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Chapter One

	 

	 

	“Hey, Nash. Did you hear me?”

	Nash McCleery heard Tolecki all right, but he’d just seen movement across the street. He scanned the sidewalk from his second-story kitchen window.

	“Yeah, I’m here.” He held the cell phone to his ear and opened his window to a blast of warm air, the better to see up and down the block.

	Nothing.

	Breathe deeply. Relax.

	Yeah, right.

	This was the time of night he dreaded most. Three A.M. and Tolecki was on the line with crappy news. They’d just caught a bad one.

	He was afraid of the trees across the road. The night-darkened branches looked like bent and broken men, their arms twisted in torture.

	I’ve seen too much. Pain and danger just ooze from my pores.

	Enough.

	I’ve heard too much. I want to sleep for a thousand years.

	“He’s one of yours,” Tolecki repeated.

	Nash was careful not to retaliate. The words, “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” were on the tip of his tongue. He took a deep breath, closing the window again, careful to lock it. “What makes you so sure?”

	“No forced entry. He let the killer in. Obviously knew him. Bad scene. Real bad.”

	Neither cop said anything for a moment.

	Nash debated calling his partner, Hill Fletcher but decided he’d scope the scene first. Hill’s wife had just given birth to a baby boy two days ago, and it was the first night home for the family. Let Hill catch some Z’s while he could.

	The thought of sleep made Nash yawn. He snapped open the cap of a bottle of ice water from the fridge and drank deeply. Jeezus. Of all the nights to take a sleeping pill.

	“Third one this month,” Tolecki said, as though Nash might have forgotten. Thanks to Nash McCleery who’d seen a pattern in two recent, gruesome homicides, they apparently had a third victim to add to a budding serial killer’s repertoire.

	What he wasn’t certain of was whether Tolecki knew about the tarot connection. He hoped not, because nobody but Nash, Hill, and their immediate superior officer were supposed to know about that little detail. Tolecki worked out of the Midtown North division. Nash worked homicide for Midtown South.

	“Where’s the crime scene?” Nash asked.

	“419 West Forty-Eighth Street, between Ninth and Tenth Avenues. Right here in beautiful Hell’s Kitchen.”

	Nash jotted down the address, which fell into Tolecki’s jurisdiction.

	“Like I said. He’s definitely one of yours.”

	Nash wished Tolecki would stop saying that. Almost as much as he wished he hadn’t taken an Intermezzo two hours ago. This new medication had proved a godsend when his therapist had given it to him. He was supposed to take it when the nightmares kicked in and he couldn’t sleep. The pill was designed to give him five restful hours. It was perfect, except he’d only had two, and he was struggling to focus.

	He had to be careful how he phrased his next question. “Any other similarities?” he asked, draining the water bottle. Then he strapped on his badge and service revolver.

	“You tell me when you get here,” Tolecki said, and ended the call.

	Nash took the stairs down to the first floor. Mrs. Shamushi had been at the stove again. She prepared hearty Russian fare daily, though she and her husband were Japanese. She cooked to sell to her neighbors and the women who worked long hours in the hair salons and nail boutiques up and down the block.

	Mrs. Shamushi’s activities kept Nash in a permanent state of salivation.

	He crossed the street from his apartment on Fiftieth and collected his car from the parking garage on the corner. He’d picked this place to live because of the parking garage.

	He headed to the crime scene. Nash and every other cop called the neighborhood Hell’s Kitchen, as did most residents. Some people had taken to calling it a generic Midtown, and the realtors desperately tried to make its new name of Clinton stick.

	Whatever you chose to call it, Hell’s Kitchen, in spite of its sketchy past, was a hot gayborhood. Successful young men were snapping up apartments and condos in the mostly low-level pre-World War II buildings in the area.

	And now, some asshole was knocking off some of those young hotties...

	Once the home of poor, working-class Irish, in the last twelve months, Hell’s Kitchen rents had skyrocketed to make the area one of the most expensive in Manhattan. It still had its shady corners—particularly on the West Side—but Hell’s Kitchen had some great cafés and restaurants, and small businesses that seemed to be flourishing.

	He pulled up outside the building. The usual mix of ambulance, police and media vehicles took up space. The high humidity had been unpleasant all week, and now moisture began to drip from the sky.

	Nash glanced up and down the street as he got out of the car. What was it with the plethora of nail salons and hair spas in Hell’s Kitchen?

	Being a little after three A.M., they were all closed, but the street was alive and kicking. Some neighbors had gathered outside the crime scene building, a low-rise five-story, red-brick affair with a couple of drooping topiaries in square planters on either side of the front door.

	Nash blew past everybody, donning latex gloves as he approached the entrance. Two beat cops stood guard, one looking really freaked out.

	“I know who you are, Detective McCleery,” he said in hushed tones. He let Nash in, pointing down the hallway. “It’s apartment 1R. All the way down the back.” He dropped his voice even lower. “He’s been dead two days!”

