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CHAPTER O NE


Tuesday, July 24, 2:30 PM
The woman’s naked corpse lay sprawled on the floor. Her arms were outstretched, her legs spread. The insides of her thighs were crusted with dried blood. More blood had congealed into a sticky puddle on the floor beneath her.
New Orleans homicide detectives Sean Murphy and Juan Gaudet stood near the dead woman’s feet.
“He hurt her before he killed her,” Murphy said.
Gaudet nodded. “You think it was our guy?”
“Look at the ligature marks on her neck.”
“But there’s no plastic cable tie this time,” Gaudet said.
Murphy took a step toward the woman’s head and leaned forward to examine her neck. The discoloration from the ligature contained tiny ridge impressions, like those found on a cable tie. “He must have cut it off.”
“He left them on the other victims.”
Murphy stood up. “It’s him.”
“What makes you so sure?”
“I’ve got a feeling.”
“You got a feeling?” Gaudet asked, his voice sarcastic.
Murphy nodded. “It feels like our guy. The way he put her on display in the middle of the floor, like she was sacrificed on an altar.”
“The other ones weren’t posed.”
“They just weren’t this obvious,” Murphy said as he stepped over the dead woman’s left arm and squatted beside her head. “He’s getting more into the act itself. He’s gaining confidence and developing into a more sophisticated killer.”
The crime scene was inside an old club on North Rampart Street called the Destiny Lounge. The club had been closed since Katrina. After the storm, it had become a toilet for bums and a shooting gallery for junkies. Several months back the city boarded up the doors and windows.
Murphy stood and shone his flashlight at the ceiling, amazed that the mirrored disco ball still hung over the grime-covered dance floor.
“Who called it in?” Murphy asked an overweight uniformed cop standing inside the propped-open front door.
“Anonymous nine-one-one call,” the fat cop said.
“Some dope fiend would be my guess,” Gaudet offered.
“A dope fiend with a conscience?” Murphy asked.
“I bet he fucked her first.”
“The killer?”
“No,” Gaudet said. “The nine-one-one caller.”
“She’s kind of ripe.”
“Still, I bet there’s more than one sperm sample inside her. One from the killer, one from the caller.”
“She’s a twenty-dollar crack whore,” Murphy said. “We’re going to find a whole sperm bank inside her.”
Outside, the summer sun beat down on the city through a cloudless sky. Sweat ran down Murphy’s face and plastered his shirt and suit coat to his back.
Hardly any of that blinding sunlight, though, penetrated the tomblike interior of the bar. The plywood covering on the doors and windows hadn’t kept out the victim, the killer, or the transient who found the body, but it kept out the light. The only ambient illumination came through the open door.
“How did the first officers get inside?” Murphy asked the fat cop.
The patrolman pointed to a dark hallway at the rear of the building. “Past the restrooms, the back door is off its hinges.”
“Is that how you got in?”
The cop nodded.
“What about the front door?” Gaudet asked.
“It was chained shut from the inside. We used a tire iron to bust open the padlock so we could get some light and some fresh air in here.”
Gaudet turned to Murphy. “How long do you think she’s been here?”
Murphy painted the body with his flashlight. Then he took a deep whiff of the air. “I’d say at least two days.”
A uniformed sergeant stepped through the door. “Hey, Murph…” He looked around the club like someone who had just walked into a dark movie theater. “Where the hell are you?”
Murphy waved his flashlight. “Right here.”
“The coroner’s man says it’ll be at least an hour before he can get here. They’re pulling a female floater out of the river by the French Market.”
“A local girl?”
The sergeant shook his head. “Tourist. Her boyfriend reported her missing yesterday. He said they were having sex on that old pier up by the zoo. Somehow she fell in. I guess she couldn’t swim.”
Murphy nodded, then remembered the sergeant couldn’t see him. “Thanks,” he said. Another hour inside a sauna with a rotting corpse. By law, even Homicide couldn’t move a body until the coroner’s investigator got to the scene.
He and Gaudet went back to examining the victim. She was black, twenty to twenty-five years old, and badly swollen. Her tongue was the color of chocolate syrup. Her eyes were open and bulging out of her face. The whites had turned dark from the burst blood vessels.
Textbook strangulation.
The ligature mark, the bruising left by whatever had been used to choke her, looked like it encircled her neck. When the coroner’s investigator got here, the three of them would roll the body and check, but Murphy was betting she had been strangled with a cable tie. Scabs and needle marks pockmarked the woman’s arms and legs. Three of the fingernails on her right hand were broken. She had put up a fight.
She fit the pattern of the others. Six previous murders in twelve months, all young, all prostitutes, all victims the department brass referred to as “women with high-risk lifestyles.” All but the first victim had been strangled with a heavy-duty cable tie, a thick plastic band with a one-way ratcheted lock that tightened but didn’t loosen. The only way to remove a cable tie was to cut it off.
“What are you thinking?” Gaudet said.
Murphy shook his head to clear it. He had been staring down into the dead girl’s blood-soaked eyes, but there wasn’t anything behind them. Everything she had ever been, every dream she ever had, every memory-good, bad, or ugly-was gone.
“Hey, partner,” Gaudet said, “don’t get too wrapped up in this shit. It’s just another case.”
Murphy looked up. “You think the rank will finally admit it?”
“Your serial-killer theory?”
“I think we’re past the theory part.”
“Brother, you had me convinced after the third one,” Gaudet said. “But I’m not in charge. I just work here.”
“I’m going to talk to the captain again. We need a task force. We need resources. If we don’t catch this guy, he’s going to keep doing it. He’s going to keep killing women.”
Crime-scene techs snapped pictures of the dead woman and the inside of the bar. They measured how far the body was from fixed objects around the room and from the back door at the end of the short hallway that led to the restrooms. They plotted the distances and directions on a diagram. Seventy-eight feet separated the back door from the woman’s body.
While everyone waited for the coroner’s investigator to show up, Murphy managed to talk one of the techs, a middle-aged black woman who he guessed weighed about 130 pounds, into letting him drag her around the bar. Murphy paced off eighty feet of empty floor. He dragged her one way, then the other.
“Not this method-acting shit again,” Gaudet said as he watched Murphy hauling the crime-scene tech around by her ankles.
Murphy stopped. He was breathing hard. “I’m telling you, it works. You get inside a person’s head and you can figure out how and why he does what he does.”
“How do you know he dragged her? Maybe he carried her.”
“They call it deadweight for a reason,” Murphy said. “If he choked her unconscious while they were outside, he had to get her in here somehow. Lifting and carrying an unconscious woman by yourself is a lot harder than it looks on TV.”
Gaudet grinned. “Have you carried around a lot of unconscious women?”
“If you don’t believe me”-Murphy pointed to the crime-scene tech lying at his feet-“try carrying her from the back door to here.”
The tech shook her head as she climbed to her feet. “That’s enough of this bullshit.” She began banging her palms on the back of her blue utility pants. “I didn’t know this place was so dirty.”
Gaudet ignored her. “Maybe the killer and the victim walked in together.”
“Maybe,” Murphy said, “but I don’t picture our guy as a smooth talker. Not like Ted Bundy. I picture him as shy around women. I think he approached her on the street, told her what he wanted. He showed her some money and they made a deal. Then he led her to the back of the building where they could take care of business. But he choked her or slugged her with something and he dragged her in here, unconscious.”
“How did he know he could get into the building?”
“He’s a planner,” Murphy said. “He probably took the door off the hinges long before he ever approached her.”
The crime-scene tech finished dusting herself off and gave Murphy a disgusted glare. “You owe me a new pair of pants if I can’t get these clean.”
Murphy turned to her. “Can you check the hinges and the pins on the back door for fresh tool marks?”
“Did you hear me about my pants?” she said. When he didn’t answer, she stomped off toward the back door.
It was almost five o’clock when the coroner’s investigator showed up. By that time Murphy was so hot he had stopped sweating. From his Boy Scout days he seemed to remember that was one of the signs of heat exhaustion or heat stroke… heat something.
The coroner’s investigator examined the woman’s body by flashlight. He started with her scalp and began working his way toward her toes. He stopped halfway. Murphy, who was looking over the investigator’s shoulder, saw the tip of a dark object protruding from the woman’s rectum. “What is that?” Murphy said.
The investigator angled his head down for a better look. “I don’t know.”
“Guess.”
The man flicked at the object with a latex-covered fingernail. It clinked. “Sounds like glass.”
“Glass?”
The investigator probed with his finger, then nodded. “It feels like a bottle.” He cast a quick glance around the abandoned bar. “Probably a beer bottle.”
“An entire bottle?” Murphy said.
“That’d be my guess,” the coroner’s man said. “The tapered neck would make insertion easier, but we’ll have to wait until the autopsy to remove it.”
“That’s a new twist,” said Gaudet, who stood behind Murphy. “None of the others had anything like that done to them.” He paused for several seconds. “You still think it’s your guy?”
“He’s not my guy,” Murphy said. “He’s our guy.”
“You know what I mean.”
Murphy stared at the dead woman and nodded. “It’s him. He’s getting off on causing more pain. That’s why the cable tie is gone. He cut if off so he could keep her alive while he tortured her.”
“He must have left something behind,” Gaudet said. “He either raped her, or jacked off on her, or licked her, or just jizzed on the floor. One way or the other, though, he had to have left behind some
DNA.”
“Don’t you think he knows about DNA?” Murphy said.
“Maybe he’s not a CSI fan.”
“He hasn’t left any yet.”
Gaudet pointed to the body. “He’s never done this before, either. You said he’s getting off on what he’s doing.”
“We’ll see,” Murphy said, though he didn’t believe they would find any DNA evidence. This killer was too smart for that.
Gaudet shifted his feet. He looked uncomfortable.
“What’s wrong?” Murphy said.
“When are you going to talk to the captain?”
“As soon as we get back to the office.”
“He shot you down twice already. You keep fucking with him, he’s going to see to it you get fired… again.”
Murphy gazed around the filthy, abandoned bar. Then he stared again at the dead woman. “Maybe,” he said. “But I’ll do whatever it takes to catch this son of a bitch.”



CHAPTER TWO


Tuesday, July 24, 8:00 PM
“Whatever you’ve got to say, Murphy, say it quick,” Captain Michael Donovan said as he stood behind his desk, packing his briefcase. “I’m on my way home.”
Murphy and Gaudet squeezed into their commander’s office, a converted closet in a corner of the cramped Homicide Division, which was itself jammed into a corner of the police academy on City Park Avenue.
Since Katrina, the homicide cops had wandered like Bedouins, first working out of a commandeered cruise ship, then out of a pair of trailers in City Park, and finally from a set of cluttered rooms at the police academy.
A pair of Goodwill chairs stood in front of Donovan’s desk, but he did not ask the detectives to sit down.
Murphy cleared his throat. “I need resources, Captain. Money, investigators, support staff, enough for a task force.”
“A task force?” Donovan said. He dug a fingernail into a small sore on his head. He was nearly bald but tried to disguise it by keeping his remaining hair buzzed close to his scalp. “Are you still beating that dead horse?”
“Captain, there’s a serial killer out-”
“Bullshit,” Donovan barked. “The murders you’re talking about are unrelated and were committed by different perpetrators.” He sounded like he was reading from a departmental press release.
“How the hell can you say that?” Murphy snapped. “You haven’t been to even one of the crime scenes.”
“Watch your mouth, Detective,” Donovan said. His boozer’s nose was flushed. “I’ve read all the reports and I’ve seen all the photos. It’s obvious these cases were not the work of the same killer.”
Murphy glanced at his partner, standing beside him like a silent, 260-pound Buddha. “You got anything to say?”
Gaudet rolled his eyes. “I’m going to let you two crazy Irishmen fight it out.”
Murphy took a deep breath. Sometimes his partner’s lack of passion for the job infuriated him. He stared back across the desk. “Captain, these cases are linked, and the killer is getting more vicious. This time he kept the victim alive in order to torture her before she died.”
“You don’t know that,” Donovan said. “Any additional injuries the killer inflicted on the victim could have been postmortem.”
“She bled when he shoved a beer bottle into her rectum, something she would not have done had she already been dead. He’s starting to get off on hurting them, and he’s sped up his pattern.”
“There is no pattern,” Donovan said. “These cases aren’t connected.”
Murphy plunged forward. “The first six were roughly one every other month. Today is only the thirty-fifth day since the last killing. The next one will be even sooner.”
A blanket of silence settled over the room.
Murphy finally broke it. “We need a task force. This guy is not going to stop killing until we catch him.”
“Your time line is a load of crap,” Donovan shouted. “There has never been a serial killer in New Orleans, and we sure as hell aren’t going to have one on my watch.”
“The Axman.”
“What?”
“There was a serial killer here known as the Axman.”
“What are you talking about?”
“He attacked more than a dozen people and killed at least six of them,” Murphy said. “All with an ax. He even wrote a letter to the Times-Picayune and gave himself a name-the Axman.”
“When did this happen?” Donovan demanded.
Murphy cleared his throat. “The first attack was in 1911. The last one was in 1919. Officially, he was never caught.”
Donovan waved a hand at him like he was swatting a fly. “Get out of here. Even if that story is true-which I highly doubt-it’s ancient fucking history.”
“I need a task force to catch this guy,” Murphy said.
Donovan jabbed a finger in Murphy’s face. “Do you think me or anybody else in this police department gives a rat’s ass what you need? There is no serial killer, Murphy. There’s just a bunch of whack jobs, or psycho johns, or some other sick fucks. These girls were whores, for Christsakes. It’s a dangerous occupation. Mostly they get fucked, but sometimes they get killed. It’s been happening since the first whore sold the first piece of pussy.”
Donovan pointed to the door. “Now get out of my office and go solve some of these goddamn cases before I transfer your ass out of here and get myself a real detective.”
“Thanks for backing me up, partner,” Murphy said.
He and Gaudet were holding down a couple of stools at the Star amp; Crescent on Tulane Avenue, across from the courthouse.
Officially, the widow of a slain police officer owned the Star amp; Crescent, but two brothers, an NOPD armed-robbery detective and a U.S. Customs agent, were the real owners. The bar was popular with cops, assistant DAs, defense attorneys, and judges.
Gaudet shook his head. “Just because Donovan’s all over your white ass doesn’t mean I want him all over my black one.”
“Don’t try to play the race card with me, you mulatto motherfucker,” Murphy said. “You’re only half black.”
“Then I don’t want the captain on either side of my ass,” Gaudet said. “The black one or the white one.” He took a long pull from his Budweiser. “If you keep messing with Donovan, he will do just what he said, and that is transfer your pasty white Irish ass out to the Seventh District with Danny Scanlan, and the two of you can spend your nights doing what Scanlan has been doing for two years-pushing a squad car around and shooting at hogs and alligators and shit.”
“To hell with Donovan. I’ll go over his head to the assistant chief if I have to.”
“The assistant chief hates you too.”
“Somebody on the command staff has to be smart enough to realize that we need to put together a task force to catch this psycho before he starts getting serious.”
Gaudet drained the rest of his beer. “Killing seven sisters ain’t serious enough for you? You waiting for him to kill a white woman?”
“At least we’d get our task force.”
“You racist motherfucker.”
“You know I don’t give a shit what color they are,” Murphy said, “but I’m telling you, this guy is just getting warmed up.”
The bartender, an off-duty Fourth District cop, set a fresh pair of longnecks down in front of them.
Gaudet took a gulp from his right away. “How the hell could you possibly know what he’s going to do?”
“I study these guys. I read about them. More times than not, their behavior follows a pattern. This guy’s attacks are starting to come more frequently and they’re getting more violent.”
“The rank is not going to give you a task force. Period.”
“Then they’re letting women get killed to save money.”
“It’s not just about the money,” Gaudet said.
“It’s always about the money.”
“Don’t get me wrong, it’s about that too, but it’s also about not wanting to look bad. Think about what happened in Baton Rouge.”
“Derrick Todd Lee?”
Gaudet nodded. “The police up there put together a high-profile task force that put out the wrong suspect and vehicle descriptions. Then the cops wasted months swabbing DNA from a couple thousand white guys driving pickup trucks.”
“Meanwhile women were still dying.”
“And the killer turned out to be a brother driving a rice burner.”
“What’s your point?”
“The rank doesn’t want to risk being wrong,” Gaudet said. “And the easiest way not to be wrong is to do nothing.”
“So do you want a task force or not?” Murphy asked.
“Why not work the cases, just you and me, like always?”
“I want to be able to pull all the pieces together, not just some of them.” Murphy took a sip of beer. “Of the seven murders we think are connected, how many of the scenes have you and I been to?”
Gaudet counted on his thick fingers while his lips moved silently. “Four, counting this afternoon.”
“Exactly. So on the other three we don’t really know shit, do we?”
“We read the reports. We looked at the crime-scene photos.”
“You sound like Donovan,” Murphy said. “We read the initial reports, not the follow-ups, not the interview transcripts. We don’t know what records the investigators have pulled. We don’t see that stuff because those cases don’t belong to us. If we put together a task force we could collect and collate everything. We could have analysts look at every scrap of paper. We could look for patterns.”
“There you go with that pattern shit again.”
“Why do you think the cops in California didn’t catch the Zodiac Killer?”
“Fuck if I know.”
“Because he killed in multiple jurisdictions, sometimes on the border between jurisdictions. Nobody was in charge of the overall investigation. Cops from different departments hoarded information and leads. They each had their own prime suspect. They didn’t share anything.”
“So what happened?” Gaudet said, his voice beginning to slur. They were each on their fifth beer.
“The killer took his secret to the grave.”
The door opened and two Second District detectives walked in. While Murphy had been rambling about the rank not giving him a task force, several assistant DAs had slipped into the bar. They stood in a tight group at the far end, talking loud and laughing hard.
“You’re not going to get a task force,” Gaudet said. “And if you keep asking for one, the captain is going to launch your ass out of Homicide.”
“People need to know a serial killer is out there targeting women.”
“He’s targeting prostitutes,” Gaudet said. “Nobody gives a shit about prostitutes, especially black ones.”
“He’s cutting his teeth on them because they’re the easiest. That doesn’t mean he’s going to stick with them.”
“You’re not thinking about doing what I think you’re thinking about doing, are you?”
Murphy shrugged. “That depends on what you think I’m thinking about doing.”
“If you talk to her and the captain finds out, he’ll turn you over to the Rat Squad and let them do the dirty work. They hate your guts and would love the chance to get even with you.”
“That was three years ago,” Murphy said. “They have a new commander now. Maybe…”
Gaudet waved his hand in the air. “When DeMarco got promoted to assistant chief, he got to handpick his successor, and you’re nuts if you don’t think he left the new guy a list of cops to fuck over at any cost. When you beat them with your appeal, brother, you got put on their permanent shit list.”
Murphy took a long sip of beer. He was desperate to put together a task force to catch this killer, and he knew that what he was planning was a desperate move. He also knew that desperate men made mistakes. Gaudet was right. PIB-the Public Integrity Bureau-had a long institutional memory.
Gaudet downed half his beer in one gulp, then wiped his lips with the back of his hand. “Besides, and getting back to the point, if you’re thinking about doing what I think you’re thinking about, she hates your guts too.”
“ Hate is a strong word.”



CHAPTER THREE


Tuesday, July 24, 10:40 PM
The woman is tall, a good two inches taller than he. Her long legs spill from a black skirt the size of a paper towel. The tattoo across the front of her thigh barely stands out against her dark skin. He has to walk past her on the sidewalk to read it. Written in script, the tattoo says, “Johnny’s Girl.”
Her black hair is wrapped in a tight bun. She carries a small purse and wears a white blouse that shows a lot of cleavage. As he passes her, she gives him a long look, assessing him. Cop or john?
He turns to watch her sashay past. He has seen her before on this part of Tulane Avenue. Tonight, she is working the corner at South Dupre, just one block from the colossal granite courthouse that looms over the intersection of Tulane and Broad, and only two blocks from the back of the still-abandoned police headquarters building.
She hugs a streetlamp and spins around to look at him. For a minute he feels uneasy. She’s staring at him, expecting him to say or do something. Just like his mother. A half block separates them. She’s confident. He’s not. As he lurches toward her he tries to hide his unease.
The woman nods at him. “How you doing, sugar?”
An old Camaro, fire-engine red with loud pipes, blows past them on Tulane. The driver lays on the horn as he roars by and a young guy hangs out the passenger window. “Get you some, you fucking loser!”
The woman’s slim brown arm shoots up. She flips the bird at the passing car as it heads south in the direction of Saint Michael’s Catholic Church, less than a dozen blocks away. After a few seconds she drops her arm and turns toward him. “You looking for some company?”
He stares at the fading taillights of the Camaro.
“Don’t worry about them, sugar. Momma’s gonna take good care of you.”
A trickle of confidence seeps through his body. He sees her for what she is, a dirty slut who trades sex for silver.
Just down the street stands a three-story flophouse, easily within sight of the criminal-court building. The motel’s only customers are prostitutes and johns. Whores and drug dealers prowl Tulane Avenue all night long, while drunks and addicts shuffle past like zombies. He has seen dealers selling heroin on the courthouse steps, and whores down on their knees on those same steps.
It has to stop.
New Orleans is the new Sodom. And just like in the original, there are not even ten righteous men left here. He is the last, and his job is to call down the Lord’s wrath, to bring forth the cleansing fire that will make holy this unholiest of places.
His cleansing began more than a year ago. Tonight it will continue with this fallen woman on Tulane Avenue, a harlot so brazen she is unafraid to ply her trade only blocks from a house of God.
His wrath is growing. All he has to do is get through the next few awkward moments. He must make her believe he is an addled, sex-crazed cretin.
“H-h-how m-m-much?” he asks. His cursed stutter makes him feel weak. When his mother is drunk-which is nightly-she teases him by impersonating him in her whiskey-slurred imitation stammer.
“Depends on what you want,” the woman says. She glances around and lowers her voice. “Full service will cost you a hundred.”
The harlot isn’t mocking him with her voice, but he can still see the scorn in her eyes. “I-I-I’ll take f-f-full service,” he says.
The prostitute casts a glance at the motel. “A room costs extra, or we can just go behind one of these buildings. I’ll bend over and you can do me from behind.”
“I-I-I h-h-have a car.” He has to force the words from his constricted throat.
She shakes her head. “It better be big ’cause I ain’t getting in the backseat of no itty-bitty car.”
He steps closer to her. For an instant her eyes widen. Is it fear? A tiny pulse of electricity shoots through him. “I l-l-live j-j-just a few blocks away. We can g-g-go to my house.”
“Uh-uh, sugar. I ain’t going to nobody’s damn house. You might have all kind of freaky shit going on there.” She points to the flophouse. “We can go to that motel right there, or just do it in one of these alleys. I’ll suck your dick in your car, but I ain’t about to go to no house with you.”
He reaches out and takes hold of her elbow. The first contact sends a jolt through him. His confidence surges. “How much for a b-b-blow job?”
“Fifty.”
“Okay.”
He leads her to his car. Along the way she brushes her hand against his crotch a couple of times. She’s trying to get him excited. She has no idea it won’t work, that all she does is disgust him.
His car is parked on Gravier Street, in the middle of the block. He selected the spot carefully when he went looking for the woman. This section of Gravier is lined with run-down houses, many of them abandoned since the storm. The few residents still living here park on the street. His ten-year-old Honda Civic blends in well.
Late on a weeknight there is no one else out. He opens the door for her and watches as she lowers herself into the passenger seat.
“Put your s-s-seat belt on,” he says. “I don’t want to do it in front of all these houses.”
She pulls the shoulder strap across her breasts and snaps it. “Don’t go too far, sugar. You’re already on the clock.”
He walks around the car and slides behind the wheel. “How about under the overpass?”
She nods. “Momma got you to stop stuttering, huh?” She leans toward him and reaches for his belt buckle. “Let’s see what else she can do for you.”
“Not until we get to the bridge,” he says, an edge to his voice.
She sits back in her seat. “Okay, sugar. I can wait.”
He starts the car and pulls away, making the first left onto South Salcedo. A block ahead Salcedo ends at Perdido Street. He stops for a moment and stares straight ahead at part of the sheriff’s prison complex across the street. He once spent four days locked up inside that hellhole. He raises his hand to finger the jagged scar those four days left above his right eyebrow.
“You gonna drop me off at the jailhouse, sugar, or do you want me to suck your cock?” the woman says.
He ignores her and turns right. Three blocks ahead, Perdido Street dead-ends under the South Jefferson Davis Parkway overpass. He drives beneath the overpass and pulls to a stop on a litter-strewn piece of asphalt between two concrete support pylons. Surrounded by empty parking lots and a fenced storage yard, the underside of the overpass is cut off from the rest of the world. The only danger is from passing police cars leaving the jail complex.
The harlot unbuckles her seat belt and leans toward him. She rubs his crotch with one hand as she pulls his belt loose with the other. She unsnaps his pants. “Momma’s gonna give you some honey right now, sugar.”
He slips his right arm between the front seats and curls his fingers around a hard plastic cable tie lying on the floorboard behind the passenger seat. Then he hooks his left hand through the door latch as he lifts the heavy-duty cable tie over the seat until it hovers just above the woman’s head.
She tugs at his zipper, then reaches inside his pants and rubs his limp, unexcited flesh. “Sugar, I’m going to have to give you some help, but don’t you worry, Momma’s gonna take good care-”
Moving quickly, his right hand drops the looped twenty-four-inch tie over the harlot’s head while his left hand yanks the door latch. He shoves the door open with his knee and grabs the bun at the back of the woman’s head with his left hand. Then he pulls her face into his lap and yanks up on the cable tie. The plastic ratchet makes a zipping sound as its ridged tongue rips through the locking mechanism.
As soon as the tie is cinched around the woman’s throat, he slides out of the car and stands beside the driver’s seat. He reaches back inside and pushes her facedown into the cracked vinyl upholstery.
With her airway choked off, the woman can’t scream. But for a full minute, she flails her arms and claws at him. Just before she passes out she leaves a long scratch on his right forearm.
Scanning the area under the overpass, he sees only the darkness and hears only the quiet. No one has noticed him. Grabbing the harlot by the wrists, he drags her from the car and dumps her facedown on the asphalt.
As he waits for the last remnants of the woman’s life to drain from her, he thinks about how he had been drawn to her from the first moment he saw her more than a week ago. Since then, he has known she was going to be a part of his next cleansing, despite the added danger of her working so close to the courthouse and the jail.
Sadly, he won’t have the chance to explain to her why he is doing this. Finding an abandoned bar near where the last harlot worked had been fortunate. God had given him the opportunity to explain to her why she was being sacrificed and how her soul was being cleansed. He couldn’t expect to have that opportunity every time.
After a few minutes, when he is certain she has passed from this life, he rolls the woman over. Her eyes are already glassy, their edges lined with burst blood vessels. He unbuttons and removes her imitation-silk blouse, then pulls off her high-heeled sandals and peels away her skirt. She wears no bra or panties. This woman was a true harlot. Soon she will be clean again.
He spreads her arms and legs wide and then looks around for something to use for the rest of the ritual. She will get no physical contact from him because he has no interest in her whore’s flesh. But he will treat her like the whore she is. This one won’t feel it like the last one did, but her soul will know the Lord’s hand has reached out and touched her vile places.
She is his tenth sacrifice, and still no one has recognized his work. No one even knows he is here at all. But he has a plan. If this dead harlot doesn’t capture the attention of the police and the press, he knows what will. He has something more dramatic in mind, something much more dramatic.



CHAPTER FOUR


Wednesday, July 25, 8:00 AM
“This motherfucker must be crazy!” Detective Juan Gaudet said. “He kills this poor girl and dumps her body half a motherfucking mile from police headquarters.”
They were looking down at the naked corpse of another woman, this one under the South Jeff Davis overpass.
“Headquarters is just another empty building now,” Murphy said.
Gaudet took a deep breath. “Still…”
Murphy glanced at his partner. “Who are you talking about, anyway?”
“Don’t play with me, goddamnit. You know exactly who the fuck I’m talking about.
So you’re back with me on this?
I never left you on it. It just ain’t worth getting transferred to the Seventh District night watch over.
You agree this is the same guy?”
Gaudet squatted close to the dead woman’s midsection. His face tightened. “Look what he did to her, man.”
She lay on her back spread-eagled, with a rusty piece of steel rebar protruding a foot from her vagina. Her hands were missing.
“There’s not much blood,” Murphy said. “There’s a good chance she was dead when he did this.”
Gaudet stood. “This motherfucker is sick, you hear me, sick.
He’s a serial killer who mutilates women. He’s a fucking psycho.”
An hour ago a patrolman leaving lockup had spotted the body. The crime scene was a small patch of urban wasteland, in the middle of the city but out of sight from just about everywhere.
“Why take her hands?” Gaudet said.
Murphy shrugged. “Maybe he thinks that without fingerprints we won’t be able to identify her. Or maybe he took them for souvenirs.”
“What about the cable tie?” Gaudet said.
“What about it?”
“Why did he leave it this time but not last time?”
The woman’s eyes were bulged and bloodshot. Her tongue was black and swollen and hanging from her mouth.
“Maybe she died before he could remove it,” Murphy said. “Maybe he forgot his pocket knife.”
Gaudet stomped his feet in frustration. “Two victims in two days. I’m telling you, this motherfucker is crazy.” He bent over and tapped his pen against the hard plastic cable tie. “Where do you get these things?”
“Wal-Mart, Home Depot. They come in all sizes. He probably picked up a pack at a hardware store.”
“And once he puts it on there’s no way to get it off.”
Murphy shook his head. “You have to cut it.”
“They probably realize that,” Gaudet said. “His victims, I mean. They probably know there’s no way to get that thing off, that they’re going to die.”
“Probably.”
“How long you figure it takes?”
Murphy stared at the dead woman’s face. “About a minute before she blacks out. Three or four until she’s dead.”
The woman was young, early twenties, Murphy guessed. Other than some dental issues, probably from smoking crack, she wasn’t bad looking. Just the one tattoo, “Johnny’s Girl,” in script across the front of her thigh. If she could have gotten off the pipe, she might have had a chance at a decent life.
Murphy stepped away and started walking the crime scene.
A few minutes later, he found a black skirt and a pair of “fuck me” pumps lying against one of the concrete pylons, ten yards from the body.
A three-foot length of rusted steel rod lay just a few feet from the skirt and sandals. If the piece of rebar the killer had used on the victim was the same length as the one near the pylon, it meant he had shoved two feet of steel inside the woman. If she had been alive when he did it, she would have bled a lot more. Thank God for small favors.
Behind him, Gaudet said, “What are you going to do?”
“Give the rank one more chance to come clean about what’s going on.
And if they don’t?
If these girls knew there was a killer out here hunting them like animals, they’d be more careful. They wouldn’t get into cars with customers they don’t know. They could work in pairs, watch each other’s backs.”
“Or they could quit hooking,” Gaudet said.
“How likely is that?”
“And if the rank still won’t own up to the truth?”
“I’m going to do what I said.”
“Will she talk to you?”
Murphy nodded toward the body. “If it’s about a serial killer, yeah.
Hell hath no fury, my brother.”
How did the killer get her there?
It was a question Sean Murphy had been wrestling with since he first got to the South Jeff Davis crime scene.
He had shown a photo of the victim’s face to a couple of vice detectives. They knew her by sight but couldn’t remember her name. One of the vice cops remembered seeing her a couple of times working on Tulane near the courthouse.
There’s no way, Murphy thought, she would have walked the eight blocks from criminal district court to the Jeff Davis overpass with a john, not when the storm had left plenty of abandoned houses and empty buildings in between where she could knock out a two-minute blow job or a quick bend-over.
The logical answer was a car. Whether she’d gone voluntarily or involuntarily, the killer had driven her to the overpass.
Inside the Homicide office, sitting behind his shared desk-there were ten desks for sixteen detectives-Murphy typed out an intradepartmental memo, a Form 105, requesting that every platoon and shift commander in the city ask at roll call if any officer had seen anything suspicious or had taken note of any cars parked near Central Lockup, the still-abandoned police headquarters building, or the courthouse last night.
Since all interdepartmental memos had to go through the chain of command, Murphy figured his 105 would take a week to get into the hands of the people who would actually read it aloud at roll calls. Just enough time for anyone who saw anything suspicious to forget the details.
After dropping his memo in the captain’s in-box, Murphy drove to the ruined police headquarters building on Broad Street next to the courthouse. It was 1:00 PM. Gaudet had gone to court at ten o’clock that morning and said he expected to be there all day, waiting to testify in an old homicide case. Murphy decided to canvass the fourteen-square-block area between the courthouse and the crime scene, looking for surveillance cameras.
A thorough canvass had to be done on foot. It was too easy to miss something in a car. The area was bordered by Tulane Avenue, Broad Street, Perdido Street, and South Jeff Davis Parkway. It was a run-down, half-abandoned, trapezoid-shaped section of Mid-City, bisected down its long axis by Gravier Street. Small shotgun houses lined the interior thruways.
Katrina had dumped four feet of water onto the neighborhood and run everyone off. A lot of people hadn’t come back. In addition to police headquarters, the district attorney’s office, across the street from criminal district court, still stood empty. The DA had taken his people to a building on Poydras Street, not far from the Superdome. There were cameras outside the old DA’s building, but they hadn’t worked since the storm.
Three small businesses-a corner store, a hair salon, and a tire shop-provided the only commerce in the neighborhood, and by the look of things, all three were on life support. Only the tire shop had a security camera. Speedy’s Tires stood on the corner of South Rendon and Gravier, in the block adjacent to where the woman’s body had been found.
“I only got two tapes,” the owner told Murphy. “I rotate them so they last longer.”
The two men stood just inside the work bay.
“Which tape did you have in last night?” Murphy asked.
“It’s still in the machine,” the man said. He was tall, six three, about fifty years old, with big, powerful shoulders. He looked prison hard.
Murphy glanced at the heat waves rising off the street. A breeze would be nice, he thought. “Can I take a look at it?” Murphy said. His feet hurt. He was sweating bullets. It was too damn hot to be pounding the pavement in a suit and tie.
“Sure,” the big man said. Then he turned around and walked toward his office at the back of the shop.
Murphy fell in behind him.
The office was small and cluttered. A pile of tire catalogs, stacks of receipt books, a gray metal desk, a file cabinet, a bookcase-all jammed into an eight-foot-by-eight-foot square. An old videotape recorder and a thirteen-inch black-and-white television sat on a shelf over the desk.
“I got broke into a little over a year ago,” the tire man said. “Little bastards just kicked open the front door and came right on in.”
“What’d they get?” Murphy asked.
“Tires and rims, and my cash box. I don’t keep cash around here no more, and I put a security camera on the corner of the building to watch the front door.” The shop owner punched a button on the video recorder and grabbed the VHS tape when it popped out.
“How long does a tape last?”
“About twelve hours. The camera only takes a picture every few seconds. They call it time… time something. Time delay, I think.”
“Time-lapse,” Murphy said.
A label stuck on the edge of the tape had the words Speedy’s Tire-Tape One handwritten across it.
“Are you Speedy?” Murphy asked.
The man nodded. “My daddy gave me that name.”
Speedy held the tape out to Murphy. “You can take it with you. Just bring it back when you’re finished.”
Murphy nodded. “I don’t even think we have a VCR at the office that works. You mind if I watch a little of it here?”
“Be my guest,” Speedy said. He shoved the tape back into the machine and mashed a flattened thumb against the power button on the TV. Then he hit the rewind button on the VCR.
“I’m sorry about the time,” Speedy said as soon as the tape started playing.
At the bottom of the TV screen the date and time flashed “01-01-01/12:00 AM.”
“The power keeps going out and I can’t ever remember how to reset it.”
“It’s not a problem,” Murphy said. “What time did you start recording last night?”
“About six o’clock.”
According to the coroner’s best guess, the woman had probably been killed between 9:00 PM and 1:00 AM. That meant Murphy didn’t need to watch the first three hours or the last five. Just that four-hour stretch in the middle. He had a VCR at home that would show the elapsed time, as long as he started the tape at the beginning and reset the counter.
But what if the killer had cruised the neighborhood earlier in the evening to get a feel for it? Or drove around afterward to stay close to the victim? Murphy realized he was going to have to watch the whole tape. He punched the eject button. “I better take it home. This is going to take a while.”
“I’m sorry about that, Detective. You go on and keep that tape as long as you want. I’ll use the other one until you get done.”
Even on fast-forward, watching the entire tape was going to take at least three hours.
Great, Murphy thought. Just great.
At the recently refurbished criminal district court building, the images from the surveillance cameras fed into a digital recorder. Unlike Speedy’s, the time stamp on the sheriff’s video recorder was set properly.
At 4:00 PM, Murphy sat down at a desk in the third-floor security office and started watching video.
There were four cameras on the outside of the building, but only two of them had views of the street. One camera was aimed at the prisoner gate at the back of the building and another monitored the main door facing Tulane Avenue. One camera shot images of Tulane and Broad, where there were too many cars to count. The last camera had a view of South White Street, which ran along the west side of the courthouse.
Murphy watched the recording from the camera facing South White Street at four times bodytext speed, but even then it took until after 7:00 PM to get through it. By the time he finished, the courthouse was closed and a deputy had to let him out through the staff door.
Twenty-eight cars had driven down South White Street between 3:00 PM yesterday and three o’clock this morning. Before Katrina there would have been three or four times that number. The camera was close enough so Murphy could read the license-plate numbers on twenty-six of the cars. One didn’t have a tag, and one went by so fast he couldn’t read the numbers.
On the way home Murphy stopped at the Star amp; Crescent and had two beers. Then he went home to watch the videotape from Speedy’s tire shop.



CHAPTER FIVE


Thursday, July 26, 9:30 AM
“How was court?” Murphy said as he stepped into the squad room.
Gaudet swiveled his head away from his computer keyboard. “A waste of time.”
Murphy dropped into the chair behind the desk he shared with a detective on another shift. “They didn’t call you to the stand?”
“I sat there all day and they didn’t even finish picking the jury.”
“Couldn’t the assistant DA put you on standby?”
Gaudet shrugged. “He’s some new tight-ass prick, said he needed me there to help with jury selection.”
Murphy looked at the clock on the wall. “What time do you have to be back?”
“He said he wanted me there by nine.”
“So why are you still here?”
“I told him I had to be at the firing range until noon.”
“We’re not going to the range today,” Murphy said. “I can’t even remember the last time we shot.”
“The DA don’t know that.”
“Good point.” Murphy spun around and started thumbing through the stack of pink message slips on the desk.
“How did it go with the surveillance cameras?” Gaudet asked.
Murphy didn’t see any messages he felt like returning. He threw the entire pile in the wastebasket next to his desk. He looked at Gaudet. “I got a bunch of license-plate numbers from one of the courthouse cameras. The other cameras were pretty much a bust. I also got a few tags off of a security camera at a tire shop.”
“Speedy’s?”
“Yeah,” Murphy said. “You know him?”
Gaudet nodded. “I bought some retreads from him once for my nephew’s car. He did some time back in the day, but he’s straight now.”
“I got that impression.”
“So what’s next?”
“Well, while you were wasting time in court-”
“Hey, brother, I’m sorry about that. You know I would have been there if I could. I love walking around in the hot sun for hours on end, sweating my balls off.”
“You probably didn’t even have court. I didn’t get a subpoena.”
“It’s an old case,” Gaudet said. “From back when you were off the job, drinking heavily and trysting with barmaids.”
“Did you say trysting?”
“Damn right, I did. What of it?”
“Do you even know what a tryst is?”
“I used the word correctly, didn’t I,” Gaudet said, his voice loaded with feigned indignation. “Just because I’m black and went to Delgado instead of Notre Dame, don’t mean I’m not ed-u-cated.”
“I only went to Notre Dame for a year.”
“Then you went to Loyola.”
“Yeah, for another year.”
“Still, you’re a white boy and you went to two fancy schools. It’s not my fault you weren’t smart enough to graduate from either one.”
Murphy thought about the winter he spent in South Bend, the coldest he had ever known. Despite the freezing temperature, it had been a good year. His first time away from home. Then a king-size guilt trip from his mother-a Catholic boy’s rite of passage-brought him back. The scholarship wasted. Then a year uptown at Jesuit-run Loyola, until the money ran out.
After that, he spent three years working on a tugboat. He was making good money and figured one day he might earn a skipper’s cap. Then he saw a billboard advertisement for the New Orleans Police Department. He could still remember the exact words: BE A PROFESSIONAL AND PROTECT YOUR COMMUNITY. JOIN THE FIGHT. JOIN THE NOPD.
In the mid-1990s, New Orleans was the most violent city in America. A police recruiter told Murphy he could help bring New Orleans back to its former glory as one of America’s great cities. Murphy had bought that bullshit hook, line, and sinker. He signed up despite the huge pay cut. His uncle had been on the job then and tried to talk him out of joining the department. Murphy was hardheaded.
His partner’s mock condescension snapped Murphy back to the present. “While you were wasting time in college trying to be a jock,” Gaudet said, “I was studying recidivism and probated-spiral-compression theory on my way to earning an associate’s degree in criminal justice from a fine institution of higher learning.”
“Delgado Community College.”
“That’s right,” Gaudet said. “But I like to think of it as Delgado University.”
“It took you four years to get a two-year degree.”
“I read slow.”
“At least you learned the word tryst,” Murphy said. “That’s something.”
“Speaking of tryst, what did you decide to do about that thing you were talking about yesterday?”
“That wasn’t a tryst,” Murphy said. “When you move in together, the tryst is over.”
Gaudet laughed. “That ain’t all that’s over.”
Murphy nodded.
“Besides,” Gaudet said, “I just like saying that word, feeling the way it rolls off my tongue.” He stuck his tongue out and flicked it up and down.
Murphy ignored the urge to throw up. “I’m going to do exactly what I said. I’m going to give the rank one more shot. Then I’m going to do whatever it takes to get some resources for this case.”
“I hope you know what you’re doing.”
Murphy shrugged. “Me too.”
By midafternoon, Murphy was only halfway through his list of license-plate numbers.
The process was tedious. He had to run each number through the police department’s ponderous, 1980s-era computer system known as MOTION, which stood for Metropolitan Orleans Total Information Online Network. Some MOTION terminals were so antiquated they looked like 1960s vacuum-tube television sets. The program required users to log in with a social-security number and password for each query. For Murphy that meant more than thirty individual log-ins.
The different programs within the system weren’t integrated. When the registered owner of a vehicle popped up, using a program called SLIX, Murphy had to jot down the owner’s name and date of birth, then exit the vehicle subsystem and log in to the criminal-history subsystem, called MONA, to find out if the vehicle owner had ever been arrested or had an active warrant.
And so it went, back and forth between SLIX and MONA, running tags, then checking for criminal histories.
By five o’clock he was done. Of the twenty-six tags from the courthouse camera, twelve of the registered owners had rap sheets. Of the six license-plate numbers he had pulled off the surveillance tape from Speedy’s tire shop, only one had a record, but Murphy put that record at the top of his list.
Sometime between 10:00 PM and 11:00 PM -it was impossible to pinpoint the time, because Murphy wasn’t sure exactly when Speedy had started recording-a Chevy Camaro had driven past the tire shop. Because the security camera was black-and-white, Murphy couldn’t tell the color, but SLIX listed the Camaro’s color as red.
The license plate came back registered to Jonathan Deshotels of New Orleans. Deshotels was a twenty-year-old scumbag with arrests for burglary, felony theft, and rape. In a rare moment of functionality, MONA actually showed the disposition of Deshotels’s rape charge. A year and a half ago, he pleaded guilty to a reduced charge of sexual battery. He got a suspended sentence and was placed on five years’ probation. A cush deal for a rapist.
As a convicted sex offender, young Deshotels had to keep local law enforcement apprised of his current address or risk having his probation revoked and being sent to prison, where he would likely be raped himself. He also had to stay away from schools, playgrounds, and other places where kids congregated.
Nothing in Deshotels’s record indicated he was a pedophile, but Louisiana’s sex-offender law, like those of most states, didn’t differentiate. All sex offenders got treated like child molesters.
At 9:00 PM, Murphy was parked down the street from Deshotels’s last known address, a small duplex uptown on Octavia Street. He had been watching the place for more than an hour. So far he had not seen the red Camaro.
The architectural design of the house Murphy was watching was known as a shotgun double. Local lore says the houses, which have a simple, rectangular floor plan, got their name because a person could fire a shotgun in the front door and out the back door without hitting anything in between.
Murphy wanted to know why Deshotels had been cruising the backstreets around the courthouse late Tuesday night.
Like most scumbags, Deshotels used several addresses. He had listed this one on Octavia Street as his home address when he was last arrested six months ago. The arrest had been for a probation violation, but the bust had not resulted in Deshotels’s probation being revoked. More than likely he had skipped a meeting, and his probation officer had had an arrest warrant issued just to throw a scare into him.
Murphy could only hope Deshotels hadn’t moved since then.
So he sat in his car, watching the right side of a shotgun double from half a block away, waiting for a red Camaro to drive up, a red Camaro that might never arrive. Surveillance was so much fun.
The handheld police radio lying on the seat beside Murphy squawked. “Twenty-five fifty-five to twenty-five fifty-four.”
It was Gaudet. Murphy picked up his portable radio and keyed the microphone. “Twenty-five fifty-four, go ahead.”
“What’s your twenty?”
Murphy gave him the address, then added, “It’s one way, lake bound. Come up from the river side.”
“I’ll be there in ten.”
“Kill your lights before you turn onto the block.”
“Ten four.”
In his rearview mirror, Murphy saw Gaudet turn off his headlights a block away and slid his piece-of-shit Caprice in behind Murphy’s even-bigger-piece-of-shit Taurus.
Murphy watched as Gaudet slipped out of his car and crept up the right side of the Taurus. For a big man, Gaudet could move like a cat, sneaky when he wanted to be. He eased into the passenger seat and pulled the door shut. “What’s up?”
“Did you win?”
“What?”
“The case,” Murphy said. “Did the good guys win?”
Gaudet shook his head. “Judge granted a continuance.”
Murphy nodded. It happened all the time. You spent two days in court waiting to testify, then the case was continued.
“What you got?” Gaudet asked.
Murphy pointed through the windshield. “The one with the porch light on. That’s the last known address of a guy who was cruising around the courthouse just before the victim was killed.”
“Who is he?”
“The car came back to a kid named Jonathan Deshotels. He took a fall on a rape charge two years ago.”
“Why isn’t he in prison?”
“He got probation.”
“For rape?”
“He pled to sexual battery.”
Gaudet’s eyes narrowed. “Wait a minute. Is his old man Charles Deshotels?”
Murphy shrugged. “I don’t know. Why?”
“If so, his old man is a big-shot attorney.”
“I never heard of him.”
“He doesn’t do criminal work. He specializes in contracts. Right now he’s negotiating with the city for a bunch of Katrina contractors. Heavy-duty shit, like hundreds of millions in FEMA money.”
“So he knows people,” Murphy said. “So what?”
“He knows important people, and you can bet he called in all kinds of favors to get his shithead son off of a rape charge.”
Murphy shrugged again. “Fuck him and his dad.”
“What did his record look like before the rape?”
“Arrests for burglary and felony theft, but no convictions.”
“What’s the game plan?” Gaudet said.
“For now just a knock and talk. I want to find out why he was in that area at that time.”
“What if he cops an attitude?”
“We’ll take him to the office and sweat him.”
“He’ll call his old man quicker than shit, I bet.”
“Not if we don’t let him,” Murphy said.
They watched the house. An hour passed. Neither said a word. They were used to it.
Gaudet broke the silence. “You talk to Kirsten yet?”
“Not yet.”
“You going to?”
“I’ll give her a call tomorrow,” Murphy said. “Maybe I’ll go by her house.”
“You know she still hates you.”
“Maybe.”
“There’s no maybe about it,” Gaudet said. “You had sex with her best friend.”
“It wasn’t quite as simple as that.”
“Yeah, it was.”
“Janet and I went out a few times before Kirsten and I ever started dating. It was Janet who introduced us.”
Gaudet laughed. “But you screwed Janet after that.”
“I was drunk.”
Kirsten was supposed to have met Murphy at a party at Tipitina’s on Napoleon Street. Janet was bringing a date and was going to join them there. Not long after Murphy showed up, Kirsten called and said she couldn’t make it. She was a reporter for the Times-Picayune and was going to have to work late on a big story for the next morning’s paper.
Even before he made it to Tipitina’s and got Kirsten’s call, Murphy had stopped at the Star amp; Crescent for a couple of beers with the boys. Someone bought a round of car bombs, a pint of Guinness with a shot glass of half-and-half Jameson’s and Bailey’s dropped into it. Murphy was hammered by the time he made it to the party.
Janet’s date had stood her up too. She and Murphy hung out together. Later, Janet said she was too drunk to drive and asked Murphy for a ride home. At her uptown apartment, not two miles from the house Murphy shared with Kirsten, Janet invited him in for coffee. Ten minutes later they were tangled up on the sofa, sweaty and naked.
Afterward, he felt like shit. He just hoped Janet would keep her mouth shut. She didn’t. A week later she blabbed the whole thing to Kirsten. That night Kirsten kicked him out.
That had been a year ago.
“She’s probably over it by now,” Gaudet said.
“Just a minute ago you said she hates me. Now you say she’s probably over it. Make up your mind.”
“I was just trying to make you feel better,” Gaudet said. “She’s definitely not over it.”
“Thanks, partner.”
A couple of minutes later, Murphy said, “It’s a good story. Even if she does still hate me, she won’t be able to pass it up.”
“You think she’ll keep your name out of it?”
Murphy nodded. “For an exclusive like this she will.”
“Because if she doesn’t-”
A red Camaro rolled past them, its aftermarket pipes rumbling and popping. It jerked to a stop half a block away.
C HAPTER S ix
Thursday, July 26, 10:30 PM
“You want me to go old-school on him,” Gaudet said, “snatch him by his hair and pull him out in the yard?”
“Let me talk to him first,” Murphy said as he and Gaudet climbed out of the Taurus and approached the house on foot.
Murphy knocked. He felt exposed standing under the bright porch light.
From the other side of the door a woman’s voice asked, “Who is it?”
Gaudet whispered, “You want me to go around back in case he runs?”
Murphy shook his head.
“Who is it?” the voice said again.
“Police,” Murphy answered.
“Who?”
“Bitch is stalling,” Gaudet whispered.
“Po-lice,” Murphy shouted, splitting the syllables. Some people were just too stupid to understand complex words. “Open the door.”
The knob turned. The door opened a crack. One eye, half framed by stringy blonde hair, peeked out. “What do you want?”
“We need to talk to Jonathan.”
The door opened a little more. The blonde glanced at the red Camaro parked out front.
“He’s, uh…”
Gaudet laid a meaty palm on the door in front of her face. “Open up or go to jail.”
The girl backed away and folded her arms across her chest. The two detectives stepped through the door. Murphy noticed the heat first. The inside of the house was like an oven.
“The AC’s busted,” the girl said. She was stringy like her hair, with hollow cheeks and muddy eyes, wearing a shapeless housecoat.
Murphy heard a baby crying. “Where’s Jonathan?”
“Feeding the baby.”
“We’re not here to arrest him,” Murphy said. “We just want to talk to him.”
The girl disappeared into the back of the house.
Murphy’s eyes swept the living room. It had been furnished from the Fred Sanford collection. Across the room, a banged-up TV sat on an overturned beer crate. Near the front door was a threadbare sofa and a scarred wooden coffee table, on top of which lay a pile of unopened mail.
Murphy took a step toward the table with the intention of thumbing through the mail, when Deshotels strolled in from a back room. The young felon didn’t say anything. He just stopped at the edge of the living room and stared at the two detectives like he was used to cops snooping through his personal belongings and knew better than to mouth off.
“We’re from Homicide,” Murphy said.
“Then I know you got the wrong place because I’m straight. You can ask my PO.”
Murphy nodded toward the sofa. “Have a seat.”
Deshotels glanced over his shoulder at his girlfriend, who had reappeared behind him. “Go finish feeding the baby.”
She shot Murphy and Gaudet a dirty look, then stormed off.
Deshotels was crank-head skinny, wearing a wifebeater and dirty jeans. He walked toward the sofa. Before he sat down, Murphy put a hand on his shoulder. “Just a second.”
Murphy flipped up the nearest seat cushion. Then he took a step forward and raised the middle cushion. He saw the chopped-down stock of a shotgun, wrapped in black electrical tape, sticking up from the crack between the seat and the backrest.
“Got a code four,” he shouted to Gaudet as he pushed Jonathan Deshotels back with his left hand and reached for the shotgun with his right.
Gaudet jumped forward and wrapped a thick forearm around Deshotels’s neck. Then he pivoted and used his 260 pounds to slam the skinny punk face-first into the floor.
The girl came screaming out of the back, but stopped dead in her tracks when she saw Murphy lifting the sawed-off shotgun from the sofa.
While Gaudet handcuffed Deshotels, Murphy held up the shotgun by the stock, using only his thumb and index finger to avoid leaving fingerprints. The gun was a double-barrel, over-and-under 20-gauge, with the barrels cut down to just over a foot.
Murphy looked down at Deshotels lying on his stomach, wrists cinched tight behind his back. “What is this, Jonathan?”
“I’ve never seen that before.”
“Are you saying this illegal shotgun, the mere possession of which carries a mandatory penalty of five years in federal prison, belongs to your girlfriend?” Murphy said.
The blonde’s mouth hung open as she shook her head.
Gaudet planted his foot on Deshotels’s back.
“I want to talk to my lawyer,” Deshotels mumbled through a mouthful of carpet.
“How about we call your probation officer instead,” Murphy suggested. “I’m sure he’ll be glad to come out here and start your revocation order right now.”
Gaudet jerked Deshotels to his feet.
Careful not to touch the metal parts of the shotgun, Murphy used a pen to open the breech. He dumped two shells of buckshot onto the coffee table. “If it’s not your gun, then your fingerprints won’t be on it, right?” he said.
“I… I might have touched it,” Deshotels said.
Gaudet dragged Deshotels toward the door. “Let’s take a ride.”
Inside a makeshift interview room that doubled as the Homicide Division’s kitchenette, Murphy and Gaudet sat across a beat-up breakfast table from Jonathan Deshotels.
“I’m going to ask you one more time,” Murphy said. “Where did you get the scattergun?”
“And I’m going to tell you one more time,” Deshotels said. “Blow me.”
Gaudet reached across the table and bitch-slapped him.
“What the fuck!” the kid screamed. “You can’t do that to me.”
Murphy fixed him with a dead stare. “We’re Homicide. We have different rules.”
Deshotels tried to hold the stare. He couldn’t. After a few seconds, he dropped his head.
“What were you doing cruising around Tulane near criminal district court Tuesday night?” Murphy said.
The kid cast a nervous glance at Gaudet. Then he let out a deep sigh, something both detectives recognized as a sign of surrender. The kid was going to admit to something.
“I took Lawrence out to get laid.”
“Who’s Lawrence?” Murphy said.
“A buddy from high school. He’s nineteen, never had a piece of pussy in his life. I think he might be a fag. I thought if I found him a girl I could turn him around.”
“So you were trying to cure your friend’s homosexuality,” Gaudet said, “by renting him a disease-ridden prostitute.”
Deshotels nodded, the irony apparently lost on him.
“Tell me about the gun,” Murphy said.
Deshotels stared down at his hands as he picked at the chipped Formica tabletop. “It’s just for protection. You know my neighborhood. Fucking niggers-” He jerked his face up at Gaudet, eyes wide with terror.
Gaudet shrugged. “I’m half white. I don’t much care for niggers either.”
Deshotels relaxed. “I bought it a while back, sometime after Doreen had the baby.”
“From who?” Murphy said.
“I got it off the street, paid some… some black dude fifty bucks for it.”
“Did you find your potentially gay friend a prostitute?” Gaudet asked.
Deshotels shrugged. “He whooped it up while we were riding around, even hollered at one skank, but in the end he chickened out, even though I offered to pay for it.”
“He must be a close friend,” Gaudet said.
Deshotels shrugged. “We were friends in school, been tight ever since.”
“You don’t mind that maybe he’s a fudgepacker?” Gaudet said. “Maybe you swing that way a little bit yourself.”
“Fuck that.” Deshotels shook his head. “I like pussy.”
“Tell me about the skank,” Murphy said.
“She was just a whore, man.”
“Where was she?”
“On Tulane.”
“Where on Tulane?”
“I don’t know.”
“Think,” Murphy said. “Think hard.”
Gaudet rocked forward in his chair.
Deshotels leaned away. “Next to criminal court.”
Murphy nodded in appreciation. “What did she look like?”
After another glance at Gaudet, Deshotels said, “Just a black whore, big tits, skirt up to her ass, heels.”
“So why didn’t you stop and talk to her,” Gaudet said, “if you were looking for a whore for your friend?”
Deshotels shrugged.
Gaudet leaned closer. “You said your friend hollered at her, right?”
“I told you, he wasn’t serious about it.”
“You mentioned the girl’s skirt,” Murphy said. “What color was it?”
“I don’t know. Some dark color. Black, maybe.”
“Was she short or tall?”
Deshotels’s eyes darted up and to his left.
A good sign, Murphy thought. Neurolinguistic programmers would say the kid was trying to recall facts, not make something up.
“I’d say she was tall,” Deshotels said, “definitely taller than the dude.”
“What dude?” Murphy felt his pulse quicken.
“She was standing next to some loser.”
The detectives looked at each other. Deshotels’s description of the prostitute matched the victim, and he had seen someone with her around the time the coroner estimated she had been killed. You didn’t have to be Sherlock fucking Holmes to figure out that this half-brain-dead meth freak might have gotten a look at the serial killer.
Murphy worked to keep his voice neutral. “Tell me about the guy she was with.”
Deshotels waved his hand in the air. He was smiling. “Fuck you, man. You’re trying to bait me with that gay shit again? I wasn’t looking at the dude. I was looking at the whore.”
“Don’t make me hit you again,” Gaudet said.
Deshotels quit smiling.
“What did he look like?” Murphy said.
Deshotels rolled his eyes. “He was an old dude, man, little shorter than she was.”
“How old?”
“Had to be like thirty-five, forty.”
“Look at me, Jonathan,” Murphy said. “I’m thirty-eight. Detective Gaudet is…”
“Thirty-five,” Gaudet said.
“Did the guy look younger than us, older than us, or about the same as us?”
Deshotels fidgeted in his chair.
Murphy realized they were probably taxing his mental capacity. “This is important, Jonathan.”
Deshotels threw his arms down on the table. “Younger, maybe. Not much, though. I’d say like around thirty.”
“Black or white?”
“White.”
“What was he wearing?”
“Man, I wasn’t paying attention to all that. I told you, I was looking to hook up my boy with some pussy.”
“Did you see his car?” Gaudet said.
“I seen lots of cars, motherfucker. It was a-”
Gaudet rocketed out of his chair and grabbed Deshotels by the throat. “What did you call me, you tweaked-out little cocksucker?”
As Gaudet squeezed, Deshotels’s face turned red and his eyes bugged out.
“Nothing, nothing,” the kid squeaked. “I’m sorry.”
The big detective held him for a few more seconds, then shoved him backward against his chair. “Next time you ‘motherfuck’ me, you’ll leave here in a goddamn ambulance. Understand?”
Deshotels clutched his throat with both hands as he gasped for air.
Gaudet sat down. “I said, do you understand.”
The kid nodded.
“Did you see the guy’s car?” Murphy asked.
Deshotels shook his head. When he spoke his voice cracked. “Guy looked like a dweeb. Lawrence yelled something at him, calling him a loser or something. I didn’t see his car.”
“Would you recognize him if you saw him again?”
“I don’t think so. I just saw him for a second, going past at like sixty.”
Gaudet eased his upper body forward across the table. “Think hard. Do you remember anything else about him that could help us identify him?”
Already pressed up against the back of his chair, Deshotels was as far away from Gaudet as he could get, but still he tried to put an extra couple of inches of space between them. “I don’t think so.”
“You don’t think so?” Gaudet’s question came out as a growl, low and menacing.
“That’s all I know… sir.”



