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When one becomes three…

Nothing much shocks veteran NYPD Detective Sylvia Harbinger anymore, but the latest murder scene in a coffee shop comes close. Answers only lead to more questions, especially when she finds out this murder isn’t the first, and that all the victims had WHISPs. Why did one of the connections have to be the creepy, grey shadows of her nightmares?

 

 

Coffee and Serial

The scene smells more like a slaughterhouse than a coffee shop, but I force myself not to cringe or wrinkle my nose. I’m the senior detective here and I need to act like it.

“I’m Detective Harbinger. What do we have?”

The first responder beat cop is wide-eyed and green around the gills. He swallows hard. “Single victim. Male. Jacob Beene. Um, found by the owner around seven a.m. when,” he takes a deep breath through his mouth, “a customer called to complain that the shop wasn’t open. Owner called 911. No one else but paramedics, owner, and I have been in there.”

“Paramedics?”

He nods.

Considering the smell, they were optimistic. I point to bloody boot prints leading out the front door. “These from them?”

He nods again and sways slightly.

I glance down at his badge, Officer Trout, and stifle an inappropriate chuckle. “Officer,” I can’t bring myself to say his name, “why don’t you go outside and make sure forensics gets shoe impressions of all the paramedics?” And get some fresh air before you pass out.

He nods and bolts like a frightened colt.

I have more questions, like what time the coffee shop normally closes, what time it normally opens, if the victim was in a relationship and, if he was, if it was a stable one, but those can wait. Pulling booties and gloves from my pockets, I put them on before advancing to the store room. The tables in the customer area are all clean with the chairs stacked neatly on the tables, the counter is wiped down, and the cash register is closed. Doesn’t strike me as a robbery gone bad, but I reserve my judgement. Way too early to start a theory.

The hallway is likewise free of debris and blood other than the occasional smear from the paramedics’ shoes…but the smell is worse here. I begin breathing through my mouth. The heavy air presses in on me as I approach the wide open storeroom door. I’ll have to ask if it was open or closed when the owner arrived; if the obnoxiously flickering fluorescent bulb was on or off. Pressing my eyes closed, I stop and count backwards from three. At zero, I turn and gaze into the room from the doorway.

The scene is worse than I was imagining. It usually is. Not exactly shocking—after thirty years as a police officer, almost nothing is—but my breath catches. Blood is everywhere but in the body of the man on the floor. Large, jagged, gaping holes in the victim’s chest and abdomen expose the shiny organs beneath, which explains the crimson painted walls and bags of coffee, but I have no explanation for the angular bulge in his throat. There’ll be no getting up close to this body to search for subtle clues. The paramedics have already made Forensics’ job that much harder and I won’t add to the mess. Pulling back into the hallway, I carefully follow it to the emergency exit in the back. No alarm. I make a mental note of that, and of the rock undoubtedly used to prop it open. Nothing else to see here, I return to the front of the shop, avoiding looking into the store room. I’ll see plenty of photos later.

#

I leave Forensics to their work at the scene. Hours later, I haven’t left the precinct. After interviews with the wife, just back from a business trip, poor thing, and the owner of the coffee shop, most of my questions are answered; still, I’m no closer to a motive or suspect. The coroner’s full report is about a day out, but one question was answered by the preliminary report: a cell phone. That’s what was lodged in the victim’s throat. I’m sitting at my desk trying to wrap my brain around the physics involved when someone clears his throat. My heart hiccups. It’s Chief Lowman. 

He gives me a grim smile. “Deep in thought, Detective?”

“Was just checking the preliminary coroner’s report. Why?”

Something over my shoulder catches his eye and he waves a hand. “There’s someone I want you to meet.”

I turn to find a mid-height, muscular woman with close-cropped black hair, tan skin, and green eyes. She holds out a hand. “I’m Detective Pereyra.” There’s a trace of tall mountains topped with llamas in her accent.

“Detective Harbinger.” After standing and shaking her proffered hand, I turn back to the chief. “What’s this all about?”

The chief nods to Pereyra and she takes over.

“Sorry to intrude on your case, but we asked the coroner to flag any cases with a specific MO, and yours has it.”

I don’t really have to ask. “A cell phone crammed down the victim’s throat?”

She nods.

“A serial?”

She nods.

“How many?”

Pereyra shrugs slightly. “Three, so far, we think. In NYPD jurisdiction, anyway.”

“Any other commonalities in the victims that we know of?”

“All the victims had WHISPs.”

Keeping my face neutral, a knot forms in my stomach. WHISPs. It had to be WHISPs. “I see.” I clear my throat. “Anything else?”

She shakes her head. “Not that we know of.”

“So, hate crimes maybe?”

“Maybe,” she agrees, “but if that were the case, you’d think they’d have left a message. You know, like ‘For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against dark spirits of evil.’”

I nod slowly. She’s not wrong. There’s been a lot of talk about WHISPs being demons or a person’s guilty conscience manifesting in a creepy, grey shadow instead of being clouds of electromagnetic particles pushed out by cell phones, high-tension power lines, and god-only-knows what else. “So, you’ll be taking lead on the investigation?” Normally I’d be pissed about someone sniping one of my homicides, but in this case…

Her gaze stiffens and finds the chief.

He straightens and turns to me. “Harbinger, the commissioner wants you to head the investigation.”

Oh crap. “Me, Sir?”

“You have seniority here and he wants our best heading up this case. Wants it wrapped up quick and quiet before the press sinks its teeth in.”

No pressure. “But, Chief…” He must know. Everybody in the precinct knows about my shadow phobia after my blowout with Waller at the WHISP sensitivity training seminar last year.

“Is there a problem, Detective Harbinger?”

“No, Sir.” No problem. Shit.

###

Take a sneak peek at book one in the WHISPS series,

Whispers of a Killer

 

“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? 


Chapter One

“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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