	Nash nodded. He could smell the body from here. Why had it taken so long for the neighbors to notice? The unusual heat for this time of year must have escalated decomposition. He strode down the hallway. The apartment door stood open, and a lot of activity was taking place.

	The stench was awful. He tried not to inhale, but it was hard. He realized several things at once. The smell wasn’t entirely due to the dead body, but an open refrigerator. Rotting food, particularly meat, had its own foul odor.

	He could visualize the scene now. The victim must have been in the kitchen, let the UNSUB in, and the fight started almost immediately.

	Although the lights were on in the apartment, he whipped out his flashlight and took in the details of blood spatter that started right inside the doorway. Oh, man. What a bloodbath.

	He took a moment to absorb the scene. The victim must have fallen to the floor. He got up again, because there was blood everywhere, rising in an arc from the skirting board. Nash began mentally checking off small sprinkles, large droplets, trying to figure out what was probable loss of blood from the suspect, and paw prints. Lots and lots of tiny, bloody paw prints. He took in the size and pattern of them. A cat. It had been alone with the dead man and kept beating a path between the far end of the room and the kitchen.

	Probably had no food and was going crazy.

	“Hello?” he called out when he noticed a few men gathered at the end of the room. Tolecki and a couple of other guys turned.

	Tolecki raised a hand in greeting and came over with a pair of paper booties.

	“Cat?” Nash asked as he slipped them on.

	“Yep. He was sitting right next to the body. And the murder weapon.”

	“Kitchen knife?”

	“Right again.”

	“Is this apartment a single?”

	“It was. Still is, but was about to be converted to a double. The owner bought the unit next door and was in the process of having the shared wall knocked out.”

	Nash moved forward and looked at the gaping hole in the farthest wall of the living room. It opened to blackness. He shone his flashlight into the cavernous space and could see an empty, but disheveled apartment.

	“So, he had workmen here, or was this DIY?”

	“A mixture of both. He’s had a friend staying with him. Word is, it started romantic but went south real fast. Some guy by the name of Casey. The neighbors say they heard them arguing a lot. Casey moved in six weeks ago. It was supposed to be a few days, then the vic couldn’t get rid of him.”

	“Who found the body?” Nash turned to focus on the victim’s apartment. The walls were stark white, the hardwood floors beautifully restored. There was a working fireplace and what looked like expensive art on the walls. He blinked. Nash recognized the pieces as being those of a hot new mixed-media artist, Chris Phantom. He held his breath a moment. It wasn’t often that he thought about Chris and their torrid little fling.

	He tore his gaze from the artwork and focused on Tolecki.

	“Actually, it was a friend of his who works at the drugstore down the road. The vic called in a prescription two days ago and never collected it. He’s a bit of a gym rat. Sometimes works out twice a day, so people got worried when he didn’t show up there, or at work. Two of his friends came here to find him. One of them was the drugstore guy.”

	“How did they get in?”

	Tolecki gestured to the fire stairs outside the window. “They saw him from there. It was dark, obviously, but they saw his body covered with clothes, and the cat was meowing like crazy. They called 911.”

	“How did the first responders get in?”

	“They climbed through the bathroom window. It opens to a separate fire escape. Window was unlocked.”

	Nash glanced at the artwork on the walls again, then turned his head with an effort and focused on the body on the floor. The victim was lying on his back, feet at an odd angle in the far left corner of the room beside a low-lying bed. A futon. His face, hands, and neck bore the grim stab wounds of a crime of passion. Defensive wounds littered the man’s face and arms. The killer had struck again and again in the head and chest, finishing with a cut on the victim’s neck that stretched from ear to ear.

	“Eighty-two stab wounds,” Tolecki said.

	Talk about overkill. “Who is he?” Nash took the proffered state ID card between two gloved fingers and squinted. Joshua Clayton. Name didn’t ring a bell, but the victim wore a dark blue T-shirt from the same Midtown gym Nash frequented himself. He noticed the bunched-up clothing beside the body. “Were these covering him?”

	“Yep.” Tolecki was studying Nash’s face.

	“Well, you already told me the killer knew his victim. Must have been an intimate relationship. Has anyone seen this Casey guy?”

	“No. One of the neighbors said he moved out yesterday. He was seen outside with all his stuff. Some say he was weird. Others say he was nice.”

	“Yesterday? The day after the murder?”

	Tolecki shrugged. “So they claim.”

	Nash leaned into the victim’s body for a closer look. It coulda been me. I’ve been known to meet a hot guy and go home with him for a nooner. How ironic to see Chris Phantom’s work here, hanging on the wall, when he was the ultimate hot pick-up.

	The truth was, he’d met Chris Phantom at the gym and they hooked-up quickly. Chris was handsome, dark-haired, and drop-dead gorgeous. Nash was no piece of chopped liver, but he was no celebrity artist. Chris had a glimmer to him most mere mortals did not. Nash glanced at the body on the floor, then back at the ID in his hand.