CHAPTER SEVEN


Friday, July 27, 8:05 AM
Murphy barged into Captain Donovan’s office. “We have a witness and a partial description of the serial killer,” he said.
The captain lumbered to his feet. For once he didn’t yell. He seemed tired. “If I hear the term serial killer come out of your mouth one more time, Murphy, I’m transferring you out of Homicide. Do you understand me?”
Gaudet dragged Murphy out before he had a chance to say anything really stupid.
Murphy was ragged. He and Gaudet had cut Deshotels loose at 2:00 AM after wringing everything they could from him.
“We’re keeping the shotgun,” Murphy had told the kid as he dropped him off on Octavia Street. “If you start crawfishing on us when we catch this guy, acting like you don’t recognize him, I’ll not only violate you on your probation, I’ll talk to a buddy at ATF and get a federal indictment against you for the shotgun.”
Like all evidence, the shotgun was supposed to be booked into Central Evidence and Property immediately after its seizure, but since the storm, CE amp;P had become even more of a circus than it had been before Katrina. Gaudet flipped a quarter. Murphy called tails. It landed heads.
Murphy waited in line for an hour to get to the lone, slow-moving property clerk. At 4:00 AM he called it quits. He put the sawed-off and the two shells inside a brown paper bag and tossed the bag into the trunk of his car. Then he went home to his apartment and grabbed two hours on the sofa. He didn’t even bother getting undressed.
After the meeting with Donovan, Murphy knocked on a door uptown, in the 1200 block of Fern Street, the door to the house where he had once lived. It was 9:30 AM.
The house was a shotgun single. Three concrete steps led to a small porch. A wooden swing hung next to the door, perpendicular to the front of the house. Murphy had hung the swing one crystal blue Saturday afternoon three years ago. Potted plants took up most of the rest of the space on the porch.
Kirsten Sparks pulled open the door. She took one look at Murphy and shook her head. “What the hell do you want, Murphy?” Kirsten had always called him by his last name. Even when she loved him.
She wore a white linen skirt and matching blouse. Her long red hair was pulled back into a ponytail. Her tattered leather attache case was slung over one shoulder and a purse hung from the other. She carried a fat set of keys in her hand.
Murphy felt self-conscious. He hadn’t showered or shaved. He was wearing an old tie and a rumpled shirt.
“Did they give you a medal?” she said.
“What?”
“For jumping on that wrinkle bomb. I hope you saved somebody else from looking like shit today.”
It was an old joke. One she had picked up from the boys in the newsroom. He smiled, but he didn’t feel it. “You headed to the paper?” he asked.
“That’s where I work.”
“I see you got off cops and started covering city government.”
It was a lame pun and she ignored it. “What are you doing here?”
Murphy felt like he was drowning. “I see your byline all the time. That was a great piece you did on the mayor and his bimbo assistant.”
Kirsten looked at her watch. “I’m filling in as assistant editor on the city desk, and I have a budget meeting in less than half an hour.”
Murphy stared at her. She had creamy white skin with a faint splash of freckles on her cheeks, and bright blue Irish eyes. She was beautiful.
The last time he saw her had been almost a year ago, a few weeks after they split up. She was at the Star amp; Crescent having a drink with a Second District detective named Tony Izzalino. Seeing her this morning, rushing out the door for work, a jumble of bags and keys, had made him realize how much he missed her.
“My mother has been asking about you,” Murphy said.
“Your mother hates me.”
“No she doesn’t.”
Kirsten shook her head. “Don’t bullshit a bullshitter, Murphy. She hated me, which was why going to visit her was about as much fun as chewing on tinfoil and shaving my head with a cheese grater.”
“Well… she hates everybody, including me.”
“I know you didn’t come here to talk about your mother, and I’m running late. What do you want?”
“I’ve got a story for you,” he said.
She shook her head again. “I’m not on the cops beat anymore, as you so humorously put it.”
“It’s a big story.”
Kirsten stepped out onto the porch and forced Murphy to back up. “I really have to go.” She turned around and locked the dead bolt, then walked past him.
“It’s about a serial killer,” he said.
She was on the bottom step when she turned around. “What serial killer?”
Murphy had known, at least hoped, that those two words would hook her. Kirsten was too good of a reporter for them not to. Now he had to follow through with the promise those words held. “We have a serial killer murdering women in New Orleans,” he said, the words tumbling out in a heap. “So far he’s killed eight that I know of.”
“Bullshit.”
“It’s true,” he said.
She stared at him for a second, mouth partly open, the tip of her tongue running along the top row of her teeth. Her teeth were whiter than he remembered them. Almost sparkling. “Why haven’t I heard about him?” she said.
“The rank is keeping a lid on it.”
“So why are you telling me?”
Murphy took a deep breath. “He’s killing prostitutes. They can’t protect themselves unless they know they’re in danger.”
Kirsten shook her head. “If someone has killed eight prostitutes, don’t you think the rest of them already know about it? I know you, Murphy. What’s your real reason?”
He hesitated. He considered. He formulated an answer suitable for a public servant. Then he rejected it. Instead, he looked in her eyes. “I can catch him.”
Once he said it out loud, once he stripped away all the pretense and the pseudo-sentimentality about protecting the public, Murphy realized that all of his badgering of the rank, all of his complaining about their inaction-everything-boiled down to that one simple statement. I can catch him.
Murphy was a homicide cop. The man he was after was a killer. It was the same reason dogs chased cats. It was the natural order of things.
“Are you heading a task force?” she asked.
Murphy shook his head.
“Why not?”
“The rank is in denial. They say the murders aren’t connected.”
“What makes you think they are?”
“The cause of death has been strangulation. The victims all shared common characteristics. Geographically, there are also certain similarities.”
“Prostitution is a dangerous occupation.”
“It’s the same guy, Kirsten. I know it. And when you hear the facts, you’ll know it. I said I can catch him, but I can’t do it alone. If the story breaks in the paper, the rank will have to respond. They’ll have to give me a task force.”
“Like I said, why me?”
“If you were me, who would you tell?”
She pulled a notebook from her purse and stepped back onto the porch. She took a seat on the swing. “Tell me what you know.”
Murphy told her the story, leaving out only the part about the cable ties. All he said about the cause of death was that the victims had been strangled. Holding back exactly how they had been strangled would help weed out the nutty confessors and copycats. It was something only the cops and the killer knew.
“Why won’t the department acknowledge that a serial killer is murdering prostitutes?” Kirsten said. “What are they afraid of?”
Murphy was sitting next to Kirsten on the swing, though he noticed she was careful to keep some distance between them.
“Serial killers attract attention,” he said. “Feds, the national media, self-proclaimed experts, kooks, bounty hunters, psychics-they all descend on the city. The rank doesn’t want that. Because of all the heat we took after Katrina, there was talk about disbanding the police department and letting the state police and the National Guard take over permanently. Most of that talk has died down, but there are still some state legislators who think that might be the best thing for the city. And that terrifies the rank.”
Kirsten stood and walked across the porch. She leaned against the far railing, her notebook and pen still in her hand. “This city is full of killers. Do they think one more is really going to matter, especially one killing prostitutes? Every second or third year we’re the murder capital of the country. Tourists can’t even walk in the French Quarter anymore without getting robbed.”
“Are you going to write the story?”
Kirsten glanced at her watch. “Of course I’m going to write it. It’s a big story. Scratch that. It’s a huge story.”
“You’ve got to keep my name out of it.”
“Somebody has to go on the record, Murphy. I can’t run a story this controversial with just an anonymous source.”
“The last time I went on the record with you I got fired.”
“How am I going to attribute it?”
“You’re the reporter.”
“The managing editor is going to want to know who my source is before he’ll even consider letting me publish quotes without a name attached to them.”
“I don’t care who wants to know. You can’t tell anyone where you got this information. PIB will come after me again, and this time they’ll make it permanent.”
“They didn’t fire you for talking to the press,” Kirsten said. “They fired you for blowing the lid on something they were trying to keep hidden. What you did took a lot of guts.”
“The rank considered it a betrayal.”
“Why, because you arrested a drug dealer and refused to throw the case?”
“Because I embarrassed the mayor.”
“His brother had a kilo of cocaine in his car. He should have gone to prison, not rehab.”
For all of Kirsten’s big-city-reporter cynicism, she really was naive, Murphy thought. Given enough spins of the wheel, she believed the world was supposed to come out fair, and that right would triumph over wrong, good over evil. It was sweet. Too bad it was wrong.
“PIB doesn’t like getting beat,” Murphy said. “And if you beat them, they come back at you with a vengeance. I’ve seen it happen before.”
“That was three years ago. I think you’re paranoid. If they were going to do something to you, they would have done it by now.”
“Are you going to keep my name out of the story?”
Kirsten looked at Murphy for a long few seconds. Then she nodded.
“Thanks,” he said.
She looked at her watch. “I missed the budget meeting. The city editor’s going to have a fit.”
Murphy stood. “Not when he finds out what’ve you got.”
She flipped through the pages of her notebook. “You really think he’s going to move away from prostitutes and start killing…”
“Normal women?” Murphy said.
“I know that sounds terrible but-”
“We call them true victims, people who don’t do things that are likely to get them killed, regular tax-paying citizens. And yeah, I think that’s what he’s going to do.”
“Didn’t you go to some FBI school on serial killers?”
“It was only a weeklong course.”
“Did they teach you anything there, or did you spend your time trying to get into the pants of some FBI chick?”
When Murphy didn’t respond, Kirsten turned and walked down the steps.
He followed her. His Taurus was parked at the curb behind her Volvo. He stopped beside her car as she slid behind the wheel. “Just keep my name out of it,” he said.
Kirsten turned and looked at him. “I will.”



CHAPTER EIGHT


Friday, July 27, 4:50 PM
Murphy stood at the door holding a last-minute arrangement of flowers he had picked up at a supermarket. He knocked but there was no answer. He opened the door and stepped inside. The stench of stale cigarettes almost knocked him down.
“Mother?” he called out.
The apartment was small, even by single-bedroom, retirement-community standards. A sitting room, a kitchenette, and a bedroom, with a bathroom the size of a telephone booth wedged in the middle. Even so, the place was eating a hole through Murphy’s paycheck.
Overflowing ashtrays occupied nearly every flat surface. A film of nicotine covered everything else. Through the open bathroom door, he saw the vanity in its normal state of disorder, a jumble of medicine bottles, beauty products, and potions, along with another ashtray piled high with cigarette butts.
He found her on the balcony, a space just big enough for a lawn chair and a garden table. Her third-floor view looked down on a pair of tennis courts that Murphy had never seen anyone use. He squeezed onto the balcony, hoping to catch enough fresh air to breathe.
“Where have you been?” his mother said, her voice coming out in that same screech that had grated on his nerves his entire life. Memories from childhood. Every evening his mother standing on the front porch, shrieking for him in her vodka-soaked slur: “Sean Patrick Murphy, get yourself home this instant. It’s supper time.”
A couple of older neighborhood boys teased him about it daily at the bus stop until he worked up the nerve to smash one of them in the head with his seventh-grade science book. He took a beating, but they stopped teasing him.
His mother twisted her head around to look at him. “Did you hear me? I said, where have you been?”
Murphy dropped the flowers on the glass-topped table, next to a half-filled ashtray and a half-empty highball glass. His mother didn’t even acknowledge the flowers. “I’ve been busy, Mother. I’m a homicide detective in the murder capital of the United States.”
“You don’t think your sister’s busy, a single mother with a special-needs child? Still, she manages to call me every day to ask how I’m feeling.”
Murphy stared at the tennis courts. “Theresa is a saint, mother. You should have had twins when you had her. Then you could have skipped me altogether.”
“Don’t talk about your sister like that. I didn’t say she was a saint. Lord knows she has bad taste in men-or maybe it’s just all men are bad-but she’s a good daughter and a good mother to that boy.”
Not quite good enough to help pay for this place, Murphy thought.
He regretted the thought as soon as he had it. His big sister, older by two years, had a full plate. Her husband had left her four years ago, not long after he and Theresa found out their son was autistic.
“That boy, by the way, your six-year-old grandson, has a name. It’s Michael.”
Murphy glanced back through the glass door and saw a bottle of Grey Goose on the kitchen counter. Living on Social Security, with her policeman son having to take up the financial slack, she still bought the good stuff.
“You know Mr. Meyer, the old man down the hall in three ten?” his mother said.
She glanced up at him and dropped her voice into a conspiratorial whisper. “He’s Jewish, you know.” Then she went back to her normal, nerve-fraying bray. “Well, I just found out he went to Notre Dame. I told him you were on the football team there. Turns out he played football too. I didn’t even know Jews played football, did you?”
“I hear they let them do all kinds of things now that the war is over.” His mother’s latent racism, homophobia, and anti-Semitism had always irritated him, mainly because she would deny to her dying day-and truly believe it-that she was any of those things.
“Are you being a smart aleck?” she said. “You sound just like your father.”
“I was on the football team for one season, and I only played in two games, both of which we lost.”
“Notre Dame, though, that’s something,” she said, more to herself than to him.
The coach might have kept him on the team the next year, but Murphy never found out. He came home that summer and never went back. His mother needed somebody to look after her. By that time, Murphy’s dad had been dead almost five years, dropped by a heart attack in the kitchen at age forty-nine. Theresa was off on some adventure or another with her boyfriend, hiking across India, or Pakistan, or some other godforsaken place. “That Protestant boy” was how his mother always described her future son-in-law.
Theresa transferred to UC Berkeley that spring to get a master’s in neonatal nursing. And most likely to get away from their mother. Murphy stayed home. It was what his father would have expected of him. Someone had to take care of Mother.
“Your sister’s thinking about taking a teaching position at the hospital,” his mother said. “She’s thinking about getting out of that
… that ward she’s been in for so long.”
“Neonatal intensive-care unit,” Murphy said as he stared down at his mother’s head, at her thinning white hair, her flaky red scalp, and thought, not for the first time, about bashing in her skull, maybe with her favorite ashtray, the five-pound granite one she bought on a trip with Dad to the Grand Canyon. Just to get her to shut up about Theresa.
Murphy loved his sister, but she lived in San Francisco. She came home two, maybe three times a year. Sure, she called every day-with nationwide cell-phone plans, it was practically free-but she never sent a check.
Again, Murphy regretted his own thoughts. Maybe he should take some time off and fly out to visit Theresa and Michael. The kid was probably ready for a Giants game. His autism didn’t stop him from much. He was smart. He was funny. And somehow, probably because of his innocence, he made Murphy feel good.
“I might go see her,” Murphy said.
“Who?”
“Theresa.”
His mother craned her neck to look up at him. “Not without me you’re not.”
Murphy thought again about the granite ashtray, but he swallowed the thought. “Maybe we can both go,” he said.
“You know how I hate airports. All that walking. I can’t do it anymore.”
“You’re sixty-eight, Mother. We’ve had presidents older than you. People in their seventies run global corporations, and run marathons. Maybe if you laid off smoking and gave up booze you might feel better.”
She turned away. “There you go with the criticism again. You’re exactly like your father, you know that? He was no saint, let me tell you. He gambled. He drank. He smoked. Most of the time when he came home he smelled like a brewery.” She reached for her highball glass and drained it.
“He worked twelve hours a day at a chemical plant, Mother, until he dropped dead. Cut him some slack.”



CHAPTER NINE


Saturday, July 28, 6:05 AM
The shrill ring of his cell phone jolted Murphy awake.
He cracked his eyelids and stared at the ceiling until the next ring. He was lying on his sofa. Still dressed. With a pounding headache. After an hour of listening to his mother’s ceaseless complaints and criticism, Murphy had gone home and killed half a bottle of Knob Creek.
The phone rang again.
Then someone knocked on his door.
Murphy felt his sphincter tighten. The first thing he thought of was the Public Integrity Bureau.
He hadn’t done anything wrong that he knew of, but like every working New Orleans cop, he lived in a perpetual state of anxiety about PIB-also known as the Rat Squad. If they wanted you, they could get you. Which is why half the cops in this city were retired in place, just coasting along, not making any waves or any arrests. That was the only sure way to stay out of trouble.
His cell phone shrieked again. The sound cut through his whiskey-addled brain like a knife. He had to change the ring, maybe set it to a song, something he liked.
Murphy found the phone on the coffee table under this month’s National Geographic. He must have tried to read before he passed out. He couldn’t remember. The caller ID showed Gaudet’s cell phone. Murphy and Gaudet’s squad had off this weekend. Their first in three weeks. Why would Gaudet call him at six o’clock in the morning on their day off?
He flipped open the phone. “Yeah.”
“What the fuck were you thinking?” Gaudet shouted in his ear.
The knock at the door came again.
“Somebody’s at the door. Hold on.” Murphy took the phone away from his ear. “Who is it?” he yelled.
The person at the door mumbled something.
Murphy put the phone back to his ear. “Give me a second.” Then he crawled off the sofa and stumbled across the den.
When he jerked the door open he found a shriveled old black lady staring up at him. She lived across the hall. Murphy had seen her a dozen times since he moved into the converted rooming house a year ago, following the fiasco with Kirsten, but he didn’t know her name. He had heard from another neighbor that the old woman had no family and lived on Social Security and cat food.
Six o’clock in the morning and she was already dressed for the day in a print dress with a lace shawl draped over her shoulders. She held a folded Times-Picayune in her hand. “Are you the detective in the newspaper?”
Oh, shit.
Murphy pressed the phone against his ear. “Juan, I’ve got to call you back.”
“Have you seen the newspaper, motherfucker?” his partner shouted. “You said she would keep your name-”
Murphy flipped the phone closed.
“Is it true?” the old lady said, holding up the newspaper. “About the serial killer?”
On the front page, above the fold, Murphy saw his own photograph pasted beside a long article. He pulled the newspaper from the old lady’s hand. “Excuse me a minute,” he said. Then he shut the door in her face.
As soon as he turned around his phone rang. It was Gaudet again. Murphy let the call go to voice mail.
He dropped onto his sofa and peeled off the front section. He tossed the rest of the newspaper onto the coffee table. SERIAL KILLER STALKS CITY, the headline screamed. The subhead read, “Police officials mum on details about killer who detective claims has murdered 8 women.”
The byline was Kirsten Sparks.
Holy shit. I’m screwed.
Murphy’s eyes scanned the four columns of the story. Then he flipped to the jump page and kept reading.
When he finished, he crumpled the paper and threw it on the floor. Then he squeezed his eyes closed and massaged his throbbing temples with his fingertips. This was bad, really bad.
The article was even worse than the headline. Every other sentence had his name in it.
“Detective Murphy said…”
“… according to Murphy”
“… said Murphy”
He picked up the story again and reread the lead paragraphs, hoping they weren’t as bad as they had seemed the first time. It was formatted like a wire story, meaning it would probably be picked up all over the country. NEW ORLEANS (Times-Picayune)-A serial killer is stalking the streets of the Crescent City, mutilating and murdering women. So far the killer’s body count stands at eight, according to the lead investigator. Homicide Detective Sean Murphy said the same person is responsible for all eight killings, including a particularly grisly one just days ago in which an unidentified woman’s body was found dumped blocks from criminal district court. Her hands had been cut off and taken from the scene. So far, all of the victims have had links to prostitution, but that could change, according to Murphy. “Serial killers sometimes evolve,” said Murphy, who worked on the state attorney general’s task force that captured the Houma-area serial killer a few years ago. “They often grow or mature, and sometimes with that growth comes a change in their victim profile.” Murphy said he came forward with the information, despite strict department regulations prohibiting officers from having direct contact with the media, because he says the public needs to know about the danger the killer poses. “Just because he’s killing prostitutes downtown doesn’t mean that’s all he’s going to kill,” Murphy said during a lengthy interview with the Times-Picayune. “Next time might be uptown, Lakeshore, or Algiers. No area is off-limits.” Murphy provided the Times-Picayune with details about the eight homicides, though he declined to give specifics about the evidence he says proves they are linked. What makes Murphy’s allegations so unusual is that no one else within the police department will confirm the existence of a suspected serial killer. Police Chief Ralph Warren emphatically denied there is a serial killer operating in New Orleans. After being read Murphy’s list of suspected serial murders, the chief said, “Those cases are not connected. Those women were killed by different perpetrators.” Asked if he knew anything about an active serial killer in the city, Mayor Ray Guidry said…
Murphy’s phone rang again. It was Gaudet. This time he answered.
“Don’t hang up!” Gaudet said.
“I’m here,” Murphy said.
“You said she wasn’t going to put your name in the story.”
“She promised.”
“And you believed her?”
“I had no reason not to,” Murphy said.
“Hell hath no fury…”
“You’re crazy if you think that’s what this is about.”
“You’re crazy if you don’t think that’s what this is about. This is payback for you screwing around on her.”
Murphy sagged against the cushions and let the newspaper fall to the floor. “What am I going to do?”
“Welcome to the Seventh District night watch.”
“I think it’s going to be worse than that,” Murphy said. He rubbed a hand across his face. “I can’t believe she did this to me.”
“I imagine that’s what she said when she found out you stuck your dick inside her best friend.”
A beep sounded in Murphy’s ear. He pulled the phone away and looked at the screen. The word Restricted flashed at him. The call was from a police-department number.
“That’s them,” he told Gaudet. “I have to go.”
“Good luck, brother.
“Thanks for the heads-up.”
“No problem,” Gaudet said.
Murphy looked at the phone’s display screen again, at the word Restricted flashing across it. Another beep sounded in the earpiece. He took a deep breath and pushed the green send button, then pressed the phone to his ear. “Murphy,” he said.
“Get your ass into the office right now,” Captain Donovan said. “And I mean right now. Don’t stop for anything. The assistant chief is on his way.”
Murphy didn’t answer.
“Did you hear me, Murphy?”
“I’m on the way.”
“And Murphy…”
“Yes, sir.”
“Bring all your gear in.”
“What gear?”
“Everything you’ve been issued out of the Homicide Division-vest, radio, evidence kit, any files you have at home, case notes, everything. You won’t be needing them anymore.”
Murphy closed the phone. There was nothing else to say.
Homicide was the best job in the police department for a detective who liked to work. “We speak for the dead” is how one old murder cop had put it to Murphy on his first day in the unit.
After Murphy’s firing and subsequent reinstatement, it had taken him a year to finagle a transfer back to Homicide. He was pretty sure PIB wasn’t going to be satisfied with a disciplinary transfer. They would try to take his badge again. This time the cheese eaters wouldn’t make any mistakes that the Police Civil Service Board could use to overturn their decision.
This time his termination would be permanent.



CHAPTER TEN


Saturday, July 28, 7:30 AM
The killer grins as he stares at the morning newspaper lying on the breakfast table in his kitchen. He has read the front-page article three times. He can’t stop grinning. Someone has finally discovered him.
It is unfortunate that his discoverer is nothing more than a plain detective, some unimaginative flatfoot who, given enough pieces, finally put together the puzzle.
But in the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is king.
It took the flatfoot long enough. Eight bodies, according to the paper. They got that wrong. They missed the first two. Partially, though, he has to blame himself for that. It was, after all, his fault the local constabulary failed to put those two together with the others. He overestimated their intelligence, or perhaps he underestimated his own cunning.
The killer stirs his coffee and gazes absently into the cup. In the new Sodom, as in the old, the harlots and sodomites see themselves as quite distinct and separate. It’s only in God’s eyes that their sameness is revealed. They are dizygotic twins, wallowing in their own apostasy. In order to be saved, both must die.
As the warm liquid from the first sip of coffee slides down his throat, he gazes again at the headline.
SERIAL KILLER STALKS CITY
How sensational. He wonders if the reporter who wrote the story also wrote the headline. Probably so, he thinks, because he detects the same alliterative prose in her lead sentence: “A serial killer is stalking the streets of the Crescent City, mutilating and murdering women.”
The story is good, if not completely accurate. He can hardly wait to hear more official reaction from the police department and city hall. Reading the article, it’s obvious the police chief is in denial about the presence of a wolf among his flock of sheep, a wolf masquerading as a lamb.
But what of this detective, this Sean Murphy, who defied his superiors and told the newspaper about the killer and his work? The flatfoot was at least clever enough to finally link the harlots’ deaths, though their connection could not have been more obvious, but he apparently was not clever enough to link those killings to the deaths of the two sodomites.
Maybe what this detective needs is a little push in the right direction. Maybe what this city needs is a message, a warning. After all, didn’t God warn Abraham that he was going to destroy Sodom before he rained brimstone and fire down upon it?
The cop is no Abraham, nor Lot, but maybe he can be useful.
At least he finally recognized my work.
The killer rises from the table and walks down the short hallway connecting the two rooms of his small apartment. His bedroom walls are lined with shelves, stacked with more than a hundred books, many on religion, many on… other topics of interest to him. As he brushes past them, he traces a hand over a hardcover edition of H. Montgomery Hyde’s A History of Pornography.
The killer sits down at a small writing desk wedged against the wall next to his bed. On the desk sits a Royal typewriter, circa the 1930s. On a shelf overlooking the desk stands a five-by-seven-inch frame holding a black-and-white photograph of a young woman with long dark hair and dark eyes. His mother in her early twenties, taken almost forty years ago.
The killer has decided to write a letter, but he hasn’t yet decided to whom he will send it-the police or the newspaper. After a moment’s thought, he realizes that the police may bury the letter. The newspaper will likely print it.
From a drawer beside his right knee, the killer pulls a pair of thin cotton gloves, the kind darkroom technicians once used to handle color enlarging paper, before everything went digital. He slips the gloves onto his hands, then pulls a plain sheet of twenty-pound paper from the center drawer and rolls it into the typewriter. For several seconds he holds his index fingers above the keys, mentally composing his letter, the first he has ever written about his work. Briefly, he considers the enormity of what he is about to do.
Writing to the police or to the newspaper, essentially the same thing, is fraught with danger. Look what happened to Kaczynski with his rambling manifesto. And to BTK after his taunting missives.
But I am doing the Lord’s work.
Still, he realizes that making his words public is a dangerous game.
Something tickles the back of his subconscious, something he has read. That phrase, dangerous game, where is it from? The word game certainly has more than one meaning. He bends over and picks up a dictionary from the floor beside his desk. He thumbs to the Gs. There it is. game (noun) 1. a form of play or sport, esp. a competitive one played according to rules and decided by skill, strength, or luck. His eyes glide down the text until he finds another definition. 3. wild mammals or birds hunted for food or sport.
That’s it. The game. The most dangerous game. He has read Robert Graysmith’s books about the Zodiac Killer, who was allegedly obsessed with Richard Connell’s short story “The Most Dangerous Game.” In that story a crazy Russian aristocrat stalks an American big-game hunter on a private island. In the title, and in the story, the word game has two meanings: a form of play or sport, for certainly the hunt itself is a sport; and a mammal hunted for sport… or food, because the American hunter is himself the prey.
What a wonderfully delicious plot twist it would have been had General Zaroff intended to hunt Sanger Rainsford down like an animal and eat him.
The killer looks at his antique typewriter, bought from a pawnshop for twenty-five dollars cash, and untraceable back to him. He tries to force his mind to focus on the task at hand. He needs his medication to keep him focused. Something dragged his mind here, to the word game , to the short fiction story, to the Zodiac. What was it?
The codes. That was it. Those unfathomable, indecipherable Zodiac ciphers. The Zodiac Killer included long passages of code in several of his hand-printed letters that he said contained clues to his identity. The ciphers were combinations of letters, many printed backward, and arcane symbols. Only the first one or two coded passages were ever deciphered. The rest remain unbroken to this day.
The killer knows nothing about codes. He wants to type a letter to the newspaper, not invent a cipher. But the police and the paper don’t have to know that. Thinking about the hours they will waste poring over every letter makes him laugh. He imagines the police bringing in the FBI, the CIA, the National Security Agency-all for nothing. His code will be meaningless, just babel. But it will stymie them.
He will also send them a little gift, something to establish his bona fides right away.
The killer’s hands hover again over the type keys. Carefully, he begins to peck at them.
DEAR EDITOR:
THIS IS…



CHAPTER ELEVEN


Saturday, July 28, 8:10 AM
“If I had the authority, I’d fire you right now!” Captain Donovan said. “Unfortunately, there is a procedure that must be followed first.”
Murphy stood rigid in front of Donovan’s desk. Beside the captain, standing arrow straight like a wooden Indian, was Assistant Chief Larry DeMarco, commander of the Detective Bureau. Neither one normally worked weekends.
DeMarco had not said a word during the ten minutes Donovan had been shouting at Murphy. He didn’t need to. He just stood there in his starched uniform, the three gold stars of his rank shining on each sharply pressed epaulet.
The captain backhanded a stack of papers off his desk. “According to civil-service rules, an immediate suspension has to be with pay until the chief jumps through all the administrative hoops to change it to a disciplinary suspension without pay,” Donovan said. “You’d end up, for a while at least, getting paid to do nothing. So I’m not going to order an immediate suspension in your case, Murphy. I’m going to transfer you-with full pay-and let the chief decide how to handle your termination.”
DeMarco cleared his throat. “What the captain means, Detective, is that the chief is not going to make a decision until he gets the results of a complete PIB investigation. You will be entitled to a hearing, of course, and an appeal.”
Donovan kept his eyes fixed on Murphy but addressed the assistant chief. “He’s familiar with the process.”
“After the appeal,” DeMarco continued, “you can take the matter to district court, but the law says a district judge’s decision on civil-service matters is final. You can’t appeal the decision.”
Murphy tried to stare down DeMarco but couldn’t. The assistant chief’s eyes were like black ice and they froze Murphy, eventually forcing him to look away.
Four years ago, DeMarco had been a deputy chief, the two-star commander of PIB and the driving force behind the internal investigation that led to Murphy being fired. Before taking command of PIB, DeMarco had spent ten years as the head of the Public Affairs Division, the department’s face on the nightly news. The public knew him and trusted him.
DeMarco was a politician, not a cop, and like all politicians he was ambitious. He had his sights set on the chief’s chair. The current chief, Ralph Warren, had taken over the top spot a month after Katrina, after his predecessor had a mental breakdown and walked off the job, leaving the department and city in chaos. Warren was the mayor’s lapdog and DeMarco was the chief’s protege and heir apparent.
Four years ago was also when, as a newly made sergeant in the Major Narcotics Unit, Murphy put the mayor’s younger brother in jail after he and Gaudet caught him driving around in a city-owned Lincoln Town Car with two nearly naked strippers in the front seat and a kilo of cocaine in the backseat.
Despite pressure from city hall, Murphy had refused to throw the case. The day after he testified at the preliminary hearing, PIB slammed him with a laundry list of “charges,” chickenshit departmental violations that included not notifying the dispatch desk that he and his partner were getting out on a vehicle stop when they pulled over the mayor’s brother, and failing to turn in trip sheets at the end of every shift.
Twenty-seven violations in all. Alone, none worth more than an ass chewing by his platoon commander or a letter of reprimand in his personnel jacket, but taken together, and pushed by the hidden hand of the mayor, they earned him a 180-day suspension, the maximum allowed under civil-service rules.
After the suspension, which had also cost Murphy his new sergeant stripes, the chief converted the suspension into a termination.
If the department had just fired him, Murphy could have hired a lawyer and begun his appeal. He also could have looked for a job. Department rules require an officer-even a suspended officer-to get official approval for any outside employment, something the department brass never gives a suspended cop. After six months of living on his savings, Murphy was broke.
Luckily, he was friends with an ex-NOPD sergeant who had gone to night school to become an attorney. The lawyer agreed to handle Murphy’s appeal and defer his fee until Murphy got back on his feet. At a Police Civil Service Board hearing six months later, Murphy’s lawyer kicked the crap out of the city attorney. The board reversed the termination order and reduced Murphy’s 180-day suspension to ninety days and ordered the city to give him three months’ back pay.
In a bureaucratic oversight, the board’s decision didn’t address the issue of Murphy’s demotion from sergeant back to patrolman, so the department got to keep his stripes. When the check for the back pay finally came, the ex-cop turned lawyer took half of it.
Murphy had his job back, though.
A year later, he got into a shootout with a pair of cranked-up bank robbers who had just murdered a security guard. Murphy killed one bandit and wounded the other. He managed to parlay the shootout into a transfer back to Homicide.
Then came Katrina and nothing had been right since.
“I just want to know one thing, Murphy,” Donovan said. “What the fuck were you thinking? What did you think was going to happen after the mayor and the chief read the paper this morning? Did you think they were going to give you a task force?”
Murphy didn’t answer. There was nothing so say.
“No, I really want to know,” Donovan continued. “I mean, it’s the clearest violation of section seventy-four point eight of the department’s manual of orders I’ve ever seen, and I’m just curious what you thought was going to happen.”
A miserable silence hung in the air. Donovan and DeMarco stared at Murphy.
“I don’t know, Captain,” Murphy said. “It was a mistake, I know that, but I thought the public had a right to know what was going on. I also figured some press coverage might generate tips from-”
“Who gave you the authority to make decisions for this department, Murphy?” the homicide commander shouted. “Who the fuck put you in charge?”
The assistant chief looked at his watch. “Captain,” he said, “we’ve got a press conference to go to. Let’s wrap this up.”
Donovan hoisted himself to his feet. “Officer Murphy, as of this moment you are assigned to Central Evidence and Property. Beginning tonight and until further notice, you will report to the property room each day, in uniform, for your regular shift, ten twenty-five p.m. to seven a.m. Before you leave here this morning, you will clean out your desk and turn in all of your case files, all your notes, your office keys, your radio, your vest, and your car.”
Donovan leaned across his desk. “Then you will get out of my division and wait for the order to come down to terminate your ass.”
The assistant chief coughed into his hand.
Donovan stabbed a finger toward the door. “Now get the fuck out of my office!”
Murphy turned around and walked out.
The most humiliating part of Murphy’s summary dismissal from the Homicide Division was the final walk through the squad room. It was like a cliche from a bad cop movie that Murphy was watching instead of living, a sort of out-of-body experience.
He emptied his few personal possessions from the desk he shared with a detective on the opposite shift, a man Murphy saw for five minutes two or three times a week. The only thing he knew about his counterpart was that he was married to a pretty brunette, a nurse, judging by the scrubs she wore in a photo on the desk. The picture was of the two of them together at a bar. They were both smiling. They had two children, a boy and a girl, information Murphy gleaned from the second photograph in the two-picture drugstore frame.
Murphy had often looked with a certain degree of envy at the photographs and wondered what his counterpart’s life was like behind the picture-perfect images. Were the detective and his wife as happy as they looked, or were their smiles just the same masks that everyone else wore? Did they fight a lot? Was she fucking a doctor while her husband worked nights? Did he have a shack job?
In the second photo, the boy looked about twelve, his sister a couple of years younger. Were they as happy and well-adjusted as they seemed, or had the two years that had elapsed since the picture appeared on the desk changed them? Had the boy turned into a dope-smoking hippy and the girl a prepubescent slut?
Sometimes in his darker moments, Murphy hoped so. Then he felt bad about thinking that, so he said the Lord’s Prayer in his head to clear his conscience. Just like his mother used to tell him to do when he was a teenager and she caught him staring at a girl.
Murphy dumped everything he owned into a discarded copypaper box he found next to the trash can. But the box was too big. His belongings could have fit into a shoe box.
The stapler was his, as was a box of government Skilcraft pens he’d bummed from his buddy at ATF. He had a paperback copy of Michael Connelly’s The Black Echo, a day planner to keep track of court dates, a stack of new notebooks held together with a pair of rubber bands, a tape dispenser, a set of crime-scene sketch templates, and a copy of Practical Homicide Investigation.
That was it.
No pictures, no Valentine’s Day cards, no kids’ drawings of Daddy in his police uniform.
Murphy tossed his car keys on the desk, picked up his cardboard box, and started for the door. On his way out he pinched a blank leave slip from the secretary’s desk.
During that final, cliched walk, the squad room turned eerily silent. Just to break the tension, one detective said, “See you around, Murph.”
Another asked if he needed a ride.
Murphy nodded. “Yeah, actually I do.”
As he shuffled through the parking lot, Murphy saw his department-issued Taurus and remembered he had some personal items locked inside it, but the keys were back on his desk. He decided to collect his belongings later.
The ride home was painful. The other detective did the obligatory motherfucking of the rank, but Murphy got the feeling the guy was doing it just to fill the silence that would otherwise have engulfed the car. Mercifully, traffic was light going uptown. Murphy told the detective to drop him off at a corner grocery store a block from his apartment. Murphy knew the owner, an old Sicilian named Vincent Dispenza. In the back office, Vincent had a fax machine he had let Murphy use before.
At the corner, Murphy climbed out of the detective’s car and stood on the street clutching his pathetic cardboard box. “Thanks for the ride.”
“Sure, Murph,” the detective said as he drummed the steering wheel. “You’ll get back up there one day.” Then he drove off, practically spinning the tires in his desire to get away. Murphy understood. He was a pariah, a disease carrier next to whom no one wanted to stand for fear of catching his contagion.
Murphy turned toward Vincent’s. The grocery store was old New Orleans, a corner store actually built on the corner, with the double doors facing the apex of the sidewalk.
There were a hundred stores like Vincent’s, maybe more, spread across the city. In the old days Sicilians owned them all. These days you were more likely to find a Palestinian or a Jordanian minding the store, sometimes a Korean or Vietnamese. National chain grocery stores were still the exception in New Orleans. Most people bought-or as die-hard New Orleanians said, “made”-their groceries on the corner. Some things were better off left alone.
Vincent was manning the register. His wife, Mary, was churning out sandwiches behind the deli counter.
“Good-a morning, Sean,” Vincent said, his Sicilian accent still thick even after forty years in the United States. “What-a is that you are-a carrying?”
“Nothing. Just my life’s worth.”
“What-a you say?”
Murphy shook his head as he set the box on the counter. “Can I use your fax machine? I need to send something to the police department.”
Vincent nodded toward the back of the store. “You know-a where it is,” he said as a thirty-something-year-old black woman with two kids in tow set a box of cereal, a pack of cinnamon rolls, and a half gallon of ice cream down on the checkout counter next to Murphy’s cardboard box.
In Vincent’s office, Murphy used one of the U.S.-government Skilcraft pens from his box to fill out the leave slip requesting forty hours of annual leave beginning that night. He had more than three hundred hours of accrued leave. When you didn’t have a personal life, it was easy to build up vacation time. He didn’t know the fax number to Central Evidence and Property, so he picked up the handset and dialed the command desk.
After getting the number, he faxed the leave request to his new boss at CE amp;P. Then he bought a frozen calzone, a six-pack of Moretti beer, and a bottle of Jameson’s Irish whiskey.
As Murphy was unlocking his apartment door, his cell phone rang. The call was a department number. He let it go to voice mail. He popped the calzone in the oven and pried the top off one of the dark bottles of Moretti before dialing in to get his voice mail. The call was from a sergeant in the property room. The captain in charge of CE amp;P had turned down Murphy’s leave request. He was expected to report for duty, in uniform, at 10:25 PM.
Murphy glanced at the digital clock on the stove. It was 9:30 AM. He drained his beer in two gulps, then reached for another.



