flat cardboard envelope. Her assistant, a perpetually cheerful intern named Chloe, had placed it on her desk with the morning mail. “Special delivery,” Chloe had chirped, unaware of the ice forming in Evelyn’s veins. Inside was a photograph. It was her, taken yesterday evening, standing at her kitchen window, a glass of wine in her hand. The angle was from the building across the street. A red circle was drawn around her figure. On the back, a typed note: A captive audience. The plot thickens. - J. Her coffee turned to acid in her stomach. He was watching. He had been right there.




Marcus initiated a patrol car drive-by of her apartment each night, a small, futile comfort. The official investigation into the deliveries hit a wall. The paper, the box, the typing—all were utterly generic, available at any store in the city. The mask itself was a custom piece, but the artisan had no records; it was a cash purchase from a man whose description—“average”—was useless. Evelyn threw herself into the Hayworth case files, her professional curiosity now fused with a personal, terrified obsession. She pored over the crime scene photos, the strange symbolism, the meticulous lack of evidence. It was a masterpiece of controlled chaos.




A week after the first delivery, the city held its breath. Another body was found. Arthur Lemarchand, a reclusive literary critic known for his savage reviews, was discovered in his private library. He was seated in his favorite armchair, a book open on his lap. His throat was slit with a precise, surgical grace. The horrifying centerpiece was the Jester’s mask, placed over Arthur’s face. But it was the prop in his hands that made Evelyn’s blood run cold. Clutched in his stiffening fingers was her own book, The Fractured Mind: A Study in Criminal Pathology. A specific chapter on the psychopathy of artistic expression was dog-eared. A passage was underlined in the same red ink as the tear on the mask: ‘The ultimate performance is not for an audience of many, but for one. The true masterpiece is the corruption of a single, worthy soul.’




This was no longer an invitation. It was a dedication. The Jester was performing for her, tailoring his horrors to her life’s work, reflecting her own theories back at her in a funhouse mirror of blood and intellect. The isolation she felt was absolute, a glass box descending around her amidst the chaos of the crime scene. Cops moved around her, their voices muffled, their glances wary. She was no longer just the consultant. She was the connection, the object of a terrifying obsession. Marcus looked at her, his face a mask of grim concern, and she saw the unasked question in his eyes: were they hunting a killer, or was the killer hunting her?




The pressure became a constant, humming frequency in her skull. Her sessions with patients felt surreal, their mundane pathologies dwarfed by the monstrous specter of the Jester. She started seeing patterns everywhere—in the shuffle of a crowd, in the misplacement of a desk object, in the silence on her phone. Every unknown number was a potential trigger. Her carefully constructed control, the bedrock of her personality, began to fissure. She drank more. She slept less. The mask haunted her periphery, its grin a promise of a joke only she was the butt of.




The break came from an unexpected place. Chloe, trying to be helpful, mentioned a forgotten evidence box from a cold case years prior, a series of art world thefts that had a similar flair for the theatrical. “Maybe it’s a pattern, Dr. Shaw?” she’d suggested. Desperate for any thread, Evelyn spent the night in the archives, dust coating her hands and despair coating her soul. And then she found it. Buried in a witness statement from a gallery cleaner, a throwaway line about a young intern, dismissed for being “oddly intense,” who was fascinated by the history of theatrical comedy. A name. Leo Kaine. The name meant nothing to the database. But the feeling in her gut, a cold, certain dread, meant everything.




She called Marcus, her voice cracking with exhausted triumph. “Leo Kaine. I don’t know who he is, but it’s a start. It’s something.” Marcus, sounding weary from his own endless dead ends, promised to run it through every system he had. Relief, warm and fragile, flooded her. For the first time in weeks, she felt the faintest spark of agency. She left the institute, the cool night air feeling like a balm. She decided to walk, to clear her head of dust and death. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. A text from an unknown number. Her heart stuttered. She stopped under a streetlamp, its orange glow creating a tiny island of light in the dark, and opened the message. It contained no words. Only a single, real-time image. It was a photo of her, taken from across the street, right now, standing under this very light. The caption beneath it made the world tilt on its axis: I so enjoy our talks, Doctor. Let’s have the next one in person.








  
  2

  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




A Audience of One


The Strings of the Puppet


The world shrunk to the circle of orange light, the phone’s glow a cold star in her hand. Every shadow beyond its reach seemed to congeal into a human shape. Let’s have the next one in person. The words burned behind her eyes. Her breath hitched, a sharp, painful sound in the silent street. Instinct screamed at her to run, but her feet were rooted to the pavement, a rabbit frozen in the gaze of a wolf. She spun around, her eyes desperately scanning the darkened windows of the opposing building, the deep doorways, the empty cars lining the curb. Nothing moved. The city’s usual distant hum felt like a taunt. He was a ghost, a voice in the machine, a presence felt but never seen.


Her phone vibrated again, a second message materializing beneath the image. Don’t bother looking. The curtain is still closed. But the show must go on. Walk home, Doctor. I’ll be watching your performance. The command was absolute. To disobey felt like inviting an immediate, violent conclusion. This was his stage, and she was the lead actor, her lines and movements dictated by an unseen director. With a trembling hand, she shoved the phone into her coat pocket and forced one foot in front of the other. The ten blocks to her apartment stretched before her like a marathon through a sniper’s alley. Every rustle of a newspaper, every distant siren, was a potential gunshot aimed at her heart.


She fumbled with her keys at the building’s main door, her fingers numb and clumsy. The lock finally gave way, and she practically fell into the lobby, slamming the heavy door shut behind her and engaging every deadbolt. She stood there, back against the cool wood, chest heaving. The familiar space offered no comfort. The potted plant in the corner, the mailboxes, the faded Persian rug—all felt like props. She took the stairs two at a time, not trusting the enclosed space of the elevator. Inside her apartment, she engaged every lock on her door and then did a frantic, systematic sweep of every room, checking closets, behind the shower curtain, under the bed. She was alone. For now.


Sleep was impossible. She sat on her sofa in the dark, the letter opener from her desk clutched in her hand, a pathetic weapon against the formless dread that filled the room. The jester’s mask, now sealed in an evidence bag on Marcus’s desk, felt more present than her own furniture. Its grin was etched on the back of her eyelids. The night was an eternity of strained silence, broken only by the frantic drumming of her own heart. She was unravelling, and the Jester was pulling the thread with gleeful precision.


Marcus’s reaction the next morning was a storm of protective fury and professional alarm. “He was thirty feet from you, Evie! This isn’t a game anymore.” He had arranged for a unmarked car






