	Joshua Clayton had been a good-looking guy, too. Rugged, trim. Now he was dead.

	“We have any leads on this Casey guy?” Nash asked, forcing himself not to think about Chris.

	“No. He hasn’t had a job since he moved in here, according to the neighbors. He and Joshua apparently argued about money. He wasn’t paying rent.”

	Nash only half-listened. There was something missing.

	The tarot connection.

	He looked around the room, careful not to touch anything or step in any pools of blood.

	“Where’s the cat?” Nash asked, interrupting Tolecki’s explanation.

	“Oh. The lady who lives in apartment 1G took him. Her name is Sonia Radcliff, and she’s known Joshua Clayton for eight years. Best friends, apparently. She was the one who told Joshua about this apartment becoming vacant two months ago, and he snapped it up. They adopted cats at the same mobile unit around the same time. The cats are siblings. She took the girl, Joshua Clayton took the boy. She’s pretty shook up. She said Joshua was planning to kick Casey out, and then this happened.”

	“But she’s not the one who reported him missing. You mentioned the friend working in a drugstore.”

	“Yeah. She knew something was wrong, though. She left him messages on his cell phone and landline. Sent him emails. Knocked on his door. She said she didn’t notice any odor. We didn’t notice it until we opened the door ourselves. These pre-World War II buildings are the epitome of privacy.” He paused. “What are you looking for?”

	Nash ignored the question. “So the people next door. When did they move out?”

	“Three days ago. The next day the neighbors on the other side say Joshua and Casey started the demolition work here. He’d applied for a permit a month ago, and it came through.”

	“That was fast.”

	Tolecki shrugged. “Money talks I guess. Anyway, Casey was supposed to be working off the rent money he owed Joshua, but they started arguing.”

	The medical examiner, Todd Braga, stood from where he’d been kneeling beside the body, and packed away his camera gear. “I put the murder around eleven P.M. on the third.” It was now the early morning of the sixth.

	“Can you do me a favor?” Nash asked. Before Braga could respond, he said, “Have someone dust next door for prints. I have a feeling this Casey guy’s been sleeping there.”

	Braga looked surprised but nodded.

	Nash turned and picked his way carefully through the frenzied scene of torn-out bureau drawers and clothes from the closet strewn everywhere.

	“Somebody’s lame effort to make it look like a robbery,” he said.

	“Yep.” Tolecki followed him to the kitchen where the stench was vile. Bagged meat packages stood on the counter. As he’d suspected, the fridge had been open. Still was. One of the tech guys was dusting it. The cat’s dishes were overturned on the floor, and the meat packages showed visible signs of having been clawed and chewed. They were too tightly wrapped for the poor little guy to have made much headway.

	Man, the smell was putrid. Nash bent his head to study the label on one of the packages. The label was partly chewed, but he saw two words that made the hairs on his arms stand up.

	Queens and Cuy.

	Cuy was a guinea pig, and he knew of one restaurant in Queens that sold baked cuy as an off-menu Ecuadorian specialty. The date on the label was partly missing, but it looked like it had been purchased two days ago.

	“I’m pretty certain this came from El Pequeño Coffee Shop,” Nash said. “We need to get somebody over there. Let’s find out who bought the guinea pig.”

	Tolecki looked disgusted. “Guinea pig?”

	Nash shrugged. He didn’t care to admit how he knew about the café and its creepy, secret food items. Well, not so secret maybe. Chris had read a New Yorker piece about the Ecuadorian eatery and wanted to try it. Although they’d gone together, Nash had settled for coffee and a sandwich. He’d asked Chris what the guinea pig tasted like.

	“It tastes like guinea pig, Nash.”

	Nash mentally ticked off the things that needed following-up. If Casey the gym guy had been outside with his things the day before, maybe one of the businesses opposite had surveillance footage. They needed to check the gym for an ID on Casey, and the apartment next door for prints. He’d also talk to Joshua’s friend, Sonia, who was looking after his cat. Maybe when she calmed down a little, she would remember Casey’s last name.

	What if the guy had no record?

	Somebody had to know Casey’s last name. Nash moved back into the living room. Something was missing, and he couldn’t voice it aloud.

	At the first crime scene three and a half weeks ago, twenty-five-year-old Mike Sullivan had been murdered. He, too, had been stabbed, but not with the same hatred and aggression. On his body had been a tarot card.

	The King of Swords.

	The homicide unit had seen it as a sick joke. Swords were just like knives in their minds. But then, in the kitchen of the second homicide victim, stuck on the freezer door with a magnet, was a tarot card. It had been The Devil.

	It might have been a coincidence, but Nash didn’t think so. In fact, he was certain these two cards were significant to both the unknown suspect and the victims. He’d researched them, but could not come up with a name for the deck from which they originated. They were unusual cards because they’d been created in black and white with a red backing, and some elements on the front face had also been painted in red.

	The name
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