CHAPTER TWELVE


Tuesday, July 31, 4:30 AM
Sergeant Tommy Shelby, the one-armed night supervisor at CE amp;P, pulled a stainless-steel flask from his briefcase and handed it to Murphy. “You probably need this more than I do.”
Murphy unscrewed the top and knocked back a long sip. The cheap liquor burned his throat. He handed the flask back.
“Vodka doesn’t have a smell,” Shelby said.
“You trying to tell me something?”
Shelby nodded. “I hear the rank is trying to fire you.” He raised the flask to his lips and took a deep swallow. “You don’t have to give them a reason.”
“After three nights in here, I’m starting not to care.”
“That’s why I bring this.” Shelby gave the flask a shake. “It takes the edge off.”
“How can you stand this place?”
Shelby waved the stump of his left arm, cut off just above the elbow. “What choice do I have? I’m a forty-five-year-old cop with one arm. I don’t know how to do anything else, and I can’t draw my pension until I’m fifty.”
Murphy looked at the left sleeve of the sergeant’s uniform shirt, folded and pinned just below his stripes. Five years ago, Shelby had lost his arm in a motorcycle crash. Had he been in a police car, he would have been eligible for a 75 percent disability pension for the rest of his life. Since he had been off duty, he was stuck in the property room for the rest of his career.
Murphy reached for the flask and choked down another swallow. He felt the warmth spread through his guts. Shelby was right. It did take the edge off.
Central Evidence and Property was the worst job in the police department. For Murphy, it was hell on earth.
Saturday night, he had shown up for his first graveyard shift at CE amp;P half in the bag, smelling like Moretti and Jameson. Sunday night, he reported for work after three hours at the Star amp; Crescent drinking his favorite energy drink-Budweiser. Last night, he showed up for his third shift sober, but that had been more or less an accident because he had slept until 10:00 PM. He strolled in fifteen minutes late, wearing a badly wrinkled uniform that was missing the collar pins, his name tag, and his commendation medals.
Shelby took one look at Murphy’s uniform and said, “You may have been a good cop on the outside, but in here you’re an absolute fuckup.”
A few hours later they started taking swigs off Shelby’s flask.
Vodka or no vodka, the work at CE amp;P was mind-numbingly tedious. Until at least three or four o’clock in the morning, a steady stream of street cops flowed into the property room, carrying evidence and personal property seized from arrestees that Murphy had to divide and catalog, then heat-seal in plastic bags. For each bag, Murphy had to type an evidence card listing its contents; the date and time the items were taken into custody; the seizing officers names, ranks, badge numbers, and assignments; and the report number under which all future paperwork would be filed. Since CE amp;P didn’t rate a computer, all that typing had to be done on a typewriter.
For Murphy, the worst part was seeing his former colleagues come in with evidence from fresh murder scenes. The homicide cops were constant reminders that Murphy was no longer part of the team, that he was an outsider. Truth was, he didn’t even feel like a cop anymore. Being in CE amp;P made him feel like he had been stripped of his badge and forced into a clerk’s job.
He hated it.
At 6:30 AM, a half hour before shift change, one of the civilian clerks from the day shift showed up carrying a grease-stained McDonald’s bag and a Times-Picayune. She was a heavyset black woman with a pockmarked complexion. “You made the paper again, Murphy,” she said. “You famous.”
Murphy felt the pit of his stomach drop. “What are you talking about?”
She handed him the folded newspaper. “Another story about you from that lady reporter. I think she’s sweet on you.”
Murphy’s stomach landed somewhere around his feet. Was it possible he would read about his own firing? He once knew a cop who read in the newspaper that a grand jury had indicted him. Sheriff’s deputies had been out to the cop’s house the night before to pick him up, but he hadn’t been home.
Murphy unfolded the newspaper and scanned the front page. He didn’t see anything about him.
The day-shift clerk had already spread her breakfast of a sausage and egg biscuit and a large soda on the counter. “It’s in the metro section,” she said through a mouthful of food.
Murphy flipped to the “B” section. There he was on the front page, this time below the fold.
NOPD TRANSFERS “SERIAL KILLER” DETECTIVE
By Kirsten Sparks, The Times-Picayune Still denying there is a serial killer prowling the streets of New Orleans and murdering young women, NOPD officials confirmed yesterday that they have transferred Detective Sean Murphy from the Homicide Division to an administrative post. “Officer Murphy is no longer with this division,” said Captain Michael Donovan, commander of the Homicide Division and Murphy’s former boss. “He is currently under investigation by the Public Integrity Bureau and he has been transferred.” Earlier this week Murphy made headlines when he claimed in an interview with the Times-Picayune that an unidentified serial killer had murdered at least eight women in New Orleans in the past year. Police officials have denied Murphy’s claim. They have also stripped him of his detective’s rank and reassigned him to the property room pending the outcome of an internal investigation. Murphy is accused of violating the department’s policy against unauthorized contact with the media, according to a source within the police department. “Murphy’s getting punished for telling the truth,” said the source, who asked not to be identified. Murphy is the only NOPD homicide detective with experience in serial-killer investigations. In addition to specialized training he received from the FBI, Murphy was part of the attorney general’s task force that captured Rudolph Dominique, who was later convicted of the rape and strangulation murder of 23 men in the Houma and Thibodaux area. Murphy is credited with linking evidence found at several crime scenes to Dominique and identifying him as the killer. In New Orleans, Murphy has worked several of the cases believed to be linked to the person some are already calling the French Quarter Killer. Police Chief Ralph Warren told the Times-Picayune earlier this week that there is no serial killer. “Those cases are not connected,” he said. “Those women were killed by different perpetrators.” Local radio talk-show hosts have picked up on the story and filled the airwaves with speculation and conspiracy theories. “The story won’t die,” said Bud McDougal, an afternoon host on WWL 870 AM. “It’s all people want to talk about. Half my callers think they’ve seen the killer. The other half want to know what Chief Warren was thinking when he got rid of the only detective smart enough to figure out we had a serial killer in the first place.” Police officials would not comment on who they assigned to Murphy’s former cases. “Murphy is a good detective,” the police department source said. “He had nothing to gain by going public with this. In fact-as is obvious now-he had a lot to lose. They’re not really going after him over his serial-killer theory. They’re going after him because of what happened before…”
The rest of the article was a rehash of the facts surrounding Murphy and Gaudet’s arrest four years earlier of the mayor’s brother. Murphy wondered who the anonymous NOPD source was, although he had a pretty good idea.
At eight o’clock in the morning, Murphy was at the Star amp; Crescent, sitting at the bar in his uniform pants and a white undershirt. He was halfway through a plate of scrambled eggs and sipping his second Budweiser, trying to ignore the country singer wailing from the jukebox.
His cell phone rang.
For a few seconds, a verse from Warren Zevon’s “Werewolves of London” drowned out the pathetic whining of the country singer who had lost his girlfriend and screwed his dog. Thankful for the reprieve, Murphy was hesitant to answer the call, choosing instead to listen to his favorite dead rocker sing about a werewolf howling at the kitchen door and mutilating a little old lady in the middle of the night.
Angry over once again being named in the newspaper, and with half a buzz on, Murphy had distracted himself during the last half hour of his shift at CE amp;P by talking the civilian clerk into showing him how to download a song ringtone for his cell phone.
When Zevon started the same verse again, Murphy flipped his phone open. The caller ID flashed Restricted. A goddamn police number. He thought about hitting the ignore button. What in the hell could anyone in the department want with an off-duty property clerk? Unless it was someone from PIB. In that case, whoever was calling could go to hell.
Before Murphy could decide what to do, the phone went silent and the call went to voice mail. Murphy thumbed the phone closed and dropped it on the bar. He took a long sip of beer. The country idiot droned on. Probably fucking a sheep by now.
The phone rang again. Zevon’s werewolf howling for another old lady to munch on.
Murphy snatched up the phone and flipped it open. A restricted number. He jammed his thumb down on the green send button.
“Murphy,” he said.
“Did you see the story?” It was Kirsten.
Murphy had forgotten that the newspaper’s telephone numbers didn’t come up on caller ID either. He looked at his watch, a few minutes past eight. Considering she usually worked until nine or ten at night, Kirsten was at the paper awfully early. “I saw it,” he said.
A loud silence hung between them.
Kirsten finally broke it. “I wasn’t trying to wreck your career.”
“What were you trying to do?”
“I don’t know… get even, I guess.”
“Thanks.”
“I’m sorry, Murphy. I was so mad at-”
“I handed you the biggest story of your career because I trusted you.”
“And I trusted you!”
That set him back for a few seconds. “This is my job, my livelihood, you’ve put in jeopardy. What happened before, with us, was personal. Nobody’s career got demolished. It’s not like I have any other job skills. There’s no fallback plan here.”
“That’s why in today’s story I tried to point out how stupid it was for them to transfer you,” Kirsten said. “You’re the only cop with any training or experience in serial-killer investigations.”
Another long silence dragged by.
“Do you think it might help?” Kirsten asked.
“I don’t see how.”
“Soon the department will have to acknowledge you were right and that there is a serial killer.”
“You’re wrong,” Murphy said. “They don’t have to do anything. If it becomes obvious to everyone that the murders are connected, the rank will claim they knew it all along and were trying to keep it quiet because they didn’t want the killer to know they were on to him. Either way, it won’t affect what’s going to happen to me.”
“Why not?”
Murphy rapped his knuckles on the bar to get the bartender’s attention. She was a thin girl with hollow cheeks, sitting on a stool behind the bar and staring up at a TV mounted high on the back wall. The mute was on, but a meteorologist was standing in front of a weather screen pointing to a tropical storm far out in the Atlantic Ocean. When the bartender turned around, Murphy lifted his beer bottle and shook it, the international signal for “bring me another beer.”
Murphy turned his attention back to Kirsten. “The rank has me by the balls for unauthorized contact with the media.”
“They already stuck you in the property room. What else can they do?”
“Fire me.”
“If they fired every cop who spoke to a reporter-”
“It’s not every cop, Kirsten. It’s just me. This time they’re going for a knockout. Thanks to you.”
The bartender popped the top on a fresh Budweiser. She set it down on the bar in front of Murphy and went back to staring up at the TV. Crystals of ice slid down the side of the bottle.
“I have a meeting with the city editor at nine,” Kirsten said. “The bosses want a follow-up to the serial-killer story.”
“You called me for a quote?”
“No. I called because I wanted to… apologize for what happened. I didn’t mean for it to go this far.”
“So what you’re saying is you meant to stab me in the back, you just didn’t mean for the blade to sink so deep.”
“You’re the one who picked up the knife first-asshole.”
She hung up before Murphy could respond. He slammed his phone down on the bar and washed his anger down with a gulp of beer.
On TV, the news had switched from the weather to a murder. From the looks of it, not a serial-killer case, just a run-of-the-mill shooting in New Orleans East.
Mercifully, the jukebox had run out of quarters.
“Did you hear about the storm?” the bartender asked Murphy.
He shook his head. “I was on the phone.”
“Yesterday it was just a depression. Today it’s a tropical storm. They’re calling it Catherine. I guess it’s the third one this season, but I didn’t hear anything about the first two.”
The satellite imagery had shown the storm off the west coast of Africa.
“It’s too soon to get worked up about a storm that far out,” Murphy said. “And it’s too early in the season. The bad ones always come late.”
“Since Katrina, they all make me nervous.”
Murphy had three more beers, then drove his eight-year-old Toyota to his apartment and went to bed. He couldn’t fall asleep, so for a while he tried to read a Dennis Lehane novel, but he couldn’t concentrate. Not with Kirsten popping in and out of his head every few minutes.
Finally around noon he started to nod. He put the book down on his nightstand, turned out the bedside lamp, and closed his eyes.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Tuesday, July 31, 1:40 PM
She opens the door quickly, without so much as a peek. As if she doesn’t have a care in the world on this beautiful afternoon, along this safe, picturesque cul-de-sac.
Hasn’t she read the newspaper? Doesn’t she know there is a killer loose?
She is thirty-six, divorced, with two small children. Before she left her husband they had a lakefront address. Now she lives in this cozy two-story cottage that her husband bought as investment property. Last year in the divorce, she wrested sole ownership of it from him, along with custody of the children and a hefty monthly child-support check.
The killer’s research is thorough.
She steps into the doorway. Her brown hair is pulled into a long ponytail. She wears a blue T-shirt, thin cotton shorts, and sneakers.
“Can I help you?” she says, her dark eyes shining. She is slightly out of breath.
With the door open he can hear the rhythmic pump of up-tempo music mixed with a female voice giving instructions. It’s an exercise video. The woman was working out.
He is dressed in a white shirt, maroon tie, and dark dress pants. His car is parked at a shopping center almost a mile away. In his left hand he carries the Book of Mormon. “My name is Joseph Smith,” he says. “I’m with the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.”
She frowns and takes a step backward. “I’m not really interested, but thank you.”
He steps closer and raises the book. “I won’t take but a minute of your time, ma’am. I promise. But can I just show you one thing from the Book of Mormon?”
A look of mild annoyance crosses her face as she glances up and down the street. Don’t Mormons always travel in pairs? Perhaps she senses danger. But it’s the middle of the day. The sun is shining. She lives in a safe, quiet neighborhood, an island paradise rising above a sea of filth.
He opens the book, careful to keep the brown cover facing the woman. Inside the pages, he has carved out a rectangular space. The task was harder than he thought, at least two hours hacking away with a box cutter twenty pages at a time until he reached the back cover.
Concealed inside the empty space is a one-million-volt stun gun he bought off the Internet for a hundred dollars. The Streetwise SW1000 has a hard plastic case, is only eight inches tall, two inches wide, and one inch thick. It fits perfectly inside the space he cut out of the Book of Mormon.
Powered by three nine-volt batteries, the stun gun delivers a devastating high-volt, low-amp blast that temporarily disrupts the central nervous system and will put a grown man on the ground. According to the manufacturer, the charge can travel though several layers of clothing.
He reaches toward the book with his right hand and closes his fingers around the stun gun. They tremble slightly. He has never used this device before.
In one swift movement, the killer rips the stun gun from inside the book and shoves the twin electric prongs against the woman’s chest, high above her breasts. He presses the activation button on the side of the device with his thumb, triggering the short electric explosion. As the million-volt shock slams through the woman’s central nervous system, her eyes roll back into her head and she collapses on the tile floor.
As the killer steps into the house, he kicks the woman’s feet out of the way and closes the door. He prays none of the neighbors saw him.
She lies on her back, eyes open. They roll around in their sockets as she tries to focus on his face. She is also trying to speak, but no sound is coming from her trembling lips.
The killer drops the Book of Mormon and reaches behind his back. He pulls a plastic cable tie from the waistband of his pants and loops it around the woman’s neck. He cinches it lightly, not tight enough to kill her but enough to prevent her from screaming. Or so he hopes. Murder is an art, not a science.
In a few seconds, the shock wears off and the woman starts kicking at him. He zaps her again. The faint smell of burning flesh drifts up toward him. He grabs her ponytail and drags her into the kitchen. Other than the TV, there are no sounds inside the house. He has steeled himself to deal with the children. On his way to the woman’s house he rehearsed what he was going to say to them.
Mommy fell down. Quick, help me get her up.
When they run over to help, he will simply zap them with the stun gun. If a million volts aren’t enough to kill them, it will certainly keep them quiet. Then he will do what has to be done.
God’s work requires sacrifices, both large and small.
But he sees no children.
He bends close to the woman. “Where are your children?”
Her mouth opens. Drool spills from one corner. She tries to speak but can’t. Maybe he has cinched the cable tie too tight.
“Where are they?” he says.
“Bedrooms,” she croaks, her choked voice barely audible. “Please don’t… hurt them.”
He rolls her onto her stomach and rips down her cotton shorts. Her buttocks are white and firm. He jabs the prongs of the stun gun against her right butt cheek and thumbs the trigger. The woman convulses. Her back arches in agony. The killer smiles.
He stands and pulls a butcher knife from a wooden block on the kitchen counter…
Ten minutes later, the killer strolls across the small den to the staircase. Upstairs he finds the children’s rooms. The girl’s room is on the right, the boy’s on the left. A bathroom stands between them at the top of the stairs.
The children are down for their naps.
The girl is six. He smothers her with a pillow.
He wakes up the boy. The nine-year-old is confused. The killer says he is Mommy’s friend. The boy nods like he understands. Mommy went out for a little while and asked him to watch the boy and his sister until she returns. Do you have any games you like to play?
Yes, the boy says, video games.
He and the boy play a colorful animated racing game for nearly half an hour. Then he strangles the boy.
The phone on Kirsten Sparks’s desk rang at 2:05 PM. She was at her keyboard, banging out a follow-up article containing a few more meaningless, on-the-record comments from top NOPD officials, just like those she had included in the story that ran in today’s paper. The officials still had nothing to say about the alleged serial killer, nothing to say about Sean Murphy’s summary dismissal from the Homicide Division, nothing to say about the string of unsolved prostitute killings. They may as well have been commenting on the weather or the price of pork bellies.
The phone rang again. She snatched the handset from its cradle.
“Sparks,” she said.
“Meet me in the conference room in sixty seconds,” Milton Stanford whispered.
Kirsten glanced across the newsroom. Milton was standing beside his desk holding the phone to his ear. He was the newspaper’s managing editor, her boss, but two rungs up the ladder. Gene Michaels, the city editor, was her direct boss. Even in the rather informal world of the newsroom, most things followed the chain of command.
Milton hung up his phone and nodded to her.
Kirsten grabbed a notebook and a pen from her desk. When she looked back up, Milton had vanished. She headed to the big conference room.
No one was there. She walked down a long hallway to what everyone referred to as the little conference room. The wall separating the little conference room from the hallway was glass. The shades were down but the light was on inside. The dry-erase board on the wall outside that was used to reserve the room said, SPORTS -10:00 AM. But that was from two days ago.
Kirsten knocked on the door.
“Come in,” a voice said.
She opened the door and found the Times-Picayune ’s brain trust seated at the conference table. In addition to Milton Stanford, who had beaten her to the conference room and already taken his seat, there was Charles Redfield, the newspaper’s executive editor, whom everyone called Red; city editor Gene Michaels; and the editor of the photo desk, Stephen Phelps. The company lawyer also had a seat at the table. And at the far end sat Mrs. Darlene Freeman, the publisher.
“Have a seat and close the door,” Milton said. “I’m sorry for all the cloak-and-dagger, but the phone in here”-he pointed to the multiline extension at the center of the table-“is busted and I had to go to my desk to call you. We’ve got something very important to talk about.”
There were eight seats around the dark wooden conference table, three on either side and one at each end. The seat nearest the door was vacant. As Kirsten laid her notebook on the table and sat down, she noticed a padded manila envelope in front of Mr. Redfield. The flap had been torn open. A pair of yellow rubber gloves, the kind used for washing dishes, lay beside it.
Milton Stanford spoke first. “We received a package in the mail this afternoon, a little over an hour ago. We think it’s from the serial killer. The mail room opened it. When they saw what was in it, they brought it to me.”
No one said anything. Kirsten got the impression that she was the only one who didn’t know what was going on. The meeting had obviously been in progress for a while before she was summoned. “What was in it?” she said.
Charles Redfield cleared his throat. “A letter and a… box. The box appears to contain a severed human finger.”
“A what?” Kirsten said.
“We’re pretty sure it’s real,” Milton said. “The killer, or at least the letter’s author, says it is from the last victim, the woman killed under the Jeff Davis overpass.”
“Have you called the police?” Kirsten said.
Redfield shook his head. “Not yet.”
“Why not?”
The company lawyer spoke up. He was small and thin and wore a baggy suit. Kirsten had only spoken to him half a dozen times over the years. A pair of reading glasses sat midway down his nose. “The package and the letter are addressed to us. We don’t know if it’s a hoax or not, and we certainly have the right to examine our own mail before contacting the police.”
Kirsten looked at the managing editor. “You just said you’re sure it’s a real finger.”
Milton looked down at the table. “I said we’re pretty sure it’s real.”
“We’re going to call the police very soon,” Redfield said. “But first we have to decide what to publish. This may very well devolve into a First Amendment fight with the police department and the DA’s office.”
“What does the letter say?” Kirsten asked.
Redfield had several eight-by-ten photo sheets on the desk in front of him. As he slid one of the pictures to her, he nodded to Phelps, the photo editor. “Stephen took these pictures himself. No one outside of this room knows about this.”
Kirsten understood that to mean that she was supposed to keep her mouth shut. She looked at the photo of the letter. DEAR EDITOR:
THIS IS THE KILLER OF, AMONG OTHERS, THE TWO HARLOTS YOU DISKOVERED RECENTLY. TO PROVE THAT I AM HE, I HAVE INKLUDED A FINGER FROM MY MOST RECENT “VIKTIM.” ADDITIONALLY, I HAVE INKLUDED A CYPHER THAT WILL REVEAL TO YOU MY BIRTH NAME AND AN EXPLANATION OF WHY I WAS CHOSEN TO DO THE LORD’S WORK. IN EXCHANGE, I DEMAND THAT YOU PRINT THIS LETTER AND THE AKKOMPANYING CI(Y)PHER ON THE FRONT PAGE OF YOUR NEWSPAPER WITHIN TWO DAYS. IF YOU DO NOT, I WILL UNLEASH A KILLING RAMPAGE THE LIKES OF WHICH THIS CITY HAS NEVER SEEN. SINCE THE POLICE ARE SO DIMWITTED, WITH THE POSSIBLE EXCEPTION OF DETEKTIVE MURPHY, I WILL TRY NOT TO STRAIN THEM. NEW VIKTIMS WILL BEAR A SPECIAL MARK, AND IN FUTURE KORRESPONDENCE I WILL ADDRESS MYSELF TO YOU BY MY TRUE NAME-THE LAMB OF GOD. P.S. EVEN MURPHY DOESN’T HAVE A CHANCE OF KATCHING ME. XMOIIOVHEZZLCOOCLILELAKDLKAJOIUWETYEO TPAOIPOICZXNQUTIJKSLOIGHFJIGJKIWOBNMVC BXVZMKJIUEGJHGUTHRJUGNSHYTJUIHDNBHFUR YRBCJUKSIRHFJKSIDHRHGJGUHQIQAKJGUIWQOP RTHFBGJYIIUKJUDEREHGJFHGUTYHDSKALQORHJFUTHN JFUTHTYJDGHFJGKIADBVHEGFYTH
“What about the box?” Kirsten said.
Redfield slid another photograph across the table to her. “I’ve put everything back in the envelope to avoid contaminating it further, but here is what it looks like.”
The photo showed a small cardboard box of the type that a pocketknife might come in. Lying next to the opened box, inside a plastic sandwich bag, was a human finger. A female finger, judging by the long, glue-on nail.
“It came in the bag,” Redfield said. “We didn’t open it.”
Kirsten shuddered. “And you’re sure it’s real?”
“It looks real to me,” Milton said.
Kirsten turned to the lawyer. “This is a body part from a murder victim. We have to call the police.”
“It was mailed to us,” he said, “and we have every right to evaluate it before we make a decision.”
Kirsten looked at Redfield. “Are you agreeing with this?”
He nodded. “For now.”
“Any idea what the code means?” she asked.
Redfield shook his head. “Not a clue.”
“The Lamb of God, what kind of a name is that?”
“I have no idea,” Redfield said. “Other than its obvious religious connotations.”
“Are you going to print the letter?” Kirsten asked.
From the far end of the conference table, Darlene Freeman finally spoke up. “We’re not going to run it tomorrow, Miss Sparks, if that is what you are asking.”
Kirsten, like almost everyone in the newsroom, hated the white-haired, sallow-faced Freeman, who, although she carried the title of publisher, had nothing to do with the day-to-day operation of the newspaper.
And it wasn’t just that Freeman was a corporate hack sent from company headquarters to pinch every dime the newspaper spent, or that she had fled on a company jet hours before Hurricane Katrina slammed into the city and didn’t return for three months. For Kirsten, it was more than that. She also hated Freeman because of the nerve-grinding way she insisted on calling everyone by their last name, preceded by the appropriate title, Mr., Mrs., or Miss. Even if she had known you for ten years.
It made Kirsten want to strangle her.
Kirsten stared at Redfield. “Then when are you going to run it?”
He shrugged.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Tuesday, July 31, 2:45 PM
Warren Zevon dragged Sean Murphy out of a deep sleep.
Murphy grabbed his cell phone and tried to focus on the screen. His eyes were gummy, but he could see the caller ID was blocked. It was either the police department or the newspaper. PIB or Kirsten. He didn’t want to talk to either. He hit the ignore button and sent the call to voice mail.
It rang again. Another restricted call. He ignored it.
Sixty seconds later a third call came in.
Murphy punched the green button. “What?”
“You’re not going to believe this,” Kirsten whispered.
He wanted to hang up, but curiosity got the better of him. “What?”
“We got a package in the mail from the killer.”
Murphy sat up in bed and set his feet on the floor. He shook his head to clear the cobwebs left over from his beer and egg breakfast. “From who?”
“The serial killer.”
The several seconds of silence that followed were charged with electricity.
“What kind of package?” Murphy said.
“A padded envelope. Inside was a letter and a small cardboard box.”
“What did the letter say?”
“I… I can’t talk about it,” Kirsten said. “They swore me to secrecy and they will kill me if they find out I told anyone, especially you. I shouldn’t even be calling you.”
“If this is a joke, it’s not fucking funny.”
“It’s not a joke,” Kirsten snapped. “We just got a package in the mail from a guy who claims to be the serial killer. The executive editor, the managing editor, the publisher, and their lawyer are meeting right now to decide what to do with it.”
“Have they called the police?”
“That’s what they’re discussing,” Kirsten said.
Murphy heard street noise in the background. She must have gone outside to talk.
“He calls himself the Lamb of God,” Kirsten said.
“The killer?”
“No, Charles Redfield, the executive editor. That’s what he’s started calling himself lately. Of course I mean the killer, Murphy. What are you, stupid?”
He wasn’t listening. Usually, it was the cops or the press who gave serial killers their names. Only a few killers Murphy had ever heard of had named themselves. BTK, Zodiac, Jack the Ripper, and the Axman had done it, but with the Ripper and the Axman it was questionable whether the actual killers had written the letters in which their noms de guerre had first appeared.
“He gave himself a name?” Murphy said.
“The fucking Lamb of God,” Kirsten said. “Excuse my language, but I just can’t believe this. It’s like something out of a movie.” She sounded excited and scared.
“What was in the box?”
“I’m… I’m sorry. I can’t talk about that either.”
“Goddamnit, Kirsten, quit playing games.”
“I’m not playing games. I just can’t talk about that, at least not right now. I’m the only one not still in the meeting, and as far as I know, I’m the only other person who knows about the package.”
“Did you call here just to gloat?”
Several seconds dragged by. Murphy thought Kirsten had hung up.
“I called to let you know you were right,” she said quietly.
Murphy took a deep breath. “Thanks.” He meant it.
“I think…”
“What?”
“Never mind. I’ll talk to you later.” She hung up.
Murphy flipped his phone closed and stared at the floor.
The Lamb of God. What the hell?
Kirsten sat at her desk fidgeting for more than an hour before her phone rang.
It was Redfield. “We need you back in here.”
When Kirsten opened the conference room door two minutes later, she saw Juan Gaudet and another detective standing on the far side of the room. Kirsten didn’t know the other detective.
Gaudet held a clear plastic evidence bag in his hands. Through the plastic Kirsten could see the padded manila envelope. Gaudet winked at Kirsten as she stepped into the room. They had been friends when she and Murphy had been together. The three of them had spent a lot of nights together at the Star amp; Crescent. Those had been good times.
It was Gaudet who had commented anonymously in Kirsten’s article this morning that Murphy’s demotion and transfer were not really for talking to the press about a serial killer, but were payback for arresting the mayor’s brother four years ago and beating PIB at a Police Civil Service Board hearing a year later.
Kirsten decided not to sit at the conference table despite there being an empty chair. She pushed the door closed and leaned against it.
Redfield pointed toward the two detectives. “Kirsten, we’ve asked Detective Juan Gaudet and Lieutenant Carl Landry from the Homicide Division to join us.”
Gaudet corrected him. “I’m from Homicide. Lieutenant Landry is from the Public Integrity Bureau.”
As always, Gaudet was dressed for the part of a murder cop. He wore an expensive suit tailored to hide his bulk, a starched white shirt, and a hand-painted silk tie held in place by a gold clasp shaped like a vulture perched on top of the star and crescent NOPD badge.
Standing next to Gaudet, Landry looked sloppy. His suit was off the rack and rumpled, and his necktie was frayed at the bottom. In contrast to Gaudet’s cheerfulness, Landry was dour. His sharp face and long thin nose made him look like a hawk, Kirsten thought, or perhaps a vulture. She wondered why the PIB man was here at all. Serial killer or not, murder cases belonged to Homicide. Landry’s presence, she guessed, must have something to do with Murphy.
“We’ve told the detectives about the package we received,” Redfield said. “And about the story you’re writing for tomorrow.”
Kirsten nodded.
Redfield looked at the detectives. “Can you recap for my reporter what you’ve asked us to do, vis-a-vis our story?”
Both cops looked at Kirsten. Landry opened his mouth, but Gaudet cut him off. “What we would like you to do, Miss Sparks, is withhold some of the information contained in the letter so that we can have more time to investigate it.”
Kirsten’s First Amendment hackles stood up. All cops, Murphy included, were basically fascists, she thought. Any mention of the government trying to stifle the press was guaranteed to get a rise out of her. “What kind of information would you like me to withhold, Detective?”
“The code, for one,” Gaudet said. “We need time to crack it ourselves, in case it really does contain important clues.”
Kirsten nodded. She could live with that. “What else?”
“Also, we’d like to keep the killer’s nickname out of the paper, and his threat to mark any future victims. If you mention the Lamb of God, then every nutjob in the state will start calling us, claiming to be the killer. It would make our job a whole lot easier if we could keep that to ourselves as a way to screen out the crazies.”
For a reporter, a serial killer naming himself the Lamb of God was gold. But more than that, it was news. “The purpose of the press is not to make your job easier, Detective. It’s-”
Darlene Freeman cut her off. “Nor is it to hinder a police investigation.” She stared at Kirsten. “I don’t think these gentlemen have time for a lecture on the role of the press, Miss Sparks.”
Freeman glanced at Redfield, then nodded at the two policemen. “Agreed, Detectives. We will not mention the name Lamb of God in the story tomorrow.” She looked sideways at Kirsten. “Nor in any subsequent articles without consulting you first. Anything else?”
Gaudet cleared his throat. He seemed embarrassed. Both he and Landry were looking at Redfield, not Kirsten.
Landry said, “We would like you to leave out any mention that the letter referenced Detective Murphy by name.”
“Why is that, Lieutenant?” Redfield said. “That’s one of the most intriguing parts of the story. Surely, you can see that.”
“We think it might be harmful to our investigation if your article singled out one detective, particularly one who is no longer working on any of the relevant cases.”
“What cases are those, Lieutenant?” Kirsten said. “The chief told me just a few days ago that the unsolved prostitute murders were not connected, that they were the work of-how did he put it?-‘different perpetrators.’”
Landry stared at her, his eyes black and cold, like those of a fish. “Our position hasn’t changed, Miss Sparks. Detective Gaudet and I are here at the request of your superiors.” He nodded at the evidence bag in Gaudet’s hands. “We will conduct a thorough investigation, but what I suspect we have here is a false confession, a claim of responsibility from someone who had nothing to do with any of the crimes with which he is trying to associate himself. Frankly, as investigators, we receive a lot of these types of communications. Ninety-nine percent of them turn out to be phony, usually initiated by someone suffering from emotional problems.”
“How about severed women’s fingers?” Kirsten said. “Do you get a lot of those?”
“Miss Sparks!” Darlene Freeman said. “That is enough.” The publisher stared at Kirsten for several seconds, then looked at Landry. “I think we can accommodate your requests, Lieutenant.” She glanced at Redfield. “Right, Charles?”
Redfield nodded. Freeman turned her attention back to the two cops and slid her chair away from the conference table. “Are we finished?”
Landry nodded. Everyone else started the general shuffle that precedes an exodus from a long and anxious meeting.
Fuck Freeman, Kirsten thought.
“Just one more question, Lieutenant,” Kirsten said.
Everyone in the room looked at her, including Landry.
She pressed on. “If the finger in that envelope turns out to be from the murdered woman found under the overpass, will the chief retract his earlier pronouncements and admit there is a serial killer?”
Freeman stared daggers at her.
After a moment’s pause, Landry said, “I don’t presume to speak for the chief. However, I’m sure that if new evidence indicates a connection between some recent homicides-”
“You mean a connection like they were all committed by the same person?” Kirsten said.
“-then the chief will reassess the situation.”
“Miss Sparks,” Darlene Freeman said, “I think we’ve taken up enough of these gentlemen’s time.”
Kirsten ignored her. “What about Detective Murphy?”
“What about him?” Landry said.
“He was demoted and transferred, and now he is under internal investigation for trying to warn the public about a serial killer that the chief denied even existed. If it turns out there is such a killer, will he be reinstated?”
Landry looked like his head was about to explode. She had grabbed him by his balls and squeezed them.
Gaudet was smiling.
Landry cleared his throat. Hesitated. Then cleared it again. “As for Detective Murphy-assuming for a moment that your past relationship with him does not create a conflict of interest for you-I can tell you that he is not under investigation for exploring a possible link between a series of homicides. He is under investigation for violating department policy regarding unauthorized contact with the media, specifically with you, Miss Sparks.”
Kirsten felt her face flush.
No one spoke. For at least twenty long seconds everyone in the room found something to do and avoided eye contact with her. The newspaper people flipped pages in their notebooks. Gaudet took a sudden interest in his shoes. Even Darlene Freeman decided to check her BlackBerry for messages. Only Landry kept his eyes fixed on Kirsten, his hawklike face betraying a hint of a smile.
A short series of beeps broke the silence. Gaudet reached in his jacket for his cell phone. He stared at the screen and read a text message. His face tightened. He bumped Landry with his elbow and held the phone out for the PIB lieutenant to read.
While Landry read the message, Gaudet looked across the table at Charles Redfield. “We have to go,” he said, “but just so everybody understands, we do have an agreement about the story, right?”
Redfield looked at Mrs. Freeman. She nodded. Everyone avoided looking at Kirsten.
“Yes,” Redfield said.
Gaudet slipped his phone back into his jacket pocket.
“Did that message have anything to do with what we’ve been talking about?” Redfield asked.
The two detectives shared an almost imperceptible glance. Kirsten only noticed it because she was looking for it. She had been around a lot of cops.
Gaudet shook his head. “No.”
Kirsten was sure he was lying.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Tuesday, July 31, 5:10 PM
Murphy was still fighting to get back to sleep after Kirsten’s call when his phone rang again. He had to be at work at 10:25, semirested and semisober.
He snatched the phone from the nightstand and jabbed the volume button on the side with his thumb to silence his new ringtone. With little sleep and a hangover, even the macabre genius of Warren Zevon could be irritating.
He flipped open the phone. “Hello.”
“Murphy, it’s Romano. You awake?” Lieutenant Louis Romano was the deputy commander of the Homicide Division.
“I am now.”
“I got a message from the captain.”
Murphy pushed himself upright. “What is it?”
“You got a car?”
“I already turned it in.”
“No, I mean a personal car. The captain wants you to go somewhere.”
“I want him to go somewhere too. I want him to jump up my ass.”
“This is serious, Murphy. He wants you to meet Gaudet at a crime scene.”
A knot formed in the pit of Murphy’s stomach. “Why?”
“Your boy struck again,” Romano said.
Murphy felt his grip tighten on the phone. It wasn’t another prostitute. They wouldn’t have called him for that. “Where?”
“On Freret, above Broadway. It’s bad, Murph, really bad. There’s three dead.”
“Three?”
“A mother and two kids.”
“Jesus Christ,” Murphy said.
“The captain and the assistant chief want you ten ninety-seven ASAP,” Romano said, using the police code for arriving on the scene.
“I’m assigned to CE amp;P.”
“Not anymore.”
The two-story house was immaculate, except for all the blood on the kitchen floor.
Murphy stood with Gaudet at the edge of the den, a foot away from the kitchen. They wore latex gloves. Crime-scene techs and a couple of uniformed cops waited in the foyer. The coppery smell of blood hung in the air.
The coroner’s investigator hadn’t arrived yet.
The victim lay on her stomach, legs apart, wearing only a T-shirt and a pair of running shoes. Cotton shorts lay crumpled on the floor two feet from her body, the panties still inside.
She didn’t fit the profile the serial killer had followed so far. She was white, middle-class, and killed inside her own home. But a black plastic cable tie was cinched around her neck.
Murphy tried to look at every new case as a blank slate. If he had a theory about the case going in, he attempted to disprove it. He had seen firsthand during the Houma investigation how eager most police officials were to dump every open murder case on a serial killer. It was called stacking the deck, and it was an easy way to clear unsolved homicides.
In Houma, Murphy had spent more than thirty hours interviewing Rudolph Dominique. Dominique confessed to twenty-three murders, every one of which he knew details about that the investigators had not released to the public. Still, law-enforcement agencies from as far away as Shreveport sent detectives to Houma to try to get Dominique to confess to murders he knew nothing about.
“What makes you think it was him?” Murphy asked Gaudet.
Gaudet tiptoed across the kitchen floor. He stood astride the dead woman’s legs and aimed a flashlight at her right butt cheek.
Murphy stepped into the kitchen. Standing beside the woman’s head, he looked down at the circle of light. He saw a series of lacerations on her skin that seemed to form a pattern.
“What is it?” he asked.
Gaudet jerked his head in a “come here” motion. “Look at it from this end.”
Careful not to tread in the blood, Murphy stepped around the body and stood beside Gaudet.
“Read it,” Gaudet said.
Murphy stared hard at the cuts. The longer he stared the more they looked like two letters and a numeral. “ L-D -6?” he said.
Gaudet shook his head. “ L-O-G. As in Lamb of God.”
“How many people know what was in the letter?”
After a sideways glance at Murphy, Gaudet said, “Apparently, one more than I thought. Kirsten told you?”
Murphy shrugged.
“After that hit piece she did on you, I’m surprised you’re still speaking to her.”
“You spoke to her.”
Gaudet smiled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I appreciate you trying to help me out.”
Gaudet switched off his flashlight. “Anything for a brother.”
“What did you hold back from the letter?” Murphy asked.
“The name, for one. Also that the killer said he was going to mark his future victims for us. We’re all idiots, he said, all except you.”
“What do you mean?”
“Kirsten didn’t tell you the guy mentioned you in his letter?”
Murphy shook his head. “What did it say?”
“She tell you about the finger?”
Murphy felt a flutter deep in his bowels. “The what?”
“Crazy motherfucker put a chopped-off finger in with the letter, said it was from the girl under the Jeff Davis overpass.”
“And he mentioned me in his letter?”
“He said you were the only cop smart enough to recognize his work-his words-so he promised to mark his future victims so we could identify them.” Gaudet turned on his flashlight and again angled the beam down at the letters carved into the woman’s skin. “I’m guessing this is his mark.”
“Is the finger legit?”
“It’s a real finger,” Gaudet said. “The crime lab is trying to match the print right now with a criminal record so we can see if the photo and description match the victim under the overpass.”
Murphy nodded toward the dead woman at their feet. “Who found her?”
“Boyfriend.”
“Where’s the husband?”
“Divorced.”
“Boyfriend got a key?”
Gaudet shook his head. “He knocked. No one answered. The door was unlocked, so he let himself in. Found the woman here, kids upstairs.”
Murphy looked at the staircase on the opposite side of the den. He dreaded climbing those stairs. “How old are they?”
“Nine and six. A boy and a girl.”
“Son of a bitch.”
Murphy’s head felt like it was spinning, like he was drunk. When he had walked in the front door, he noticed an unusual somberness among the cops already at the scene. He understood the reason. There was nothing worse than working the murder of a child.
“How did he kill them?”
“He suffocated one and strangled the other,” Gaudet said. He took a deep breath. “Looks like the boy was raped.”
They stood in silence, staring down at the dead woman.
Finally, Murphy said, “I know it’s probably a waste of time, but we’ve got to look at the ex-husband.”
“He already called the office. He’s at a doctor’s conference, in London.”
Murphy walked back into the den. Gaudet followed.
“The letter included a coded message,” Gaudet said.
“What kind of code?”
“A bunch of letters and numbers. Looks like CIA shit to me.”
The case was getting bizarre, Murphy thought. A dead mother, two murdered children, a victim’s finger, his own name in a letter, a fucking code. And more victims to come. He was sure of that.
Murphy turned to his partner. “Why did the captain bring me here?”
“You’re back on the case,” Gaudet said. “Detailed from CE amp;P to Homicide.”
“Detailed, not reassigned?”
“That’s the word the man used.”
“What about PIB?”
Gaudet shrugged.
“Don’t bullshit me, Juan.”
Dropping his voice to a whisper, Gaudet said, “Word is, PIB still has a green light. But if you can put this case down you’ll be a hero. They won’t be able to touch you after that.”
“You ever hear of Melvin Purvis?”
Gaudet shook his head. “Was he on the job?”
“Never mind,” Murphy said. “To hell with PIB and the rank. They may be digging my grave, but that doesn’t mean I’ve got to pick up a shovel and help. They wanted me off the case, I’m off.”
“Hey, partner, this is me asking. I need your help.”
“You got the whole Homicide Division.”
“This is make or break, brother,” Gaudet said. “Right now, I’m the primary. If I don’t catch this guy, I’ll be out on my ass, back in a district.” He patted his stomach. “And I don’t think my uniforms fit anymore.”
Murphy eyed his friend’s belly and laughed. Then he stared across the den into the kitchen. “All right,” he said. “But I’m not doing it for the rank.” He nodded toward the dead woman. “I’m doing it for her and those two kids, and for all the other victims.”
Gaudet smiled. “So how do we catch this sick fuck?”
“Any way we can.”
“Sparks,” city editor Gene Michaels shouted across the frenzied newsroom. Deadline was only a couple hours away. Everyone was pounding their keyboards.
Kirsten glanced up from her computer screen. She was busy working on tomorrow’s front-page story about the serial killer’s letter. She kept typing.
“Sparks, I need you,” Michaels shouted again.
Kirsten pushed herself up from her chair. She looked across the sea of heads at the city editor’s desk. Michaels was on his feet.
“What?” Kirsten said, hoping he picked up on the annoyance in her voice.
“Triple slaying on Freret Street.”
The newsroom din faded.
Kirsten grabbed her phone and waved it at him. Two seconds later, it rang.
Michaels didn’t bother with a greeting. “Since the command desk put out the call a couple of hours ago, there hasn’t been any chatter about it. I think Homicide must be using a secure frequency, something they almost never do.”
“He couldn’t have killed three women at one time?”
“It’s not three women,” Michaels said. “It’s a mother and her two children.”
“How do you know that?”
“A source at EMS just told me.”
“Jesus,” Kirsten said. “Still, that doesn’t sound like the serial killer, and I don’t have time to chase it down. I’m trying to finish my story for tomorrow.”
“You remember that call Detective Gaudet got right before he and Landry bolted out of our meeting?”
“Yeah.”
“As soon as I got back to my desk and flipped on my scanner, the command desk was dispatching detective and crime-lab units to Freret Street.”
Kirsten noticed a slight tremor in the editor’s voice. “I’ll make a call,” she said.
“Thanks.”
Kirsten hung up and dug through her imitation Prada handbag for her cell phone. She had Gaudet’s number saved. She rang his phone but the call went straight to voice mail. She didn’t bother leaving a message. Like Murphy, Gaudet never checked his messages. It was a cop thing.
Kirsten slung her briefcase over her shoulder and walked across the newsroom to Gene Michaels’s desk.
The city editor turned his chair to face her.
She noticed his face was a couple of shades whiter than its customary chalk color. Michaels was in his early sixties. Kirsten knew that he and his wife had lost a son several years ago. It was something he always carried with him. The news of the murder of two children had evidently hit him hard.
“I’ll go, but I need an extension on my deadline,” Kirsten said.
Michaels glanced at the clock radio on his desk. It was 7:05. Deadline was nine o’clock. “How much?”
“Eleven o’clock.”
He shook his head. “Ten is the best I can do.”
Kirsten nodded. “If this thing on Freret is a goose chase…”
“I have a bad feeling,” Michaels said. “I think the killer just stepped up, exactly like Murphy said he would.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Tuesday, July 31, 7:45 PM
Murphy stood outside the front door of the house on Freret Street using a flashlight to look for signs of forced entry, when he happened to glance down the driveway and see Kirsten pressed against the crime-scene tape, in the middle of a small scrum of reporters.
She was waving at him.
He ignored her.
She stuck two fingers in her mouth and whistled like a truck driver at a carload of naked cheerleaders.
Murphy stepped back inside the house. During the next hour, Kirsten called his cell phone six times.
At a quarter to nine, he stepped outside to get some fresh air. She was still there. A photographer stood next to her snapping pictures of Murphy.
Murphy walked down the driveway. He stood across the yellow tape from Kirsten. “You’re harder to get rid of than a dose of the clap,” he said.
Her eyes narrowed. “You should know.”
“What do you want?”
As the other reporters pressed in, sensing a fight, Kirsten nodded toward the yard next door, signaling she wanted to get away from her colleagues. “I need to talk to you.”
Murphy shook his head.
She didn’t let his refusal stop her. “Is this case connected to the serial-killer investigation?”
“As far as I know there is no serial-killer investigation.”
“Is it true the victims are a mother and her two young children?”
A talking head from TV was yammering into his cell phone, careful not to mess up his perfectly coiffed hair. He stopped talking when Kirsten mentioned dead children. “I’ll call you back,” he said into his phone. He looked at Murphy. “Is that true, about the kids?”
Murphy stared at the TV pretty boy. “You’re going to have to talk to the department’s public-information officer. I can give you his contact information if you need it.”
The other reporters started firing questions at him.
Murphy walked away.
Later, when he peeked through a front window, Kirsten was gone.
A neighborhood canvass produced half a dozen suspect descriptions. After putting them together, Murphy had a good idea who he was looking for: a short, tall, fat, thin, white, black man in his early twenties to his late fifties, who had been driving a van, riding a bicycle, jogging, and walking a dog.
One neighbor saw the dog take a dump in the yard and suggested Murphy test the poop for DNA.
The coroner’s investigator gave the bodies a quick examination before bagging them.
Unofficially, he confirmed the boy had been raped. The little girl showed no signs of sexual assault.
The mother had been sodomized and raped with something large and sharp, in all likelihood the bloody butcher’s knife on the kitchen counter.
Lab results would take a few days, a forensic technician said, but he told Murphy not to count on fingerprints. There didn’t appear to be any on the boy’s neck or on the handle of the knife.
As the word had spread about the horrific triple murder, local reporters formed a phalanx at the end of the driveway. Then the networks showed up-CNN, NBC, Fox, CBS-as well as news stations from as far away as Mobile, two and a half hours east of New Orleans. The scent of serial murder was in the air.
Captain Donovan and Assistant Chief DeMarco showed up and stood in front of the TV cameras. They talked a lot but said little, though DeMarco was finally forced to admit that several recent homicides now looked like the work of a single killer.
“Is that the same thing as a serial killer?” one reporter quipped.
“Yes, a single killer,” DeMarco repeated, ignoring the distinction and the reporter’s mocking tone.
At midnight, the crime lab called Murphy’s cell phone. The preliminary examination of the package the newspaper had received was complete. There were no prints on the envelope or the letter. A fingerprint taken from the severed finger had come back to a young black woman with several arrests for prostitution. The Bureau of Identification was working on getting a picture from her rap sheet to compare it to photos taken of the dead woman found under the Jeff Davis overpass.
By 2:00 AM the rank and the reporters were gone.
Murphy and Gaudet spent the next several hours helping the crime-lab techs comb the house for evidence. They vacuumed the carpet for hair fibers, bagged the kids’ bedding and all the rugs in the house, and took a laptop computer. They also collected every scrap of paper they could find-mail, receipts, bills, notes and pictures from the refrigerator, an address book, even the little girl’s diary.
At 9:00 AM, after fifteen hours at the crime scene, Murphy drove his beat-up Toyota to the coroner’s temporary, post-Katrina office-a old funeral parlor in Central City.
The sign out front that identified the business as the Rivas and Colbert Funeral Home had been covered with a blue FEMA tarp. The only indication of what the building was currently being used for was a sheet of printer paper taped to the glass front door that said ORLEANS PARISH CORONER’S OFFICE.
Murphy pulled open the door and walked inside. The building smelled like mildew, rotting flesh, and formaldehyde.
To maintain the chain of custody for any evidence recovered from a homicide victim’s body-bullets, hair, fibers, skin-a detective had to be present for the autopsy. Like every police cadet, Murphy had been introduced to autopsies while he was in the academy, but since he first developed an interest in homicide investigation, he had become a student of the procedure.
He learned that the Egyptians had conducted detailed examinations of the dead. As had the Chinese. He read that a Roman physician had examined the body of Julius Caesar and found that only one of the dictator’s twenty-three stab wounds had been fatal. The doctors of antiquity were fascinated with death, Murphy discovered, and because of their fascination, the emerging science of medicine had learned much about what caused it.
Unfortunately, after the collapse of the Roman Empire, Europe was plunged into the Dark Ages and much of that knowledge was lost. Over the intervening centuries, the subject of death became taboo.
The term autopsy came from the Greek word autopsia, meaning to see for oneself. In 1761, as Europe was emerging from its self-imposed darkness, Italian physician Giovanni Morgagni was the first to catalog autopsy procedures in his classic five-volume work, The Seats and Causes of Diseases Investigated by Anatomy. Murphy had read an English translation. In Morgagni’s day, autopsies were a blood-soaked, messy business. During the last two and a half centuries, they hadn’t changed much.
Still, Murphy was fascinated by them.
No matter how gruesome the autopsy, Murphy had always managed to keep the contents of his stomach down. His partner wasn’t so lucky.
While witnessing his first autopsy as a homicide detective, Gaudet had heaved up his breakfast of scrambled eggs and sausage soaked in ketchup. Although blowing chow at a crime scene or an autopsy was usually enough to get a rookie homicide detective booted out of the unit, that didn’t happen in Gaudet’s case. For one, he was twice the size of most of the other detectives. For another, he was a very likeable guy: funny, tireless, gifted with great street sense, and absolutely fearless.
Murphy didn’t begrudge his partner his weak stomach. After years of working together, they had devised a division of labor that favored each other’s strengths. Murphy covered the autopsies while Gaudet finished at the crime scene or followed up on promising leads. This morning the crime-scene work was done, but Gaudet had still begged off on the autopsies. He claimed he had to go to court, so he went home for a shower and clean clothes.
Murphy hadn’t pressed Gaudet on his court appearance. Witnessing a child autopsy was tough for any detective, even Murphy. Sitting through a pair of them was going to be nearly unbearable.
When Murphy walked into the autopsy room, formerly the funeral parlor’s embalming studio, the dead woman, thirty-six-year-old Carol Sue Spencer, lay on her back on a stainless-steel examination table. The concave surface and rimmed edge of the table were designed to keep blood and other bodily fluids from spilling onto the floor. The table tilted slightly downward toward a drain at the foot. A hose with a spray nozzle was attached to the table and used to wash away the gore.
After each autopsy the medical examiner or an assistant hosed down the table and prepared it for a fresh body. In New Orleans, a city that year after year ranked as one of the deadliest in America, there was never a shortage of bodies.
As Murphy approached the table, he inhaled a putrid blend of blood, bile, and disinfectant. To Murphy, it was the smell of death.
Longtime Orleans Parish coroner Dr. Francis Maynard was handling the autopsy personally. Also in the room was one of his technicians, a thin black woman in green scrubs. Murphy guessed she was in her early twenties. As interesting as Murphy found the whole postmortem process, he couldn’t fathom why anyone would want to do this for a living, especially for a technician’s pay, which he guessed wasn’t much above minimum wage.
Dr. Maynard stood beside the table, near the center. He was in his midsixties, with gray hair and a jowly face that shook like Jell-O when he spoke. He wore a stained white lab coat and a pair of safety glasses to protect against blood splatter. Maynard had been instrumental in identifying hundreds of bodies after Hurricane Katrina.
Since the storm, the doctor looked worn out, Murphy thought.
Maynard started an audio recorder and adjusted the microphone that hung over the table. Then he began removing what little clothing Carol Sue Spencer had been wearing when her body was discovered. The doctor described each article as he removed it-one blue T-shirt with Nike logo, one black sports bra, one pair of blue and white New Balance running shoes, and one pair of white cotton socks. The technician stuffed the clothing into a paper bag and handed it to Murphy.
Maynard measured the body. Carol Sue Spencer had been five feet four inches tall. The examination table had a built-in scale that showed a weight of 132 pounds. The doctor cut the cable tie from around her neck and passed it to Murphy. Beneath the tie, the skin was deep purple. Spencer’s eyes were open and filled with blood. Her tongue was dark and swollen.
Dr. Maynard examined and probed for half an hour.
The rectal wounds were horrific.
“It’s my understanding that you recovered a knife from the scene,” Maynard said.
Murphy nodded. “A butcher’s knife.”
The doctor nodded as he lifted Spencer’s left leg with one hand and used a thin stainless steel rod to probe her shredded rectum. The rod was marked like a ruler.
Murphy looked at his shoes.
“I would say he penetrated the anus at least a dozen times,” Maynard said. “The deepest puncture reaches a good ten inches into the sigmoid colon.”
“Was she alive?”
The doctor nodded. His face was sweating and his safety glasses had slid midway down his nose. “I’d have to say yes. She may not have been conscious when these wounds were inflicted, but she was alive.”
Maynard picked up a scalpel from a side table and prepared to gut Carol Sue Spencer. His first incision ran from shoulder to shoulder across her sternum. Then he sliced down the midline of her torso to the pubic bone. He peeled Spencer’s flesh back from her chest and abdomen and exposed her rib cage.
He laid the bloody scalpel down and picked up a pair of rib cutters. The cutters reminded Murphy of pruning shears. After snapping through each rib, Maynard lifted out the front of Spencer’s rib cage as a single piece, like pulling out the grill on a car.
Maynard and his technician cut out Spencer’s organs, weighed them, then placed them in a pair of organ buckets that stood at the head of the examination table. Each bucket was lined with a red plastic biohazard bag.
The smell was nauseating.
“She was a smoker,” Maynard said. He held up one of Spencer’s lungs for Murphy to see. A light dusting of tiny black pellets covered the tissue. “That’s tar from cigarettes.”
Murphy had seen it before. Maynard was a reformed smoker and he liked to show everyone what smoking did to the lungs. But Spencer’s lung tissue, aside from the scattering of tar, was still a healthy pink. In older, lifelong smokers whom Murphy had seen cut open, the tissue was gray and crusted over with gobs of sticky black tar.
Maynard spent a long time examining Spencer’s colon from the inside of her abdomen. “I don’t think she bled to death,” he finally said. “There is no major arterial damage.”
“So it was strangulation?”
Maynard, whose head was jammed halfway into Spencer’s open torso, nodded. “Preliminary findings only, but I think so.”
Then it was the children’s turn on the table, the little girl first. Maynard took about forty-five minutes with each one. The kids were beyond caring what happened to them, but for Murphy the child autopsies were torture. He stepped back and leaned against the wall, as far from the examination table as he could get.
While Maynard poked, prodded, cut, and peeled, he kept up a running commentary. Everything he saw, the doctor said, was consistent with what the detectives concluded at the crime scene. The little girl had died from suffocation, most likely with her own pillow. The boy died from manual strangulation.
“Due to a lack of blood present in the area of the torn rectal tissue, coupled with the lack of swelling,” Maynard said into the microphone, “I’d say the sexual assault occurred postmortem. The rape kit will confirm, but I did not detect the presence of semen. The faint trace of a latex smell leads me to suspect the perpetrator used a condom.”
Maynard’s mention of a condom reminded Murphy of something. They had found no used condoms or open packages at the crime scene, but there had been condoms in the house. In the master bedroom, downstairs, a two-drawer nightstand had been emptied, the contents dumped on the floor.
Other than the bodies, the nightstand was the only thing that had been disturbed inside the house. Several unopened condoms were lying on the floor next to a small overturned wicker basket.
To Murphy, only one explanation fit the facts. The killer got a hard-on while he strangled the little boy. He ran downstairs into the mother’s bedroom, found a basket of condoms, then rushed back upstairs and raped the boy’s dead body.
The killer was branching out, expanding his victim profile. Beefing up patrols where street-walking prostitutes tended to gather wasn’t going to do any good. The murder of Carol Sue Spencer and her two children had been as much of a message as the killer’s letter to the Times-Picayune. He was boasting that he could strike anywhere he wanted, and the police were powerless to stop him. No one was safe. Not even children.
To catch him, Murphy realized, he had to get inside the killer’s head. He had to figure out how the killer operated and how he selected his victims. He had to think like the killer.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Wednesday, August 1, 12:10 PM
Murphy stepped outside of the coroner’s makeshift office and squinted in the harsh sunlight. It made his head hurt.
His cell phone rang. It was the secretary from the Homicide office. Captain Donovan wanted to see him right away.
On the way to the office, Murphy stopped at the Coffee House on Canal Boulevard near the railroad tracks. He was in no hurry to see the captain. He bought a large cup of black coffee and a newspaper. Kirsten’s article was on the top of the front page.
SERIAL KILLER CONFIRMED!
Killer sends letter, proof to newspaper
NOPD confirms existence of serial killer
By Kirsten Sparks, The Times-Picayune
The Times-Picayune received a package yesterday from someone who police say may be responsible for as many as eight recent homicides in New Orleans.
The package contained a letter and an item allegedly taken from a recent murder scene. The New Orleans Police Department is working to confirm the legitimacy of the item, which investigators consider a crucial piece of evidence, but they have asked the Times-Picayune not to further describe that item. In the letter, the killer took credit for at least two recent killings and suggested responsibility for more, though the letter writer did not give an exact number.
The letter, which the killer insisted the newspaper print within two days, also contained what the killer described as a code that gives clues to his or her identity and the reasons for the killings.
Times-Picayune editors are considering whether to reprint the letter tomorrow but had not reached a decision as of press time.
Shortly after receiving the package in the mail, the Times-Picayune notified police officials, who dispatched Detective Juan Gaudet and Lt. Carl Landry to the newspaper’s offices on Howard Avenue to collect the original letter, packaging, and the item of evidence.
Assistant Chief of Police Larry DeMarco confirmed yesterday that homicide detectives now believe several recent killings are linked to the same killer, though DeMarco would not be specific about how many.
DeMarco’s admission stands in stark contrast to statements made just…
The rest of the story was an anal exam of the police department’s crawfishing on the serial killer. Kirsten hadn’t pulled any punches. One of DeMarco’s more poorly thought-out comments even suggested the department had known there was a serial killer all along but had publicly denied it in order to get the upper hand on the killer, which is exactly what Murphy had told Kirsten the rank would say.
Murphy reread DeMarco’s idiotic comment. “In order to maintain the integrity of our investigation,” DeMarco said, “we did not immediately disclose everything we knew about those particular cases to the public because we did not want the killer to know exactly how much information we had. We even compartmentalized some of that information within our own staff, to include the investigative component.”
The simplified translation: We kept crucial information about a series of related murders from our own detectives because we didn’t want the killer knowing we were on to him.
Below the fold, Kirsten had a second story, this one about yesterday afternoon’s murders uptown.
MOTHER, TWO CHILDREN MURDERED, SERIAL KILLER SUSPECTED
By Kirsten Sparks, The Times-Picayune A 36-year-old mother and her two children were found dead yesterday afternoon inside their home on Freret Street. Police have not officially named the recently confirmed serial killer as a suspect, but sources close to the investigation have said they believe the same person who committed the brutal slayings on Freret Street is responsible for eight other recent homicides. Although the names of the victims have not been…
The “LOG” tag carved into the woman’s backside and the sexual assault on the boy had not been released to the newspaper. Still, even without those details, the city was going to go berserk. Plus, there was a storm coming.
Bumped by the serial killer to the bottom right-hand corner of the front page was a story that on any other day would certainly have rated a more prominent position. Early computer models showed that Tropical Storm Catherine was headed toward the Gulf of Mexico. The storm had picked up both wind speed and lateral speed and was tracking west-northwest toward Puerto Rico at eighteen miles per hour. Maximum winds were in the neighborhood of sixty-five miles per hour and expected to strengthen.
The article quoted city officials who said they were monitoring the storm closely and reviewing the city’s as-yet-untested post-Katrina evacuation plan.
Murphy finished his coffee on the way to his car. He tossed the newspaper on the backseat and drove south on Canal Boulevard to City Park Avenue and hung a left. Within minutes he was parked at the rear of the police academy, near the back door that led to the Homicide Division. He loitered in the parking lot for a few minutes before going inside, trying to prepare himself for his meeting with Donovan. The key was to remain calm. Don’t blow up, no matter what Donovan says.
Inside the captain’s office, Donovan and Assistant Chief DeMarco were waiting. Surprisingly, the atmosphere seemed almost cordial. The captain waved Murphy into one of the two chairs in front of his desk. DeMarco remained standing.
“I put you back on this case, Murphy, because I want results,” Donovan said. “And I want them fast.”
Murphy shifted in the chair. Most serial-killer investigations took months if not years to crack. It had taken the cops in Seattle two decades to catch the Green River Killer. “What resources do I have?”
“Just what you asked for, a task force,” Donovan said. “Six detectives, including you and Gaudet. Maybe a couple more if I can spare the manpower.”
Just six detectives, Murphy thought, to catch a serial killer who had already murdered at least eleven people, including two children. A couple of years ago, the Baton Rouge serial-killer task force had thirty full-time investigators. In the little town of Houma, Murphy had been part of a twelve-member task force.
Captain Donovan glanced at the assistant chief. DeMarco nodded. Then Donovan said, “I can also give you two lab techs and an analyst. We’ll contact the FBI about a profile.”
“You can keep the profile,” Murphy said. He had never known a working detective who had gotten any benefit from an FBI profile. He was convinced the bureau’s Behavioral Science Unit at Quantico sent out form letters as profiles. They were all the same: white male, twenty-five to forty, low self-esteem, with mommy issues.
“We have to involve the bureau on this,” Donovan said. “The press is all over us, and not just the locals. I’m talking about CNN, Fox News, the New York Times. We’re under a microscope.”
“Am I in command of the task force?”
Donovan glared at Murphy. “Yes.”
“Then I don’t want the FBI involved. You said you wanted quick results. It’ll take them two weeks just to get set up, and then they only work Monday through Friday. They have to get special permission to work weekends.”
Donovan’s face turned red, but he kept his voice under control. “I said it’s your task force, Murphy, but I didn’t say you were going to run it without supervision. This is still a homicide investigation.” Donovan pointed to the name plate on the front of his desk that also listed his title, HOMICIDE COMMANDER. “And it’s still my division.”
“Look, Captain, one thing I learned in the Houma investigation is that bringing in people and agencies just for the sake of bringing them in is counter-”
“I’ve heard enough about your heroics in Houma,” Donovan snapped. “I read the crappy book that retired sheriff’s detective wrote about the case. I didn’t see any brilliant police work, just dumb luck.”
Murphy knew he wasn’t going to win the battle over the FBI’s involvement. It was time to move on. He needed to find out how deep the department’s pockets were going to be on this case. Overworked, frustrated detectives needed incentive. Police work was, after all, a job. To push cops hard, to take them away from their families and their off-duty security details, he had to pay them. “What about overtime?”
Donovan nodded. “Whatever you need.”
“Within reason,” DeMarco added.
Murphy turned toward the assistant chief.
“There’s a storm in the Atlantic,” DeMarco said. “The mayor and the chief, as well as the Homeland Security people, are looking at a mandatory evacuation if the storm enters the gulf, which the forecasters are predicting could happen inside of a week. If it does, all bets are off. Almost every officer will be reassigned to storm duty, including members of your task force.”
Murphy thought back to his conversation with Gaudet at the murder scene, about the rumor that PIB still had a green light on him. “What about PIB?” he asked DeMarco.
“What about it?”
“What’s the status of their investigation?”
“Ongoing,” DeMarco said. “Why would you think otherwise?”
Murphy took a deep breath. He thought about letting the PIB thing go. He was getting what he wanted, almost. But he decided to press it. “You’re bringing me back to Homicide and giving me a task force because I was right about the serial killer. I thought maybe you would call off the investigation.”
“I’m afraid it’s not that simple, Detective,” the assistant chief said. “It’s not a question of who was right or wrong. You are accused of violating department policy. The Public Integrity Bureau is investigating that allegation. Once their investigation is complete, the PIB commander will make a recommendation to the superintendent. At that point, the superintendent will decide what to do. Nothing that happens from this point forward will influence PIB’s investigation or the superintendent’s final decision.”
Murphy’s temper flared. “Why bring me back then! Why not just leave me in the property room until PIB finishes its inquisition?”
Donovan banged his fist on the desk then jabbed his finger in Murphy’s face. “You want to know why you’re here, hotshot? I’ll tell you. You’re here because some sick fuck mentioned you in his letter to the newspaper. You’re here because if we don’t put you back on this case, the press will want to know why, and as of right now, we’re not prepared to answer that question.”
So there it was, right out in the open. The rank wasn’t bringing him back because of his training and experience in serial-killer investigations. They were bringing him back because his ex-girlfriend mentioned him in a newspaper story and some freak used his name in a letter.
Nothing had changed. His head was still on the chopping block.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Wednesday, August 1, 5:35 PM
“The question is, what are we going to do tomorrow?” Charles Redfield said.
The afternoon budget meeting had dragged halfway through its second hour. As executive editor, Redfield chaired the meeting. His irritation was plain as his eyes swept the faces of the other editors seated around the conference table. “Are we going to run the damn letter or not?” he demanded. “And if so, are we going to run the cipher with it?”
Kirsten sank deeper into her chair. As a reporter, she didn’t normally get invited to budget meetings. They were for editors only. There were two budget meetings a day, 10:00 AM and 4:00 PM, during which the editors haggled over what stories were going to run in the next day’s paper and how many inches of space each would get. In newspaper-speak, a budget wasn’t money. It was space.
Today’s meeting was different.
The serial-killer nutjob who called himself the Lamb of God had demanded that his letter be reprinted on the front page within two days. The killer’s deadline was tomorrow. That meant the decision had to be made tonight. For an hour and a half the newspaper’s brass hats had wrangled over that decision.
“What do you think he means by ‘a killing rampage’?” asked Milton Stanford, the managing editor, to no one in particular. “If we don’t run the letter, are we responsible for whatever this crazy bastard does next?”
Redfield peered over his half-moon reading glasses at Stanford. The executive editor didn’t like impolite language.
“Sorry, boss,” Stanford said. “But I really want to know. If this guy kills someone because we didn’t run his letter, are we going to have blood on our hands?”
Publisher Darlene Freeman sat at the opposite end of the conference table from Redfield. The newspaper’s lawyer sat next to her. Neither of them ever attended budget meetings.
Freeman, who had barely said a word the entire meeting, nodded to Redfield. “We’ve been going over this dreadful business for hours. Really, we must come to a decision. The company’s general counsel in D.C. wants an answer by six o’clock.”
Redfield pushed his reading glasses higher up his nose. “I’d like to wait at least another day before we run the letter,” he said. “This is unprecedented, and I don’t like being bullied, especially by a self-professed serial killer.”
Kirsten cleared her throat. She hadn’t said anything in nearly an hour. “I think we should run the letter and the cipher.” She looked at Redfield. “Not because we’re being bullied, but because it’s news. The police have confirmed the finger is from the victim under the overpass, so the letter is-”
“We can’t mention that,” interrupted city editor Gene Michaels. He had come up as a cop reporter and had expressed concern several times during the meeting about publishing information the police department wanted kept confidential.
“I’m not suggesting we mention the finger, Gene, but it confirms the letter is authentic,” Kirsten said. “It’s from the killer. There’s no downside to printing it. He’s already killed several people. He’s not going to stop just because we run his letter on the front page. Publishing the letter might help the police catch him.”
“How so?” Redfield asked.
All eyes were now on Kirsten. She took a deep breath. “Several killers have been caught after their egos pushed them to write letters to newspapers. Remember the Unabomber? His own brother recognized his writing and dropped a dime on him. One of our readers may recognize something in the letter or the code.”
A blanket of silence hung over the conference table as the circle of editors looked back and forth at each other. Eventually, Darlene Freeman broke it. “Thank you, Miss Sparks, for sharing your opinion with us.” She looked at her watch, then at Redfield. “It’s your decision.”
“For Christ’s sake, Darlene, you’re the publisher,” Redfield said, a rare edge in his voice. “You’re the one who’s been on the phone with Newsome. It’s their newspaper. What do they want us to do?”
Kirsten had a lot of respect for Redfield. He was a good newspaperman, a decent boss, but he was overly cautious. With more than thirty years in the newspaper business, twenty-eight with the Times-Picayune, he wasn’t going to do anything to jeopardize his position or his pension.
From the corner of her eye, Kirsten saw Darlene Freeman glance at the lawyer. He was in his early forties and wore his hair in a ponytail. He also wore strangely cut suits, as if he were trying to stave off middle age by being extra hip. And he always wore too much cologne.
Throughout the meeting the attorney had not said a word to anyone other than Freeman, and his words to her had been whispered in her ear. Common sense told Kirsten the man must have gotten instructions from corporate headquarters in D.C., where Newsome Media, the company that owned the Times-Picayune, was based. But for some reason, he wasn’t sharing those instructions with the editors.
Kirsten saw a setup coming. The company hacks were forcing Redfield to make the decision. That way, if the newspaper came out looking bad, it was his fault. But if his decision turned out to be a good one, Newsome executives were standing by to take the credit. For now, though, it was all on Redfield, who just wanted to reach his thirtieth anniversary with the paper, get the gold watch, and punch out.
Redfield took off his glasses and laid them on the table. He looked around the room, making sure to meet each person’s eye. “We’re not going to run the letter or the cipher,” he said. “At least not tomorrow. I’m not letting an anonymous killer dictate what we publish.”
Freeman smiled.
Redfield stood, signaling the meeting was over. As he picked up his glasses, he looked at Kirsten. “I want you to write a story about the letter. Don’t get into the contents but mention the deadline the killer gave us and his threat. Also include any new developments with the investigation. I’ll write an editorial for tomorrow explaining our reasons for not running the letter.”
Kirsten rose and headed for the door. She was sure Redfield’s decision was a mistake, but he was the boss. He had a tough choice to make and he had made it. Something Darlene Freeman was incapable of doing.



CHAPTER NINETEEN


Thursday, August 2, 7:40 AM
The killer is furious as he skims again through the “A” section of this morning’s Times-Picayune.
His letter isn’t there.
He returns to the front page and sees a story about his letter, but not the letter itself. The story is nothing more than a recitation of bland facts: The newspaper received a package from someone claiming to be the serial killer. The package contained a letter and a purported piece of evidence from one of the crime scenes. The letter also included a coded message the sender said contained more information about his identity and motives. The writer asked the newspaper to publish the letter on the front page within two days.. . blah, blah, blah.
A lot of words, but no letter.
The story is wrong. The killer did not ask the newspaper’s editors to publish the letter. He demanded they publish it. And he gave them fair warning of the consequences if they failed to heed his demand.
… a killing rampage the likes of which this city has never seen.
Also on the front page is a column labeled EDITORIAL. The column carries no byline. In it, someone writing on behalf of the editorial staff explains in the pompous, self-righteous tones newspaper editors always use when they want everyone to know how erudite they are, that after careful deliberation and consultation with police officials, the Times-Picayune ’s senior staff decided not to run the letter today, which, of course, left open the possibility that it might be published later.
The editorial writer blathers on in self-serving tones about the sanctity of the newspaper’s responsibility to the public and how such a venerable institution as the Times-Picayune, one of the nation’s most respected newspapers, has never bowed, and will never bow, to outside influence or pressure, whether from high government officials or murderers…
The killer crumples the newspaper and flings it into the corner. The newspaper will pay. The police will pay. Everyone will pay.
For several minutes he sits at his small desk, fuming and thinking. Fuming over what he has read, or hasn’t read, in the paper, and thinking of exactly how to exact his revenge. He stares at a cardboard box, a parcel, on the floor beside his desk. When UPS delivered it more than a week ago, he had not been ready to use the item inside the box. Now things have changed.
He began with the sodomites, but no one noticed. Then the harlots on the streets, but again, no one noticed, at least no one of any consequence, other than an idiot detective. It was only after he climbed up the socioeconomic ladder and crawled into their homes that the public took notice of him.
But they do not yet fear him, for the wicked do not relinquish their evil ways without struggle. But that will change. Through his work, through his righteousness, through his increasing power, he will bring them to their knees to beg the Lord God for forgiveness and mercy.
But first they must be cleansed with blood and fire.
A smile comes to the killer’s face as he recalls chapter five of Deuteronomy: I am the Lord thy God. I am a jealous God, punishing the iniquities of the fathers upon the children to the third and fourth generations.
The killer is the hand of God, the instrument of his intent and his vengeance. He will not disobey God’s will, nor shirk his duty.
Blood and fire.
Murphy pressed the buzzer outside the door to his mother’s apartment. She didn’t answer. He leaned on it again and gave her a long burst. Still no answer.
After a frustrating day trying to organize his so-called task force, the last thing he wanted to do was talk to his mother, but he had something to tell her.
Murphy turned the doorknob. It was unlocked. He stepped inside. As usual, the stench of stale cigarette smoke threatened to strangle him.
A fake-judge show was on the television, but his mother wasn’t parked in her chair watching it. For an instant, he fantasized about what a relief it would be to find her keeled over on the toilet or lying lifeless in bed.
But she wasn’t dead on the toilet or in bed. She was sitting on the balcony, smoking and drinking. The glass door was wide open and Murphy could tell from the temperature inside the apartment and the sound of the straining air conditioner that the thermostat was set somewhere in the sixties.
He wedged himself into a small space beside her and pulled the door closed. The late-afternoon air was scorching, and he began to sweat. “I’m paying the utility bill, Mother. We don’t need to air-condition the whole neighborhood.”
“I like the cool breeze on my back.”
“Get a fan.”
His mother scooped up a pack of Pall Malls from beside her half-empty highball glass on the garden table and jammed a cigarette between her lips. She lit it and took a couple of deep drags. “Is that why you came here, to complain about the light bill? We’re in the middle of a heatwave in case you haven’t noticed.”
Murphy rested his hands on the iron railing and leaned over the edge. The hot metal burned his palms. He stared down at the empty green tennis courts, at their white stripes and black nets trimmed with white vinyl. Did he still own a tennis racket? If not, he could buy one. Recently, he had to have his suit pants let out a couple of inches, up to a thirty-six now. He was no longer the broad-shouldered, narrow-waisted Notre Dame freshman linebacker he once was.
As long as I’m paying for the courts, why not use them?
He and Kirsten used to occasionally bat a tennis ball around. That seemed like a long time ago, and he didn’t know any cops who played tennis. They thought it was gay.
His mother’s shrill voice startled him. “So if it wasn’t to complain about the light bill, why did you come here?”
He turned to face her. “To make sure you knew about the storm.”
“I heard about it from the man down the hall, Mr. Meyer the Jew. He was on the regular team, you know, at Notre Dame, not the practice squad. He told me about the hurricane yesterday.” She took a long sip of vodka, draining the glass and leaving only the ice. “I was wondering if you were even going to call.”
“That’s why I’m here, Mother. I wanted to make sure-”
“So you came just to tell me about the hurricane, not to visit. Is that it?”
He looked down at her, and for a second he saw himself tossing her over the railing.
“Right now it’s a tropical storm, not a hurricane, and it’s still a long way off. But just in case, I’ve made arrangements for you if there’s an evacuation.”
“Arrangements? What kind of arrangements?”
“The office has chartered a bus, with a bathroom, to take everyone who doesn’t have a ride to Baton Rouge. They’ve got a contract with a home… with a residential facility there to house and feed everyone for up to a week.”
“You said a home. What kind of home is it, an old-folks home?”
“It’s a retirement community. Just like this one.”
“Will I have my own room?”
“I doubt it, Mother. If you have to evacuate, it’s because a hurricane is coming and more than a million people are leaving. You get three meals and a bed.”
“You said it was for people who don’t have rides. Why don’t I have a ride? I have a son, don’t I?”
“I’m a policeman, Mother. I can’t leave.”
“Last time I nearly died in the heat, stuck in traffic for twelve hours on the interstate, and I hated Baton Rouge. I don’t want to go there again.”
“A bus and the retirement home were the best I could do. Last time, you nearly drove the family you were staying with crazy.”
She plucked the cigarette from her mouth. “I did no such thing. They were rude, and those kids were obnoxious brats, all of them.”
Murphy had heard differently.
As Katrina took aim at New Orleans, and it looked more and more likely that the storm was going to be the big one forecasters had been warning about for years, Murphy had arranged for his mother to hitch a ride out of town with the family of a fellow cop. The guy owned a Suburban and was sending his wife, their three kids, and his own mother eighty miles north to Baton Rouge to stay with his wife’s brother, the brother’s wife, and their two children.
Five kids under one roof. Big mistake.
Murphy’s mother had stayed with them for eight weeks. According to what Murphy learned later, his mother had complained nonstop about the food, about the house being hot at night, about the kids hogging the television and playing loud music, about how she couldn’t get to the pharmacy to get her medicine. One thing after another for two months.
“I won’t ride on a bus,” his mother said.
Murphy stared at the pack of Pall Malls lying on the table. He thought about pouring himself a drink and having a cigarette. He didn’t think he could stand his mother’s company for that long, though.
“If you loved me, you’d drive me to Baton Rouge yourself,” she said. “There’s no way I’m leaving here just so I can take a bus to Baton Rouge and stay in a halfway house.”
“It’s not a halfway house,” Murphy said. “It’s a Christian retirement home that’s been kind enough to make room in case of an emergency.”
“Protestant, I’m sure.”
He ignored her.
“You could drive me up there and be back in a few hours,” she said.
“You know I can’t leave the city during a hurricane. Two hundred policemen got fired for doing that when Katrina hit.”
“Theresa would drive me to Baton Rouge.”
There it was, Theresa the saint. If only she lived here everything would be just fucking peachy.
“If Theresa lived here she could drive you because she would be evacuating with you,” Murphy said. “She wouldn’t have to stay.”
“Listen here, Mr. Big Shot, don’t try to act like you’re the only one with an important job. Your sister is a nurse and she takes care of sick infants. Of course she would stay here with her patients if a storm came, but she would at least drive her mother to Baton Rouge and make sure she was safe before worrying about her job. Some things are more important than work.”
This from a woman who hadn’t worked since her part-time job at a snowball stand in high school.
Murphy felt the tiny balcony closing in on him. “Well, you know what, Mother, it doesn’t really matter what Theresa would do, because she doesn’t live here. She lives in northern California, about as far away from New Orleans as she can be and still be in the United States.”
His mother stared at the ice in her empty glass.
“And you know what else, she lives there by choice. She moved away and I stayed. She’s not here to take care of you. I am. So if I were you…” Murphy’s guilt was already kicking in. Lay off your sister, he told himself. She’s got enough of her own problems.
His mother stared up at him with her venom- and vodka-filled eyes. “If you were me, you’d do what? Say it!”
Murphy took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He looked down at the blue-haired nag who was his mother. “If I were you I’d shut the fuck up and appreciate the fact that at least one of your kids is still around to take care of you.”
Her eyes bulged and her mouth dropped open. For a moment she was speechless. Finally, she found her voice. “How dare you talk to your mother like that, especially about your sister. If your father were here, God rest his-”
“Give it a break, Mother. Your bitching is what put Dad in his grave.” Murphy yanked open the sliding glass door. “If you don’t like the arrangements I’ve made for you, make your own. You’re not helpless.”
He stepped into the icy blast from the apartment, then turned around, his hands braced across the open doorway. “Better yet, call Theresa. Ask her to send you a plane ticket to San Francisco. You can stay with her and Michael until the end of hurricane season.”
He threw the door closed, turned around, and stormed out of her apartment.



CHAPTER TWENTY


Thursday, August 2, 11:15 PM
The club is crowded.
The sound system shakes the air with high-energy techno music while a 1970s-era disco ball twirls beneath the ceiling, sending a rainbow of refracted light racing across the walls and dance floor.
The killer pushes through the throng of jumping, sweating bodies as he walks along the edge of the dance floor. Most of the hundred or so patrons are men. The few women in the bar look more masculine than the men, short-haired dykes flashing body piercings and tattoos.
The Red Door Lounge is a sodomite club that takes up the top floor of an old three-story brick building on the periphery of the French Quarter, at the corner of Chartres and Iberville.
A stream of sweat runs down the killer’s back as he walks toward the bar. He believes the club is kept warm on purpose, to add to the sexual tension that pulses through the crowd. He carries a canvas messenger bag slung over his shoulder. Inside are the simple tools he will need to complete his work.
The killer elbows his way to the bar and orders a Corona with lime. The bartender, a handsome young man with dark eyes and thick coal black hair, says something as he sets the beer down, but the killer can’t hear him over the din. He asks the bartender to repeat himself.
The dark-haired man holds up five fingers and blows him a kiss. The killer tosses a five-dollar bill onto the black lacquered bar. The bartender glances down at the bill, then shakes his head as he picks up the money.
Even if I gave you a tip, you wouldn’t get to spend it.
The killer turns around and leans against the bar. On the other side of the dance floor are a pair of side-by-side unisex bathrooms.
Only moments before, when he stepped into the bathroom on the right, he found two men in the same stall, pants around their ankles, one behind the other, grunting like pigs. He backed out quickly and peeked into the bathroom on the left. There was a line for the toilets but nothing vulgar going on. He urinated behind a locked stall door and got out as fast as he could.
Just to the right of the bathrooms is a short, narrow hallway, barely more than shoulder width, painted entirely black. At the end of the hallway is a single door, the only entrance to the Red Door Lounge. The inside surface of the door has been painted black to match the hallway, but the door’s outer surface is painted bright red. He assumes it is from that door that the club took its name.
The door opens onto a small wooden landing that stands at the top of a long, narrow flight of wooden stairs. The stairs are pressed between two walls, a wood-framed drywall on one side, and a brick firewall on the other side that separates this building from the building next door. Midway down the stairs is another wooden landing and a door that leads into the second floor. Past that landing, the stairs descend to a metal security door that opens onto Iberville Street.
The killer takes a sip of beer. The lime isn’t far enough down the neck of the bottle and his lips come away spackled with pulp.
To the left of the bathrooms is a steel door with a horizontal crash bar in the center and a lighted red sign above it that reads FIRE EXIT.
The killer has surveyed the fire escape from the outside. The steel door opens onto a small metal platform attached to the back of the building. A metal stairway leads down to an identical platform on the second floor. From there, a utility ladder embedded into the brick wall drops to the alley that runs behind the building.
As the killer stares out over the dance floor, he takes a long pull from his beer. In the heat of the club, the cool liquid feels refreshing as it slides down his throat. His tongue pushes the lime pulp around inside his mouth.
Beside the dance floor is a lounge area. Three sofas sit at right angles to each other, forming three-quarters of a square. In front of each sofa is a low-slung coffee table spread with glamour and fashion magazines. Next to the sofas are four short black wooden tables, each surrounded by a trio of matching chairs.
Every seat is taken. At the end of one sofa, two men, both dressed in tight-fitting black shirts and pants, are tonguing each other, one riding the other’s lap. The killer stares at the couple.
He finds their erotic public display… disgusting.
The killer’s right hand rests on the bar, his fingers wrapped around his beer bottle. He feels someone touch his hand. He looks over. A man, fifty-something at least, stands beside him, his left hand resting on the killer’s right.
“I’m Paul,” the man shouts over the music. A thin white line encircles the third finger of his left hand. A married man out for a homosexual fling. A walk on the wild side.
The killer pulls his hand away.
The man reaches over with his right hand. Between his fingers he holds an open matchbook. Scribbled on the inside cover is the name Paul and a telephone number.
The killer lets go of his beer and takes the matchbook. He flips the lid closed. The cover is black with red letters. It reads, RED DOOR LOUNGE* 604 IBERVILLE ST.* NEW ORLEANS.
“In case you want to get together later,” the chicken hawk says.
The killer shoves the matchbook into his pants pocket and stares straight ahead. A few minutes later, the man calling himself Paul walks away.
While he sips his beer, the killer watches the bar patrons enjoying themselves. His eyes keep wandering back to the two men kissing on the sofa. A bead of sweat runs down the side of his face.
By 11:30 he has seen enough. He squeezes the messenger bag against his right hip, then steps toward the dark hallway. On his way, he bumps into two men standing side by side with their arms around each other. One man is kissing the other’s neck. The killer pushes past them. He does not excuse himself. They are nothing but filthy sodomites.
At the end of the hallway, he pulls open the door and steps out onto the landing. For a moment he examines the door in the dim light from the stairwell. It’s solid wood but old, the exterior covered with a thick coating of bright red paint and fitted with a brass knob tarnished by years and thousands of hands. He pulls the door closed and starts down the stairs.
To the killer’s right, the interior wall is unfinished, just bare two-by-fours and unpainted drywall. Brushing past his left arm is the brick firewall. The dim stairway is lit by a pair of naked low-watt bulbs jutting from the interior wall, one midway between the third and second floors, the other between the second floor and the first.
The killer hurries down the stairs, his feet scraping on the worn wooden steps. At the second-floor landing he pauses to press his ear to the door. He hears nothing. He tries the doorknob. It’s locked. He moves on.
On the ground floor, three feet of concrete separate the last step from the steel door that opens onto the street. The killer pushes the crash bar and steps outside.
Standing on the sidewalk, he watches a thin line of cars thread its way along Iberville Street, a narrow, one-way avenue on the Canal Street end of the French Quarter. The walkways on either side of the street bear the usual combination of tourists, drunks, and locals.
The killer walks to his right a dozen steps and rounds the corner onto Chartres Street. He strolls half a block and turns into the alley behind the building. The alley smells of urine and beer.
After pausing for a moment to let his eyes adjust to the darkness, he creeps forward. At the end of the narrow alley, he comes to the fire-escape ladder bolted to the wall. The bottom of the ladder is five feet above the ground. The killer grabs the highest rung he can reach and hauls himself up. His rubber-soled shoes scrape the rough brick surface of the wall as he struggles to crawl high enough up the ladder to step on the bottom rung. When he does fully mount the ladder, he pauses for breath. Above him the third-floor fire-escape landing is half hidden in shadow.
At the second floor, the killer steps off the ladder and onto the metal landing. By the time he hoists himself up the steep stairwell to the third floor, he is panting. He sits down to rest for a minute.
As he waits for his breathing to return to normal, the killer scans the alley below. He sees no indication that anyone has noticed him. And if he was noticed, no one stopped to investigate. Not without reason is New Orleans called the City That Care Forgot.
He grabs the metal rail and pulls himself to his feet. From inside his messenger bag, the killer pulls out a bicycle lock made from a four-foot length of rubberized steel cable. On one end of the cable is a three-number combination lock. On the other end is a ridged shackle.
The fire door has a vertical metal handle on the right side. The killer gives it a tug. It’s locked. Only the crash bar on the other side will open it. He threads the steel cable through the handle, then loops it around the landing’s metal rail. He pushes the ends of the cable together and hears the shackle snap into place inside the lock. He spins the combination wheels, then tries to yank the two ends apart. They are locked into place.
The landing rail has a vertical support bar a foot from the wall. The cable can slide along the rail from the wall to that support, but no farther. With the cable locked, the fire door can’t open more than a foot. People trying to get out will have to squeeze through the door one at a time, and then only a few skinny ones will make it.
The killer digs a black Sharpie from his bag. Using his left hand, his nonwriting hand, he draws three block letters on the outside of the metal door- LOG.
He descends the stairs, crawls down the ladder, then drops into the alley. He strolls down Chartres Street, then rounds the corner onto Iberville. Standing in front of the steel door at the foot of the stairs that lead to the Red Door Lounge, the killer waits until there is a long gap in foot traffic on the sidewalk. Then he pulls open the heavy door and slips inside.
As he bolts up the stairs, he again reaches into the messenger bag hanging at his side. In the bag are three plastic quart-sized bottles of lighter fluid. He pulls out one bottle and pops open the plastic lid.
At the top of the stairs, he moves fast, squirting the amber liquid on the outside of the red door, on the wall, and on the landing. The thick petroleum smell of the lighter fluid fills the narrow space.
He drops the empty plastic bottle and reaches for another.
The killer backs down the stairway, squeezing the contents of the second bottle in an S pattern on the wooden steps and both walls. The brick wall to his right won’t ignite, but the burning liquid will radiate additional heat. He coats the wooden second-floor landing and door.
At the bottom of the stairs, he empties the third bottle, making sure to soak the wood and plaster inner wall, the concrete floor, and the inside of the metal door. Like the brick firewall, neither the concrete landing nor the steel door will burn, but the blazing fluid will create a temporary firestorm, stopping anyone from going in or out. He drops the last bottle on the floor, turns around, and pushes open the steel door just enough to squeeze out.
A quick glance up and down the street.
He reaches into his bag for the igniter he prepared, the plans for which he found on the Internet. A simple but clever device with a built-in delay mechanism, made from a Zippo lighter, a plastic sandwich bag, and a wad of tissues soaked in lighter fluid. Then the killer remembers Paul, the chicken hawk upstairs, and his Red Door matchbook. How perfect, the killer thinks, to use this den of iniquity’s own advertising to destroy it.
He reaches into his pocket and pulls out the black matchbook with Paul’s cell phone number scribbled inside. He pulls one match from the book and strikes it. The match head pops and flares. He holds the matchbook over the flame until the cardboard cover catches fire. Paul’s name and phone number disappear in the fire.
The killer pulls the steel door open a crack and tosses the matchbook inside. Then he shoves the door closed and walks away.
Thirty seconds later, the killer can already hear the start of the commotion echoed in the surprised, uncertain voices of passersby. He strolls a block up Iberville to Royal Street and turns left. Just around the corner, he stops and peeks back the way he has come. No one has followed him. No one is staring or pointing in his direction. No one has noticed him.
Down the street, some Good Samaritan has pulled open the steel door. Flames leap from the doorway and attack the wall above it. The Samaritan who pulled open the door is on the ground, writhing in pain. A small crowd has gathered. Several in the crowd point to the third-floor windows of the Red Door Lounge.
The killer watches.
Minutes pass and the third floor becomes a raging inferno. A fire truck bellows its approach, but for many of the sodomites it is already too late. Some who have caught fire try to escape the conflagration by crashing through the windows. Their flaming bodies arch through the air like Roman candles.
Others try to claw and squeeze their way through the narrow windows, but the fire is too hot for such a slow method of escape. The killer hears the screams from one man who, half-hanging over a windowsill, bursts into flames. He flails for several seconds then collapses and appears to melt into the brickwork. A second man tries to climb over the first, but he too catches fire.
To the killer, the burning building is a fantastic sight. As he watches, his crotch stiffens uncomfortably against his jeans.
A police car screeches to a halt on Iberville Street, on the other side of the fire. The cops begin to cordon off the block even before the first fire engine runs out a hose. Then a policeman appears, seemingly from nowhere, across Iberville, less than half a block away. He is looking straight at the killer, but only half of the killer’s face is visible around the corner of the building. The policeman walks toward him.
The killer whirls toward Canal Street. He takes a running step and slams into a Lucky Dog cart.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Friday, August 3, 6:10 AM
The stench pouring down from the open doorway was horrendous. Beyond anything Sean Murphy had experienced in his thirteen years on the job. Worse than a floater in the river with his guts burst open. Worse than the stink of Zack Bowen’s French Quarter apartment when Murphy and Gaudet kicked open the door and found the chopped-up, cooked remains of his girlfriend on the stove and in the oven.
“I don’t know if I can take this one, brother,” Gaudet said, his voice muffled through a handkerchief pressed against his nose and mouth. As usual, Gaudet wore an eight-hundred-dollar suit and a hand-painted silk tie.
Murphy spoke through his own handkerchief. “I thought you were a homicide man.”
The two of them stood on Iberville Street at the bottom of the burned-out stairwell that led up to the Red Door Lounge. The fire had destroyed the stairs, leaving only small pieces of charred wood bolted to the walls.
To the east, the sun was just rising across the river, but already more than a hundred people had gathered outside the crime-scene tape to stare at the destruction. In the street, TV reporters were doing their first stand-up broadcasts for the morning news shows.
Gaudet let out a long breath and nodded at Murphy. “Lead the way, hero.”
Murphy turned away from the soot-blackened door and walked toward a fire-department ladder truck parked next to the curb. The hose jockeys had knocked a five-foot-by-three-foot hole in the brick wall on the third floor and run the truck’s extension ladder up to it. Other than the metal fire escape bolted to the back wall, it was the only way up.
A fireman helped the two detectives climb onto the back of the truck and guided them to the ladder. Murphy tied his handkerchief around his face and led the way up. The jagged hole looked like the open maw of some great beast as Murphy stepped off the ladder into the darkness.
The smell swallowed him.
Dozens of bodies were piled near the windows, where they had cooked until they exploded. Small chunks of flesh were stuck to the walls, and a sticky goo of melted human fat coated parts of the floor. Murphy doubled over and threw up. Gaudet spun around and grabbed the edge of the wall. He leaned out and heaved his breakfast at the sidewalk twenty feet below.
When Murphy finished retching and straightened up, what he faced was a scene straight from Dante’s Inferno, the flaming tombs of the sixth circle of hell. The lounge was burned black from one end to the other. Many spots were still smoldering. Several ceiling beams had collapsed. The furniture was incinerated. Near the fire exit and the main door, burned and bloated bodies lay in heaps.
The two homicide cops stared at the carnage.
“How many do you figure?” Gaudet said, his voice strained almost to hoarseness.
Murphy shook his head. “Forty at least, maybe fifty. This is going to be worse than the Upstairs Lounge fire.”
From the corner of his eye, Murphy saw his partner make the sign of the cross. “Lord, have mercy,” Gaudet said.
It had taken the fire department two hours to put out the fire and another couple of hours to douse all the hot spots and flare-ups. Other than a brief penetration by a couple of firemen lugging a hose, no one had been inside the remains of the Red Door Lounge until Murphy and Gaudet stepped into it.
“How the fuck are we going to process this scene?” Gaudet asked.
“Hell if I know.”
The bar was a crime scene. Murphy was sure of that. He had smelled kerosene, or something similar, in the stairwell, which, judging by the amount of damage, was where the fire had been started. He had also seen the chained fire-escape door.
That made it murder.
But even that didn’t make it Murphy and Gaudet’s case. They were on special assignment chasing a serial killer. What made it their case was a curious cop with a flashlight, who had climbed up the fire escape. Half an hour later, talking to the first homicide detective on the scene, the cop mentioned he had seen the word log scrawled on the outside of the fire escape door. When the detective told Captain Donovan, the homicide commander knew right away the word wasn’t log, as in a fallen tree trunk, but LOG, as in Lamb of God.
The captain called Murphy.
From the hole in the outer wall, Murphy crept forward, flashlight in hand, testing each footfall before putting his full weight on it.
Gaudet moved beside him. “What do you think about this floor?”
“Some of it burned through,” Murphy said.
“You think it’ll hold us?”
“I don’t know.”
The initial crime-scene survey took more than an hour. Murphy counted sixty-eight bodies, more than twice the number killed in the 1973 Upstairs Lounge fire, which until now had been the deadliest fire in New Orleans and one of the worst mass murders in U.S. history.
After the survey, Murphy and Gaudet climbed down and let the coroner’s investigator and the lab geeks go up. The two detectives then walked around to the back of the bar and climbed the fire escape. On the third-floor landing, they stared at the letters written on the door in six-inch scrawl: L-O-G.
“Maybe it’s a coincidence,” Gaudet said.
Murphy shook his head. “It’s not a coincidence.”
They knelt side by side on the metal platform. Both wore latex gloves. They had smeared Vicks VapoRub under their noses and replaced their tied handkerchiefs with filtered masks held tight against their faces by elastic bands. Murphy carried his digital camera and a bolt cutter he borrowed from a fire captain.
“But what if it is just a coincidence?” Gaudet said. “Then it’s not our case.”
Murphy spread the long handles of the bolt cutter and fitted the steel cable between the blades. He glanced at Gaudet. “It’s him.” Then he squeezed the handles together and the blades bit through the steel. Murphy opened an evidence bag and stuffed the cable inside.
While Gaudet talked about ways to dodge the case, Murphy snapped pictures of the hand-printed black letters. Then he pulled the door open and stepped back inside the charred crime scene.
It was the worst scene Murphy had ever worked.
Each body was photographed in place, then zipped into a plastic body bag and hand-carried down the ladder. The sun had not risen enough to chase away all of the morning shadows by the time the bodies started to come out, so each one was met with the glare of news lights and the flash of cameras.
Someone told Murphy the story was already leading all the network and cable morning-news shows.
After two hours inside the belly of the beast, Murphy took a break. He climbed down the ladder and stood on Iberville Street looking up at the building. He heard a footstep behind him.
“This isn’t exactly your killer’s style is it?” Captain Donovan said.
Murphy turned around. “Not exactly.”
“Is he trying to send a message by torching a gay bar?”
“I don’t know, Captain. When I catch him I’ll ask him.”
“So far the newsies don’t have a clue that this might be the work of our serial killer. Let’s keep it that way.” The captain unfolded a stick of gum and pushed it into his mouth. After a couple of chews, he said, “That means keeping your trap shut around your little reporter girlfriend.”
Murphy wanted to explain that Kirsten wasn’t his girlfriend. That he had only talked to her about the serial killer out of desperation. That perhaps if Donovan had given him a task force when he first asked for one six months ago, maybe they would have caught this guy and they would not now be standing in the shadow of a burned-out building watching scores of roasted bodies being hauled out. But he was too exhausted and too beat down. So he just said, “Yes, sir.”
“You sure it was him?” Donovan asked.
Murphy nodded.
“That mark on the door might not be connected to the fire,” Donovan said. “Some kid could have done that months ago. Maybe he calls himself the Log because he has a big crank. Maybe a disgruntled patron set the place on fire, somebody pissed off about getting a bad blow job through a glory hole.”
Murphy shook his head. “It was him. He’s feeding on the shock value, trying to one-up himself every time now.”
“If the media finds out about this, there’ll be chaos. Heads will roll.”
“There’s no way to keep this quiet.”
Donovan’s face tightened. “Then you better find him, and quick. Because we’re about to have every gay-rights group and every newspaper and TV station in the country camped out at our front door.”
“Just like Katrina.”
The homicide commander smacked his gum for a minute. “I heard on the radio they’re predicting this storm is going right through the Florida Straits, maybe clip Miami, then come barreling into the gulf.”
“What’s that going to mean for the task force?” Murphy asked.
“You’ll be shut down,” the captain said. “Once the mayor pulls the trigger on the evacuation plan, everyone-including detectives-is going on hurricane duty.”
Murphy nodded toward the still-smoldering building. “What about the killer?”
“Maybe he’ll fucking drown,” Donovan said as he walked away.
Murphy sat down on the curb, wishing he had a cigarette, thinking what a bad idea it had been to quit. The Red Door fire was almost beyond comprehension. His original body count had been off by three. The crime lab had counted seventy-one dead.
As if he didn’t have enough problems already trying to keep his job, trying not to strangle his mother, trying to catch a serial killer, now he had seventy-one more bodies dumped on him. Likely, the worst mass murder in U.S. history, outside of 9/11, and it was his pile of shit to roll around in.
“I saw who did this.”
The voice came from behind. Murphy sprang to his feet and turned around. He was looking down at a guy with a face so weathered he could just as easily have been seventy as fifty, with long gray hair tied in a ponytail and wearing the trademark red-and-white-striped shirt of a Lucky Dog vendor.
Murphy looked past the man and spotted his hot-dog cart parked at the corner of Royal Street. The distinctive carts were a French Quarter icon, a bright red grill, a drink cooler, and a red and yellow umbrella, all set on top of a fiberglass base molded into the shape of a six-foot hot dog.
“What did you say?” Murphy asked.
“I think I saw who set the bar on fire.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Friday, August 3, 8:25 AM
The killer limps into the connecting hallway between the two rooms of his apartment. His bedroom is in front, closest to the street. The kitchen is in back, and there is a tiny bathroom off the hall. The low-slung, shoe box-shaped apartment is built beneath the high side of Mother’s one-and-a-half-story house on South Saint Patrick Street.
The killer’s hip hurts, but the pain in his right knee is worse. He barely slept last night.
That fool and his Lucky Dog cart. The killer had barely taken two steps when he smashed into the cart. The pain wasn’t that bad at first, but by the time he reached Canal Street, he was hobbling.
In the medicine cabinet above the bathroom sink, he finds an old bottle of aspirin. He pops four into his mouth and gulps them down with two handfuls of water from the tap. As he closes the medicine cabinet, he stares at his reflection in the mirror and wonders about the hot-dog vendor.
How good of a look at me did he get?
Even if the Lucky Dog man couldn’t describe him, staying to watch the fire had been a mistake. Had he walked away, as he intended, the cop would not have noticed him. Which means he would not have had to run. Had he not run, he would not have slammed into the hot-dog cart.
No more mistakes, he promises himself.
He leaves the bathroom and limps into his bedroom. On the far side is a sliding glass door, the only entrance to his apartment. He pulls open the door and steps outside. The pain in his knee grows as he lurches to the end of the short driveway and stoops to pick up Mother’s newspaper. As he turns back, he shoots a glance at the concrete steps leading to the veranda that stretches across the front of Mother’s house, a house to which he-her only child-does not have a key.
He hurries back inside his apartment.
Sitting on the edge of his bed, he opens the newspaper and scans the headlines. There is nothing about the fire. At first, he is outraged. Then he realizes the fire was probably after the newspaper’s deadline.
The killer grabs the TV remote and switches on the television. He flips to Channel 15, which plays continuous rebroadcasts of the latest WWL-TV newscast. The fire is the lead story. The gray-haired male anchor, whose solemn face is buried beneath a thick layer of makeup, calls it the Inferno in the French Quarter.
“A six-alarm fire, which investigators are calling intentionally set, began about midnight last night in the French Quarter and killed as many as sixty people, according to fire and police officials.
“Witnesses say that within seconds, fire engulfed the Red Door Lounge on the top floor of a three-story building at the corner of Chartres and Iberville Streets. Patrons at the popular gay and lesbian nightspot who tried to escape the blaze found the fire exit chained shut, which made escape nearly impossible. About twenty people did manage to get out of the burning building by flinging themselves from windows or squeezing through the partially blocked fire exit.
“WWL’s Jim Hitchcock is on the scene. Jim, what can you tell us?”
The screen cuts to a reporter on the street, who prattles on about the devastating death toll and how shocked everyone is in the tight-knit French Quarter community, especially its gay and lesbian members.
It turns the killer’s stomach to see such fawning respect given to those abominations.
The camera shot widens and shifts slightly, showing the reporter on the right of the screen.
The killer is shocked to see that standing beside the reporter is the hot-dog vendor, his Lucky Dog cart visible in the background.
The news anchor’s voice cuts in. “In a WWL exclusive, reporter Jim Hitchcock is talking to a man who may have seen who started the fire at the Red Door Lounge, a fire that killed at least sixty people. Jim
…”
“Thanks, Bob,” the reporter says into the camera. “I’m here on Iberville Street at the scene of this deadly six-alarm fire with Frank Smith, a Lucky Dog vendor who works in the French Quarter and who says he saw a man running from the scene of the fire moments after it started.”
The reporter then turns to the man standing beside him in his distinctive red-and-white-striped shirt. “Mr. Smith, tell us what happened.”
Smith, if that is his real name, long-haired and tattooed, looks like an old biker. He swallows hard, then says, “I was pushing my cart up the street when I heard all the commotion-fire trucks, police sirens, lots of yelling and stuff. Then this guy came running from that direction and ran smack into my cart.”
“Can you describe the man you saw?” the reporter asks.
“I didn’t get too good a look at him, other than he was a white guy… Caucasian, I mean, probably in his thirties.”
“Have you told the police what you saw?” the reporter asks.
The hot-dog man shakes his head. “They haven’t asked me anything yet.”
The “ LIVE ” graphic in the top left corner of the screen means nothing, the killer knows, because what he is watching is a repeat of the 6:00 AM broadcast.
On the screen, the reporter turns back to the camera. “And there you have it, Bob, a devastating and deadly fire, the situation so chaotic that even this eyewitness hasn’t been able to tell investigators what he saw.”
The anchor thanks the reporter and they exchange some somber yet meaningless chitchat about the fire. Then, on cue, the anchor’s expression gives way to a smile as he transitions to a story about kids beating the dog days of summer at a nearby water park.
The killer thinks about what the hot-dog vendor said: I didn’t get too good a look at him, other than he was a white guy… Caucasian, I mean, probably in his thirties.
If that’s the best the Lucky Dog man can do, the killer knows he has nothing to worry about. As he heads to the shower, he thinks about the promise he made to the newspaper.
… a killing rampage the likes of which this city has never seen.
“What did you say?” Murphy asked.
“I think I saw who set the bar on fire,” the Lucky Dog man said again.
Murphy stared at him for several seconds. The hot-dog vendor got fidgety. He looked down and kicked the toe of a worn-out black sneaker into the sidewalk. Below the short sleeves of his red-and-white-striped shirt, both forearms were covered with tattoos.
“What’s your name?”
“Frank,” the man said.
“Frank what?”
“Smith.”
Murphy shook his head. “Try again.”
“Frank Jensen.”
“If I find out you’re lying I’ll put you in jail.”
The man raised his right hand like he was swearing in court. “Frank Jensen, that’s my real name, sir.”
“All right, Mr. Jensen, what did you see?”
“I’m pretty sure I seen the guy who started the fire.”
“Be specific.”
“Okay,” Jensen said. He pointed toward the corner of Iberville and Royal, where his Lucky Dog cart was parked on the sidewalk. “I was pushing my sled up from Canal, on my way over to Bourbon. Midnight till about four is usually my busiest time, what with all the drunks leaving the bars.”
Murphy made a hurry-up motion with his hand. He wasn’t interested in the ins and outs of the hot-dog-vending business.
Jensen gave a nod of understanding. “So as I’m coming up Royal, I seen a guy standing behind the edge of the building, kind of peeking around the corner. Then right before I get to Iberville, dude spins around and starts to jet off, but he runs into my cart and knocks me ass over teakettle.”
“When was this?”
Jensen held up his left hand. His fingernails were stained with mustard. “I don’t wear a watch.”
“Give me your best guess,” Murphy said.
The hot-dog vendor shrugged. “Probably midnight, maybe a little before.”
“Was the guy actually running, or did he just turn around and bump into you?”
“No, he was running, like he was trying to get away.”
“Was the building already burning?”
“Oh, yes, sir. I could see the flames over the rooftops.”
“Could he have been running to get away from the fire?” Murphy asked.
Jensen shook his head. “No, sir. He looked like he was trying to get away from the policeman.”
“What policeman?”
“A cop… a policeman come around the corner a few seconds later.”
“Was the policeman chasing the guy?”
Jensen shook his head. “I don’t think so, but he sure looked like he wanted to talk to the guy.”
“Back up for a second,” Murphy said. “Did you see where he came from?”
“The policeman?”
Murphy rubbed a hand across his face. When he spoke he struggled to keep his voice under control. “No, not the policeman. The guy who knocked you over. Could you tell if he came from Iberville?”
“No,” Jensen said. He pointed to the building next to his cart. “When I first seen him he was standing by that building, just peeping around it.”
“Okay,” Murphy said. “What did he look like?”
“On account of the dark, I didn’t get too good a look at him.”
Murphy stared at the hot-dog vendor.
Jensen cleared his throat. “He was a white guy was about all I could tell.”
“How tall are you?”
Jensen looked confused. “About five-eight. Why?”
“Was he taller than you?”
“A little bit.”
Murphy straightened. “I’m six feet. Was he taller than me?”
The Lucky Dog man shook his head. “Man, I don’t know. I told you it was dark.”
“It’s important.”
Jensen eyed the top of Murphy’s head. “Maybe a tad shorter than you and not as bulky.”
“How old was he?”
“Thirty, forty. I really couldn’t say.”
“How long was his hair?”
“I don’t remember.” Jensen’s voice was starting to crack.
“Did it go past his ears?” Murphy asked. “Was it down to his collar?”
The hot-dog vendor pressed his palms against his temples and shook his head. “I don’t know, man. I take medication. I was just trying to do the right thing. I can’t give you all the answers you want.”
Murphy took a deep breath. It was always the same with witnesses. You had to coax them into remembering, and even then the details they gave you were rarely reliable.
The human brain is an imperfect recorder. Murphy had seen it a hundred times. When you put a witness’s memory up against a surveillance camera, the camera wins every time. The witnesses aren’t lying, not the cooperative ones anyway, but what they recall has been filtered through the subjective lenses of their own emotions, prejudices, and expectations. Where there are gaps, the brain fills them in the best it can, using old memories and associations.
That’s how you get a witness description of Brad Pitt robbing a tourist on Bourbon Street at two o’clock in the morning.
Jensen was trying to help. Murphy had to remember that. The Lucky Dog man wasn’t a trained observer. He was just a hard-luck guy, loaded on meds, who hawked hot dogs in the French Quarter.
“Look, pal, I’m sorry if I seem a little tense,” Murphy said. Then he turned and pointed to the still-smoldering building a block away. “But I’ve spent all morning up there with dozens of dead bodies, all burned beyond recognition. It’s possible you saw the guy who did this, and so far you’re all I’ve got.”
The hot-dog vendor nodded. “His hair came down to about here.” Jensen reached up to his left ear and drew a finger across the middle. “Best I could see it was light brown or blond, and parted on one side.”
“Anything else?”
“Let me think a second.” Jensen closed his eyes.
The description was generic. It fit thousands of men. At some point it might prove useful, Murphy thought, especially if the task force developed a suspect and the Lucky Dog man could put him running from the fire scene, but it didn’t help much right now.
Jensen opened his eyes. “His hair must have been parted on the right because I seen a scar over his right eye.”
Murphy felt a tingling of excitement. “Tell me about the scar.”
Jensen touched his forehead above his right eyebrow. “Right here. A diagonal line, couple inches long, three at most.”
“What did he do after he ran into your cart?” Murphy said.
“He kind of bounced off. He knocked me over but not my sled.” Jensen nodded toward his Lucky Dog cart. “Thing weighs three hundred pounds.”
“Did he say anything?”
“He called me a name.”
“What name?” Murphy asked.
“An old-fashioned name for a… homosexual.”
“What did he say?”
The hot-dog vendor scratched his head. After several seconds he snapped his fingers. “A sodomite. He called me a sodomite. Like that town in the Bible where everybody was queer.”
Murphy nodded. In the killer’s letter to the newspaper he had used the biblical word harlot to describe his last two victims. The letter also contained other religious references. He sounded like someone who would use an archaic word like sodomite to describe a person he thought was gay.
Murphy pulled out his notebook.
Jensen’s forehead wrinkled with worry, but he wasn’t looking at Murphy’s notebook. He was looking down the street at where the Red Door Lounge had been. “You figure he thought I was gay?”
“I don’t think he meant it personally,” Murphy said.
Jensen looked relieved. “I did some time, but, you know, that was prison. I ain’t queer.”
“Give me a phone number where I can reach you?”
The Lucky Dog man gave Murphy his cell number.
“We have a computer program that develops a composite picture based on witness descriptions,” Murphy said. “I want you to work with us on putting together a picture of the man you saw.”
Jensen shook his head. “I don’t want to go to court, not on something like this.”
“You won’t have to go to court,” Murphy said, knowing it was almost certainly a lie. But witnesses had to be coaxed.
“You sure?” The hot-dog vendor looked skeptical.
Murphy nodded. He knew he had to sound convincing. Jensen was an ex-con and knew the system. “When we catch this guy he’s going to have to plead to avoid the death penalty. There won’t be a trial. No trial, no witnesses.”
“All right, then.” Jensen looked relieved. “Long as I ain’t got to go to court.”
“I’ll call you tomorrow,” Murphy said. “And thanks for your help.”
Jensen nodded and shuffled off. A minute later he was pushing his Lucky Dog cart down Iberville toward the burned-out building, toward a bunch of hungry firemen and cops.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Friday, August 3, 9:20 AM
“TV has crushed us on this,” said Times-Picayune managing editor Milton Stanford. “It led this morning, it’ll lead at noon, and it’ll lead tonight at six and ten. Meanwhile, we’ve got nothing.”
“It’s on the Web,” Internet editor Harvey Banks said.
Stanford glared at Banks. “That’s great, Harvey, but it’s not in the paper yet, and last time I checked we were still a news- paper.”
Kirsten Sparks was one of a dozen editors and reporters crammed into the big conference room. Stanford stood at the head of the table. He had been on a tear for the last twenty minutes, railing against the speed and shallowness of TV news coverage, and also condemning the nickname some of his veteran reporters had given to the Red Door fire, the Big Weenie Roast.
The 8:00 AM emergency budget meeting was well into its second hour.
“I want a package for tomorrow with every imaginable detail about the Red Door fire and a historical sidebar on the 1973 fire,” Stanford said, his gaze sweeping the room. “I want reaction from the local gay community, a quote from some national gay-rights leader, the latest from the police and fire departments, victim profiles, and I want comparisons of this fire with other big fires around the country, like the Triangle Factory Fire.”
Stanford directed his gaze. “Kirsten, I want you to pump your police sources…”
Laughter broke out from the nearly all-male crowd.
Kirsten felt her face flush. She knew it was involuntary, an autonomic response, the result of her damn female hormones. She couldn’t care less about the guys’ sexual innuendos and wisecracks. Newsrooms were newsrooms, and no amount of time-wasting, expensive sensitivity training was going to change that. If you wanted to swim with sharks, you had to learn to bite.
Stanford’s face was red. “Kirsten, I didn’t say that intentionally as some sort of… I…” Stanford was a boss. In this era of political correctness, he had to be careful not to say anything that might offend anyone. One slip could cost him his career.
Kirsten threw him a lifeline. “Milton, please. No apologies are necessary. Truth is, I’ve seen a few of the dicks in this room and they’re worth a good laugh.” That wasn’t true. She hadn’t slept with any of the reporters or editors in the room, but they didn’t know that.
There was some uncomfortable chuckling but it died quickly.
Back to business. Kirsten arched her eyebrows. “What were you saying, Milton?”
“I want to know if the fire investigation, which the coroner says involves at least seventy homicides, is going to draw resources away from the serial-killer investigation.”
City editor Gene Michaels spoke up. “Could they be connected?”
“What do you mean?” Stanford said.
Kirsten knew that Gene had once been an investigative reporter for United Press International. He had a good nose for news.
Michaels laid his hands on the table and leaned back in his chair. “If we accept that the letter we received is legitimate, and given what accompanied it, I don’t think there’s any doubt, then the killer’s musings have a pseudoevangelical theme. For instance, he used the word harlot, he said he was doing the Lord’s work, and he called himself the Lamb of God.”
“What’s your point?” Stanford said.
“My point,” Michaels continued in his distinctive Southern drawl, “is that a lot of evangelicals have a problem with homosexuality, and I’m just wondering if this guy set that fire in order to fulfill the threat he made to kill a whole bunch of people if we didn’t publish his letter.”
“Wait just a damn minute,” Stanford said. “Are you suggesting that our decision not to publish this guy’s letter was enough to cause him to set a fire that killed seventy people?”
“He’s not a rational person,” Michaels said. “He’s a psychotic. And I’m not saying he did it. I’m just saying the possibility is worth-”
Stanford snapped his focus to Kirsten. “You’re our serial-killer expert. What do you think?”
She shrugged. “Like Gene was saying, it’s worth looking into. What are the odds that we have a prolific serial killer and the biggest mass murderer in the city’s history running around at the same time and they’re not connected?”
Stanford dropped into his chair and rubbed his chin. “That’s something I doubt TV will have.” He looked at Kirsten. “Get on it.”
At 5:30 PM, Murphy and Gaudet, along with the two detectives assigned to the new serial-killer task force-Joey Dagalotto and Danny Calumet-were seated at a table in the back of Felix’s Oyster House on Iberville at Bourbon, two blocks from the fire.
Close enough to smell the ashes.
The fried-oyster po’ boy Murphy had just eaten sat in his gut like a wet sleeping bag.
Murphy and Gaudet had spent fourteen hours at the fire scene. They had helped carry out seventy-three bodies wrapped in black rubber bags. Dr. Maynard had found two more victims in a bathroom.
“You think we’ll catch him?” Calumet said.
Despite his promise of a six-man task force, Captain Donovan had only given Murphy two extra detectives, both young, both inexperienced, both on loan from the burglary unit. Neither had ever worked a homicide before.
Murphy turned up his frosted mug and drained the last of his beer. He wiped his lips with the back of his hand. “They always get caught-eventually.”
Gaudet snapped his fingers. They were greasy from the pile of onion rings and fried shrimp he’d devoured, and barely made a sound. “That’s not what you told Donovan.”
Murphy looked across the table at his partner. “What do you mean?”
“When he said New Orleans had never had a serial killer, you told him there was a guy called the Axman who was never caught.”
Murphy shook his head. “I said, officially he was never caught. Unofficially, he got what was coming to him.”
“How do you know that?” Gaudet said. “Wasn’t that case like a hundred years ago?”
“Almost,” Murphy said. “My great-grandfather worked on it in 1919.”
“I knew your uncle was on the job,” Gaudet said, “but you never said nothing about your great-grandfather.”
Murphy stared at his empty mug as he swirled it in a puddle of condensation on the table. “He didn’t exactly have a stellar career with the department.”
Gaudet smiled. “Kind of like you?”
“Worse,” Murphy said. “He killed some city official. Then he either quit or got fired and became a private detective. Supposedly, a couple of years later he found the Axman in California and killed him.”
“So the case was solved,” Gaudet said.
Murphy shrugged. “A few years ago, I got curious if all that family history stuff I’d heard all my life was true, so I went to the library and did some research. Turns out my great-grandfather was mentioned in several newspaper articles as the lead detective in the Axman case. I also found an article from a couple of years later about him killing a guy in Los Angeles. But according to NOPD records, all the Axman murders are officially still open.”
“So he didn’t kill the right guy,” Gaudet said.
“There weren’t any more Axman killings,” Murphy said.
“Wow,” Danny Calumet said. “That’s a hell of a story.”
Gaudet signaled for the check. Everybody reached for their wallets.
“I got it,” Gaudet said. He pulled out a wad of bills that smelled like soot and looked damp when he dropped them on the Formica table.
Joey Dagalotto, the other neophyte detective, whom everyone called Joey Doggs, glanced around before asking, “Is that from… down the street?”
Gaudet nodded. “I figured the guy wasn’t going to need it anymore.”
Doggs and Calumet looked at Murphy, their eyes asking, “Are you cool with this?”
Murphy nodded.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Friday, August 3, 7:15 PM
Kirsten Sparks hung up her phone and glanced at the clock on her desk. There was less than two hours until deadline. She got up and walked to Gene Michaels’s cubicle. The city editor was banging away on his keyboard, editing stories for tomorrow’s paper. He peered up at Kirsten over the top of his reading glasses.
“The serial killer started the Red Door fire,” she said.
Michaels just stared at her.
“Did you hear me, Gene? You were right. The Lamb of God Killer just added seventy souls to his body count. This is huge.”
Michaels glanced at his watch. “Who’s your source?”
“That’s the problem.”
“What?”
“I’ve got one source but no confirmation,” Kirsten said. “A guy at the coroner’s office said Murphy’s task force has taken over the Red Door investigation.”
“Did you call Murphy?”
“He won’t answer,” Kirsten said.
“Does he know we’re running a profile on him tomorrow?”
“No.”
“Why not? Didn’t you write that story as a mea culpa for getting him kicked out of Homicide?”
“Of course not,” Kirsten said, although that was exactly why she wrote it. The puff piece was her way of apologizing to Murphy for the hammering he took for coming forward with the serial-killer story. “We don’t apologize for reporting the news.”
“Too bad,” Michaels said. “I hear he’s a good detective. Be a shame if our story wrecked his career.”
Kirsten didn’t want to talk about Sean Murphy, especially not with her boss. “What about the Lamb of God and the fire?”
“If we’re going to break that story in the morning, we need a second source.” The city editor looked at his watch again. “Within the next hour.”
“I’ve got calls out to everybody I know, but all I’ve got so far is an official denial from the police department. My source was at the scene, though. He saw Murphy running the investigation. We’ve at least got enough to mention a possible link between the fire and the serial killer.”
“I’ve got to go to Milton on this,” Michaels said. “Meanwhile, keep working your sources. If you get confirmation we’ll put it on A-1 and shove it up TV’s ass.”
Taking the woman alive was easier than the killer thought. One touch with the stun gun. Some duct tape around her ankles, arms, and wrists. Then a pillowcase over her head.
He can hear her in the trunk, her cries muffled through the tape covering her mouth.
Driving down Saint Claude Avenue, the killer enters the neighborhood known as Bywater, part of the Ninth Ward, a section of New Orleans made infamous by constant TV news coverage after Katrina that showed eight feet of water in the streets and people stranded on rooftops. But that was the Lower Ninth Ward, on the other side of the Industrial Canal.
On this side of the canal, the flooding was less severe, and in the five blocks between Saint Claude and the river there had been no flooding at all.
Bywater is a maze of single-lane, one-way streets. The killer turns right on Bartholomew, then threads his way through the neighborhood, eventually stopping beside a two-story building on Burgundy Street at the corner of Mazant.
The clapboard-sided building is more than a hundred years old and was once a grocery store. The front door is built into a corner and faces the intersection of the two streets. A first-floor overhang, supported by wooden columns, covers both adjacent sidewalks.
The killer pulls his Honda to the curb on the Mazant side, just past the driveway that runs behind the building. He gets out of his car and approaches a pair of wrought-iron gates that enclose the end of the driveway. The gates are chained together and secured with a padlock. He opens the lock and pushes aside the gates. Then he backs his car into the driveway, stopping just a few feet from a door that leads into the rear of the building.
It’s almost midnight. The driveway is shrouded in darkness.
The killer pulls a nylon gym bag from the backseat and sets it next to the building’s rear door. Then he stands a few feet behind the car and unlocks the trunk. As he expected, the woman is a coiled spring. She lashes out with her feet, but because her ankles are taped together she has no leverage.
In his right hand the killer grips his stun gun, its nylon lanyard looped around his wrist. He steps forward and jams the electric contacts against the woman’s exposed thigh. He triggers the device and watches as she convulses hard, her muscles locked in an agonizing spasm that lasts several seconds.
The killer engages the safety on the stun gun and shoves it into his front pocket. He steps over to the gym bag and pulls out a plastic water bottle filled with a clear liquid. Holding the sixteen-ounce bottle at arm’s length, he twists off the cap. He can smell the powerful fumes.
The woman lies on her back, moaning and twitching. She is clothed only in a short pajama set, bright orange boxer shorts and a matching tank top. The pillowcase covering her head is cinched around her neck with duct tape. Her wrists are taped together in front.
The killer steps closer, holding the plastic bottle out in front of him. He moves his hand, centering it over her face. Then he tips the bottle and spills a little bit of the ether onto the pillowcase.
He steps back and screws the top on quickly, afraid of the effect the fumes may have on him. For a moment, the woman seems revived. She struggles against her bonds and twists her head from side to side. He hears her take a deep breath and hold it, but her pathetic attempt to avoid the fumes filling the pillowcase is already too late. The deep breath she took was filled with ether, and by holding it in she is merely accelerating the passage of the gas from her lungs into her bloodstream, and then into her brain.
Within sixty seconds she stops moving. Unconscious, not dead, the killer hopes. He has never used ether before and is unsure of the dosage. His first thought was chloroform. He has seen it used in movies and on television a thousand times, but while searching the Internet for a chloroform supplier, he stumbled upon an article about diethyl ether.
According to his research, doctors began using ether as a general anesthetic in the mid-1800s, nearly two decades before the Civil War. Modern medical practitioners, particularly in Western countries, have long since replaced ether, which is highly flammable, with safer anesthetic agents, but developing countries still use it because of its reliability, its low cost, and its high therapeutic index-the margin of safety between an effective dose and a lethal one. Currently, ether is used mainly as a laboratory cleaning solvent and by hophead kids for a cheap high, and to some extent, by homeopathic healers and alternative-medicine types.
The killer found a homeopathic medical supplier on the Internet that sells ether. Although the supplier doesn’t sell to individuals, it was simple enough to set up a corporate account for a bogus homeopathic store with a Mid-City address. He bought the pint of ether for twenty dollars and had it delivered to his door by UPS.
His captive is small: five feet three inches, perhaps 115 pounds. He selected her partly because of her size-he knew he was going to have to carry her-and partly for who she is and what she has done.
She is a thirty-two-year-old civilian employee of the New Orleans Police Department Crime Laboratory whose husband filed for divorce last year. In his lawsuit, the husband said his wife had been unfaithful to him. She had moved out of their marital home and was shacked up with a policeman. The couple has two children, whom the cheating wife has left in the custody of her cuckolded husband.
Capturing her was fairly simple, though the killer was nervous at first. There was nothing to picking up a prostitute on the street. That was easy. Even getting a woman to open her door to a well-dressed stranger in the middle of the afternoon hadn’t been difficult. But snatching a woman late at night from her home and taking her with you, that was a challenge.
But with God’s help, he met that challenge.
The killer waited until the boyfriend drove away, probably for work, in his black Ford Crown Victoria that looked very much like an unmarked police car. After the woman went to bed, he used a foot-long screwdriver to pry open the back door. He worked quickly and made no attempt at stealth.
Then he concealed himself in the den and waited. Within seconds, the woman stumbled out from her bedroom to investigate the noise of the break-in, wearing nothing but pajamas and carrying a small pistol. As she passed him, the killer jammed the stun gun into her neck and pressed the trigger. Then he trussed her up and threw her into the trunk of his Honda. Since he knows nothing about guns and has no need for them, he left the pistol on the floor where it had fallen.
At Mazant and Burgundy, the killer lifts the unconscious woman out of the trunk and lays her across his shoulders in a fireman’s carry. Standing at the back door, already straining under the weight, he stoops to retrieve his gym bag, then unlocks the door and steps inside the dark building.
The door opens onto a small foyer tucked beneath a wooden staircase. Beyond the foyer is a large open room. Straight across is a kitchen and a bathroom. Diagonally across, to the killer’s right, is an open doorway leading to a second room, almost as large as the first. On the other side of that room is the front door. There is no furniture.
Last year, the killer saw a flyer advertising the building for rent for two thousand dollars a month. With two big open rooms on the ground floor and living space upstairs, including bedrooms, a bathroom, and a small galley kitchen, the flyer billed the property as ideal for a pair of artist’s studios. Or since there was also a full-sized kitchen downstairs, as a large, single-family home with an open floor plan.
The killer had another idea for the property. After settling on eighteen hundred dollars a month, he handed the owner a check for the deposit and the first month’s rent.
With the woman slung across his shoulders and his gym bag hanging from one hand, the killer trudges up the stairs. By the time he reaches the top, his legs are burning. He drops both the woman and the bag to the hardwood floor and leans against the wooden railing to catch his breath.
A central hallway runs the length of the second floor. Along the hall are five rooms: two bedrooms and a bathroom on the left, and two slightly larger bedrooms on the right. An open space surrounds the top of the stairs. Near the stairs is the kitchenette.
Leaving his bag behind, the killer grabs the woman’s ankles and drags her down the hallway. He pulls her into the first bedroom on the right.
The walls are completely covered with old mattresses, nailed into place to provide crude but effective soundproofing. Across the room, a set of French doors look out over Mazant Street. The glass panes have been coated with thick black paint.
On the right side of the room sits a single wooden chair. Directly opposite the chair, along the left-hand wall, stands a tripod with a video camera mounted to it. There is nothing else in the room.
The woman moans as the killer lifts her into the chair. She is waking up sooner than he expected. Next time he must remember to use more ether. He rushes from the room to the top of the stairwell and retrieves his gym bag. Back in the room, he sets the bag on the floor and pulls out a coil of black parachute cord and a KA-BAR combat knife.
His captive begins to move. The killer hurries. He cuts the tape from around her ankles, then uses lengths of parachute cord to tie her legs to the front of the chair.
Next, he slices through the tape binding her wrists. Although her hands are free, she can barely move them because he has wound a long strip of tape around her chest and upper arms, cinching her elbows to her sides. The killer ties her wrists to the chair arms. He then uses a long piece of cord to lash her upper body to the back of the chair.
She leans forward and he hears her retch inside the pillowcase. Nausea and vomiting are common side effects of ether. She will drown in her own vomit if he doesn’t remove the gag from her mouth. He rips the tape from around her neck and pulls the pillowcase off her head. Her eyes are open but unfocused. Using his fingernails, he peels a corner of the tape away from her mouth, then yanks off the rest. He steps back as she throws up again.
When she finishes retching, her head slumps forward onto her chest.
The killer stares at her.
A few minutes later, she shakes her head, trying to clear the effects of the ether. But she is only partially conscious, not yet aware of the horror that awaits her. The killer’s eyes dart around the room, at the mattresses nailed to the walls, at the window panes painted black. He has created his own type of artist’s studio, a private killing room.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Saturday, August 4, 12:15 AM
The woman is awake now. The killer stands across the room, peering at her through the viewfinder of his new video camera. The memory card can record up to six hours of video that can be uploaded directly to his laptop computer. And from there to the Internet.
“Who are you?” she says, her speech slurred from the effects of the ether. She is still bound to the chair a dozen feet away.
The killer makes an adjustment to the camera and brings her features into sharper focus. She has dark eyes and long black hair.
“Why am I here?” she mumbles.
The only light in the blacked-out room comes from a bare twenty-five-watt bulb screwed into the ceiling fixture.
The killer flicks on the video camera’s built-in floodlight.
The woman squints against its harshness. “What do you want?” she says.
“I want you to shut up,” he says.
“Where am I?” she shouts in a hoarse voice.
The ether is wearing off. She is getting stronger. Still, the killer ignores her. He adjusts the zoom until the bottom of the screen lines up with a chalk line he drew on the floor in front of the chair.
“I’m a police officer,” she says. “If you don’t let me go-”
“You’re not a police officer,” he says as he tinkers with the white-balance adjustment.
“Yes, I am. You can call police headquarters and confirm it. The number is-”
“You’re a civilian employee at the crime lab. You’re separated from your husband, and you are now living with your police paramour. In addition to the sin of fornication, you are also guilty of abandoning your two children.”
“Listen to me.” A pleading quality has crept into her voice. “Nothing’s been done that can’t be undone. If you let me go, we can forget this ever happened. I swear I won’t report it.”
The killer doesn’t answer.
She starts to cry. “Let me go, please. I won’t tell anybody. I swear, I swear, I swear. Just please let me go.”
“I can’t,” he says. Then he presses the record button.
She notices the red LED light on the front of the camera. “What are you doing?”
His gym bag is on the floor behind her, in the narrow space between the chair and the wall. That way she will see him approach her empty-handed and perhaps think he is only going to molest her.
Rolled up and stuffed into the killer’s back pocket is a black ski mask. The Zodiac designed and made his own hood, a cowl really, with his special symbol-a circle with a cross through it-stitched into a front flap that hung down nearly to his waist, but the killer lacks sewing skills. A black ski mask, like those worn by terrorists in Iraq, was the best he could do.
He pulls the mask from his pocket and slips it over his head, adjusting it on his face so he can see through the eyeholes.
The sight of him donning the black mask unnerves the woman. “What are you doing?” she whimpers.
He walks toward her and into the camera’s view. Nothing about his clothes can reveal his identity. He bought his khaki pants and long-sleeve flannel shirt at a thrift store and paid cash.
The woman bucks in the chair, trying to overturn it. He can hear her breath coming in short, ragged gasps. “What… what are you going to do?”
He steps behind the chair and presses both hands down on her shoulders to steady her. He faces the camera. She struggles against his grip. “Be quiet,” he tells her. “I have something to say.”
She sits still.
He clears his throat, then addresses the camera.
“I am the Lamb of God. I am here to do his bidding. My faith will not be shaken, nor can my will be lessened. New Orleans is a city on the brink of the abyss. It cannot be saved except through fire and blood. Recently, you have seen both. Tonight you will see more. I will not stop until this city is purged of its sin. This harlot’s-”
The woman tries to twist her upper body away from his grip. With his left hand he squeezes her neck until she stops. He hopes the microphone picks up her frenzied breathing.
He continues.
“This harlot’s blood is on your hands, and more will follow, much more, until you give up your wicked ways and surrender to the Lord thy God.”
He bends toward his gym bag. The woman struggles to turn around, but he grabs her hair with his left hand and holds her still. When he stands back up, he clutches a two-foot-long Khyber knife in his right hand.
Looking straight into the electronic eye of his video camera, the killer says, “What I do, I do in his name. Elohim, Yahweh, Elah be praised.”
He jerks the woman’s head over the back of the chair and slashes her throat with the eighteen-inch blade.
Through the holes in his mask, he sees her eyes roll up toward his in horror as the life rushes out of them. He dumps the chair over sideways and presses his knee down on her body. He hacks at her neck with a sawing motion and feels the blade carve through muscle, tendon, and soft tissue. Then it grinds to a stop at the spine. He shifts his weight onto his shoulders and forces the knife edge down.
The bone cracks as the blade cuts through it. The woman’s head comes off. The wooden floor is awash in blood.
The killer stands and holds the severed head up in front of the camera. Blood pours from the neck. He is breathing hard, his heart racing. He tries to speak but can’t find his voice. He swallows hard and tries again.
“Elohim, Yahweh, Elah be praised!” he shrieks.
The killer is exhausted, but exhilarated. This day has been the longest of his life. Reflexively, he checks his watch. It’s 4:30 AM.
He should have gone to sleep when he got home two hours ago, but he was eager to upload the video onto his laptop to see how it looked.
It’s good, very good.
He set up the camera’s angle of view perfectly and had not gone offscreen when he toppled the chair and cut off the harlot’s head. Now he wants to upload it to the Web for all the world to see.
This will shake them up.
The portal Web site is innocuous enough, the home page of an obscure gamer magazine, with tips, strategies, cheat codes, reviews of new games, and links to gaming hardware and software. It’s a legitimate Web site and probably even turns a profit. But beneath it lies a hidden site. A sinister world of darkness and pain.
The killer slides his finger across the touchpad on his laptop until the pointer hovers over the small letter t in the word Triton at the top of one of the Web site’s interior pages. When he positions the pointer in exactly the right spot it changes from an angled arrow to a hand, indicating a link to another page or another site. In this case, the link is to a different Web site, one not registered with Google, Yahoo, or any other search engines. And because the only link to the site is hidden inside another Web site, a technique called piggybacking, the search engines’ Web crawlers can’t find it.
The killer clicks the hidden link, and a new Web page opens in his browser. The new page is a blank screen with two empty boxes, one for a user name, the other for a password. The killer types his user name and password and presses the enter key. A second password box appears.
Access to the Web site requires three different passwords. All three must contain letters, numbers, and at least one special character: an asterisk, a percent sign, an ampersand, or any of the others symbols that run along the top of the number keys on a computer keyboard.
The killer types his remaining two passwords. The Web site opens. Across the top of his screen the name of the site appears- DEVIL’S DEN.
Access to the site costs two hundred dollars a month. Setting up the payments is complicated and involves a double-blind system that uses international money orders instead of credit cards. Once a month the killer mails a money order to an address in Mexico.
In chat rooms connected to the Web site, he has learned that on the last day of each month, all of the customers’ money orders are cashed in for a single money order that is mailed to a bank in Eastern Europe. To protect the customers’ identities, no electronic money transfers of any kind are used and no records are kept other than user names and passwords, both of which, the Webmaster assures the site’s clients, are manually, not electronically, encoded.
It took the killer two months to get his account approved and set up, and like all new members he had to pay a one-time initiation fee of five hundred dollars.
The Devil’s Den is an amateur video swap shop featuring nearly every depravity known to man: bestiality, hardcore child-on-child and adult-on-child sex, necrophilia, self-mutilation, rape, beatings, stabbings, shootings, torture, and killings of all kinds. All filmed by the participants. It is the YouTube of perversion.
The site is broken down into fetishes. Subscribers can upload their own videos. New ones appear almost daily. The killer selects MURDER. The he clicks the upload link. A brief set of instructions appear. There is no warning label or age verification. Everything on the site is illegal in nearly every country in the world.
Below the instructions is a question that must be answered.
DO YOU WANT THIS UPLOAD TO BE PRIVATE OR PUBLIC?
Two clickable buttons appear below the question, the first labeled PRIVATE, the second labeled PUBLIC.
The killer clicks the second button. A warning screen pops up.
ARE YOU SURE YOU WANT YOUR UPLOAD TO BE PUBLIC?
Two buttons appear below the questions: YES and NO. The killer clicks YES.
A second warning page appears.
PLEASE VERIFY THAT YOU WANT YOUR UPLOAD TO BE PUBLIC.
Below that, two more buttons: VERIFY and CANCEL.
The killer verifies that he wants his upload to be public.
Within the Devil’s Den Web site, private videos are indexed and are viewable by members only. Those videos marked for public viewing are stored on the site for members, but they are also uploaded through a redundant cutout system to a network of shifting, piggybacked Web sites in countries in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. One of the biggest such Web sites operates in North Korea. Most of the sites don’t require registration, and the videos can be viewed by anyone with access to the Internet. But their origins cannot be traced.
The killer selects the video file of the woman’s beheading from his hard drive and uploads it to the site. He then clicks a link to another screen and answers a few more questions. The Devil’s Den provides an extra service, for a fee payable by the last day of the current month. If the payment isn’t received, the member’s account will be canceled. A member whose account is canceled can open a new account-members’ names aren’t recorded anywhere-but that requires another five-hundred-dollar initiation fee.
Either way, the Webmaster gets his money.
The extra service, which costs two hundred fifty dollars, will send a link to the video to tens of thousands of e-mail addresses around the world, including those of journalists and bloggers. The mass e-mailings create a global buzz about the video. The more demented or perverted the video, the louder the chatter. Part of the reason the killer joined the Devil’s Den was so he could take advantage of this service.
As soon as he finishes making all of the arrangements, he logs out of the Web site, clears his browsing history, cache, and cookies, then shuts down his computer. He knows the police, and especially the FBI, have sneaky ways of extracting deleted files from a computer, but the police will never get that close to him. The Lord is with him.
Outside, he hears a car drive past, followed by the sound of a newspaper hitting his driveway. He looks toward the sliding glass door and sees the first hint of daylight shining through. He knows the newspaper will have a big story about the fire. Maybe several stories. But he is too tired to go outside. He has been awake for twenty-four hours, and his exhaustion has finally overtaken his exhilaration. He does not have to be at work again until Monday, so he can sleep all day. The newspaper can wait.
Soon they’ll find the woman’s body. Soon they’ll discover the video. Then all hell will break loose.
The killer slides into bed and pulls the covers up to his chin. It has been a good day, a good couple of days. He closes his eyes.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Saturday, August 4, 8:10 AM
“If I was you, I’d stay out of the office today,” Gaudet said. “With all the shit we got going on, I’m sure the captain is going to be there.”
Murphy and Gaudet were at the Coffee House on Canal Boulevard, sitting at a table in the back. A copy of that morning’s Times-Picayune lay between them, along with their breakfast bill. Murphy’s police radio was on top of the newspaper and the bill to keep the ceiling fan from blowing them off the table. Murphy shot another angry glance at the headline.
SERIAL KILLER SUSPECTED IN RED DOOR FIRE
“You figure Donovan is going to blame that on me?” Murphy asked.
Gaudet nodded as he shoveled a forkful of scrambled eggs into his mouth. Between bites, he said, “Definitely.”
“I haven’t talked to Kirsten since Tuesday night on Freret Street, and even then the only thing I told her was that I didn’t have anything to say to her.”
Gaudet flicked the edge of the paper with his fingers. “There’s also a story about you in the metro section.”
“What!” Murphy lifted his radio and snatched the newspaper from the table. He flipped to the “B” section.
“It’s a very… how should I say it… flattering portrait of you,” Gaudet said, obviously pleased with his choice of words. “It talks about the Houma case, about the lifesaving medal you got for pulling that woman out of the river, about the shootout with the bank robbers. It makes you look like a goddamn saint.”
Murphy found the story at the top of page B-3, under a picture of him at the Freret crime scene. The headline read, DETECTIVE GOOD CHOICE TO HEAD SERIAL KILLER TASK FORCE.
“I didn’t know about any of this,” Murphy said.
“You don’t have to convince me.”
“But you believe me?”
Gaudet nodded. “We’re partners. We can lie to everybody else, but we can’t lie to each other.”
Murphy scanned the article, then dropped the newspaper back on the table, next to his plate of half-eaten eggs and grits.
Gaudet was right. Even though Donovan didn’t normally work weekends, this was no normal weekend, not with a serial killer on the loose and a mass murder headlining every news program in the country. Murphy looked at his watch. The captain was probably already in the office and had certainly seen the newspaper by now.
He needed to stay clear of Donovan.
Murphy’s coffee sat in front of him, untouched and growing cold. “I’m not Kirsten’s snitch, not on this story. She’ll tell Donovan, DeMarco, and PIB that herself.”
Gaudet scooped the last of his eggs onto a torn piece of white toast and shoved the whole thing into his mouth. When he finished chewing, he said, “The more she denies it, the less they’ll believe her. She’s a reporter. She’s supposed to protect her sources.”
Murphy banged his fist down on the newspaper hard enough to shake the table and make his coffee cup jump. “This is bullshit.”
“Take it easy,” Gaudet said. “I told you, I believe you.”
“This story doesn’t help the investigation. The last thing I want to do is let the killer know what we’re doing. I want him to keep thinking we’re stupid. I want him to think we missed his mark on the door.”
Gaudet shrugged and washed his breakfast down with a gulp of coffee. “You ain’t got to convince me, brother.”
“Have you heard from Doggs or Calumet?”
Gaudet shook his head.
Murphy picked up his radio and pressed the squelch button, making sure the radio was working and the volume was loud enough for him to hear a call. “Who are these guys, dumb and dumber? You think they know we’re up to our eyeballs in dead bodies?”
“They probably saw the paper and have enough sense to lay low.”
“Good point,” Murphy said. He took a sip of his coffee and realized he had forgotten to spike it with cream. It backed up in his throat like bile.
“You want me to call them and tell them to meet us?” Gaudet said.
Murphy shook his head. “They’ll turn up.” He slid his chair back. “I’m headed to the crime lab. Abramson owes me a favor. I got his daughter out of a DWI. He doesn’t know it yet, but he’s going to find us a lead. Somewhere in all that stuff we picked up at the crime scenes, or somewhere on one of those bodies, the killer had to have left something behind.”
Murphy fished in his pocket for money.
Gaudet waved him off as he pulled out a wad of cash. “I got it.”
Murphy looked at the stack of bills. “Did you knock over a liquor store on the way here?”
“I do a little gigolo work on the side.”
Murphy was about to say something when his radio squawked.
“Command desk to the unit with Detective Sean Murphy.”
“Oh, shit,” Gaudet said. “Somebody’s looking for you.”
Murphy stared at his radio. He was afraid to answer it, certain it was an order to report to Captain Donovan’s office, or to the assistant chief, or to PIB.
“Command desk to the unit with Detective Sean Murphy.”
Murphy picked up the radio and thumbed the transmit button. “Twenty-five fifty-four to command desk, this is Detective Murphy.” He waited for the ax to fall.
“Command desk, twenty-five fifty-four, Fifth District rank requests task-force units respond to Forstall and Douglas, on the levee. Signal thirty.”
Murphy looked across the table at his partner.
“Not a-fuckin’-gain,” Gaudet said.
“Call dumb and dumber. Tell them to meet us there.”
Forstall Street dead-ends at Douglas Street. Douglas runs alongside the Mississippi River. Between the street and the river, the earthen levee rises gently to a height of twenty feet, then sweeps down to the edge of the muddy water. An asphalt exercise path runs along the top of the grass-covered levee. At roughly quarter-mile intervals along the path, wooden benches sit facing the water. Murphy’s junior- and senior-high-school alma mater, Holy Cross, sits a block to the west. He knew the area well.
The decapitated body of a white woman, wearing orange pajama shorts and a matching tank top, lay fifteen feet up the levee, partially hidden in the knee-high grass.
Murphy, Gaudet, and a Fifth District uniformed sergeant stood beside the body. Joey Doggs and Danny Calumet were working a neighborhood canvass. Murphy was staring at the grisly wound that had severed the woman’s neck.
“We still haven’t found her head,” the sergeant said.
“Any ID?” Gaudet asked.
“Not confirmed, but we have an idea.”
“Who?”
“Sandra Jackson… from the crime lab.”
“Our crime lab!” Gaudet said.
The sergeant nodded. “Her boyfriend, the guy she’s living with, is in the Fourth District narcotics task force. He reported her missing early this morning.”
“You think it could have been domestic?” Gaudet asked the sergeant.
“It’s not domestic,” Murphy said.
Gaudet looked at him. “How do you know?”
“A cop is not going to cut off his girlfriend’s head. He might shoot her, might stab her, might strangle her, but he’s not going to cut off her head. That takes a psychotic disposition that your average cop just doesn’t have.”
“An ex-husband then, or an old boyfriend,” Gaudet said.
Murphy shook his head. “This is our killer.”
“You think he left his… calling card?” Gaudet said.
“What calling card?” the sergeant asked.
Murphy shrugged. “When we roll her we’ll find out. But this is him.”
The sound of a racing car engine behind them made the detectives and the uniformed sergeant turn around. Two blocks down Forstall, flying toward them, was a black Ford Crown Vic.
“Got to be the boyfriend,” Gaudet said.
A marked patrol car sat crossways in the street a block from the levee. The black Ford shot through a gap between the back bumper of the patrol car and a utility pole. Two seconds later the driver braked to a hard stop at the end of the street. Murphy was pretty sure if there hadn’t been an overgrown ditch there, the driver would have driven straight up the levee.
Three uniformed cops converged on the Ford just as the driver’s door flew open and a muscular man in his midthirties with a shaved head jumped out. The man, who Murphy saw had a silver NOPD badge clipped to his belt and a pistol holstered on his right hip, sloughed off two of the three cops as they tried to hold him back. The third officer gave up and backed away.
The plainclothes cop jumped the ditch and ran toward the woman’s body. The Fifth District sergeant stepped forward, holding up both hands. “Stop right there, officer. This is a crime scene.” But the cop pushed past him.
Murphy stepped in the cop’s way and put both hands on his chest. “Hold it.”
The grieving officer knocked Murphy’s hands away and tried to step around him.
Murphy blocked his way again. When the cop tried to push him out of the way, Murphy reached out with his right hand and jabbed two fingers into the base of the cop’s throat. The man stumbled back, gasping as he clutched his throat.
“I told you to stop,” Murphy said. He could see the man had tears in his eyes, and they weren’t from the finger jab.
“Is that Sandra up there?” he croaked.
“We don’t know yet.”
The cop tried to walk around Murphy, but Gaudet stepped in to block him.
“Tell me if it’s her,” the cop shouted.
Gaudet laid a hand on the man’s shoulder. “He said we don’t know, and that’s the truth, brother.”
“I’ll make the ID,” the cop said.
Murphy shook his head. “We can’t do that right now.”
“Why not? If you want to know if it’s her, let me see her face.”
Behind the man, the three uniformed officers he had slipped past were scrambling up the levee. Doggs and Calumet, drawn by the commotion, were trotting down Douglas Street from half a block away. Murphy caught Dagalotto’s eye and jerked his head in a “come here” motion. The two young detectives started climbing the levee.
Murphy held out his hand until the plainclothes cop shook it. “I’m Sean Murphy. I’m in charge of this investigation. If you want to help, go with these detectives and tell them everything you know about Sandra’s whereabouts during the last twenty-four hours.”
The fight had gone out of the man. He looked over his shoulder, saw Dagalotto and Calumet approaching. Then he turned around and walked down the levee to meet them.
Murphy looked at the uniformed sergeant. “Can you see if the command desk has a chaplain or a psychologist available, somebody who can talk to him?”
“Are you sure he wasn’t the one who killed her?” the sergeant said.
Murphy nodded. “Positive.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Saturday, August 4, 6:00 PM
All of the local TV stations carry the mayor’s press conference live.
The first topic is the approaching storm.
The killer sits in his bed, his back against the wall. He stares at the thirteen-inch TV on the dresser across the room. He doesn’t care about the storm. He wants the mayor to talk about the other thing. As he waits, he sips from a straw stuck in the neck of a twenty-ounce plastic bottle of Sprite.
Mayor Ray Guidry, flanked by a host of stern-faced city officials, announces that Catherine has strengthened into a category-two hurricane with sustained winds of one hundred miles per hour. Computer models project the storm will pass through the Florida Straits and deliver only a glancing blow to Miami. It will then pound the Florida Keys and skirt the northern coast of Cuba. Without making landfall, the storm will not weaken before it enters the Gulf of Mexico, which it is expected to do late Sunday.
The mayor ends his prepared remarks by declaring, “I am asking the governor to activate the National Guard, and I will be coordinating with the state Office of Emergency Preparedness on a possible evacuation of the city.”
Finally, with the storm news over, someone asks the mayor about the video.
News of the Internet video of the woman’s death broke this afternoon. Since then, the cable news networks have gone berserk. Their prime-time crime hosts, Nancy Grace, Greta Van Susteren, and the backbenchers, have been on the air for three hours discussing the outrageous video with their “experts” and demanding government action to shut down the overseas Web sites that carry it.
The killer has seen the video on half a dozen of those Web sites.
In response to the question about the video, the mayor pounds the lectern with his fist and promises to do whatever it takes to catch the serial killer. He describes the video as “sickening beyond belief.”
At first the mayor seems fairly composed and his comments are nothing more than the banal stuff one would expect from an elected official in his position. But Mayor Ray Guidry’s reputation for making idiotic, off-the-cuff comments is well deserved. He once said that Hurricane Katrina was proof of God’s desire that New Orleans maintain its black majority. He also claimed that recent hurricanes were God’s punishment for the United States’s warmongering.
In talking about the gruesome video of Sandra Jackson’s murder, the mayor starts to wander off script. The killer sets his Sprite on the nightstand and rubs his hands together.
“… and I can promise you this,” the mayor says, looking up from his notes, “we will catch this man, and he will get the death penalty. There’s no question about that. But let me tell you something else I’ve learned in the last few hours. This man, this killer, is not really a man at all. I’ve talked to psychologists and psychiatrists, pediatricians, you name it, and they have told me that this killer is a repressed homosexual… and also probably a pedophile.”
The killer feels his anger swelling inside him.
The mayor pushes on. “What I’m hearing from the experts is that this man is very likely impotent, that he can’t get sexually aroused by women. He’s frustrated by that, and he is taking out his frustrations on his victims. Essentially, he murders attractive women because he can’t get it up.”
The killer clenches his fists and springs off the bed, bumping the nightstand and knocking over his Sprite. He screams at the television. “I’ll get you for this, you son of a bitch. You’ll pay, you’ll pay, you’ll pay.”
From the ceiling above him comes the sound of knocking. Mother is pounding on the floor of her bedroom with her cane. “Shut up down there,” she shrieks.
The killer squeezes his fists so hard his entire body shakes with rage. He keeps squeezing until blood trickles from eight crescent-shaped cuts his fingernails have dug into his palms.
Murphy sat alone in his city-owned jalopy watching a house on Wingate Drive. The captain had reassigned the Taurus to him after bringing him back into Homicide.
The dashboard clock read 10:00 PM. Murphy had been keeping one eye on the house and the other eye on the clock for two hours. A small pile of half-smoked cigarettes lay on the street beneath his window. Before this evening, he hadn’t had a cigarette in more than a year.
How does the killer pick them?
Sandra Jackson’s boyfriend had identified a photo of a butterfly tattoo on the shoulder of the dead woman found on the levee. When Murphy and Gaudet rolled the body, they saw the killer’s signature-“LOG”-carved into her flesh. They also discovered pry marks on the door of the house she shared with the narcotics cop.
But why her? Why Sandra Jackson?
The cop’s house was in Gentilly, a middle-class, multiracial downtown neighborhood. Jackson was thirty-two, a civilian employee at the crime lab. She drove a Pontiac. When she left her husband and two kids, she moved in with the cop she had been seeing on the side. There had been no record of domestic violence with her husband or her boyfriend.
Carol Sue Spencer was thirty-six, close in age to Jackson but different in every other respect. Spencer had been from uptown money. She didn’t work; she played tennis. She drove a BMW. When she separated from her husband, she moved into one of their investment properties.
Why Sandra Jackson? Why Carol Sue Spencer?
At noon, Murphy walked into the clerk of court’s office. Saturday hours were 11:00 AM to 3:00 PM. He pulled everything the clerk had on Jackson and Spencer. It wasn’t much. Spencer had been issued two traffic tickets in the last five years. Jackson had no tickets, probably because she worked for the police department. Both women had been married in New Orleans. Spencer’s marriage lasted thirteen years. Jackson’s lasted five. Both had been divorced within the last year.
A rail-thin deputy clerk in his fifties with a hooked nose and a smoker’s cough checked the secretary of state’s corporations database for Murphy. Neither victim was listed as the owner or an officer of any company. According to the registrar of voters, Spencer was a Republican. Jackson was a Democrat.
Two women separated by income, by neighborhood, by social status, with practically nothing in common, yet both ended up dead at the hands of the same killer. From a homicide investigator’s perspective, there was nothing unusual in that. Murder was often random.
Something that did strike Murphy as unusual, perhaps beyond randomness, was how much the two dead women resembled each other. Looking at their driver’s-license photos, he realized they could have been sisters. Both had dark eyes and dark hair that fell past their shoulders. Spencer was slightly taller than Jackson, but of course, you couldn’t tell that simply by looking at their pictures. Jackson was petite. Spencer, whom Murphy had seen nude during her autopsy, had an athletic build.
When Murphy took a closer look at Carol Sue Spencer’s and Sandra Jackson’s divorce cases, he noticed something else unusual. Both women were listed as the defendants. Their husbands had filed for the divorces. Both had cited adultery as the grounds.
Louisiana was a no-fault state, and Murphy knew that most divorce suits cited the catch-all grounds of “irreconcilable differences.” Few people bothered to claim adultery in their petitions anymore because there was no legal advantage to it. Often, it just complicated the process.
Digging through the divorce records, Murphy could find no other correlation between the two women. They had not used the same divorce attorney. Neither had their husbands. They hadn’t been to the same marriage counselor. There was no connection between the women except that they looked eerily similar and had both been accused of cheating on their husbands.
Murphy skimmed through the computerized records of every divorce case finalized in New Orleans during the past twelve months. Of the more than two hundred cases, in only twenty-eight had the wife been accused of adultery. He pulled all twenty-eight case files.
The files didn’t include photographs, but they did contain basic biographical information. The killer seemed to have recently developed a taste for middle-class white women, so Murphy eliminated black divorcees. He had thirteen files left. Then, on a hunch, he eliminated women younger than twenty-five and older than forty. That left just seven.
Just before the office closed, Murphy told the hook-nosed deputy clerk that he needed to check out the files.
The clerk hacked up a wet gob of goo from the tar pit at the bottom of his lungs and spit it into a soiled handkerchief. “You have to have them back by Tuesday,” he wheezed.
Murphy nodded. He knew about the seventy-two-hour rule. Police officers could check out original files if they were part of a criminal investigation, but they had to be returned after three days, weekends included. Every file in the office was scanned into a computer database, and it used to be that detectives could get a printout of the entire file. A few years ago, when a new clerk of court was elected and she found out how much her office was spending on printing costs, she started letting working cops check out the original files for seventy-two hours.
The clerk pulled a logbook from the shelf beneath the counter and laid it open in front of Murphy. Each page of the log had been divided into columns. Murphy printed and signed his name, wrote his badge number in the appropriate column, and jotted down the case name and docket number of each file.
Then he carried the files to the NOPD Records Division.
Two hours later, he had driver’s-license photos of six of the women. One woman did not have a Louisiana license, and the Records Division could not access photos for out-of-state licenses.
Of the six women, only three looked anything like Carol Sue Spencer and Sandra Jackson. Their ages were thirty, thirty-one, and thirty-five. All had dark eyes and dark hair.
Murphy laid the three pictures side by side and stared at them. He let his mind go free.
I am the killer. Whom do I choose?
He had picked thirty-five-year-old Marcy Edwards. He didn’t know why. Something about the confident way she looked at the camera.
Murphy had been sitting in front of her house since eight o’clock.
He lit another cigarette.
His police radio and cell phone lay on the passenger seat. Both were turned off. To get inside this killer’s head he needed to disconnect from all of that noise and clutter.
Murphy had not cracked the Houma case by brilliant detective work. He had cracked it by crawling inside the mind of the killer and figuring out how he thought. He did that by spending night after night hanging out on the corners where the potential victims were, the street hustlers and the winos.
It was an approach Murphy had learned during a single semester of acting class at Notre Dame twenty years ago. The instructor had been a devotee of the Lee Strasberg school of method acting. Murphy had only taken the class because it sounded like an easy A, something he needed to keep his GPA high enough to maintain his football eligibility. He did so well in the class, though, that he was cast in a supporting role in the theater department’s next play.
After leaving Notre Dame, Murphy didn’t think about acting again until he became a detective. Then he found Strasberg’s technique of getting inside the character’s head, of becoming the character, more useful than most of the investigative techniques he had been taught.
That’s why he was parked on Wingate Drive at ten o’clock at night watching a woman’s house. He needed to know what it was like to be the Lamb of God Killer.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Saturday, August 4, 9:30 PM
The awards banquet is being held in the Pelican Room on the fourth floor of Harrah’s Hotel on Poydras Street.
The killer doesn’t need to be here. He knows where the young woman lives. The address of her off-campus apartment became public record a few months ago when she applied for a restraining order against a former boyfriend. He is here because he wants to see her. He even dressed for the occasion in what Mother calls his Sunday-go-to-meeting clothes: khaki pants, white shirt, maroon tie, and blue sport coat.
The ballroom is cloaked in semidarkness as he slips through the double doors. The house lights shine on a middle-aged man standing behind the lectern at the front of the room. He is speaking about some notable person, listing that person’s string of accomplishments. The room is filled with at least twenty-five circular tables, each accommodating about a dozen well-dressed men and women eating, drinking, some even listening to the speaker.
The banquet is scheduled to end at ten o’clock and appears to be winding down. On a table beside the speaker sit four trophies, each made of a square wooden base topped by a glass globe. The young woman he has come to see has probably already received her award. He will have to catch a glimpse of her in the crowd as it streams toward the elevators.
The sudden announcement of her name startles the killer. It is her the speaker has been prattling on about. For a woman just nineteen years old, her list of accomplishments seems impressive. There will be no more. Not after tonight.
To warm applause, the young woman mounts the podium and stands beside the speaker. Wearing a simple, calf-length black dress, a single strand of pearls, and matching earrings, she looks elegant yet understated. As she smiles, her sparkling white teeth contrast sharply with her nearly flawless brown skin. She looks beautiful.
The man hands her one of the trophies. Then he steps aside and lets her take his place behind the microphone. She speaks for a few moments. She is gracious, thanking several people who have helped her. Then she is through. The man hugs her, a little too tightly, the killer thinks as he watches the fifty-something-year-old man press against the young woman’s firm breasts. Then she steps down and retakes her seat at a table on the right side of the room.
Seated with her are other well-dressed young people. Her place at the table faces away from the stage. Her chair is turned so she can see the awards presentations. Her back is to a young man, and she is partially facing another young woman. Were the man her date, the killer reasons, she would not have turned her back to him.
He has seen enough. Taking advantage of a round of applause for something the awards presenter said, the killer slinks from the ballroom and takes the elevator down to the lobby. He finds an overstuffed chair with a view of the elevators and sits down to wait.
The lights in the den went out at 11:00 PM. Murphy reached into the passenger seat and wrapped his hand around a flathead screwdriver. It had a wide handle and a long, thick shank. Perfect for prying.
In case Marcy Edwards was a bedtime reader, Murphy decided to give her an hour to fall asleep.
While he waited, he closed his eyes and conjured up an image of the killer. He could see the man only in silhouette, with a featureless face obscured by shadow.
Murphy pictured himself dissolving into darkness, then seeping into the killer’s head like a dark mist, through the man’s ears, nose, eyes, and mouth. Once he was inside the killer, he envisioned the dark shadow of himself inflating like a black balloon. He pictured his own head inside the killer’s skull, looking out through the killer’s eyes, seeing what he saw, feeling what he felt, thinking what he thought.
Lee Strasberg’s acting technique, dubbed the Method, taught actors to analyze the feelings and motivations of their characters and to draw upon their own emotions and experiences to help them portray those characters with psychological and emotional authenticity. Al Pacino, James Dean, Robert De Niro, Dustin Hoffman, Meryl Streep, Paul Newman-all had been students of Strasberg. Using Strasberg’s method, the actor becomes the character.
Tonight, Murphy would become the Lamb of God.
He thought about his mother. All his life, but particularly since his father died, she had sought to control him. She was an overbearing, petty, insulting, selfish woman. She was the opposite of what Murphy thought a good mother should be.
Where would he be, he wondered, if she hadn’t forced him to quit Notre Dame? A lawyer? No, he hated lawyers. A doctor? Probably not. Anal probes and festering sores didn’t appeal to him. An architect or an engineer, perhaps. He excelled at math and was fascinated by puzzles and problem solving. One thing was certain, had he stayed at Notre Dame he would not have ended up a detective with the New Orleans Police Department.
And as for his sister, had Murphy been able to finish school, maybe his mother would not compare him so unfavorably to her.
Your sister is such a good mother. She dotes on that boy of hers. He takes up all of her time. That’s why she doesn’t come home very often. He’s got special needs, you know. He’s autistic.
I know that, Mother. You tell me that every time I see you. His name is Michael, by the way. And that’s not why Theresa doesn’t come home. She doesn’t come home because of you!
Murphy’s father had dropped dead of a heart attack while pouring himself a bowl of Cheerios. Growing up, Murphy and Theresa had often joked that it was their mother’s nagging that killed their father. Now, it didn’t seem like such a joke.
I hate my mother.
The banquet has run late. The young woman does not step off the elevator until eleven ten. She is with her table companions, the young woman and a young man. They cross the lobby to the revolving front door. As they disappear between the spinning panes of glass, the killer rushes after them.
Outside on the street, he spots them walking toward the river. The other two are holding hands. The three of them turn right at the next block, but by the time the killer rounds the corner they’re gone. He jogs toward the parking garage on the right. At the entrance, he peeks around the corner. He sees them. They are strolling up the ramp, chatting. The killer’s car is parked at a meter several blocks away. He doesn’t need to follow her. He knows where she is going.
As the three young people disappear around a turn in the ramp, the killer walks away.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Sunday, August 5, 12:15 AM
Murphy steps out of his car. The night is hot and still and very quiet. There is not a breath of breeze. He takes one last drag on his cigarette and drops it into the pile at his feet.
The house he has been watching sits midway down the block on the left. The street is empty. Murphy crosses to the opposite sidewalk and walks toward the house, the screwdriver gripped in his right hand, the shank concealed behind his wrist. He passes a row of crepe myrtles and inhales the scent of summer.
Despite its celebrated reputation for architectural diversity, New Orleans has less than a dozen common residential designs. Among the most frequently seen are Creole cottages, townhouses, single and double shotguns, camelbacks, bungalows, raised villas, double galleries, and the new Katrina cottages. Murphy has conducted interviews, executed warrants, or stood over dead bodies in every type of house in the city.
Marcy Edwards’s house is a bungalow, set on piers three feet off the ground. It has a wide porch with the front door on the right and a picture window on the left. The shallow-pitched roof slopes front and back and has side gables. A fake dormer centered above the porch gives the illusion of a second story. A one-car driveway runs along the right side of the house. Her Toyota Camry is parked there.
Murphy knows that at the back of the house, next to the driveway, there will be a door that opens into the kitchen.
At Carol Sue Spencer’s house there was no sign of forced entry. At Sandra Jackson’s house, the killer jimmied open the door with a screwdriver. He murdered Carol Spencer and her children in their home, and he snatched Sandra Jackson from hers. No one saw him.
How did he do it?
The killer is not a ghost. He is a man. If Murphy can get in and out of Marcy Edwards’s house without being seen, he will be one step closer to getting inside the killer’s head, one step closer to understanding him, one step closer to catching him.
The back door has a screen. Murphy pulls a pair of latex gloves from inside his suit coat and slips them on. He takes a deep breath.
I am the killer. I am the Lamb of God.
The screen door is latched with a hook. Murphy pulls the door away from the frame as far as he can and tries to squeeze the tip of the screwdriver through the gap, but it won’t fit. The shank is too thick.
So much for being a phantom killer. I can’t even get past a screen door.
Then he remembers his knife. Like nearly every cop he knows, Murphy carries a lock-blade folding knife clipped to his right front pants pocket. He clamps the screwdriver between his teeth and reaches for the knife. He snaps open the blade and slips it between the screen door and the jamb. The thin blade fits easily. With a flick of his wrist, he pops the hook loose from its eyebolt holder.
Murphy closes his knife and stuffs it into his pocket. He holds the screen open with his knee and leans closer to the wooden door. He wedges the end of the screwdriver between the edge of the door and the strike plate and works the handle back and forth until he forces the tip deep enough to catch the latch. Then he pries the latch back toward the knob and gives the door a nudge. It swings open.
Murphy takes another deep breath and steps into the house.
A black four-door Nissan pulls to the curb in front of the young woman’s apartment building on Saint Charles Avenue. A moment later, she steps out of the back passenger-side door. She turns to say good night to her friends.
The killer is parked on the street, eight cars back. He glances at the dashboard clock. It’s 12:25 AM.
The young woman lives in an upscale, two-story brick building with a gated front entrance. The building is set back thirty feet from the street. That’s how long he has to get to her-thirty feet.
The killer struggles to get out of his car. His right arm is held in a sling tied around his chest and looped over his shoulder. He can hear the young woman’s high, lilting voice drifting on the air. He sees her female friend step out of the front passenger seat. The women hug briefly. Most of their words are lost, but he hears the friend say the word congratulations. Then the friend climbs back into the car. The young woman leans forward to say good-bye to the young man behind the wheel.
The killer crosses the sidewalk and angles toward the building so he can intercept her before she reaches the gate.
As her friends drive away, the young woman gives them a final wave. Then she turns toward the building. A small black purse is slung over one shoulder. In her right hand she carries her glass globe trophy.
The killer meets her ten feet from the gate. “Excuse me, m-m-ma’am.”
She stops and flashes a brilliant smile at him. He has the sense that for her the world is a safe and happy place, where people are exactly what they appear to be. She is so young… and so very foolish.
The killer adjusts the new pair of horn-rimmed reading glasses he bought at a drugstore. He thinks they make him look more vulnerable. “My sister l-l-lives here. I brought her a box of books. She’s a big r-r-reader.” He looks down, avoiding her eyes. The sudden, unexpected return of his stutter embarrasses him. “We’re all b-b-big readers, I guess.” He laughs but it’s a hollow laugh. She has made him nervous. He feels weak.
The young woman glances at her watch. Her smile remains in place, but a furrow appears between her eyebrows.
He can read the late hour in her face. She is tired and wants to go to bed.
“Anyways, my s-s-sister is a nurse. She doesn’t get off until eleven, and I t-t-told her I’d drop the books off after she got home, but…” He nods toward his slung right arm. “I can’t c-c-carry the box up.”
The young woman nods. “Where’s your car?”
The killer smiles. Half turning, he points with his left hand toward the street. “Right there at the c-c-curb, that gray Honda.”
They stroll side by side across the concrete apron toward the sidewalk. He can hear her high heels click-clacking on the hard surface. The closer they get to his car, the stronger he feels.
“What’s your sister’s name?” she asks.
“Lisa… Shatner,” he says. Then he hurries to add, “That’s her m-m-married name. She’s divorced now.”
“Shatner, like the actor?”
The killer is a trekkie, a fanatical fan of the original Star Trek series. Pressed for a name, Shatner was the first one that popped into his head. Now, he kicks himself for his stupidity.
“Yeah,” he says, “the s-s-same as the actor.”
The young woman laughs. “Your sister wasn’t married to Captain Kirk, was she?”
The killer laughs with her. “I wish.”
They have reached his car. He walks around to the trunk. He has already removed the license plate. “The box is in here.”
She holds out her hand. “I’m Kiesha, by the way.”
He notices she didn’t offer her last name, probably on purpose, considering who her father is.
He takes her hand. “I’m R-R-Richard.” It can’t hurt to give her his real first name. It’s not like she’s going to have the chance to tell anyone.
“Hi, Richard.” Her grip is strong and confident.
The killer glances around. A couple stands on the near side of the median, waiting for a car to pass so they can cross Saint Charles Avenue. He has to stall for time. He points his left hand at the glass globe in her hand. “What’s that for?”
She smiles again. “Just a silly award.”
“An award for what?” he asks as he keeps an eye on the couple trying to cross the avenue.
“Donating some time to a good cause.”
“That’s very nice. Can I see it?” He notices his stuttering has stopped.
She lets out a crystal laugh and raises the award with both hands, holding it beneath her chin with her head cocked slightly to the side, mimicking an advertising model. The wooden base has an inscribed metal plate attached to the front, but the glare from a streetlight prevents the killer from reading it.
From the corner of his eye, the killer sees the couple in the median clasp hands and trot across the street. As they step over the curb, they slow to a walk and cut single file between two cars parked a few spaces ahead of the killer’s Honda. They turn onto the sidewalk heading away from him.
The killer reaches into his left front pocket for his keys. He fumbles them as he pulls them out and they fall to the ground.
The young woman bends down and picks them up. “Do you want me to open it for you?”
“Please.”
From the four keys on the ring, she selects the Honda key.
While she is still looking down, he reaches his left hand into the sling and pulls out his stun gun.
She slides the key into the lock and turns it. The lid springs open. The trunk is empty. “Where are the books?” she says.
“Farther in, toward the back.”
She leans into the trunk. “I don’t see them.”
The killer presses the end of the stun gun against the lower part of her spine and thumbs the trigger button. The gun emits a powerful electric crackle that lasts for a full second.
The young woman convulses, then collapses, landing half in and half out of the trunk. The killer jerks his right arm out of the sling as he crouches behind her. He grabs her legs with both hands and heaves her into the trunk. She lands on her right side, facing him. Her eyes are open but unfocused. She is shaking from the electric charge.
Tucked over the right wheel well is a white cotton rag and the plastic bottle of ether. Working quickly, the killer unscrews the cap and pours an ounce of ether onto the rag. With the charge from the stun gun still causing her muscles to twitch, the woman can’t resist as the killer presses the rag against her face. Within ten seconds her eyes close.
As the killer slams the trunk closed he glances around one last time.
No one seems to have noticed a thing. If anyone has, the best description the police will get is of a white man in an old gray Honda with no license plate. He opens the driver’s door and slides behind the wheel. Then he cranks the motor, flicks on his left blinker, and pulls into the street.
The inside of the house is cool and quiet. Murphy hears the faint hum of the air conditioner. The house is also dark. The only illumination comes from a faint light somewhere off to his right. For a moment he waits by the door, holding his breath, ready to bolt if a dog charges at him from the darkness.
Nothing moves inside the house.
Murphy tiptoes across the kitchen. In two places the floor groans under his weight. Both times he tenses, waiting for someone to stir. No one does.
Beyond the kitchen, he steps into the den. A blanket and pillow lie on the sofa. Magazines and a newspaper are strewn across the coffee table. On the end table beside the sofa sits a Diet Coke can and a glass half filled with caramel-colored liquid.
To the right of the den, a central hallway runs through the rest of the house. A night-light is plugged into a wall outlet midway down the hall. Murphy stands at the entrance to the hallway. The realization of what he is doing forces its way into the forefront of his consciousness.
This is crazy. I could get fired-even prosecuted-for this.
Murphy hears the words of his drama teacher reaching out to him from across the years.
Don’t act like the character. Be the character.
He remembers the handwritten sign taped to the inside wall above the door of the drama classroom. It was a shortened version of his teacher’s axiom.
DON’T ACT. BE.
Murphy is no longer theorizing about how the killer might get into someone’s home. He is actually breaking into a woman’s house. He isn’t a cop anymore. He is the killer.
Looking down the hallway, he sees four doors. The two nearest him are across from each other, a third of the way down the hall. Both are closed. The other two, also opposite each other, are at the far end. The door on the right is closed, but the one on the left is open. Through the open door he sees the flickering glow of a television. Murphy strains his ears but can’t hear any sound coming from the room. Maybe she sleeps with the TV muted.
He has done what he set out to do. He has gotten inside the house without being discovered. He should leave now. Right now.
How close can I get to her?
Just a little closer.
He creeps down the hall. The floor is dark wood with a tan rug runner stretching down its length. The rug absorbs the sound of his footfalls. When he draws even with the first set of doors, he pauses to listen at one, then the other. He hears nothing except the soft drone of the air conditioner.
The woman came home alone and there is only one car in the driveway.
I can get closer.
Murphy continues to edge down the hall. Two feet. Four feet. Six feet. He is halfway to the open door when he hears a toilet flush behind him.
Behind him.
He spins around. One of the doors he just passed, the one now on his left, pulls open. The dull glow of a night-light shines behind it.
A woman wearing a flannel nightgown steps into the hall. Her long black hair is pressed flat to one side of her head as if she has slept on it. She is looking down at her feet. Then she looks up. She locks eyes with Murphy.
And screams.



CHAPTER THIRTY


Sunday, August 5, 1:10 AM
The killer unlocks the iron gates at the house on Burgundy Street and backs his car into the driveway. When he opens the trunk, the young woman, Kiesha, is lying on her back, her eyes wide with fear. Tear streaks of mascara run down her face.
He holds the stun gun in front of her eyes and triggers the charge. The arching flash and crackle of electricity make her jump. He presses the twin contacts against her forehead. Speaking in a low voice, he says, “I have set the charge high enough to kill you. Do exactly what I tell you and do not make a sound. Do you understand?”
She nods.
He points to the door at the back of the house. “Get out of the car and walk through that door.”
The killer backs away. The stun gun doesn’t have variable settings. But she doesn’t know that. “Get out slowly,” he says. “Do not test me.”
In her black dress, her face drawn tight in terror, and her jerky, ether-induced clumsiness, she reminds him of a corpse in an old horror flick, clawing its way out of a coffin. Before closing the trunk, he grabs the rag and the bottle of ether. Then he shoves her toward the house. She walks, zombielike, through the door as he follows close behind, his stun gun jammed against her spine.
Inside, he locks and dead-bolts the door, then points toward the stairs. “Up.”
She turns toward him to plead. “Why are you doing this?”
Holding the stun gun a foot from her belly, he triggers the charge.
She jumps back.
“Upstairs,” he says.
She trudges up the steps. The killer follows.
The scream pierces Murphy’s brain like a knife thrust.
The woman turns to run. Murphy lunges at her and catches the back of her nightgown. He hears it tear. She half turns and swings an elbow at him, connecting with the left side of his head, just above his ear. He wraps his arms around her and lifts her off the ground. She kicks at him.
“Be quiet,” he says. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
She screams again and Murphy clamps his right hand over her mouth. She bites him.
“Goddamnit, stop it,” he shouts.
But she doesn’t stop. She catches her breath and screams again.
Murphy shoves her into the bathroom. In the glow from the nightlight, he catches sight of their images in the mirror above the vanity. His face is twisted. Hers is terrified. For an instant their eyes lock in the reflection.
If he doesn’t shut her up right now, the neighbors are going to hear her-if they haven’t already-and call the police.
He wraps his left arm around her waist and grabs a handful of hair with his right hand. He tries to hold her still enough so he can talk to her, but she won’t stop fighting him. He shoves her face against the wall. Something cracks. Her nose. This time her scream is not one of terror but of pain.
Murphy clamps his right hand over her mouth. He feels blood spill across his knuckles. He slips on the tile floor. They fall. Instinctively, he rolls to protect her from the impact. He lands hard on his left arm. Pain shoots from his elbow to his fingertips. In the instant that his grip relaxes, the terrified woman twists away from him. She scurries toward the bathroom door, crawling over Murphy’s stunned left arm.
Despite the numbness in his hand, Murphy manages to close his fingers on the woman’s nightgown as she claws at the doorjamb. He rolls up onto his knees and grabs her right ankle. He tries to drag her backward, but his left knee slips in a smear of blood. As he falls, he dives onto her back.
His weight presses her into the floor, and he wraps his right forearm around her neck and wedges her throat into the crook of his elbow. He rolls onto his back and pulls the woman on top of him. He locks his right fist into his left elbow and jams her head forward with the palm of his left hand. A classic police carotid chokehold.
She still has enough breath left in her lungs to belt out one more scream.
He squeezes tighter, increasing the pressure on both sides of her neck, sealing off the two main arteries that carry blood to the brain. “Shut up, Mother!”
Mother? Where the hell did that come from?
She stops screaming. He can hear her gasping for air. Then she stops making any sound at all. Then she stops moving.
Murphy relaxes his chokehold. The bathroom is dead quiet. He slides out from beneath her and pushes himself up to his knees. She is on her back. He bends over her. The flow of blood from her nose has stopped. Her face is blue. He presses his fingers into the side of her neck. Her skin is slick with blood. She has no pulse.
A white-hot panic rips through Murphy’s chest, a panic more terrifying than anything he has ever known.
She’s dead.
She’s fucking dead.
I killed her.
His mind races back more than a decade, to his police-academy training. Like all cadets, he had to pass a CPR certification test, but he has never used it. He doesn’t know one cop who would go mouth to mouth with a shitbird on the street.
Now he needs it.
Murphy grabs the neck of Marcy Edwards’s nightgown with both hands and rips it apart, exposing her torso down to her belly button. He places the heel of his left hand two finger-widths up from the bottom of her sternum, on the bony center of her rib cage between her breasts, then lays his right hand on top of his left and interlaces his gloved fingers.
The he remembers the four quick breaths.
Shit!
He pulls his hands away and scoots toward her head. He lays his left hand on her forehead and curls the fingers of his right hand under her chin. Exerting pressure in opposite directions, he pushes the top of her head down and pulls her chin up.
Head tilt, chin lift, his CPR instructor called it.
Murphy pulls her jaw open and wipes away as much of the blood from her busted nose as he can. He pinches her nose shut, seals his lips against hers, and blows four sharp breaths into her lungs.
He straightens up and repositions his hands on her chest. With his elbows locked, he leans into her, pushing down on her sternum. Her rib cage compresses at least an inch. He lets up then pushes down again, lets up then pushes down, lets up then pushes down, counting out loud as he does so.
“One and two and three and four and five…,” trying to time the count to the equivalent of eighty beats per minute. Her ribs crack under the force of the chest compressions. Murphy remembers his instructor said that would happen. He keeps going until he reaches fifteen.
Then he tilts her head back and lifts her chin. He pinches her nose closed and blows into her open mouth. Her chest rises as his breath fills her lungs. When he finishes blowing, he turns his head so that his left ear hovers above her lips. For a second he listens for her to breathe on her own and watches her chest to see if it rises by itself.
It doesn’t.
Following the American Red Cross protocols he learned so long ago, Murphy blows a second breath into Marcy Edwards’s mouth and again listens and watches for her breathing to resume.
He checks her carotid artery for a pulse. Nothing.
Murphy repeats the chest compressions, counting them out loud as he goes. “One and two and three and four and five and six…”
When he reaches fifteen again, he switches positions and blows two more long breaths into her lungs. Then he checks for a pulse. Fifteen compressions, two breaths, check for a pulse. Compressions, breaths, pulse. Compressions, breaths, pulse. By the sixth cycle, Murphy collapses, exhausted.
There are no signs of life. No miracle revival. Just a dead woman. A dead innocent woman.
The killer focuses his camera on the young woman tied to the chair across the room. Just like Sandra Jackson, Kiesha’s ankles are bound with parachute cord to the chair’s front legs, her wrists are tied to its arms, and a length of cord is wrapped around her upper body and knotted at the back of the chair.
He has pulled a pillowcase down over her head and cinched it around her neck with duct tape. Her terrified doe eyes stare out from two holes cut into the fabric. Beneath the pillowcase, her mouth is gagged with a long strip of tape wound around her head.
The overhead light is off and the painted windows allow only a trickle of outside illumination to seep into the room. With the camera’s infrared function switched on, everything in the viewfinder is green. Through the holes in the pillowcase, Kiesha’s eyes shine like headlamps.
The killer presses the record button and sees the letters REC appear in the viewfinder. A red LED light glows above the lens. Even that slight change in the environment heightens the woman’s fear. He hears her sharp intake of breath through the pillowcase.
He pulls the black ski mask down over his head, then slips the million-volt stun gun from his back pocket. As he steps across the dark room, he presses the trigger. Sparks jump between the prongs, flashing through the room like a bolt of lightning. For an instant he can see her clearly, and he imagines the terror-filled look on the pretty young face beneath the pillowcase. Behind her duct-tape gag, she tries to scream.
“Time to have some fun,” he says, loud enough for the camera’s built-in microphone to pick up the words. Then he jams the stun gun against the woman’s neck and fires it. A giant convulsion racks her body.
Standing behind her, the killer stares at the camera as the woman sags against her bonds, her limbs still twitching from the shock. He knows that behind the mask his eyes, too, are shining. “You said that I am impotent, Mr. Mayor. You said that I can’t get aroused. That I am a homosexual, a sodomite. Now, I will show you who is impotent. When I get through here, you will realize that you are the impotent one, Mr. Mayor. You and your entire police department. You can’t catch me because I am beyond your reach. I am the Lamb of God.”
He shoves the stun gun back into his pocket. Tucked inside his waistband at the small of his back is his KA-BAR combat knife. As the young woman begins to recover from the latest electric blast, the killer slides the knife from its sheath. His eyes have adjusted so that he can see her outline in the dark.
With two quick motions, he cuts the spaghetti straps that hang across her shoulders. Then he peels down the front of her black dress, beneath which she wears a strapless black silk bra. The killer slides the tapered point of the knife between the cups. Then he twists the blade up and out and slices apart the small ribbon of silk that holds them together.
He can hear her gasping through the pillowcase.
To add to her terror, he stabs the knife into the wooden seat between her thighs and leaves it standing there. Her knees clinch together, but when her legs touch the blade, she jerks them apart, but not before the edge nicks the creamy brown skin of her left thigh.
The killer reaches beneath the chair and lifts a plastic bottle of baby oil into the camera’s view. He unscrews the cap and pours the clear liquid across the young woman’s exposed breasts. She twists and strains against her bonds so much that she almost tips the chair over.
With deliberate casualness, he sets the bottle on the floor, then traces his fingertips through the oil, drawing concentric circles on her breasts until he reaches her nipples. He feels no surge of excitement at touching her oiled skin. In fact, if he feels anything at all it is revulsion. But the camera doesn’t know that, nor does she.
In anticipation of what she no doubt thinks is going to be a gruesome rape, the young woman throws herself into a spasm of jerks and twists. They are so violent that he has to wrap his arms around her to keep her from throwing herself and the chair over. Yet he continues to stroke her nipples.
After she exhausts herself, he hooks his left thumb under the tape around her neck and snatches the KA-BAR free from the chair seat with his right hand. Then he slices through the tape and jerks the pillow case off her head.
Like an unblinking eye, the red light above the camera’s lens stares at him through the darkness.
Grinning behind his mask, the killer stares back at his electronic audience. “Guess who?”



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Sunday, August 5, 3:10 AM
Murphy sat on his sofa, Glock pistol in one hand, empty whiskey glass in the other. He rocked back and forth, unable to control the buzz saw of thoughts slicing through his brain. He shoved the pistol in his mouth and started to squeeze the trigger.
He had only vague recollections of coming home. The bloody surgical gloves he had worn were in the kitchen trash can, abandoned there when he grabbed a half-full bottle of Knob Creek from the pantry.
That bottle was now empty, sitting on the coffee table beside his empty holster.
Murphy lowered the gun. He had tried half a dozen times to go through with it, to pull the trigger and blow his brains out. Each time he got a little closer, putting just a little bit more pressure on the trigger. His Glock had an eight-pound trigger pull. He figured he was up to six, maybe seven pounds of pressure.
Next time it would go off.
He stared at his pistol, then at the empty whiskey bottle. There was a six-pack of Bud Light in the refrigerator. His throat was dry, like someone had poured cat litter down it. He climbed off the sofa and stumbled into the kitchen. He brought the whole six-pack back with him. He popped open one of the beers and downed half the can in a single gulp. The ice-cold liquid felt good running down his throat.
There was no way out of this. He had murdered a woman, broken into her house in the middle of the night and strangled her.
Dawn was less than three hours away. He had to muster the courage by then to do the right thing.
I need to be dead by the time the sun comes up.
He chugged the rest of the beer and then popped the top on another one.
What the hell had happened? he asked himself. Again and again he flashed back to that scene in the hallway. Marcy Edwards stepping out of the bathroom, the terrified look on her face, the scream.
It had been her screaming that had done it, that had forced his hand. If she had not screamed, he might have been able to talk to her. He could have started with the truth, that he was the detective in charge of the serial-killer task force. Then he could have lied, claiming he was following up on an anonymous tip. Someone had called in the serial killer’s address. He didn’t have enough for a search warrant, but he was desperate to stop more women from being murdered, even if it took an illegal search.
That story might have even flown with PIB.
But Marcy Edwards had screamed. And Murphy had strangled her.
What had happened next existed in his memory as nothing more than a blur of images. He remembered running through the house, looking for children or an infirm parent stuffed in a hospital bed. But the house was empty. He remembered stopping to examine the damage he had done to the back door, thinking how similar it looked to the pry marks on Sandra Jackson’s door. He remembered his plodding steps as he approached the bathroom again.
He remembered Marcy Edwards lying on her back, her nightgown torn open, exactly as he had left her. He remembered being surprised she hadn’t moved. This couldn’t be real. This had to be a dream. But it wasn’t a dream. She was dead.
He was afraid to touch her. But he had to. He rolled her onto her stomach and yanked her nightgown up high enough to expose her buttocks and lower back. He pulled his folding knife from his pocket and flicked it open. But he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t bring himself to carve into her flesh.
He remembered what he had done instead. Using the gloved index finger of his left hand, he had traced the letters L-O-G in blood on the cold tile floor. Desperation was what it had been. A panicked man’s attempt to distance himself from the horrible thing he had done.
Then he stumbled out the back door and staggered to his car. He was halfway home before he realized he was driving without headlights. He was lucky a cop hadn’t pulled him over.
It was only after he got inside his apartment that he noticed he was still wearing the bloody latex gloves. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he realized he should wipe down the inside of his car and his apartment doorknob with bleach and burn the gloves, but he didn’t care. He was going to be dead soon.
Sitting on his sofa, Murphy raised his gun again. He opened his mouth and clamped his teeth down on the muzzle. He wrapped his index finger around the trigger and squeezed, watching his middle knuckle draw farther away. It stopped at what he guessed was only a few ounces of pressure away from tripping the firing pin.
He took a deep breath and held the gun steady. One tiny pull, a millimeter perhaps, and it would be over. One tug on the trigger and he could silence the raging guilt feeding on his insides. His finger tightened.
He let the breath out slowly, forcing himself to relax. This time had been the closest so far. Next time he would do it.
Murphy polished off the second beer and opened a third.
For him, the serial-killer case was over. Gaudet, along with those two numskulls, Doggs and Calumet, would have to handle it. Murphy wondered about the afterlife. Was all that Catholic crap his mother and the priests and the nuns had rammed down his throat for all those years really true? If so, he would certainly be in hell before the sun came up.
Or maybe death was like an old friend had once said, just a bunch of nothing, absolute unconsciousness. He was hoping for that. That sounded painless-no guilt, no remorse, no regrets.
By the time Murphy finished his third beer, his eyelids were so heavy he couldn’t keep them open for more than a few seconds at a stretch. His pistol lay in his lap. It wasn’t going anywhere. Just a few more minutes of life. He would allow himself one more mortal pleasure before condemning himself to eternal damnation. He put his head down on the arm of the sofa. A five-minute nap. Then he would kill himself.
Surely, the devil could wait five minutes.
The killer hits the enter key on his laptop keyboard, the final step to uploading his new video to the Devil’s Den Web site. In the bottom right-hand corner of his screen, the digital clock reads 3:35 AM. Within two hours, the video will be viewable on the Web site, and within three or four hours, tens of thousands of e-mail addresses will receive a link to the video file stored on servers in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East.
He rubs his hands together in anticipation. Everything is coming together. Even the unexpected developments-the sodomite bar and Kiesha-have been godsends.
Police officers are two-dimensional thinkers, trained to look for simple patterns. Several of his recent cleansings fit a pattern. That was how Murphy stumbled upon his work. That was good. He wanted the publicity. But he didn’t want to make things too easy for them.
Nothing ruins a pattern like randomness. Patterns represent order. Randomness represents chaos. His sudden deviation from his plan has injected randomness into whatever patterns the oafish police thought they uncovered.
Only one thing disturbs him, a literal dark cloud on the horizon. The coming hurricane.
Driving back home from the house on Burgundy, he heard a radio announcer say that the storm was bearing down on the Florida Keys. Forecasters are predicting that Catherine, now a category-three hurricane, could plow into the Gulf of Mexico as early as this evening. The warm waters of the gulf, the forecasters say, could strengthen the already-powerful storm to a category four by late tonight. Computer projections of the storm’s path, what the weather people call the cone of uncertainty, are centered on New Orleans.
Unfortunately, the dire storm warnings have already pulled some of the media’s attention away from the beheading of Sandra Jackson. But even a deadly hurricane won’t be able to compete with the killer’s newest video.
He shuts down his computer and turns away from his small desk. Exhaustion has overtaken him. He kicks off his shoes, pants, and shirt and dives into bed. With the covers pulled over his head, he stares into the darkness and thinks about tomorrow… today, really. After a few hours’ sleep, he will get up and watch the Sunday talk shows. His work, the Lord’s work-one and the same-will be on every channel.
The killer closes his eyes and smiles.
A hard knock rattled Murphy’s door. He came awake slowly and painfully as the pounding on the door increased in tempo, miraculously matching the pounding inside his skull. When he pried his eyes open, the daylight stabbed his brain. Someone’s cat had taken a shit in his mouth.
He sat up and realized he was still dressed. His first try at standing was a failure. A wave of dizziness and nausea forced him back down onto the sofa. The knocking continued. He recognized it as police knocking. They must have found the body, he thought. Somehow they had already linked him to the murder.
He struggled to his feet again and managed to stay upright. “I’m coming.”
The knocking stopped. The cable box on the TV showed 8:05 AM.
Murphy lurched toward the door. When he got there he looked through the peephole. On the other side stood two uniformed policemen. Murphy glanced over his shoulder toward the kitchen. The trash can, filled to the top, was clearly visible. On top of the garbage lay the bloody surgical gloves. He glanced down. His pants were dark, but there were darker stains on his knees-bloodstains.
He peeped again through the hole. He saw one of the officers rap on the door. “Detective Murphy,” the cop called out.
There was no time and nowhere to run. Murphy’s apartment didn’t even have a back way out. He took a deep breath and pulled open the door.
There was just the two of them. One in his midforties, the other in his early twenties. Probably a field-training officer with a rookie partner. The older cop looked familiar, but Murphy couldn’t place him. He stared at Murphy with unfiltered disgust. The rookie just looked embarrassed.
Relief flooded through Murphy. If they were here to arrest him, there would be more of them.
“You Murphy?” the older cop asked.
Murphy tried to speak but the cat shit was clogging his throat. So he just nodded.
“The command desk sent us. Homicide has been trying to raise you on the radio and on your cell phone for a couple of hours.”
Murphy swallowed hard. The lump of cat shit went down. “The battery died.”
The cop shrugged. “None of my business. All I know is we were ordered to tell you to call in right away.” He lifted his portable radio from his belt holder. “You can use my radio if you want.”
Murphy waved it off. “That won’t be necessary.” He leaned on the doorjamb. His head was spinning. “Did they say why they want me?”
The cop shook his head. “Nobody tells me shit. And that’s the way I like it.”
“Okay, thanks for coming by.” Murphy tried to push the door closed, but the older cop jammed it with his foot.
“Piece of advice?” the cop said.
Murphy didn’t answer.
“I’ll give it to you anyway.” He took his foot out of the door. “Take a fucking shower before you go in. You smell like shit… shit and booze.”
“I will. Thanks again.” Murphy shut the door.
He sprinted into the kitchen and puked in the sink.
When he finished heaving, he stumbled into his bedroom, stripped off his pants and threw them into a corner. He found his suit coat hanging on the bedroom doorknob and tossed it into the corner too. Next, he dropped his shirt, tie, undershirt, and boxers on top of his suit. He found his shoes and slung them into the corner.
Murphy stared at the pile of clothes.
His suit pants had Marcy Edwards’s blood staining the knees. There was probably more of her blood on his shirt and tie and on his shoes. He had probably left bloody footprints inside her house that the crime lab could match to his shoes. Then there were the bloody gloves in his kitchen.
Murphy knew there was more than enough evidence in his apartment to put him in Angola for the rest of his life, maybe even land him on death row. He wouldn’t be the first New Orleans cop to get the death penalty.
He laid out a clean suit and shirt on the bed, then added a tie, a pair of boxers, a T-shirt, and a pair of socks. At the back of his closet he found an old pair of black wing tips. He wiped off the dust and set them next to his bed.
Standing at the bathroom sink, he downed three generic painkillers. Then he stared at himself in the mirror and realized he looked even worse then he felt. So he swallowed three more pills.
He stood under the showerhead for ten minutes with the water as hot as he could stand it, trying to scald himself clean. Then he picked up a washcloth and a bar of soap and scrubbed his skin raw. He washed his hair and shaved.
After getting dressed, Murphy slipped his gun onto his right hip and clipped his gold detective’s badge to the front of his pants. He was sure it would be the last time he would ever wear either.
They know what I’ve done and they’re giving me a chance to turn myself in.
Murphy stepped out of his apartment door and locked it behind him.
He had given up the idea of killing himself. Some cultures, particularly the Japanese warrior class and the ancient Romans, had considered suicide an honorable way to atone for dishonorable behavior. German soldiers during World War II, and even a lot of American cops, thought of it the same way.
Murphy disagreed.
Maybe it was due to his Catholic upbringing-brainwashing was how he liked to think of it-but he viewed suicide as a gutless way to die, the last refuge of a coward. Early this morning he had been close to taking the coward’s way out. Now he was going to face up to what he had done.
Outside, everything was quiet.
He half-expected a SWAT team to be waiting for him, but there was nothing but a beautiful Sunday morning. He lifted his face toward the sun and took a deep breath. The smell of night-blooming jasmine still hung in the air.
Murphy’s cell phone and radio were right where he had left them, on the passenger seat of his Taurus, both switched off. He left them that way. He didn’t want to talk to anyone.
Driving to the Homicide office, Murphy wondered why the rank was letting him self-surrender. Why had they not sent someone to arrest him at his apartment? Why send just two cops to tell him to call the office? Did they want him to kill himself? Did they want him to save them from the expense and embarrassment of a public trial? With a prolific serial murderer on the loose and a monstrous storm bearing down on the city, did they really need another killer cop on the front page of every newspaper in the country?
Murphy dropped his right hand from the steering wheel and slipped it under his suit coat. He brushed his fingertips across the top of his pistol. It would be so easy. Just pull over to the side of the road. Write a note about what had happened at Marcy Edwards’s house. Apologize to her family. Then unholster his Glock one last time. And POP!
No more troubles, no more need for explanations.
But he couldn’t do it.
Take your punishment like a man is what his father would have told him.
To suffer the torment of an ex-cop in prison and to eventually be executed by the state were the only things he could do to try to atone for his crime.
Murphy pulled into the police-academy parking lot at 9:10. Several TV-news satellite trucks were parked around the building. Had the media gotten the story already? Even though it was Sunday morning, he had trouble finding a place to park. He ended up double-parked behind another detective’s car.
As he climbed out of his Taurus, he glanced at his briefcase on the backseat. He decided to leave it. There was no need for a briefcase where he was going. He walked across the parking lot. The air outside the academy building didn’t smell like jasmine, but the breeze still smelled fresh. To Murphy it smelled like freedom.
He had been to Central Lockup hundreds of times. More than enough to know what it smelled like, to know that it stank of disinfectant, and sweat, and piss, and shit, and sometimes of blood. There was no scent of night-blooming jasmine there, and certainly not at Angola. No fresh breeze of freedom.
He pulled open the door to the Homicide office and stepped inside. The first person he saw was Captain Donovan.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Sunday, August 5, 9:15 AM
The killer swings his feet out of bed and sets them on the rough wooden floor of his apartment. He is glad he has the day off to rest and recharge, and to observe the media firestorm that his latest video is sure to ignite.
Around the edges of the heavy drape that covers the sliding glass door, the killer sees the glow of a bright morning. The foot of his bed is less than three feet from the door. He stands up and pushes back a piece of the curtain. Outside, the sun is shining through the thick summertime foliage of the trees lining the church parking lot across the street.
Today is going to be a good day.
He steps to his desk and powers up his laptop. As the monitor comes to life, the killer’s greeting flashes across the screen.
I ALWAYS HAD A FETISH FOR MURDER AND DEATH.
– DAVID BERKOWITZ, THE SON OF SAM
After a few seconds, the greeting from Berkowitz fades away, replaced by the killer’s home screen. With his finger on the touchpad, he slides the pointer to the icon for his Internet browser and taps his finger.
He opens his Yahoo e-mail account. The in-box contains a new e-mail with no return address. The subject line reads, FRESH MEAT “KILLER” VIDEO. He clicks the hyperlinked subject line and opens the e-mail. The message is short. The following link has been sent to you by a friend. The linked video is quite shocking and should not be viewed by anyone under 18. If you are not at least 18 years old you are legally required to delete this e-mail immediately without watching the shocking video. Failure to do so constitutes a violation of international law. If you ignore this warning and view the linked video clip, you must accept full responsibility for your actions and any resulting consequences. For your convenience at least three links appear below. If one is broken or running slowly, try another one. Enjoy, a friend
The message is the same for every e-mail sent out as part of the two-hundred-fifty-dollar extra service offered by the Devil’s Den. Aimed mainly at journalists and bloggers, the obvious, over-the-top wording of the message is designed to do the exact opposite of its stated intent.
The killer has seen how well it works. Within hours of the mass e-mails, his video of Sandra Jackson’s beheading was a worldwide Internet phenomenon. He is sure his second video will far surpass his first, once Kiesha’s full identity is revealed.
The killer feels his excitement building as he moves the pointer over the first of the three links that appear below the message text. As soon as he clicks the link a new browser window opens, revealing a nearly full-frame still image captured from last night’s video. The image shows the young woman bound to the chair, a pillowcase over her head. In the center of the image is a triangle pointing right and surrounded by a square, the symbol for play.
The killer directs the pointer over the symbol and clicks it.
A horizontal scroll bar appears at the bottom of the video as it starts to play. The killer holds down one of the function keys along the top of his computer keyboard until the volume is all the way up. He watches the two-minute video several times. The slightly blurred, green-tinted recording creates just the right atmosphere, certainly as good as he hoped, maybe even better. The climactic ending shoots a chill up his spine.
After closing the browser window, the killer checks the time stamp on the e-mail. It arrived in his in-box at 6:07 AM.
How long, he wonders, before the television news networks pick up the story? Perhaps they already have.
He grabs the remote control from his desk and aims it at the TV on his dresser. He presses the power button and sets the television to Channel 4.
A jolt of electricity jumps through him when he reads the caption at the bottom of the picture.
“Where the fuck have you been?” Captain Donovan shouted as Murphy walked through the door of the Homicide office. “All hell has broken loose and you’ve been AWOL for eighteen fucking hours.” Donovan stood next to the secretary’s desk, clutching a stack of reports.
Murphy didn’t say anything.
“Why the fuck haven’t you answered your phone or your radio? Why the fuck do I have to send two uniforms to find my lead fucking detective?”
That was a lot of fuck s, Murphy thought, but it did not sound as if they had found Marcy Edwards’s body. Not yet. But they would. And they would link her death to him pretty damn quickly.
“Captain, I-”
Donovan raised a hand to stop him. “I don’t want to hear it. I got more problems than just you.” He pointed down the hall to the academy’s main classroom. “I’ve got a room full of media pukes looking for blood and answers.”
Instinct told Murphy to keep his mouth shut.
“I want you off this case more than you know,” Donovan said. “You’re useless to me. I’ve been calling you and trying to get you on the radio since the first video came out.”
“What video?” Murphy asked.
“Quit interrupting me, because that video is nothing, not now.” Donovan looked at his watch. “Not since two hours ago when the second video came out.”
“Captain, I don’t-”
“Have you even seen the second video?”
Murphy shook his head, but before he could get a word out, the captain cut him off again.
“Then get in the squad room and watch it, get current on what’s been going on, because it’s your ass that’s going out front on this. We give you a radio and a cell phone for a reason. I needed you here last night… but forget that. We’ll deal with that later. Right now, everybody in this city is going bat shit, and the national media is about to descend on us like a swarm of starving fucking locusts.”
Murphy didn’t get a chance to ask the captain what he was talking about, because as soon as Donovan finished speaking he turned around and stormed off.
As Murphy bumped his way through the office in a daze, it took him a minute to realize that it was a lot noisier than normal. Nearly every detective in the division was at work. When he stepped into his squad room, he saw six detectives, including new task-force members Danny Calumet and Joey Dagalotto, pressed around one desk, staring at a computer screen.
“What’s going on?” Murphy said.
Joey Doggs looked up. “Where the hell have you been?”
Murphy wasn’t about to answer to a junior detective on loan from burglary, or robbery, or vice-wherever the hell Dagalotto and Calumet had come from. “What’s going on?” he said again.
“You haven’t heard about the second video?” Doggs said.
“I haven’t heard about the first video.”
“You’re shitting me?”
“No, I’m not shitting you. What’s on it?”
“Yo, partner.” Gaudet’s voice came from behind him. “Where the hell have you been?”
Murphy turned around. The first thing he noticed was that his partner’s face was tense. The perpetual smile was gone, replaced by a nervous frown. “What’s on the damn video?” Murphy asked.
Gaudet looked over Murphy’s shoulder into the squad room. “Make a hole over there and bring him up to speed.”
Murphy walked to the desk and elbowed his way into the huddle of detectives. On the computer screen was a freeze-frame infrared shot of a woman wearing a black dress, sitting in a chair in front of a dark wall. Some type of bag or hood was over her head. Her arms and legs appeared to be bound to the chair.
“Is she tied up?” Murphy asked.
A detective named Garcia, assigned to the first watch, clicked the play button in the center of the frame. On the screen the image began to move: The woman struggles against her bonds. A man walks into the shot from the right. A dark ski mask covers his head.
“What is this?” Murphy asked Doggs.
“It’s the second video.”
The man carries a small object in his hand. As he nears the woman in the chair, the object flashes and for an instant the screen goes white.
“Was that a strobe light?” Murphy asked.
“Stun gun,” Danny Calumet said.
“Ssshhh,” said Garcia. “The dude’s about to say something.”
“Time to have some fun,” the man says.
“Here he goes,” Calumet said.
Murphy heard the cringe in the young detective’s voice.
The man jabs the stun gun against the woman’s neck and triggers it. She bucks in her seat, then collapses. Her muscles twitch.
The man steps behind the chair and looks into the camera. “You said that I am impotent, Mr. Mayor. You said that I can’t get aroused. That I am a homosexual, a sodomite. Now, I will show you who is impotent. When I get through here, you will realize that you are the impotent one, Mr. Mayor. You and your entire police department. You can’t catch me because I am beyond your reach. I am the Lamb of God.”
“Jesus Christ,” Murphy said.
The man pulls a large knife from somewhere behind his back and slices the shoulder straps of the woman’s dress. When he looks back at the camera, the infrared light catches a flash of white teeth through the mouth hole in the ski mask.
“The motherfucker is grinning,” Doggs said.
The man peels down the front of the woman’s dress. He pushes the big knife between her breasts and cuts open the front of her bra. Then he leans over and stabs the knife into the chair between her legs.
“That’s a Marine KA-BAR,” Garcia said.
The man reaches beneath the chair and comes up holding a bottle. He unscrews the cap and pours a clear liquid all over the woman’s breasts. She struggles but can’t break free.
Murphy felt his stomach twist. “He’s not going to burn her, is he?”
After the man sets the bottle down, he spends half a minute fondling the woman’s breasts. She fights so hard she almost knocks the chair over.
Not one of the detectives, all of whom were certified perverts, made so much as an admiring sound at the sight of the half-naked woman.
The man pulls the knife free from the chair and cuts through a strip of tape around the woman’s neck. He grabs the top of her hood and with a dramatic flourish rips it off her head. “Guess who?” he says. The woman’s face is a tear-stained, snot-crusted mask of terror.
Murphy leaned closer to the screen. “I don’t get it. Who is she?”
“Wait,” Garcia said.
The masked man rests his chin on the woman’s left shoulder. Her eyes are wide with fear and bright white through the green fog of the infrared light. She is hyperventilating, her breath coming in ragged gasps.
“Tell them your name, honey?” the man taunts.
She tries to catch her breath but can’t.
As if by magic, the stun gun appears above her right shoulder. “Go ahead, my little princess, tell them your name.” He triggers the stun gun, causing a flash and a brief whiteout of the screen.
When the image returns, the woman faces the camera, but her eyes are looking hard left, at the masked face of her tormentor.
“Tell them your name,” he screams.
“My name is Kiesha.”
“Kiesha what?”
“Kiesha Guidry.”
“And who’s your daddy?” the masked man asks in a taunting, singsong voice.
“He’s… he’s the mayor of New Orleans.”
“Holy shit,” Murphy said.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Sunday, August 5, 10:00 AM
The killer rolls a plain sheet of white paper into his twenty-five-dollar pawnshop typewriter. His gloved hands pause over the keyboard for a moment as he gathers his thoughts. Then he begins to type. Dear times-pikayune Editor: This is the Lamb of God. you disobeyyed me and have reaped the consequences. do not repeat your error, or i shall repeat your punishment. As of this writing the mayor’s daughter is alive, though I WILL NOT say SHE IS well. I have decided to ‘keep’ her for a time. pleese assuure THE MAYOR that i can ‘get it up.’ detektive murphhy will not ketch me. TOO BAD FOR HIM. From the press reports, i rather like him. in some respects he is like me. BE ASSURRED my work-the lord’S work, the god of blood and fire-will continue until i/we have purged this city of its harlotts, sodomittes, scoundrells, and scallywaggs. i will save this city even if i have to burn it to the grounnd. Print this letter on the front page or i will… well, you can guess what i’ll do. your humble servant, log. p.s. want to know a sekret? I killed two SODOMITES in the fq more than a year ago. p.p.s. any luck on the cypher? ha, ha.
The killer pulls the letter from the typewriter and lays it on his desk. He folds it in thirds. From a box at his feet he removes a plain envelope and rolls it into the typewriter. His fingers pound out the Howard Avenue address of the Times-Picayune. Then he slips the letter into the envelope. Beneath the flap is a self-adhesive strip. He peels the covering from the strip and seals the envelope.
On a whim, the killer decides to deliver the letter in person. The post office is closed on Sundays. If he puts the letter in a mailbox today, it will not be delivered until Tuesday. That means the newspaper could not publish it until Wednesday.
Tomorrow, the story of his second video will be splashed across the front page. He wants his letter to run beside that story.
Today’s paper carries a banner headline about the killer’s first video. He has circled the newspaper’s descriptive adjectives in red: shocking… outrageous… brutal… vile… disgusting.
The Sunday edition also contains several follow-up articles about the fire that focus on what the editors consider the heroic tales of survival and the heart-wrenching stories of the sodomites who perished.
Sickening, the killer thinks.
He enjoyed the profile in yesterday’s paper of Detective Sean Murphy, his resolute pursuer. What must he be like? the killer wonders. What motivates him? What drives him?
The killer considers his letter. Did he give away too much by mentioning the sodomites in the French Quarter last year? No, he thinks. The news will only serve to further confuse the already-confounded investigators.
All except Detective Murphy, perhaps. He seems a tad sharper than the rest, though not much. They are all quite the lot of dullards, but Murphy may merit some extra attention. The forces that drive killers may not be unlike the forces that drive those who hunt them.
Shakespeare was right. Madness in great ones must not unwatched go.
The killer walks to his closet. He dons a wide-brimmed straw hat and a Hawaiian shirt, then checks himself in the mirror above his dresser.
The newspaper offices will be less crowded today. Surely, the administrative and clerical staffs and the advertising people must have Sundays off. He expects only a skeleton crew of reporters and editors.
“You’re going in there and talk to the press,” Captain Donovan said.
Murphy was slumped in a chair in front of Donovan’s desk. His head was spinning but not from the booze. It was spinning because of the unbelievable turn of events of the last hour. He had walked into the Homicide office expecting to be arrested for murder. Now he was being told he was going to brief the press about the kidnapping of the mayor’s daughter, something he had not even known about until a few minutes ago.
“Why me?” Murphy asked.
“This fucking asshole just kidnapped the mayor’s daughter,” Donovan shouted. “And now, thanks to you, the press knows that same asshole set the fire at the gay bar.”
Murphy sat up. Despite his spinning head, despite Marcy Edwards, despite everything, this accusation was making him mad. It couldn’t go unchallenged. “I didn’t tell Kirsten Sparks or anyone else about the killer’s connection to the fire. Call her and ask her yourself.”
“I can’t do that.”
“Why?”
“We have a rule here, Murphy. Cops don’t talk to the press without prior approval. Period.”
Murphy kept his mouth shut. There was nothing he could say that would convince Donovan he was telling the truth.
The captain leaned over his desk. “Get this straight. I want you out of my division, out of this bureau, and off the goddamn job, but I can’t do any of that right now because we have a psycho running loose in this city who just committed the biggest mass murder in history. Then he played Al-Qaeda and chopped off a woman’s head on fucking TV. Then he snatched the mayor’s daughter. All that in just two days. The public and the press want answers, and you’re the head of the task force we created to catch this sick fuck. And to top it all off, we’re about to have another fucking Katrina.”
Donovan jumped to his feet and jabbed a finger at his office door. “Now, I want you to walk out there, stand in front of those reporters, and deliver some kind of statement that doesn’t make us look like Barney fucking Fife is leading the Keystone fucking Cops.”
Murphy stood and walked out.
Behind him, Donovan shouted, “It’s going to be carried live, so don’t fuck it up.”
The makeshift press-briefing room was set up in the police academy’s main classroom. On the way there, Murphy stopped in the squad room. He found Gaudet at his desk.
“Captain chew your ass?” Gaudet asked.
Murphy nodded.
“Where the hell were you?”
“I spent yesterday afternoon at the clerk’s office trying to find links between the victims,” Murphy said. “Then I went to the Records Division. Then I went home. I needed a break, so I turned off my radio and my phone. You disappear all the time and nobody says shit. Why is it such a big fucking deal when I do it?”
Gaudet threw up his hands. “I was just asking.”
Murphy glanced in the direction of the waiting reporters. “What do we know about the mayor’s daughter?”
Gaudet shrugged. “Two guys from the day watch are at her apartment right now. They said the door was locked and there was no sign of forced entry. She was at some kind of awards banquet last night. Friends said they dropped her off at her apartment a little after midnight. There’s no indication she ever made it inside.”
“Are we sure it’s her in the video?”
“The mayor confirmed it.”
“What’s he saying?”
“The chief talked to him. Word came down through Donovan that the mayor spoke to his daughter yesterday morning and congratulated her on the upcoming awards ceremony. That was the last time he talked to her.”
Murphy walked toward the squad-room door.
Behind him, Gaudet said, “Good luck, partner.”
“Thanks,” Murphy mumbled over his shoulder.
“Whatever you do, don’t mention the other murder.”
The other murder?
Murphy spun around. “What murder?”
“Donovan didn’t tell you?”
Murphy shook his head. He felt the blood drain from his face.
“Jesus, you have been out of the loop.”
“What murder?” Murphy said again.
“Last night, before he kidnapped the mayor’s daughter-I guess it had to be before-he strangled a woman on Wingate.”
The floor dropped from beneath Murphy’s feet. It took him several seconds just to find his voice. “Who’s working it?”
“Nobody yet,” Gaudet said. “Donovan has been trying to get a team over there, but with the mayor’s daughter… so far it’s just been the district day watch over there. I guess after your press conference, it’s gonna be you and me.”
“Who found her?”
“Neighbor went over a couple hours ago to borrow something-sugar, eggs, some shit like that-and found the back door pried open. She goes in and sees the woman dead in the bathroom.”
Murphy turned around and stumbled toward the briefing room.
The press conference was scheduled to begin at 10:30. At 10:29, Murphy stood outside the classroom. The buzz of dozens of anxious voices seeped through the metal door. He felt nauseous. After a couple of deep breaths, he pulled open the door and stepped inside.
The glare from the television cameras nearly blinded him. There were at least fifty reporters packed inside the room-TV talking heads, print journalists, photographers, camera operators-all now looking at him. A few of the faces he recognized as local press. The rest had to be from out-of-town newspapers and TV stations, and the networks.
He felt like a lamb at a slaughterhouse.
Reporters started firing questions as soon as Murphy reached the lectern. He ignored them. As he waited for the crowd to quiet down, he stared at the dozen microphones that had been taped to the top and sides of the lectern.
The buzz stopped. Murphy cleared his throat. He felt beads of sweat on his forehead. “My name is Detective Sean Murphy. I’m the head of the serial-killer task force. The events of the last few hours have been pretty shocking. We are still…”
He looked out at the throng of reporters and wiped a hand across his face. “Look, as many of you already know, I’m not a press guy. I’m a detective, so I’ll just be straight. Based on the video we’ve all seen this morning, it appears the mayor’s daughter has been kidnapped, most likely by a person we believe is a serial killer. We’re analyzing the video right now for clues, and we’re trying to determine where Kiesha Guidry was last seen and by whom. As of right now we’re not-”
“Is she alive?” a reporter shouted.
“We have no evidence to suggest Kiesha Guidry has been killed.” Murphy was sure the serial killer was watching the press conference, so he wanted to use Kiesha’s name as often as he could to pound the idea into the killer’s head that she was a living, breathing human being, whom others cared a great deal about. He didn’t think his pop-psychology bullshit would have any effect, but it was all he could think of.
“Have you heard from the killer?” a WWL-TV reporter said.
“No,” Murphy said.
The floodgates opened and nearly every reporter started shouting questions. Murphy realized he had lost control of the press conference.
He raised his hands to try to restore order. “Listen, there are a lot of things I can’t discuss, but what I can tell you is-”
“Has the FBI offered any help?” a woman’s voice asked from behind the row of the TV lights.
Murphy raised a hand to block the glare, but he still couldn’t see Kirsten. “Yes, they have offered assistance,” he said.
The room got quiet.
“Is the department going to accept?” Kirsten said.
“We will certainly… entertain any offers of assistance.” Murphy knew it was a lame answer. Kirsten’s presence had thrown him off. Plus, he just didn’t like the FBI. The bureau had come after him twice for bogus brutality complaints filed by the mothers of dope dealers he had arrested. Both times he had been cleared, but the complaints stayed on his record.
Another reporter said, “Are you saying you don’t have the resources you need to investigate the serial-killer case?”
Murphy had to get his focus back. “We have plenty of resources, but we can always use more.”
“Are you willing to negotiate with the serial killer for the return of Kiesha Guidry?” asked a blonde-haired female reporter who had network written all over her.
Murphy took a deep breath. “We don’t negotiate with killers. We catch-”
“But isn’t a plea bargain a negotiation?” another reporter shouted.
“We’re the police,” Murphy said. “We arrest criminals. What you’re talking about-plea bargaining-is a function of the DA’s office.”
“What about the Times-Picayune story linking the serial killer to the Red Door fire?” someone asked.
Murphy shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “What about it?”
“Was the story accurate?” the same reporter asked.
Murphy glanced toward the door. Donovan was standing there. “I don’t know where that came from,” Murphy said. “You’ll have to ask the Times-Picayune where it got its information.”
“Are you saying the fire was not the work of the serial killer?” the reporter pressed.
“That’s a separate investigation and I’m not going to talk about it.”
“The Picayune reported that the letters L-O-G, as in Lamb of God, were found at the fire scene,” a reporter shouted. “Is that true?”
Murphy felt his blood starting to boil. “Look,” he snapped, “I’m not responsible for what’s in the Times-Picayune. And I’m not going to answer questions about the Red Door fire. That is a separate investigation. I’m here to answer questions about the kidnapping of Kiesha Guidry.”
“Do you have any independent confirmation,” a TV reporter asked, “other than the video, that the mayor’s daughter has been kidnapped?”
Murphy was glad for a question he could answer. “The mayor has confirmed that the woman in the video is his daughter and that she is missing.”
“Is there any chance the video is a hoax?” said a young male reporter sitting to Murphy’s left.
The question drew a general sigh of derision from the rest of the room, but Murphy fielded it anyway. “We’re pretty sure it’s authentic.”
For nearly thirty minutes the reporters peppered Murphy with questions. Some were insightful, some were stupid, but they kept his mind off Marcy Edwards.
He heard a cell phone ring. A few seconds later he saw Kirsten slip out the door, her phone pressed to her ear.
Murphy announced he would answer one more question. He picked a female television reporter sitting in the front row. “Has the FBI come up with a profile of the serial killer?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Murphy said. “I don’t have much faith in profiles.”
“Why is that?” the reporter asked.
“I’ve never heard of a detective catching a killer based on a profile.” Murphy glanced at his watch then held up his hands. “That’s all the questions I have time for.”
The sound of discontent echoed through the classroom.
Murphy turned away from the lectern.
“When are you going to hold another briefing?” someone shouted.
“I’ll let you know,” Murphy said over his shoulder on his way out the door.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Sunday, August 5, 11:50 AM
As soon as Kirsten Sparks got back to the Times-Picayune ’s offices on Howard Avenue, she walked straight to Gene Michaels’s cubicle. The city editor was hunched over, staring at a sheet of paper on his desk, his reading glasses resting on the end of his nose.
“How did it come in?” Kirsten asked.
Michaels swiveled in his chair and looked up at her over the top of his glasses. “Through the mail slot.”
“When?”
“The sports editor found it in the drop box an hour ago.”
“Any postage?”
Michaels shook his head.
“That means the killer hand-delivered it,” Kirsten said.
“Or somebody did it for him.”
“We have a camera at the door.”
“Milton is downstairs with security right now going over the video.”
Kirsten pointed to the letter Michaels had told her about when he called her away from Murphy’s press briefing. “What’s it say?”
He handed it to her. “That’s a copy.”
She read the latest letter from the Lamb of God Killer.
When she finished, she looked at Michaels. “It’s obvious it’s not a crank. The writer uses the same k ’s for hard c ’s and the same double-consonant pattern as the first letter.”
“I agree.”
“What about the two murders in the French Quarter he mentions?”
“Go down to the library and pull every French Quarter homicide story for the last two years,” Michaels said. “Concentrate on unsolved cases-”
“I can do that from my desk.”
Michaels shook his head. “The archive server is down. The IT department said they would fix it tomorrow, but with this storm… who knows? Pam can access the backup system.”
Kirsten shrugged. She didn’t like the cramped world of the basement library, but she put the thought out of her head. She had to focus on the story, the biggest of her career. “This letter is news, Gene. If we’re still calling ourselves a newspaper, we need to run it.”
“Redfield is meeting with Darlene and the legal department right now.”
“What about NOPD?”
“That’s one of the things they’re discussing.”
“We haven’t notified them yet?” Kirsten said.
The city editor shook his head.
“They’re going to want to test the letter and the envelope for DNA, fingerprints, fibers, whatever is possible to get from paper,” Kirsten said.
“You know what I know, and that’s that the big chiefs are talking about it. I’m just a little chief.”
“Can you imagine how the mayor is going to feel when he reads this?” Kirsten said.
Michaels nodded. “I know.”
Everyone in the city, and since Katrina, nearly everyone in the country, knew about the mayor’s habit of making asinine off-the-cuff remarks. Several times his comments had gotten him into trouble. But this time, it looked like Mayor Ray Guidry’s mocking comments were going to get his daughter killed.
Kirsten scanned the letter again. “It seems like he’s laughing about the cipher, like he either knows we can’t crack it or…”
“Or it doesn’t mean anything,” Michaels said.
“What do you think?”
Michaels shrugged. “Phil Grady on the people desk was a communications specialist in the navy. He knows something about codes. He took a look at it, but I don’t think he got anywhere.”
“The cops sent it to the FBI,” Kirsten said, “but it takes months to get anything back from them. And that’s only if it’s a real code.”
Michaels’s phone rang. He picked it up and listened for about thirty seconds. Then he said, “Okay,” and hung up.
He turned to Kirsten. “That was Redfield. We’re going to run the letter tomorrow.”
Ten minutes later, Kirsten walked into the Times-Picayune library. The cramped two-room office lay buried in the basement, where broken office furniture and broken down journalists came to die.
For more than a century, reporters had called the place where newspapers kept indexed records of old stories the morgue, but time and the inexorable creep of political correctness had forced the industry to change the name to library. Kirsten wasn’t sure why the PC police had demanded the change. She guessed it was the same reason why the familiar yellow road signs that warned of a dead end had been replaced by signs that read NO OUTLET. Maybe the dead were easily offended.
She preferred the name morgue. It fit the funeral-parlor atmosphere of the place.
Pam Elder, the Times-Picayune librarian, sat at her desk in the middle of the windowless room. She was in her midfifties, heavy, with pasty white skin. She looked like she was about to have lunch, two Twinkies and a can of Diet Coke. “What brings you down here?” she said.
“The archive server is down, and I need to search for some old stories.”
“I can pull them from the backup system,” Elder said before she bit off half a Twinkie.
Rumor was that Elder had once been a reporter, but for nearly two decades she had been in the basement, hidden away like some crazy old aunt. In her dank office, stacks of old newspapers occupied nearly every flat surface, and file cabinets stood against every foot of wall space. Piled on top of the cabinets were reference volumes of almost every kind, as well as telephone books, maps, and old city directories. A film of dust overlaid everything.
The adjoining office was a storeroom, crammed with horizontal files of newspaper clippings and drawers filled with reels of microfilm. Not much of it was used anymore. The newspaper had been archiving stories electronically for twenty years, and online references had superseded those printed on paper.
“What are you looking for?” Elder said.
“Two murders in the French Quarter that happened at least a year ago, maybe as far back as two years. Both unsolved, both probably involving gay men.”
Elder polished off the first Twinkie and wiped her hands on a paper napkin. “I thought you were on the serial-killer story.”
“I am,” Kirsten said, a little surprised Elder kept up with the outside world. “I think the killer may have murdered two gay men before he started killing prostitutes.”
The librarian bit into her second Twinkie and washed it down with Diet Coke she slurped through a red and white straw. Then she slid the can and the rest of the Twinkie aside and pulled her keyboard closer. “Let’s see what we’ve got on file.”
Kirsten walked around the librarian’s desk to get a view of her computer screen.
“What search parameters do you want to use?” Elder asked.
“Set the date range from two years ago to one year ago,” Kirsten said. “Search for the words killing, homicide, and French Quarter. Let’s see what that comes up with.”
The librarian typed in the data and hit the enter key.
A few seconds later, the search returned more than one hundred stories. The list of headlines was sorted by date, the most recent stories first.
Elder rolled her chair back a little and took another pull from her Diet Coke as Kirsten leaned closer to the screen to scan the headlines.
“That’s a lot of stories to read,” Elder said.
“Add the word gay to the search.”
That cut the list to twenty stories.
A headline near the bottom of the screen caught Kirsten’s eye:
MURDERED PRIEST SAID TO HAVE BEEN GAY.
Kirsten tapped a fingernail against the screen. “Pull that one up.”
When Elder clicked the hyperlinked headline, the story opened in a separate window. The article was a follow-up about a Catholic priest found murdered in a hotel room in the French Quarter. The story was dated eighteen months ago. Homicide detectives found hundreds of gay pornographic videos in the rectory of Saint Patrick Catholic Church Tuesday as they searched the private living quarters of the Rev. Ramon Gonzalez. The nude body of Gonzalez, a Cuban immigrant, was found last week in a French Quarter hotel room. Coroner’s officials said the popular priest had been stabbed at least 40 times…
Kirsten remembered the story well. She had not written anything on it-she had been covering a high-profile criminal trial at the time-but she recalled how it had rocked the city to its foundation. New Orleanians were well-known for their frivolity and their attitude of laissez les bon temps rouler, let the good times roll. But they were serious about three things: Mardi Gras, Saints football, and the Catholic Church.
She also recalled being glad not to be covering the story when she found out the newspaper and the police department had entered into an uneasy alliance to protect the Church’s reputation.
In the first few stories the Times-Picayune ran on the murder, there had been no mention that Father Gonzalez had been found nude or that sex toys and used condoms had been scattered around the room, along with several all-male skin magazines. The newspaper only mentioned the gay-sex angle after the hotel maid who discovered the body started talking to the TV news.
But the killer had been caught.
“Can you print that story and then run the priest’s name in quotes?” Kirsten asked.
The librarian sent the story to the laser printer that sat on a two-drawer file cabinet next to her desk. Then she reconfigured the search parameters.
Eight stories showed up on the screen. The oldest was from a few months before the murder. Judging by the headline, it looked like a puff piece: LOCAL PRIEST’S TRIP RECALLS YOUTH UNDER COMMUNIST RULE.
“Pull that one up,” Kirsten said.
The story was about Father Ramon Gonzalez’s trip back to his native Cuba as part of a delegation of American priests sent to the island nation during the pope’s visit two years ago. Ramon had come to the United States at the age of eight, strapped to a raft with his father. His father’s plan had been to earn enough money to smuggle his wife and daughter out. Instead, he drank himself to death a few years later.
The trip back to Cuba as part of the papal visit had been Father Ramon’s first since he floated away on a leaky raft nearly thirty years before. His mother was dead, but he reunited with his sister. The story was a touching one, and the Times-Picayune had sent a reporter to cover the trip.
A few months later, a hotel chambermaid found Father Ramon murdered, his naked body tied to a bed, surrounded by gay porn and dildos.
Kirsten took over Elder’s mouse. She went back to the search-results page and clicked the top story, the most recent one. The headline read, ACCUSED PRIEST KILLER HANGS SELF.
Just as she thought, the police had arrested the suspected killer, a nineteen-year-old homeless man who had been found carrying the priest’s wallet. After charging the suspect with first-degree murder, the DA announced he was going to seek the death penalty.
Before the case went to trial, though, the judge, a devout Catholic, granted the defendant a lunacy hearing. To no one’s surprise, after a two-day hearing the judge ruled that the accused killer was not mentally fit to stand trial and shipped him off to the state funny farm in Jackson, a hundred miles from New Orleans.
Two weeks later the kid hanged himself in the shower.
It fit, Kirsten thought. The wanton brutality of the murder of a gay priest could easily have been the work of the killer who called himself the Lamb of God and who had set fire to a gay nightclub.
There was no telling how the priest’s wallet had fallen into the hands of a homeless, probably half-crazy teenager.
One down, one to go.
Kirsten clicked the print icon, then backed away from the desk. She could tell Elder was feeling crowded. “Can you run the second search again, the one with the word gay in it?”
Elder typed the key words into the search box and jabbed the enter key.
The same results page came up that listed the first story Kirsten had seen about the dead priest. She leaned forward and laid a hand on the mouse again. As she scrolled through the headlines, nothing jumped out at her. “Do you mind if I go to the next page?” Kirsten asked.
The librarian shrugged as she rolled her chair out of the way and took a pull on her Diet Coke.
Kirsten clicked the right arrow at the bottom of the screen. Another page of headlines came up. A third of the way down the screen, she saw the headline POLICE SAY “STREET HUSTLER” KILLED IN QUARTER.
Kirsten clicked the link.
The story was about a gay French Quarter prostitute who had been stabbed to death in Pirate’s Alley, the narrow pedestrian thoroughfare that runs along the west side of Saint Louis Cathedral. The story was dated six weeks before Father Ramon Gonzalez’s murder.
Still leaning over the librarian’s desk, Kirsten printed the story and then typed the victim’s name into the search box. There was only one follow-up story, a short piece dated a week after the priest’s murder, speculating on whether the two cases might be connected. As far as Kirsten could tell from the archives, no arrest had ever been made.
She printed that story too.
Kirsten spent another fifteen minutes browsing headlines, but she didn’t see any references to other killings that seemed to fit what the serial killer had described in his letter.
She stood up and pulled the stories off the printer.
“Did you find what you were looking for?” Elder asked as she rolled her chair back under her desk.
“I hope so.”
As Kirsten walked out, Elder was devouring the last of her Twinkie.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Sunday, August 5, 1:25 PM
Marcy Edwards was right where Murphy had left her twelve hours before, lying facedown on her bathroom floor.
“What do you think?” Gaudet said.
Squeezed into the doorway next to Gaudet, Murphy didn’t answer. All he could do was stare in horror at what he had done, at the lifeless flesh, the torn nightgown, the letters drawn in blood.
Murphy had to breathe through his mouth so he wouldn’t smell the sickly sweet odor of decomposition that filled the small bathroom.
“I don’t think it was him,” Gaudet said.
Murphy’s gut tightened. “Why not?”
“Because he wrote the letters on the floor instead of cutting them into her skin. It’s not sick enough.”
“He wrote them in her blood.” Just saying it made Murphy feel sick.
“Still…”
“He’s only carved his signature into two victims.”
“The last two,” Gaudet said. “You told me yourself, these guys always ratchet up the violence. This dude cuts people’s heads off. He’s not scared of carving this woman up like a Christmas turkey. So why write on the floor?”
Murphy knew he had to sell this scene as the work of the Lamb of God Killer to give himself any chance of staying out of prison. “Maybe he didn’t have a knife.”
“The kitchen is full of knives,” Gaudet said. He took a step forward and leaned closer to the body. “He kidnapped Sandra Jackson and the mayor’s daughter. Why strangle this one at home?”
“He strangled Carol Sue Spencer at home,” Murphy said.
“Then he used a knife on her, a kitchen knife. So why didn’t he do something like that here?”
“He got scared away,” Murphy suggested. “The phone rang, a car slowed down outside, a neighbor’s door opened.”
“He still had time to write in her blood.”
Images flashed through Murphy’s mind: Rolling Marcy Edwards onto her stomach. Lifting her nightgown to expose her soft white skin. Clutching his knife. Almost cutting her. Then dipping his finger in her blood and writing on the cold floor.
“It didn’t take long to write that,” Murphy said.
Gaudet looked sideways at him. “How the hell do you know how long it takes to write something in blood next to a dead woman?”
“It’s three letters,” Murphy mumbled. He was eager to change the subject, to get back to selling this scene as the work of the Lamb of God. “The cause of death looks like strangulation. That fits with the others.”
Gaudet squatted beside the body. He pointed a gloved hand at bruises on the sides of Marcy Edwards’s neck. “The bruising doesn’t form a circle. Looks like manual strangulation, not that… cinch strap.”
“Cable tie,” Murphy said. The smell of the blood was making him sick.
Gaudet stood up. “The MO doesn’t fit. Whoever did this got off on squeezing the life out of her with his hands.”
Murphy inhaled a deep breath through his mouth. The air tasted like copper on the back of his tongue. His stomach was doing flip-flops. “I’ve got to get some fresh air.” He bolted toward the kitchen.
The back door was blocked by a crime-scene tech, hunched over the lock, snapping pictures of the pry marks. Murphy spun around and rushed out the front door. When he reached the end of the porch, he bent over and threw up on the flower garden.
After he finished, Murphy wiped the back of one hand across his mouth, then instinctively fished in his jacket pockets for his cigarettes. A smoke would at least mask the taste in his mouth. When his hands came up empty he remembered he had left the nearly empty pack in his car. He glanced around, trying not to make eye contact with the neighbors staring at him from beyond the yellow crime-scene tape.
Half a block to Murphy’s right, squatting on his haunches near the middle of the street, was another crime-scene technician.
Near where I was parked last night.
The tech looked away when Murphy caught his eye, probably embarrassed to see a veteran homicide detective puke at a murder scene.
Unable to see what the man was doing, Murphy stepped off the porch and walked across the yard. The presence of the crime-scene tech so close to where he had parked last night was unsettling.
Relax, he told himself.
As he got closer, Murphy saw that the tech was using a pair of tweezers to pick at a pile of cigarette butts, then dropping them one by one into a brown evidence envelope.
Murphy’s heart started fluttering.
Those are my cigarette butts.
He flashed back to last night, to the hours he had spent sitting in his car watching Marcy Edwards’s house, smoking cigarette after cigarette. Half smoking them really, then tossing them out the window. Into a nice neat little pile.
“You must really be jonesing for a smoke,” Murphy told the crime-scene tech, “if you’ve got to pick butts up off the ground.”
The tech looked up. He was a young black guy, thin like a cross-country runner, wearing a dark blue crime-scene jumpsuit. “I was walking the outer perimeter,” the tech said, “and I ran across this pile of butts. Could be the killer sat here watching the house while he worked up his nerve.”
“That’s good work.”
Those cigarette butts have my DNA on them.
Murphy glanced over his shoulder at the house, then back at the tech. “They’re kind of far from the scene. You sure you want to waste your time processing those?”
The tech dropped the last cigarette into the envelope. He stood up. “I don’t mind. If it turns out to be nothing, it still gives us another profile. If the guy didn’t do this, maybe he did something else, or maybe he’ll do something in the future and we’ll already have his profile in the database.”
The database.
The state DNA database was really two systems: the offender database and the forensic database. DNA samples taken from state prisoners went into the offender database. DNA evidence recovered from crime scenes went into the forensic database, the entire contents of which were regularly run against the DNA profiles in the offender database. That technology routinely produced cold-case hits on crimes that were years, even decades, old.
Murphy realized that after today his unidentified DNA profile would be in the forensic database, just waiting for a chance match with the profile of Sean Patrick Murphy. He knew he wasn’t in the offender database, but just the thought of his profile-a profile linking him to a murder-residing forever in a state computer system made him break out in a cold sweat. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and mopped his forehead.
“You all right?” the crime-scene tech asked.
Murphy shook his head to clear it. “Yeah, I’m fine. Actually, I just came over to bum a cigarette.”
“I don’t smoke,” the tech said.
“Good for you,” Murphy said as he turned around and walked away.
Trudging back toward the house, he imagined a few nightmare scenarios that could lead to his DNA being matched to the DNA in those cigarette butts.
Although most of the profiles in the offender database came from convicted felons, some of them came from people who were only suspects or mere persons of interest. Some of that DNA was obtained by court order, the rest by consent. And all of it got dumped into what the state had dubbed the offender database.
Sometimes policemen landed in it.
A hundred and fifty miles west of New Orleans, a serial killer had murdered eight women in and around the small town of Jennings. Local suspicions that the killer was a law-enforcement officer were so strong that the sheriff ordered every deputy and policeman in the parish to submit a DNA sample so he could quash the rumors hanging over the case.
An even more likely scenario was that some bumbling detective or crime-scene tech would spit on the floor or cut his finger and compromise the integrity of the Marcy Edwards crime scene. Then the rank would order everyone who had worked the scene to submit a DNA sample for elimination.
And it wasn’t just this scene he had to worry about, Murphy realized. It could be any crime scene he worked from now until the end of his career.
Son of a bitch.
Kirsten sat at her desk and stared at the TV mounted on the wall above the newsroom. The five o’clock news was on.
Channel 6 meteorologist Maggie Gallegos was standing in front of a map of the Gulf of Mexico. The sound was off, but Kirsten could tell by the look on the face of the tall, aging redhead that she was nervous. Gallegos was famous for her on-air meltdown the year before Katrina, when, as Hurricane Ivan bore down on New Orleans, she shouted into the camera, “It’s too late to get out. We’re all doomed!” The storm turned at the last minute and wrecked Alabama.
The television map showed the eye of Hurricane Catherine, a cat-four monster, already well into the gulf and driving hard toward New Orleans.
“I thought the storm was still near Miami,” Kirsten said to the reporter in the next cubicle.
“Huh?” came the man’s reply.
Kirsten could only see the top of his head. “The hurricane,” she said. “I thought it was heading to Miami.”
“It barely touched Miami,” the reporter said. “Since then it’s picked up a lot of speed. The computer models are projecting a path straight for us.”
The phone on Kirsten’s desk rang. She picked it up. “Sparks.”
“What did you find in the morgue?” Gene Michaels said.
“Bodies.”
The city editor laughed. “I guess I asked for that.”
“Father Ramon Gonzalez,” Kirsten said.
“The priest who got killed in the French Quarter?”
“Whoever wrote the letter either killed him or is trying to take credit for it.”
“But the police caught the guy who did that,” Michaels said. “It was some gutter punk.”
“The case never went to trial. The kid hanged himself.”
“Anything else?”
“A gay street hustler got stabbed to death next to Saint Louis Cathedral six weeks before Father Gonzalez.”
“Jesus.”
“I doubt it,” Kirsten said. “He’s got an alibi.”
Gene Michaels let out another short laugh. “Seriously though, you think this guy has something against the Catholic Church?”
“I don’t know,” Kirsten said.
“We can’t say he’s claiming to have killed either one, since the letter is so vague.”
“But we can say that while we were researching the letter we found two cases that seem to match the murders the killer described.”
“Okay, write up a sidebar to go with the letter story,” Michaels said. “Space is tight, so no more than ten inches.”
“What about reaction from the bishop, former parishioners, maybe the homeless kid’s family?”
“We’ll work on that for Tuesday. The budget for tomorrow’s front page is absolutely full. We’ve got the story about the letter, your piece on the kidnapping, your French Quarter sidebar, and, of course, the storm.”
“Who’s writing the letter story?”
“Milton.”
Kirsten was surprised. It was unusual for the managing editor to write anything other than an editorial. She was also disappointed. A story about the newspaper receiving a letter from the serial murderer who kidnapped the mayor’s daughter was going to be the top story. “As lead reporter on the serial killer, I should be writing that story, Gene.”
“Remember what I told you about the big chiefs and the little chiefs?” Michaels said. “Well, he’s a big chief. By the way, I need your stories by eight o’clock.”
Kirsten glanced at the clock on her computer screen. It was 5:10. Deadline wasn’t until 9:00. “Why so early?”
“They extended the production deadline and authorized overtime for everyone in the printing plant, but they cut the copy deadline.”
“Why?”
“Tomorrow’s cover package is huge and the design people need extra time putting it together.”
She realized she would not have had time to write the story about the killer’s letter anyway. Still, it bothered her that she wasn’t being allowed to write it. Focus, she told herself. Focus. She had a short deadline. “What did you get from the security camera?”
“Nothing but a man in a big floppy hat dropping off an envelope.”
“Can you see his face at all?”
“He kept his hat in the way.”
“Can you tell his race?” Kirsten asked. “His age? What about his clothes?”
“Slow down,” Michaels said. “I’ll e-mail you the clip, but keep it to yourself. The legal department is all over this story, and they don’t want to see the video on YouTube.”
“Is Milton going to mention the video in his story?”
“Definitely not,” Michaels said. “All he’s going to say is that the letter was dropped off at our office this morning, but we don’t know by whom.”
The new-mail indicator at the bottom of Kirsten’s screen appeared. “Your e-mail just came in,” she said.
“Eight o’clock,” Michaels said.
“Yes, boss,” Kirsten said, then hung up.
She opened her e-mail program and clicked on the video file.
The black-and-white image showed an exterior view of the front door of the building. A time stamp at the bottom of the screen read
10:35 AM.
A man wearing a Hawaiian shirt and a straw hat appeared on the screen. The brim was pulled low to conceal his face. His right hand held an envelope. Beside the double glass door was a mail slot. It was a holdover from the days before faxes and e-mail, when people used to drop off letters to the editor and anonymous tips at all hours of the night.
The man slipped the envelope into the slot as if he were returning a DVD to Blockbuster; then he turned around and walked away. He kept his head angled so the brim of his hat was between the security camera and his face.
He was on screen for less than five seconds.
Kirsten replayed the video at a slower speed. She followed the movement of the letter, from when it first appeared on screen to when it disappeared down the mail slot. She noticed the white skin of the man’s forearms and the gloves on his hands.
She closed the video player. She had less than three hours to finish two stories. Her hands reached for her keyboard.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Sunday, August 5, 5:51 PM
The killer sits cross-legged on his bed watching television, flipping back and forth between the cable news networks and the local stations. His second video is on every channel. He is the topic du jour. In the heavily edited version of the video played on television, the young woman’s terrified face is clearly visible.
The press coverage is even better than he had hoped. Tomorrow the newspaper will certainly carry his letter.
Twice during the last few hours, the local TV stations have replayed this morning’s police press conference. The killer watched it both times with fascination. He is growing fond of Detective Murphy. The investigator appears to be a driven man, one who does not easily suffer the fools in the press. Unlike the mayor, though, Murphy is not insulting in his comments, just determined. The killer knows Murphy’s determination will ultimately be for naught, for God himself has so ordained it, yet he admires the detective’s doggedness.
Perhaps I have underestimated him. Perhaps he is my Javert.
As the killer watches a pair of talking heads on WDSU, the local NBC affiliate, debate what to do about the mayor’s missing daughter, a breaking-news banner flashes at the bottom of the screen, followed by a news scroll that reads POLICE AT SCENE OF NEW SERIAL-KILLER ATTACK. ..
What?
The killer stares at the screen as the same message crawls across again. This time it is followed by the additional teaser, DETAILS AT THE TOP OF THE HOUR.
The killer glances at the cable box above the television. Eight minutes until he can find out what WDSU is talking about. He switches to WWL, the CBS affiliate and the city’s perennial news ratings winner. The station is in the midst of airing a commercial for a car dealership. The killer suffers through the car ad, then has to watch a promotion for the network’s Sunday-night lineup, led by 60 Minutes.
Finally, the weekend anchor comes on. She is a light-skinned black woman with a foot of hair shellacked to the top of her head. The graphic below reads, NEWS ALERT.
She gazes into the camera, solemn faced.
“WWL has just learned that New Orleans police are on the scene of what appears to be yet another serial killer attack. This one on Wingate Drive, just blocks from the University of New Orleans. NOPD has not released the name of the victim, but we have reporters enroute to the scene of this deadly attack. WWL will interrupt our regular programming to bring you live reports as the situation unfolds.”
The killer continues to stare dumbfounded at the television, even after the station returns to the network news talk show it had been airing.
Wingate Drive?
He springs from the bed and pulls a spiral notebook from beneath his mattress. The notebook contains his research. He flips through several pages, then stops. He has a page of notes about a woman on Wingate Drive named Marcy Edwards, a thirty-five-year-old harlot who cheated on her husband. Has someone beaten him to her? Is someone copying him?
At 6:00 PM, the killer flips his television back to WDSU. The anchor, Randolph Neville, an aging black man with the bloodshot eyes of a boozer, leads with a brief description of the murder on Wingate. Then he cuts to a live shot at the scene. Greg Haynes, the station’s balding weekend crime reporter is there.
“Randolph, I’m standing on Wingate Drive, just a few blocks from the UNO campus,” Haynes says. “This was the scene of last night’s grisly murder and quite possibly the latest case connected to the suspected serial killer who calls himself the Lamb of God.” The reporter points over his shoulder. “This house behind me is where police discovered the body of a dead woman about nine o’clock this morning, and as you can see, several hours later, the house is still swarming with detectives, including members of the department’s serial-killer task force.”
The killer leans back against the headboard.
The screen splits and shows the anchor on the left, the reporter on the right. The anchorman, who only recently finished serving a thirty-day suspension following a DWI arrest, says, “Greg, what have the police said about this latest murder?”
After a few seconds delay, the reporter says, “They’re not releasing any details, as you can imagine, Randolph, but the continued presence of members of the serial-killer task force lends credibility to the speculation that this crime was the work of the Lamb of God.”
The killer loves hearing them call him that.
“Can you tell us what exactly is fueling that speculation?” the anchor asks.
“Well, no one is saying it officially, but sources close to the investigation have told me that detectives found something inside the house that is consistent with the other known serial-killer murders.”
“Have they identified the victim?”
The street reporter presses his earpiece deeper into his right ear. “So far, Randolph, the police have not released her name.”
“Can you tell us more about what it was that the investigators found that links-that may link-this case to the other serial-killer cases?” the anchor asks.
“Randolph, one source told me that the killer left behind a telltale mark, something the source would not describe in detail, obviously in order to prevent copycat crimes. However, the source did say that the telltale mark was something the serial killer mentioned in a previous communication with the police, likely the letter we’ve all heard about, and it was something the killer said he would leave behind at future crime scenes.”
The bleary-eyed anchor thanks the reporter and promises more updates later in the newscast if new information becomes available.
The killer is stunned.
If imitation is the most sincere form of flattery, then someone has just paid him a huge compliment.
But who?
Somewhere in the back of his mind an idea begins to take shape.
Murphy found out about the mandatory evacuation when he and Gaudet got back to the office at 9:00 PM, after more than eight hours at the Wingate crime scene.
All of the other homicide detectives were gathered in the outer office listening to Captain Donovan brief them on the latest news from headquarters.
“At zero six hundred tomorrow everyone in the department except Homicide is going on hurricane duty,” Donovan said. “All city services will be shut down except for police, fire, and EMS.”
The announcement was a shock to Murphy. He had not seen the news or listened to the radio since yesterday morning, nor had he heard anyone on Wingate talking about the storm. Or if they were, he hadn’t been listening. All he had heard was a constant replay of Marcy Edwards gasping for breath. “I didn’t think the storm was that close,” Murphy said, more to himself than to anyone else.
Standing in the doorway of his closet-sized office, Donovan shook his head. “It’s halfway across the Gulf of Mexico and headed straight for us. They’re saying it’s going to be another Katrina.”
Murphy hoped not.
He had spent the first forty-eight hours after Katrina in an eighteen-foot fishing boat, motoring around the Lower Ninth Ward, pulling people off rooftops. Then he hooked up with some SWAT guys and spent the next three weeks dodging sniper fire from the projects and chasing looters. They worked twenty-three days without a break, with barely any support from the department. They had no functioning radios, no clean uniforms, no fuel for their cars, no shelter, and no food other than what they could scrounge. During that same time, two hundred fifty of their fellow officers ran away.
The only funny part of the whole thing was when an overweight, out-of-shape, Hollywood action star showed up with his ponytail and his semiautomatic AR-15 to “help” the cops. Through some connection in the chief’s office, the actor tagged along with SWAT on a looter patrol. Halfway through the patrol, the aging actor, sweating buckets and looking like the last days of Elvis Presley, jumped into a supervisor’s car and rode back to the command post. The SWAT guys never saw him again.
So much for Hollywood heroes.
“It’s a phased evacuation,” Donovan said. “From six a.m. to six p.m., Plaquemines, lower Jefferson, and Saint Bernard parishes will move out. Then from six p.m. to six a.m., the rest of Jefferson Parish will evacuate. Finally, beginning at zero six hundred Tuesday, Orleans Parish residents will head north.”
“What’s our assignment?” Gaudet asked.
“As of tomorrow morning, the task force, along with A and B squads, will continue working the kidnapping. C Squad will handle any non-serial-killer calls.” Donovan slapped his hand against the wall like a gavel. “Go home and pack a bag, gentleman, because when you get back here tomorrow morning there is no telling when you’re going home again, or even if your home will still be standing when you get there.”
Donovan backed into his office and slammed the door.
“Merry Christmas and happy motherfucking New Year to you too,” Gaudet mumbled as the gaggle of detectives broke up.
Murphy and Gaudet walked into their squad room and headed for their desks. “Have you heard from Doggs or Calumet since this morning?” Murphy asked.
“Not a peep.”
“Are they still part of this task force?” Murphy said. “They didn’t bother responding to the… the scene on Wingate.”
Gaudet started chuckling.
“What?” Murphy snapped.
“I heard you blew your lunch on the lawn.”
As Murphy dropped into his chair, images of Marcy Edwards lying dead and bloody on her bathroom floor flashed through his mind. “I drank too much last night,” he said. “I guess the smell got to me.”
“I thought you were home sleeping.”
“I had to get to sleep didn’t I?”
The Wingate crime scene had been brutal. After Murphy finished talking to the lab tech who was busy collecting his DNA-laced cigarette butts, the coroner’s investigator showed up and Murphy had to help him and Gaudet roll the body and examine it. He had almost puked again. Staring at the dead woman, he had convinced himself that as soon as he got home he was going to put his gun in his mouth one last time and finally pull the trigger.
Later, while he was riding back to the office with Gaudet, Murphy changed his mind again. Focus on the case, he told himself. There was a chance the mayor’s daughter was still alive. Find her and catch the killer, then decide what to do.
Murphy snatched his portable radio off his desk and called for Doggs and Calumet. He got no answer. “Do you have a cell number for either of those idiots?” he asked Gaudet.
After shoving a pile of papers around on his desk, Gaudet found a yellow sticky note. He read out a telephone number.
“Which one is that?” Murphy said.
Gaudet shrugged. “Does it matter?”
Murphy picked up his desk phone and punched in the number. Joey Dagalotto answered.
“Where the hell have you been?” Murphy said.
“Murphy?” Joey Doggs asked.
“Yeah, it’s Murphy. Where the hell have you and Calumet been? You left us at the Wingate scene all day.”
“We were running down a lead.”
“A lead?”
Gaudet peeked around his computer monitor.
“It’s a long shot,” Doggs said, “but we were going back through all the case files and we found a good picture of a tire track from the crime scene near Michoud Boulevard.”
Murphy remembered the scene and the tire impression. By his tally, the dead prostitute was the killer’s fourth victim. She had been strangled with a cable tie and dumped in an isolated spot off Interstate 10, out in the alligator-infested bayous of eastern New Orleans.
During his initial survey of the crime scene, Murphy had spotted the tire track in the mud. He ordered a crime-scene photographer to take high-resolution photos of the track. Then he had a lab tech make a cast of it. “I sent pictures of the tread pattern to the FBI lab three months ago, but I haven’t heard anything back from them.”
“We have a way around that,” Doggs said. “Calumet’s dad owns a tire shop in Metairie, so we showed him the pictures. He said the print is from a Goodyear Aquatred Three, which isn’t that common in New Orleans. He called somebody at Goodyear and got us a list of local customers who bought that model tire.”
“On a Sunday?”
“We actually got the list Friday night. We’ve been working on it ever since.”
“Doing what?”
“Narrowing it down.”
“How many people are on it?” Murphy said.
“A hundred and fifty.”
“That’s a pretty big list.”
“There were more than that, but Mr. Calumet said the tread looked pretty new, so we asked the Goodyear guy to give us only sales that went back six months from the day the body was discovered.”
Regardless of whether he killed himself or not, Murphy wanted the serial killer arrested. His mind ran through the investigative angles. “Did you prioritize the list based on criminal-history checks and sex-offender-registry listings?” he asked.
“Yes,” Doggs said.
“What’d you come up with?”
“Forty-seven people. We started interviewing them last night.”
“Good work,” Murphy said. “You get anything?”
“Not yet. So far we’ve only found thirteen customers, but we got nine DNA swabs. We’re asking everybody we interview for one just in case we recover DNA from a victim.”
DNA. It conjured an image in Murphy’s mind of the crime-scene tech squatting in the street, picking up cigarette butts with a pair of tweezers.
Murphy ignored the image. “Pay careful attention to the ones who refuse,” he said, “and don’t discount women who bought tires, or men over, say, fifty. They could have husbands or adult sons living at home. Run the addresses in MOTION and check out any males under forty who’ve used those addresses in the past two years.”
“Thanks,” the young detective said. He sounded excited. “Look, I just got home, but I can come back in if you need me.”
“You know the mayor called for an evacuation?”
“Yeah, I heard it on the radio.”
“You and Calumet need to be here at six a.m. Donovan said we’re staying on the case, but bring your tactical gear, because we won’t be going home for a while.”
“Just like last time, huh?”
“I hope not,” Murphy said. Then he hung up.
He had been in two shootings in the weeks following Katrina. One he reported, one he didn’t.
Hearing the fire in the young cop’s belly made Murphy less inclined to shoot himself when he got home, at least for now.
Gaudet, who had been staring at Murphy while he was on the phone, said, “What up?”
Murphy gave him the short version.
“Got to hand it to those kids,” Gaudet said. “That’s not too shabby a piece of detective work.”
“No it’s not,” Murphy said, but he was still thinking about DNA.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


Sunday, August 5, 9:25 PM
The killer arrives at the house on Burgundy Street much later than he intended.
It’s Mother’s fault.
She is panicked about the approaching hurricane and tomorrow’s mandatory evacuation. She wants him to drive her to Baton Rouge, where she has booked a hotel room. But he is not evacuating. He needs to stay to finish his work. He told her that he has been designated as one of the city’s essential employees, excluded from storm furlough and exempt from the evacuation order.
“You, essential?” she scoffed. “You must be joking.”
“I’m responsible for maintaining vital records and the integrity of the court system.”
She barked out a short, phlegmatic laugh. “You’re a low-level clerk.”
He jiggled a set of keys in her face. “Essential enough to be entrusted with keys to the office.”
In reality, he is just a low-level courthouse clerk. So low that he does not have his own keys to the office. Several months ago, he simply lifted his boss’s keys and had them copied on his lunch hour. He does most of his “research” at night, when the office is empty.
“How am I supposed to get to Baton Rouge?” his mother whined.
“You have a car, Mother. Drive yourself.”
They argued back and forth for more than an hour, about the hurricane, about the evacuation, about what a failure he was as a son.
Finally, he stalked out of her “side” of the house.
“Where are you going?” she shouted at his back. “Don’t you walk out on me.”
He ignored her.
After leaving his mother, he went to the darkened courthouse and let himself into the office where he worked. The file he was looking for was missing from the storage racks. At the deserted main desk, he checked the police logbook. The file, the divorce record of Edwards vs. Edwards, had been checked out yesterday by Detective Sean Murphy. Last night, the former Mrs. Edwards had been murdered in her home. Coincidence?
I don’t think so.
From the courthouse, the killer had gone back to his apartment to type another letter. Then, as he had earlier that day, he hand-delivered it to its intended recipient.
On Burgundy Street, the killer unlocks the wrought-iron gate at the foot of the driveway. Above him the sky is black. He hears the wind whipping through the trees. The storm is coming. After pulling his Honda into the driveway and relocking the gate, he slips into the dark house. In his hand he carries a plastic shopping bag.
Standing in the foyer, beneath the second-story landing, he eases the door closed behind him. He holds his breath and listens for a moment. Other than the wind swirling through the attic rafters, the house is silent.
He climbs the stairs and pauses on the top landing. His little pet is quiet. That is how he thinks of her, as his prize, his little pet. He never had a pet. Mother wouldn’t allow them. Once, when he was twelve, he tried to bring home a stray cat. He was going to keep it hidden in a small shed in his backyard, feeding it from table scraps, but on the way home the frightened cat had scratched and bitten him. As he strangled the foul beast it had scratched him some more.
The killer creeps down the hallway to the first door on the right. He pushes it open. The room is just as he left it, wooden chair to his right, camera and tripod to his left. Lying on the floor between them, in the dead center of the room, is an antique flattop steamer trunk.
The heavy trunk is four feet long, nearly three feet wide, and stands two feet tall. The wooden-slat exterior is reinforced with iron bands. The lid is fastened with a brass latch and secured by a heavy combination padlock.
The mayor’s daughter is stuffed inside.
The killer flicks on the light switch. The twenty-five-watt bulb throws a dim glow across the room that barely reaches the corners. He walks to the trunk. Drilled into the lid are four airholes, each a quarter inch in diameter.
For a moment, he stands beside the trunk, looking at it, savoring the silence. Then he kneels down and sets the plastic bag on the floor. He dials the combination and opens the padlock. He sets the lock on the floor next to the plastic bag. Still, no sound comes from the trunk. Could she be dead? he wonders. Maybe the airholes weren’t big enough. His fingers fumble with the latch. Then he throws open the lid.
Kiesha Guidry lies on her back, blinking against the light. Compared to the total darkness she has been in for nearly eighteen hours, even the glimmer from the low-watt bulb must seem blindingly harsh. She is clad only in a white T-shirt and her black panties. Last night, after slicing off her evening dress and bra, the killer shoved his undershirt at her. Despite his titillating show for the camera, which had really been for her father, he finds her nakedness mildly disgusting.
Her long brown legs are folded under her. Five feet eight inches of height crammed into four feet of horizontal space. Her wrists are taped together and pressed against her chest.
The killer reaches into the trunk and lays a hand on her arm to help her sit up. She jerks away. Angered at her rebuff, he grabs a handful of her hair and jerks her into a sitting position. A few seconds later, she screams.
He basks in her pain as he imagines blood rushing back into the cramped, oxygen-starved muscles of her legs that have been twisted like pretzels for hours.
She begins to sob. Her face is streaked with tears and saliva, and her nose and lips are crusted with snot. She looks half-dead, except for her eyes. They are wide open and filled with abject terror.
The killer picks up the plastic shopping bag. “I brought food and something to drink.” He pulls out a sandwich wrapped in wax paper and a bottle of water. He tries to hand them to her, but she won’t take them.
“I… I don’t want anything from you,” she says through her sobs. “Please, just let me go home. I want to go home.”
He continues to hold the sandwich and water out to her.
“Will you just let me go home?” she begs. “Please, just let me go home.”
“No.”
“Why not?”
In his mind he sees her father, His Honor, the mayor, at that press conference, arrogantly dismissing him as some kind of sexually dysfunctional freak. “Because of your father.”
She stops crying. “My father?” Her voice is a dry rasp. “What’s my father got to do with this?”
“Everything.”
With her taped hands she starts massaging the muscles of her thighs.
The killer drops the sandwich and the water bottle into the trunk. She can eat them later, or not at all. The choice is hers.
His gaze falls to her hands as she squeezes the front of her left thigh. Her knuckles are covered with cuts and dried blood. After he locked her in the trunk, she kicked and pounded against the lid, screaming. He thought she would tire quickly, but after an hour she had not weakened. So he poured a thin stream of ether into one of the airholes. Within minutes, she was still.
How long she remained unconscious, he has no idea. He left the house as soon as she got quiet. Eventually, she must have woken up and been terrified by the dark confined space in which she found herself, perhaps thinking he had buried her alive. That probably triggered more kicking and screaming. He is glad he was not here for that.
The trunk held up well, as expected. He selected it carefully. It was circa 1890s, built to carry heavy loads over long distances, built to withstand being dropped from stagecoaches and thrown into ships’ holds. Eventually, she must have exhausted herself and fallen asleep.
“Tell me why you’re doing this,” she says.
“I told you, it’s your father’s fault.”
She was massaging her right leg now. “Are you the serial killer everybody’s been talking about?”
“Your father insulted me.”
She nods. “He does that sometimes.” Her eyes seem less terrified.
“Your father is going to find out that I don’t easily suffer the sins of fools like him.”
“Are you the killer?” she asks again as she moves her legs around inside the tight space of the trunk.
“I am the Lamb of God.”
She locks eyes with him. “Are you going to kill me?”
The killer opens his mouth to answer, intending to be honest with her. Yes, I am going to kill you. But he doesn’t get the chance. Before the first word leaves his mouth, she springs from the trunk and launches herself at him, the fingers of her bound hands curved like talons and clawing at his eyes.
Still kneeling beside the steamer trunk, the killer recoils. He throws his hands in front of his face in a pathetic attempt to ward off her attack, but he is too late. She is already on him. Her nails rake his face. Then she wraps her hands around his throat.
The killer falls backward onto the floor. She is on top of him, her fingers attempting to crush his trachea. He sees her open mouth reaching for him, like the start of a crazed kiss. A second later he feels an explosion of pain below his left eye.
She is biting my face!
Her knee pounds his testicles.
He screams.
The scream triggers something in his brain. He must fight back. This little tart cannot stop him. He grabs a handful of her hair and wrenches her head away. He feels a chunk of flesh tear loose from his cheek. The pain nearly paralyzes him. Somehow, he manages to roll to his right. He scrambles on top of her, then straddles her. But her hands are still locked on to his throat. The light is fading. His world is going dim.
He sweeps an arm across his body and knocks her hands away. Air pours into his starving lungs. It tastes sweet, like victory. He drives his forearm into her throat and presses his weight behind it. She tries to dig her fingers into his eyes, but he clinches them shut.
Rolling forward with his forearm still pressed against her windpipe, the killer slams his other elbow down onto her face. Her eyes bulge from their sockets. Her arms sag. With the tenacity of a cage fighter, he pounds her head with his elbow again and again until she goes limp. Then, like a spent lover, he takes a deep breath and collapses on top of her.



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


Sunday, August 5, 11:05 PM
It was raining hard when Murphy finally made it home. According to a radio report he had heard in the car, the storm was moving much faster than any of the computer models had predicted. One news commentator said the mayor had waited too long to pull the trigger on the city’s first evacuation since Katrina.
As soon as Murphy unlocked his apartment door, his cell phone rang. It was Mother.
“Where have you been?” she screeched in his ear, sounding drunker than usual. “They’re evacuating the city. When were you going to tell me?”
He pushed the door open with his foot and stepped over an envelope lying on the floor just inside the threshold. He stared down at it, only half listening as his mother continued her rant.
When she paused for breath, he said, “Everything is all set, Mother. I called the manager, Mr. Dugas, today. He has three buses lined up to take everybody to Baton Rouge.”
“I don’t want to ride on a bus full of old people,” she said.
The envelope on the floor had Murphy’s name typed on the front. Just his name, not his address.
“It’s only eighty miles, Mother.”
“I don’t care if it’s eight miles or eight hundred miles. I have a son. I shouldn’t have to take a bus to Baton Rouge.”
Murphy set his briefcase down and picked up the envelope. It was thin, just a single sheet of folded paper inside. His name had not been printed from a computer. It had been typed with a typewriter.
“… are you listening to me?”
He hadn’t been. “Mother, I’m a detective. I’m trying to catch a serial killer and find the mayor’s kidnapped daughter. I don’t have time to drive you to Baton Rouge.” He flipped his phone closed and walked into the kitchen.
Glancing across the bar into the den, he saw the empty Knob Creek bottle on the coffee table, and the sofa on which he had sat just twenty hours ago, alternately throwing back gulps of whiskey and jamming the muzzle of his pistol in his mouth.
His phone rang. Mother again. He flipped the phone open and jammed his finger on the ignore button. He laid the envelope on the counter and stared at it.
What could it be? Shoved under his door like that, with no address on it. An eviction notice? A rent increase? No. It smelled more sinister than that.
And from whom?
His landlord? One of his neighbors? Had he made too much noise this morning during his drunken, suicidal binge? Did he rattle the walls with his Warren Zevon songs?
Murphy knew what the envelope contained and who it was from.
He picked it up by its edges. From his right front pocket he pulled his folding knife. He thumbed the blade open and sliced through the envelope’s flap. Using the tips of his fingers, he slipped the typed letter out. He unfolded it and used the envelope to press the page flat on the kitchen counter. My Dear Detektive Murphhy: This is the Lamb of God speaking. first let me say that i am an admirer of yourrs. you are a worthy opponennt and the only one who recognizzed my work, though you have only scratched the surface. regarding wingate, you and i know that i did not kill marccy edwardds. you have SCRUPULOUSLY kept my signature-log-hidden from the public. imagine my surprise today (sunday) when I heard i had left my “telltale signature” at this most recent “crime scene.” I don’t know what “game” you are playing, but did you really think you could “pin” that on me? shame, shame, detektive. i admirre your ENTHUSIASM but your work is sloppy. how did it feel, by the way, to take her life, to watch it drain from her eyes? your faithful servant, log p.s. i hope you were careful-no fingerprinTts, no fiberrs, no dnna! p.p.s. we really should get togethher. i sense a kindred spirrit. you are a killer like me.
Murphy read the letter a second time, his eyes lingering over the postscripts.
He knows it was me.
That didn’t make sense. How could he possibly know?
Murphy’s head was spinning. He opened the refrigerator and found an Amstel Light hidden in the back, behind a curdled half gallon of milk. Fumbling through the utensil drawer, he found a bottle opener and pried off the top. After a long sip, he read the letter a third time.
Misspellings notwithstanding, what did the letter mean? Why had the killer not mentioned the mayor’s daughter, currently the highest-profile crime in the country? Just Wingate. And what did he mean when he said that Murphy had only scratched the surface? Were there more bodies, earlier victims? Murphy had always suspected there were.
The letter was addressed to him and hand-delivered to his apartment. Clearly it was a warning, but to what end? Did he really think that scaring off one detective would stop the investigation, stop the search for Kiesha Guidry?
Standing at the kitchen counter, Murphy gulped down the rest of his beer. He thought about those cigarettes, packed with DNA from his saliva. He thought about the letter’s last two lines: “I sense a kindred spirit. You are a killer like me.”
What the hell did that mean?
We’re nothing alike. The Lamb of God is a murderous psycho. I’m a homicide detective. My job is to catch killers… except when I strangle a woman and try to frame someone else for my own crime. But I didn’t mean to kill her. I was trying to catch a murderer, not become one.
The killer might suspect, but he couldn’t know. He couldn’t.
But what happens if when he is caught the killer decides to talk? When Gillis was arrested in Baton Rouge he spilled his guts about the women he had murdered. But he was also adamant about the ones he did not kill. Those cases stayed open.
What could the Lamb of God say? That he strangled more than half a dozen women, beheaded one, kidnapped the mayor’s daughter, and burned more than seventy people to death. But he didn’t kill Marcy Edwards? Detective Murphy killed her.
Who did he think was going to believe him, especially with his initials scrawled in Marcy Edwards’s blood?
PIB would believe him.
At least enough to check out his story. Quietly of course, but thoroughly.
The cheese eaters would not have to look far to find enough inconsistencies between the Edwards case and the others to fuel their suspicions. Marcy Edwards’s killer had used his hands to strangle her, not a cable tie. The letters were drawn on the floor, not carved into her flesh. And what about the time line? Would the Lamb of God Killer have had time to murder Marcy Edwards and kidnap the mayor’s daughter on the same night? Or was it more likely that the discrepancies between the two cases meant the Edwards murder was a copycat crime?
And what about the DNA on the cigarettes outside Marcy Edwards’s house, waiting like nails to be driven into Murphy’s coffin? Maybe an oral swab during the autopsy had picked up even more of his DNA left behind during his failed attempt to resuscitate her.
PIB would ask for a DNA sample to exclude Murphy as a suspect. Murphy could refuse, but that would focus even more suspicion on him. Eventually, the Rat Squad would get a search warrant and force him to give up a sample. When the DNA came back a match, what would he say?
I thought she might be the next victim, so I was staking out her house the same night someone broke in and murdered her. Then I found her in the bathroom and performed CPR.
What if when the serial killer was caught he decided not to talk? What would happen then? Eventually, the case would go to trial. In preparing for that trial, the DA’s office would pressure Murphy and the task force for every shred of evidence. The crime lab would certainly compare the suspect’s DNA to the DNA found in the cigarettes. The Wingate murder would be exposed as the work of a different killer, and the case would remain unsolved and open.
Because of the telltale “LOG” signature, someone might suspect that Marcy Edwards’s killer may have had inside information from the investigation. Maybe the killer was a cop.
New Orleans had a history of killers with badges. Antoinette Frank, Len Davis, Weldon Williams-all convicted of murder. Two of them handed death sentences. So how much of a stretch would it be to imagine the department ordering every cop who had worked the Wingate crime scene to provide a DNA sample? Just like in Jennings.
The killer, no matter how many times he was convicted and how many death sentences he got, would sit on death row at Angola through more than a decade of appeals, all the while holding on to a secret that could land Murphy in prison.
But what if he were killed instead of caught? Shot down like John Dillinger as the police closed in to arrest him. Then there would be no trial, thus no pressure to tie up every loose end, to dot every i and cross every t. As part of its standard operating procedure, the police department would issue a final report on the investigation and stamp it “closed.”
The Homicide Division, specifically, the task force, and even more specifically, Murphy himself, would be in charge of writing that final report. The Edwards murder could be added to the other serial-killer crimes as little more than a footnote.
I have to kill him.
But how? Dillinger at least had the decency to run when Melvin Purvis and his team of G-men tried to arrest him outside the Biograph Theater in Chicago’s Lincoln Park, back in the days when it was accepted practice to shoot fleeing felons in the back. Now, that was out of bounds. By today’s rules, Purvis would have ended up in prison, and Dillinger’s family would have gotten rich from a lawsuit against the government.
Serial killers don’t go down in a blaze of gunfire.
Bank robbers do. Matix and Platt killed two FBI agents and wounded five more in Miami in 1986 before being shot down. In North Hollywood, Phillips and Matasareanu shot ten cops and wounded seven civilians in 1997 before going down for the count.
Religious fanatics do. Jim Jones and his cult followers murdered a U.S. congressman and three reporters in Guyana in 1978 before Jones and nine hundred of his disciples killed themselves by drinking cyanide-laced Kool-Aid. In Waco, David Koresh, a Jesus wannabe, and his band of freaks killed four ATF agents and wounded a dozen more during a two-and-a-half-hour shootout in 1993 before burning themselves to death.
But not serial killers. Serial killers are cowards. When they get cornered, they don’t fight like lions. They lie down like lambs.
The idiot who called himself the Lamb of God would likely lie down the same way. And right now, Murphy’s two junior detectives, Calumet and Dagalotto, the two least likely to succeed, were probably closing in on him.
Somehow Murphy had to slow them down. He had to find the serial killer first and kill him. Maybe the storm would help.
Twenty hours ago, Murphy had been sitting on his sofa with a pistol in his mouth trying to work up the nerve to kill himself. Now, he was standing in his kitchen plotting to kill someone else.
He glanced down at the killer’s letter again and focused on the last line.
You are a killer like me.



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


Monday, August 6, 5:30 AM
When Murphy pulled into the back parking lot of the police academy, Gaudet’s Caprice was already there. Gaudet stepped out of his car wearing his tactical uniform: dark blue utility pants and a matching blue T-shirt with POLICE in bright yellow letters stenciled on the back and the star and crescent NOPD badge on the left breast.
Murphy slipped his car into an open spot next to his partner and pressed the button to roll down his passenger window. Halfway down, the window jammed.
Gaudet stooped to talk through the open half. “What are you doing here so early?”
Murphy shut off the ignition. “I was going to ask you the same question.”
“Couldn’t sleep.”
“Me either,” Murphy said, although he was sure he and his partner hadn’t spent the night worrying about the same thing.
“Which car do you want to work out of?” Gaudet asked.
“It’s got to be yours. My AC is shot.”
Gaudet nodded and stood up.
Murphy climbed out of his car. He was dressed in khaki pants, a button-down shirt with an open collar, and a sport coat. His storm gear, including his tactical uniform, was in a bag in the trunk. Donovan had said Homicide was going to be doing detective work, and Murphy wanted to look at least somewhat like a detective, not a SWAT ninja.
“I’ve got to see a friend of mine,” Gaudet said. “I’ll be back in about forty-five minutes.”
Murphy walked to the back of his car and opened the trunk. He grabbed the strap handles of his tactical bag and pulled it out. “Let me throw my gear in your car.”
Gaudet stared into Murphy’s trunk. “Are you gay?”
“What?”
“Man, only gay men keep their shit this neat.”
Inside Murphy’s trunk, everything was stored in four plastic crates. The crates themselves were lined up from side to side with military precision. The one thing that seemed out of place was a paper bag wedged over the right wheel well. The taped, chopped-down butt of a sawed-off shotgun stuck out from the top of the bag.
“Is that the gun we took off that little meth freak on Octavia Street?” Gaudet said.
Murphy nodded.
“Why didn’t you put it into evidence?”
“When I got transferred to CE amp;P,” Murphy said, “Donovan took my car away and I forgot about it.”
“It’s too late now. You may as well chuck it in the lake, since we didn’t charge him.”
“Just open your trunk and let me put my gear in,” Murphy said.
Gaudet leaned into his own car to press the trunk release. “Did you bring any food?”
“I didn’t have any.”
“No snacks at all?”
Murphy shook his head as he stepped toward Gaudet’s trunk. “Nothing.”
“Me either.” Gaudet walked to the back of his car. “What are we gonna eat?”
“I guess if the storm hits, we’ll have to scavenge,” Murphy said. “Just like last time.”
“Oh, it’s going to hit,” Gaudet said. He raised the trunk lid. The hinges didn’t have enough spring left in them to lift it on their own. “Did you watch the weather this morning? It looks like Katrina all over again. On my way back, I’ll stop and pick up some emergency-rations-type shit-chips, peanuts, Vienna sausages.”
“Want me to ride with you?”
Gaudet shook his head. “I’m running by my little honey’s house. Gonna make sure she’s okay for the storm.”
“That should take you what, two minutes?”
“Fuck you,” Gaudet said. “I’m good for at least three.”
“Why didn’t you stop and take care of that on the way here?”
“Her old man is in the National Guard. She said he was leaving this morning about five, five-thirty. I wanted to make sure he was gone.”
“You’re a sack of shit, you know that?” Murphy said. “I hope he fucked her this morning and left wet spots all over the bed.”
The inside of Gaudet’s trunk was a black hole. Everything that had ever gone into it was still there. There wasn’t room for anything else. Murphy grabbed the handle of his partner’s battered leather briefcase and lifted it out of the way.
“Not that!” Gaudet said as he lunged at Murphy.
Surprised, Murphy turned toward him. The big detective’s bear-sized paw missed the handle and smacked the top of the briefcase, knocking it out of Murphy’s hand. As it fell, the briefcase turned over and landed on one of its top corners. The latch on that end popped open and some of the contents spilled out onto the black asphalt parking lot.
For a moment, all Murphy could do was stare.
The killer hears the newspaper hit his driveway at 5:35. He steps outside to pick it up. The wind is howling through the electric wires overhead. The storm is getting closer. Today’s newspaper will likely be the last one for a while.
On his way home last night, just before midnight, he heard on the radio that the storm was a category five, with sustained winds of 170 miles per hour. The outer bands are expected to hit New Orleans by this afternoon, the storm itself by late evening. Catherine has sneaked up on the city. The carefully conceived phased evacuation-nearly two years in the planning-has been abandoned. The mayor has sounded a general retreat. It is every man for himself.
After a last look at the black sky, the killer walks back inside and unfolds the newspaper. Not surprisingly, the top story is the approaching storm. The headline reads, MAYOR SHOUTS “ABANDON SHIP!”
According to the article, Mayor Ray Guidry called a hasty press conference last night to announce what everyone already knew, that Hurricane Catherine was going to crush New Orleans. He also said he was “stepping up” the evacuation timetable, meaning everyone should leave now.
During the press conference, the mayor, already well-known for his verbal flights of fancy, had actually used the words abandon ship, as if he were Captain Edward Smith on the bridge of the Titanic. He also refused to answer any questions regarding his still-missing daughter. “I can only handle one crisis at a time,” he told a reporter.
Below the fold are the articles the killer is looking for, three stories about him. One headline reads, SERIAL KILLER SENDS LETTER
Vows To “Keep” Mayor’s Daughter
The headline is not quite accurate. He didn’t “vow” anything, and the newspaper’s use of the word keep implies permanence, which is not what he meant. He said he would “keep her for a time.” Not forever. Soon she will be dead.
Under the slightly misleading headline is a brief introductory paragraph explaining that the printed letter is an exact copy of the one the newspaper received Sunday from the serial killer.
Below that rather weak introduction is his letter, condensed to fit the bottom of the page, but reprinted in its entirety, just as he demanded. Now, it is he who is in charge.
The accompanying article, written by Milton Stanford, whose byline identifies him as the newspaper’s managing editor, goes on to analyze the letter, with comments thrown in from a number of so-called experts. Most of the article is offensive, particularly the comments of a pointy-headed intellectual the paper managed to dredge up from Loyola University: “The quasi-religious themes and references in this letter and on the video are nothing more than a theological hodgepodge, cherry-picked from the Old Testament and other religious texts,” said Stan Young, a professor of religious studies at Loyola University. “By themselves, and taken out of context the way they are, they mean nothing, and are probably some type of mask to cover up the killer’s own deep feelings of inadequacy, which are probably of a sexual nature.”
The second article, this one by Kirsten Sparks, someone whose work the killer admires, tells the story of the two sodomites he sacrificed in the French Quarter. In a remarkably short time-he delivered the letter to the newspaper less than twenty-four hours ago-the reporter was able to correctly identify both men.
The third front-page article about him, also by Kirsten Sparks, is a recap of the kidnapping of the mayor’s daughter and the police department’s inability to find her. The article also mentions the video.
The killer throws the newspaper onto his small desk and collapses into bed. The damn storm and his nagging mother are forcing him to move more quickly than he planned. He has to do something with the mayor’s daughter. She will not survive much longer in the box. He wanted her death to be dramatic, eclipsing that of Sandra Jackson. Now he does not have the time. A simple beheading will have to do. She is, after all, the mayor’s daughter. That fact alone will guarantee worldwide news coverage.
The killer raises his left hand and touches the gauze bandage on his cheek. Pills have dulled the pain somewhat, but the wound still hurts. So do the scratches. Had the little bitch been a half second faster, or he any slower, she would have scratched out his eyes. But God would not have let that happen.
I have much work yet to do.
After knocking out the trollop, he stuffed a rag in her mouth and taped it shut, half hoping she would suffocate. He retaped her wrists and bound her legs together from knees to ankles. Then he crammed her back inside the box.
Her body will never be found. For what she did to him, for what her father said about him, he will deny her family that closure. Perhaps he will bury her alive and videotape her internment. Put that on the Internet. No, a beheading will be much more shocking, with all the useless struggling and copious amounts of blood. More shocking and simpler.



CHAPTER FORTY


Monday, August 6, 5:40 AM
“What the hell is that?” Murphy said as he stared down at his partner’s briefcase and the bundled stacks of cash that had spilled from it.
Gaudet dropped to one knee and began stuffing the money back into the busted case.
When Murphy stooped to pick up one of the bundles, Gaudet tried to knock his hand away, but he wasn’t quick enough. Murphy stood up holding an inch-thick stack of bills wrapped in a rubber band. “Where did you get this?”
Gaudet climbed to his feet. His thick arms clutched the briefcase to his chest. “It’s personal. Nothing to do with you or the job.”
“Bullshit,” Murphy said.
“I’m serious. I needed cash for an investment, so I sold some things.”
Murphy nodded toward the briefcase. “How much?”
Gaudet looked panicked, like a trapped rat. He hesitated.
“How much!” Murphy said.
“About eight… maybe ten thousand.”
“You don’t know? You’re walking around with a briefcase full of cash, and you don’t know how much is in it? Don’t try to play me.”
“I’m not playing you, but it’s like I said, it doesn’t have anything to do with you. It’s personal.”
It crossed Murphy’s mind that maybe he was misreading the situation. Maybe it was Gaudet’s money. Maybe he was being pressured into something. Maybe somebody kidnapped his wife. “Are you in trouble? Is Dannisha okay?”
“I’m not in trouble,” Gaudet said. “Of course Dannisha is okay.” He slid the briefcase under one arm and reached out for the stack of cash Murphy was holding.
Murphy pushed his partner’s hand away.
“Come on, man, I need that money,” Gaudet said.
Murphy took a step backward. He raised the bundle of cash and fanned it with his thumb. All twenties. None fresh. “This is at least a thousand dollars.” He pointed at the briefcase. “You must have fifteen just like it in there.”
“I told you, it’s for an investment.”
“What kind of investment?” Murphy said. When it came to women, cars, clothes, or money, Gaudet couldn’t keep his mouth shut. He was a born braggart. “What the hell are you into… partner?” Murphy spit out the last word.
Gaudet stepped forward. His face had lost its trapped look. Now it just looked hard. “I need that money.”
Murphy drove his left hand into Gaudet’s chest and shoved him away. At the same time he swept his sport coat back with his right hand and grabbed the butt of his pistol. “You take another step toward me, I’ll put a bullet in your knee.”
“I’m not threatening you, partner. I just need that money back.”
“Don’t ‘partner’ me,” Murphy said. “Real partners don’t screw each other over like this. Because when you get caught doing whatever it is you’re doing, PIB is going to think I was doing it with you. I’ve got enough trouble with those cocksuckers without you adding to it.”
Gaudet shook his head. “I wouldn’t do you like that, brother.”
“Bullshit, you’ve already done it.” Murphy glanced around the parking lot and dropped his hand from his pistol. “They could be watching you right now. And if they are, they just got both of us on video arguing over a briefcase full of cash.”
“It’s not like that, Murphy. Everything is cool. Nobody is ever going to find out about this. If you want, I can bring you in on it.”
“I don’t want in on anything,” Murphy said. “All that time in narcotics, all that money we seized, did you ever see me take a dime of it?”
Gaudet raised his eyebrows. “Free food, free drinks, dead men buying our lunch. What the hell do you call that? Don’t get so self-righteous with me, motherfucker. I’ve seen you do plenty of shit.”
Murphy stared at Gaudet. “A lot of things about this job are gray, but there is a line. You know it and I know it.” He jabbed a finger at the briefcase clutched under his partner’s arm. “And you crossed it. Worse than that, though, is you dragged me across with you.”
Gaudet glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to go somewhere, and I need that money you’re holding. As soon as I get back, we’ll forget this ever happened.”
“Where do you have to go at six o’clock in the morning with a hurricane coming and the whole city shut down?”
“That’s not your concern,” Gaudet said.
“Tell me what you’re into, Juan, and I’ll help you get out of it. We’ll come up with something. We always do.” Murphy held up the stack of cash. “Otherwise, I’ve got to take this to the captain. You can explain it to him. If it’s just an investment, that shouldn’t be a problem.”
For a moment they stared at each other without speaking, the silence broken only by the sound of the wind whipping through the trees. Then Gaudet turned away. He slammed the trunk closed and walked toward the driver’s door. “Keep it then.”
“You’re forcing me to go to the captain with this,” Murphy said. “That’s the only way I can protect myself.”
Gaudet looked over the roof of the Caprice. “And if I tell you, then what? You’re going to forget about it? You’re going to pretend it didn’t happen?”
“I’ll help you get out of it.”
“It’s bigger than you can imagine, and it involves people you can’t touch.”
Murphy stared at Gaudet for several seconds. “Tell me who bought you.”
“Nobody bought me. I had an opportunity and I took it.”
“How much is in the briefcase?”
“Twenty g’s,” Gaudet said. He pointed to the stack of bills in Murphy’s hand. “Nineteen now, but you can keep that as a taste of what you’re missing.”
Twenty thousand dollars. The drug trade was the only business Murphy knew of that dealt in that kind of cash. But he and Gaudet didn’t work drug cases anymore. They were homicide cops. Murderers didn’t have money. “Where did you get it?”
“You don’t want to know.”
“Yes, I do.”
“Why? If you’re so determined to rat on your partner, what does it matter where it came from? The funny thing is, it’s not even dirty money. It’s business money. It’s legit money.”
“Is that why you’re carrying it in a briefcase, wrapped up with rubber bands? Is that why you’re running scared?”
Gaudet glanced at his watch again. “I’m not running scared. I’m just running late.”
Murphy stepped out from behind the car. He dropped his hand back on his gun. “Tell me where you got it.”
Gaudet glanced around. They were alone in the parking lot. When he spoke, his voice was barely above a whisper. “Okay, hero, I’ll tell you. I got it from the mayor.”
“What?”
Gaudet nodded. “See, I told you you didn’t want to know.”
“How?”
“I’m working with the mayor’s Rebuild New Orleans Task Force.” Gaudet tapped the briefcase. “This has got nothing to do with the department.”
“Does he remember that it was you and me who put his brother in jail?”
“He remembers.”
“Now you’re his bagman?”
“Personal representative.”
“So now what?” Murphy said. “You’ve got to deliver the cash to him before the storm hits.”
Gaudet shook his head and smiled. “I told you this was bigger than you could imagine.” He gave the briefcase a shake. “This isn’t for the mayor. This is my cut.”
“Katrina money?”
Gaudet nodded.
Now Murphy understood.
The federal government was pouring billions- tens of billions-of dollars into New Orleans with no oversight whatsoever, attempting to make up for its slow response to the disaster and trying to erase the television images of thousands of Americans, mostly poor, mostly black, stranded on rooftops and bridges, broiling in the summer sun with no food or water.
Federal agencies like FEMA and the Corps of Engineers were handing that money directly to the city. It was the perfect setup for the biggest swindle in American history.
“Juan, listen to me. I can help you get clear of this. We can go to the U.S. attorney together. We can say we’ve been working an undercover corruption investigation. We didn’t tell our supervisors because we didn’t know how far the corruption went. We can put the mayor in prison. You’ll come out of this smelling like a rose, probably with a promotion.”
“You couldn’t put the mayor’s brother in prison, and you caught him red-handed holding a kilo of cocaine. What makes you think you can put the man himself in prison?”
“I’ll find a way.”
“If you get crossways with the mayor again, he’ll put you down for good this time.”
“What you’re doing is wrong.”
“No one is complaining, Murphy. It’s not like these contractors are victims of a crime. They’re getting hundreds of millions of dollars of government money. You think they care if they have to kick back a half million here, a half million there?”
Murphy felt his face flush with anger. “I’ll take you down with him if I have to.”
Gaudet laughed as he tossed his briefcase into the passenger seat and slid behind the wheel. “I like you, partner, but you don’t know when to back off.” He cranked the motor and jammed the transmission into reverse. Murphy had to jump out of the way to keep from being run over.
As the Caprice spun around in the parking lot and raced away, Murphy looked at the stack of bills in his hand.
By 6:30 AM, every detective in the Homicide Division was in the office. Every detective except Gaudet.
“Where’s your partner, Murphy?” Captain Donovan shouted through his office door.
Murphy thought about telling the captain that his partner had just run off with a briefcase full of cash. Then he decided to wait. Maybe Juan would come to his senses. The story about the two of them conducting an undercover investigation into a widespread kickback scheme at city hall wasn’t bad. They could sell that to the feds, especially in a city as notoriously corrupt as New Orleans.
“Well?” Donovan asked. “I’m waiting.”
“He had to make a stop on the way in,” Murphy said. “He’ll be here soon.”
Donovan looked at his watch. “Classroom in two minutes. That means everybody.”
As Murphy drifted toward the academy classroom with the rest of the detectives, he tried to put Gaudet out of his mind. He had enough problems of his own to worry about. He didn’t have time to worry about anyone else’s.
If, and that was a big if, he survived the next few days-if he didn’t kill himself, didn’t get arrested, didn’t drown, didn’t get crushed by a falling tree-then he would decide what to do about Gaudet.
Four long rows of connected desks spanned the classroom from wall to wall. Behind each row were ten molded-plastic chairs. Murphy took a seat at the end of the back row. A couple of minutes later, Captain Donovan stepped up to the lectern at the front of the room.
He glanced at the assembled detectives, then looked straight at Murphy. “Where the fuck is Gaudet?”
Murphy didn’t know what to say, so he didn’t say anything.
Still focused on Murphy, Donovan said, “I told everyone to be here at six.” He glanced at the clock on the wall. “It’s now ten minutes to seven, and everyone is here except your partner. So where is he?”
Murphy had to say something. “I don’t know, Captain. He told me he had to stop somewhere, but he didn’t say where. Have you tried his cell phone?”
Donovan’s face reddened.
“How about you call his cell phone, Detective, and tell him that if he’s not here by the time this briefing is over, he is going to find himself back in uniform patrol, working night watch in the Seventh District, effective immediately.”
“You want me to call him now, sir, or wait until the briefing is over?”
“Right now.”
Murphy grabbed his notebook off the desk and walked out of the room. He already had his assignment: find the serial killer.
In the hallway outside, Murphy stared at his cell phone. Should he call, or just say he called? This shit was going to get deep. PIB, the DA, the U.S. attorney-they might already be investigating Gaudet. They could subpoena Gaudet’s cell-phone records, maybe Murphy’s too. He knew he needed to play this one straight. He had a direct order to call Gaudet, so that was what he was going to do.
Murphy flipped open his cell phone and dialed his partner’s number. The call went straight to voice mail. Murphy hesitated for a second. Whatever message he left might one day be played to a jury. The FBI might be tapping Gaudet’s phone right now.
“Juan, it’s Murphy. It’s almost seven o’clock. Captain Donovan told me to call you. Roll call started five minutes ago, and he said you better get yourself here quick, or your next police car is going to be a blue and white with the number seven written on it.”
Murphy hung up.
A man in a suit was walking down the hall toward Murphy. He was short and balding and wore horn-rimmed glasses. In his left hand he carried a large buff-colored envelope. When the man was a few feet away, he stopped and stared at Murphy with watery blue eyes so magnified by his thick lenses that he looked like an owl. “Are you Detective Murphy?”
Murphy slipped his cell phone into his jacket pocket and nodded.
The man stuck out his right hand, but instead of offering to shake Murphy’s hand, he held up a big set of government credentials. The letters FBI were printed in big blue letters across the top. Below that was the man’s photograph, his name, and the words Special Agent. “I’m Special Agent Walter Donce, FBI.”
In Murphy’s experience, FBI agents always identified themselves the same way, as if they expected theme music to break out while they were saying “FBI.”
“What do you want, Agent…” Murphy glanced at the bottom part of the agent’s credentials again, which the man still held up like a battering ram.
“Donce,” the man said. “Special Agent Walter Donce.”
“What do you want, Agent Donce?”
The FBI man slipped his identification back into his pocket. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you. I’ve had our Behavioral Science Unit at Quantico work up a profile of your serial killer.” He raised the envelope in his left hand. “If you have some time, I’d like to go over it with-”
“I don’t have time, Agent Donce. I’m busy trying to catch the killer, not psychoanalyze him.”
The FBI agent looked almost hurt. “All I’m trying to do is help, Detective.” He gave the envelope a little shake. “I have a tool that might be of use to you.”
Murphy shook his head. “A profile isn’t going to help me catch this killer. I’ve been saddled with your profiles before, and I’ve seen them mislead entire investigations. I’ve seen them cost lives.”
“A criminal profile is not a blueprint. It doesn’t tell you who the killer is, but it can-”
“Then what good is it?” Murphy said. “If your profile doesn’t help me identify the killer, why should I waste time reading it?”
“Serial killers share many of the same personality and behavioral traits, and identifying those traits can help us eliminate-”
Murphy cut off the FBI agent again. “I’m not looking for a personality type here, Agent Donce. I’m looking for one man.”
Murphy had no respect for profiles or the snake-oil salesmen who hawked them. As far as he was concerned, criminal profiling was junk science, like asking a voodoo priestess to assist on a case. He hoped that one day profiling would go the way of phrenology, the discredited nineteenth-century “science” of predicting criminal behavior by “reading” the bumps and dimples on a person’s skull.
There were too many cases in which innocent people had been killed because the investigators were following a profile instead of the evidence. The FBI profile of the Unabomber said he was a college student in his early twenties who drove an old car. In reality, Theodore Kaczynski turned out to be an over-forty mathematics genius with a PhD, who didn’t own a car and who lived in a cabin in Montana with no electricity.
The Washington, D.C., sniper, the Green River killer, the Baton Rouge serial killer, the post-9/11 anthrax attacks-those cases had all involved badly flawed profiles that misdirected the investigators, sometimes for years.
Donce dropped the hand with the envelope. “Our profiles nearly always turn out to be accurate.”
“That’s because you keep updating them even after the killer is caught. It’s nothing but Monday-morning quarterbacking.”
“That’s not what we do.”
Murphy pointed to the envelope. “Tell me about your profile.”
Donce held it out to Murphy. “You can have a copy if you want.”
“I don’t want to read it. Just give me the Reader’s Digest version. Better yet, I’ll give it to you. He’s a white male, twenty-five to forty, but probably on the higher end. He’s a loner. He’s clever but has little formal education. If he’s employed he’s probably got a fairly mundane job. He’s awkward around women. And he’s got issues with his mother. That about cover it?”
“That’s very much an oversimplification of what this report-”
“Tell me about his mommy issues. Those are always good.”
Donce looked disgusted, as if Murphy had just shit on his favorite shoes. “What you call mommy issues are really a complex set of problems that describe the most long-term, dominant relationship the killer has ever had. He was likely raised by his mother. His father either died or abandoned him at an early age. Therefore, his mother became the most powerful force in his life.”
Murphy felt his face go slack. For an instant, he saw his father lying on the kitchen floor, dead from a heart attack. Then his mother’s face, a cigarette dangling from her lips. He smelled her vodka-soaked breath.
“His mother is domineering and demanding,” the FBI agent said, “and those attributes have led to an almost constantly elevated level of tension between them. He blames her for holding him back, and she blames him for not living up to her expectations. At the same time, she is angry at him for always trying to leave her. If he’s dated, she hasn’t approved of any of the women in his life.”
Memories and images flooded Murphy’s consciousness. Notre Dame, his one season of football and a future that didn’t happen. Mother’s constant nagging. Her criticism of every girlfriend he ever had. His failed career with the police department. Marcy Edwards on the floor of her bathroom, his arm locked around her throat, choking her to death. The last line in the letter: You are a killer like me.
“Detective Murphy, are you all right?” Donce asked.
Murphy took a deep breath. “I’ve got to get some air.”
He rushed down the hall to the fire exit. Outside, he had to lean against a Dumpster to keep from falling over.



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


Monday, August 6, 3:00 PM
The killer stares through the sliding glass door at the rain pounding the street. On the television behind him, the chief meteorologist at Channel 4 is talking about the coming storm.
Mother left this morning. He saw her hauling her suitcases out and piling them into the trunk of her cream-colored Buick LeSabre. The car is ten years old and in mint condition. She’s never let him drive it, not even when his Honda was in the shop and he needed to get to work. “Take the bus,” she said. “That’s what your father used to do.”
She left without saying good-bye. Just slammed the trunk and took off, headed to a hotel in Baton Rouge to ride out the storm.
According to the WWL weatherman, Hurricane Catherine’s forward movement has slowed slightly, but she is still on track for a direct hit on New Orleans. The outer bands are now expected to start raking the city sometime this evening. Hurricane-force winds will arrive before midnight.
Maybe Mother will make it to Baton Rouge before the storm. Too bad. With nearly forty thousand people killed each year in automobile accidents, why couldn’t she be one of them? According to the newscast, the traffic corridors leading out of town, I-10 west to Baton Rouge and I-55 north to Hammond, are parking lots. Unfortunately, there is not much chance of a fatal car accident when traffic is barely moving.
The killer is waiting for nightfall. He feels safe in the dark. But he can’t wait much longer. There are things he must do before the storm arrives. God has wrought the storm not to hurt him but to help him. What Katrina started, Catherine will finish. This godless city will be purged.
His apartment sits at ground level. Mother’s house is set on piers. Her bottom floor is three feet above ground. The second floor, really only a half story, is four feet above that. Across the street is Saint Anthony of Padua Catholic Church, a century-old three-story block of stone.
During Katrina, the killer’s Mid-City neighborhood got nearly six feet of water. If the levees and flood walls crumble and the water starts to rise again, he will cross the street and take refuge at Saint Anthony’s. The pastor knows Mother well. She goes to Mass at least four times a week. If no one is there, he knows how to get inside.
A car slows as it passes his house. The killer steps back, away from the sliding glass door. The street is one-way, left to right from the killer’s perspective. The car stops in front of the house next door. The killer yanks the drape across the glass, leaving only a slit to peek through.
The car is a dark sedan, several years old and beat-up. A Chevrolet, he thinks. It backs up. Two men are in the front seat. They are looking at his house. The passenger glances down at the end of the narrow driveway, empty now since Mother left. The number 127 is painted on the curb. That’s the address for Mother’s house.
The killer’s apartment, crammed underneath the second story of her bungalow, has its own address, 129 South Saint Patrick. That number is affixed to the outside wall, to the right of the glass door and above the black metal mailbox.
The men in the car are police officers. He is sure of that. A surge of panic wells up in his chest. Why are they here? His work has been flawless. He has left no clues that could have led them here. Still, they are here.
The car stops at the end of the driveway. The passenger looks down at some papers in his hand. Then both front doors open and the men step out. Both are young and fit, probably in their late twenties. They are wearing jeans and dark blue nylon jackets with the star and crescent seal of the New Orleans Police Department on the front. They stare at Mother’s front door. Neither seems bothered by the steady rain. The passenger nods to the empty driveway. The killer hears him say, “Doesn’t look like anybody’s home.”
The driver says, “Let’s check it anyway.”
The killer backs away from the door.
Outside, the men cross the driveway. Neither has pulled a gun. This can’t be a raid, the killer thinks. They are here to talk to Mother about something. A traffic ticket, perhaps? It can’t be that simple. Mother never drives anywhere except to the grocery store, and that’s less than a mile down Canal Street.
These fit young men do not look like traffic cops. They are not here for Mother. The killer can feel that in his bones. They are here for him.
But why just two of them? No dark vans with blacked-out windows? No SWAT team? Just two detectives, junior detectives by the look of them. The killer reaches behind him and turns off the TV.
The men knock on Mother’s door. The knocking is signature police, sharp and demanding. When no one answers, they knock again. Then he hears them talking on the covered porch. He can’t quite make out their words. A moment later, he hears their boots descending Mother’s steps. They approach his door. Bang! Bang! Bang! Three sharp, demanding knocks on the glass.
The killer remains frozen. The detectives have no reason to suspect anyone is home, not with the storm coming and the driveway empty. Mother makes him park on the street. The driveway is for her Buick. Last night, the street was full, so he turned right at the next block, on Cleveland Avenue, and parked a few spaces from the corner.
“This is one twenty-nine,” one voice says. “The registration lists one twenty-seven.”
“It’s a double,” the second voice answers. “Probably the same owner.”
The knocks come again: Bang! Bang! Bang! They sound like gunshots. The killer cringes in the dark. Outside his door there is no overhang. He knows the detectives are getting wet. After a moment, one of them says, “Fuck it. No one’s home.”
He hears them walk away. The car doors slam shut. The motor cranks. The killer creeps back to the glass and peeks out just in time to see the sedan’s taillights disappear past the four-foot red brick wall that separates Mother’s small yard from the neighbor’s property.
Will they be back?
The killer’s eyes sweep his apartment. There are many things here that link him to the deaths of the sodomites and the harlots. His typewriter, his bag of cable ties, his bottle of ether. Several rolls of duct tape. And in the bottom of the linen closet, his collection of souvenirs. It is foolish to keep anything. He knows that. But he can’t help himself. Sometimes in between the killings, during the long, dark nights, he will get up, turn on the bathroom light, and look at his keepsakes. They are reminders of his work.
No one will find them. God is protecting him.
But God only helps those who help themselves.
He has to deal with Kiesha Guidry, that skinny little biting black bitch. With the storm coming, he has to do something with her right now. She will not live much longer in that box, especially if the hurricane knocks the house down around her.
If he wants to make a statement, he must hurry.
When Murphy ducked into the Homicide office at five o’clock, it was raining buckets outside. As he stripped off his raincoat, he was trying to come to terms with the fact that he wasn’t going to find the mayor’s daughter or the serial killer before the storm hit. That meant Kiesha Guidry was going to be dead when they found her, if she wasn’t dead already.
Today had been his last chance, and he had failed. He was out of leads and out of ideas.
For the last several hours, Murphy had followed up on the divorce files from the clerk of court. With Marcy Edwards dead, there were only two women left on his list who bore any resemblance to the killer’s most recent victims.
According to the divorce petitions, one woman lived in a house in Gentilly; the other one lived in an apartment uptown. Murphy had cruised both addresses, looking for anyone who stood out, anyone who might be watching. Then he knocked on both doors. Not surprisingly, with a storm about to flatten the city, no one was home.
But the addresses listed in the divorce files did not match those on the women’s driver’s licenses. That gave Murphy two more places to look. Again, though, he came up empty. There were no suspicious characters lurking around either address, nor had anyone answered his knock.
Everyone who could get out of town had already left.
He had four more divorce files in his briefcase and driver’s-license photos to go with three of them. But none of those women looked anything like Carol Sue Spencer or Sandra Jackson. He had no photo for the fourth woman. Her file listed an address in New Orleans East. Murphy went there first. For all he knew, she might look exactly like the other victims. But the house was abandoned, with smashed windows and a broken back door.
Four of the five addresses he had for the remaining three women-from court records and driver’s licenses-looked lived-in, but no one answered when he knocked. The fifth address was a vacant apartment. State law required drivers to update their licenses within ten days of moving to a new address, but no one obeyed that. Murphy still had not changed the address on his license after he moved out of Kirsten’s house more than a year ago.
He was almost relieved no one had been home. Knocking on those doors had felt foolish. What was he going to say if one of the women answered?
Hello, I’m a policeman and I’m here to warn you that you may be the next victim of the serial killer. The reason I think that is because you share certain characteristics with a woman I strangled two nights ago.
Maybe something less dramatic.
Murphy realized that his odds of stumbling across the killer while both of them were staking out the same woman’s house were astronomical, but he also realized that those six names were the only leads he had.
Timing is everything.
That worn-out cliche kept spinning through Murphy’s head. Just because he had not found the killer didn’t mean the killer wasn’t stalking one of the women whose files Murphy was carrying inside his briefcase. All he knew for sure was that they had not been stalking the same woman at the same time.
In a perfect world, Murphy would put a pair of detectives on each occupied address and hope the killer showed up at one of them. In the real world, he couldn’t do that. He had to find the killer on his own and make sure the man never saw the inside of an interrogation room.
Back in the Homicide office, Murphy stacked the six divorce files in the center of his desk. He opened the top file and started reading. He planned to go through each one, reading every document line by line. There had to be something he had missed.
Murphy was just opening the second file when the steel back door to the Homicide office banged open. He couldn’t see the outer door from his desk, but he heard the clang through the open squad-room door. He also heard the sound of boots rushing through the outer office. Seconds later, Doggs and Calumet burst into the squad room.
“We got him!” Joey Dagalotto said. He was carrying a folded computer printout in his hand. “We got the son of a bitch.”
Murphy felt his heart dive into his stomach. With conscious effort, he plastered a smile across his face. “Tell me.”
Calumet was carrying a brown accordion file folder. “We don’t actually have him. Not yet, but we think we know where he lives.”
After taking a deep breath, Murphy said, “Where?”
“In Mid-City,” Doggs said. “On South Saint Patrick Street.”
Murphy knew exactly where South Saint Patrick was. A few years ago his mother had gotten mad at her priest, and for months she had insisted that Murphy take her to Sunday Mass at Saint Anthony’s at Canal Street and South Saint Patrick. It was less than a mile from the Homicide office.
“You got a name?” Murphy asked.
“Richard Lee Jeffries,” Calumet said as he pulled a black-and-white blowup of a driver’s license from the folder and laid it on Murphy’s desk. The picture showed a thin, sallow-faced man in his late twenties or early thirties, with light-colored hair and dark eyes. He had a scar above his right eyebrow, just like the man the Lucky Dog vendor had seen running from the Red Door Lounge fire.
“What have you got on him?” Murphy said, feeling that if his heart sank any lower into his bowels he was going to have to go to the bathroom and crap it out.
Doggs unfolded the printout and read from it. It was a rap sheet. “White male, age thirty. One arrest, booked five years ago for obscenity.” The detective looked up at Murphy. “He wasn’t convicted and he got the charge expunged, but it was never cleared out of MOTION. We pulled a hard copy of the report from records. Someone spotted him jerking off in his car outside an elementary school. He was so busy pulling his pud that he didn’t see the cops roll up, and they caught him with his dick still in his hand.”
“You tracked him from the tire tread?” Murphy said.
Both detectives nodded.
“His mother bought them,” Calumet said as he flipped through a slim police notebook. “Mildred Jeffries, age fifty-eight, lives at one twenty-seven South Saint Patrick. Four months ago she had a set of Aquatred Threes put on a gray Honda Civic. Registration on the car comes back to her at that address. We ran the address, like you said, and came up with an ID on her son.”
Doggs was jumpy, eager to talk. “We went by the house. It’s a double. We knocked on both doors but no one answered. There was no car in the driveway, but fresh oil on the concrete indicates someone usually parks there.”
Murphy took a couple more deep breaths to calm down. “So all you’ve got so far is a weenie wagger whose mother bought a set of tires four months ago.”
The two young detectives looked as if Murphy had just handed them shit for a snack. Calumet spoke up. “He works at the clerk of court’s office, and the killer’s last two victims were recently divorced. We figure he might be using the clerk’s divorce records to select his victims.”
Murphy’s stomach dropped into the basement. These kids were good. The police department didn’t even have access to a database that showed where someone worked. “How do you know he works at the clerk’s office?”
“A buddy of mine in the Warrant Division dates a girl at the Police Foundation,” Calumet said. “He called her and got her to run Jeffries through the foundation’s computer system. They subscribe to a bunch of commercial databases that can pull up all kinds of information on people: places of employment, magazine subscriptions, professional licenses, real-estate holdings. She was on the road evacuating, but she pulled over and ran it on her laptop through a wireless Internet connection.”
Leave it to NOPD, Murphy thought, to have less access to computerized records than the civilian-run Police Foundation. He knew he had to get control of this situation. Left on their own, Doggs and Calumet would probably have Jeffries in custody within the next hour.
“Just because he works at the clerk’s office,” Murphy said, “and his mom bought a set of tires doesn’t make him the Lamb of God.”
“But you think he’s worth checking out, right?” Doggs said.
Of course I do. Which is why I have to find him first.
Murphy nodded. “Absolutely. You guys did a great job. Just don’t be surprised if your first suspect doesn’t pan out.”
“What about getting a search warrant for his house?” Calumet said.
“The city is under a mandatory evacuation order,” Murphy said. “Where are you going to find a judge?”
“I don’t know,” Calumet said, “but we’ve got to do something. I’ll go in without a warrant if I have to.”
That was the exact right answer, and Murphy knew it. In a kidnapping case like this, where there was a chance to save the victim’s life, exigent circumstances trumped the Fourth Amendment requirement for a search warrant. Fortunately, Calumet and his partner were too green to be sure of that. Murphy was the seasoned veteran.
“This is a death-penalty case,” Murphy said. “Ten years from now everything you do today is going to wind up at the U.S. Supreme Court. You’ve got to go by the book on this one.”
“He might have the mayor’s daughter in that house,” Calumet said.
Murphy shook his head, knowing he had to downplay the exigency of the situation. “I doubt it.”
The two detectives looked at each other, then back at Murphy. “Why?” Doggs said.
“He only held one victim, and that was just long enough to set up his video camera and cut off her head. The mayor’s daughter has been missing for almost forty-eight hours. She’s dead. We just haven’t found her body yet.”
“So what do we do?” Doggs said.
Murphy needed to keep them busy and out of his way. “We’ll try to get a search warrant. Type up an affidavit with a summary of all ten murders we suspect him of. Leave off the arson. Wrap it up with the letters to the newspaper, the finger, which we know came from the victim under the overpass, and the mayor’s daughter. Mention the videos. And make sure you include the cause of death and the physical evidence from each scene to prove that we can link them. Then write up a brief biography of your suspect… what’s his name?”
“Richard Lee Jeffries,” Calumet said.
Murphy nodded. “Jeffries, right. Make sure you explain how you came up with the tire information. Everything hinges on linking Jefferies to the tire track.”
Doggs and Calumet were both nodding, but Murphy could tell they thought he was overreaching. And they were right. For a search warrant, all they needed to do was tie Jeffries to one murder. The rest could come later.
“Look,” Murphy said, “I know you guys probably think all this paperwork is bullshit, but one day your affidavit is going to get an anal exam from a bunch of highly motivated, very skilled, pro bono, anti-death-penalty lawyers who have had months to study it. If there’s a single flaw in it, they’ll find it. It’s called attacking the four corners. You’re not getting a warrant for a chop shop, looking for a couple of stolen Chevys.”
Murphy made a show of looking at his watch. “It’s five thirty. Take a couple of hours to get your affidavit together. Meanwhile, I’ve got one more lead to run down. While I’m doing that, I’ll work the phone to try to find us a judge. Let’s meet back here at seven thirty and we’ll see where we stand.”
“Shouldn’t one of us go sit on the house,” Doggs said, “in case the guy comes back?”
Of course you should, but I can’t let you do that.
Murphy shook his head. “If he spots you before you spot him, he’ll be in the wind and we’ll never find him again.”
“But we know what he’s driving,” Calumet said.
“You know what he was driving three months ago when he dumped that body off Michoud Boulevard,” Murphy said. “What if he’s driving something different now? What if he drives right past you and sees you watching his house? After everything this guy has done, you don’t think he’s paranoid? He probably sleeps with his eyes open.”
Calumet shrugged. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”
Murphy knew the young cop didn’t mean it.
“What if we can’t find a judge?” Doggs said.
Murphy hesitated for several seconds, trying to appear thoughtful. “You were right about what you said earlier. It’s possible to search the house without a warrant, but we have to show we’ve exhausted all reasonable efforts to get a warrant and that someone’s life is in imminent danger.”
“Given the circumstances, that doesn’t seem that tough,” Doggs said.
“First we’ve got to try to find a judge,” Murphy said. “And before we do that, we’ve got to put together an affidavit. Otherwise, when this case gets reviewed by a bunch of bleeding-heart judges and ACLU lawyers, it’ll look like we didn’t even try to get a warrant.”
The two young detectives looked at each other, then turned around and walked out of the squad room. Their disappointment in Murphy’s mentorship was obvious.
As Murphy watched them go, he knew he had only two hours to find Richard Lee Jeffries.



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


Monday, August 6, 5:45 PM
The driveway in front of 127 South Saint Patrick Street was empty. Murphy circled the block looking for an old Honda Civic with a new set of Goodyear Aquatreds. There wasn’t one.
He parked across the street, in the back lot of Saint Anthony of Padua Catholic Church. He watched the house until six o’clock. There was no movement and no change in the lighting. It didn’t appear anyone was home.
Murphy was reaching for the glove compartment when his cell phone rang. The caller ID showed Restricted. It was either a police number or it was Kirsten. He pressed the ignore button. He pulled the hood of his raincoat over his head and cinched the drawstrings. The rain was coming down in sheets.
His police radio crackled. “Homicide Division to twenty-five fifty-four, Detective Murphy.”
It was Calumet’s voice. Murphy picked up his radio and keyed the microphone. “Twenty-five fifty-four, go ahead.”
“Call the office ASAP,” Calumet said.
Murphy set the radio back on the seat and grabbed his cell phone. He dialed the main number for Homicide.
Calumet answered on the first ring. “Murphy?” The young detective sounded excited.
“Yeah.”
“Can you get back here by six fifteen?”
Murphy glanced at his watch. That was in less than fifteen minutes. “Why?”
“For a briefing.”
“What briefing?”
“We got the search warrant.”
“What!” That was impossible. They couldn’t have done everything he had told them to do.
“Yeah, we got the warrant.”
Murphy took a deep breath. He had to sound like a detective who wanted to arrest the most prolific killer in the city’s history. “How?”
Calumet’s voice dropped to a whisper. “The captain overheard me and Doggs talking about putting together a warrant, and he asked what kind of information we had. Once we laid it out, he told us to leave off all the murders except the dump job in the east, the one where you found the tire track. He said that’s the only one we need to link Jeffries to right now.”
And the captain is right, but that doesn’t help me.
“You got it signed already?” Murphy said.
“Doggs is on his way back from the judge’s house right now. The judge lives uptown, on the river side of Saint Charles, said he rode out Katrina and he’s going to ride out this one.”
What a fucking disaster, Murphy thought. “I’ll head back,” he said. “Wait until I get there to start the briefing.”
“This is awesome, huh?” Calumet said.
“Yeah, awesome.” Murphy pressed and held the end button to disconnect the call and to turn off his phone. Then he switched off his radio.
From inside the glove compartment, he pulled out a zippered black leather case about the size of a pen and pencil set. The case held his lock-picking tools. Several years ago, the department had sent him to Miami to attend a weeklong lock-picking course. Sometimes when you were executing a search warrant or an arrest warrant, it was better to sneak in than to smash your way in.
He pulled on a pair of latex gloves.
When Murphy opened the car door, a gust of wind nearly ripped it from his hands. The wind was driving the rain down at a forty-five-degree angle, hard enough to sting his face.
There were lights on inside the main house, but the apartment was dark. Jeffries’s mother had probably left the lights on to deter looters, except that in a couple of hours there wasn’t going to be any electricity to power the lights. Last time, it had taken three months to get the power back on in most of the city, longer in New Orleans East.
The homes on either side of the Jeffries house looked empty too. Murphy approached the sliding glass door at the front of the apartment by walking up the left edge of the driveway, next to a low brick wall that separated the Jeffries’s small patch of yard from the one next door. He was glad he was wearing a dark-colored civilian raincoat and not his NOPD jacket with POLICE in reflective tape across the back.
After a glance up and down the street, Murphy pulled a pin rake and a tension wrench from his leather case and crouched in front of the lock. He worked both tools simultaneously for five minutes, but he couldn’t get the lock to spring open.
All of his training had been on standard door locks and dead bolts. The glass door had a lock similar to a file cabinet. In theory, it should work the same as any other lock, but it didn’t. He changed to a different rake. Then he tried a pick.
Nothing worked.
He looked at his watch. It was already 6:15. How long would Doggs and Calumet wait for him before they gave up and came on their own? He had to search the apartment before the task force showed up. There had to be something in here that would lead him to Jeffries.
Murphy jogged back to his car. He opened the trunk and pulled out his tire iron.
The glass door had an aluminum frame that was a little loose in the jamb. Murphy forced the beveled tip of the tire iron between the frame and the jamb, just above the lock. The door was designed to slide to the left along tracks at the top and bottom. Murphy snapped the tire iron to the right and broke the lock apart. He pushed the door open a couple of feet and stepped through. A heavy drape hung across the doorway. Murphy shoved it aside, then slid the door closed behind him.
The apartment wasn’t completely dark. The drape had concealed a light coming from a back room. Murphy felt like shouting “Police,” which was what he usually did when he entered a house looking for a murderer. But this was different. He didn’t say anything.
He pulled down his rain hood and stood still, listening, his right hand gripping the butt of his Glock. Nothing moved inside the house. Murphy reached back and pulled the drape closed, leaving only a narrow gap through which he could see the street. He laid the tire iron on the nearby bed and drew his pistol. Then he slipped a flashlight from his raincoat and crept forward.
The apartment was small, a front bedroom, a short hallway with a bathroom on the left, and a kitchen in the back. There was no doorway connecting the apartment to the main house. Nor was there a back door. As he suspected, no one was home. Murphy holstered his pistol. He gave the kitchen a quick search but found nothing that connected Jeffries to the Lamb of God murders.
The hallway was narrow and bare, with a low ceiling that gave the entire apartment a claustrophobic feel.
Murphy stepped into the cramped bathroom. The vanity, the toilet, and the shower stall were squeezed into a space no bigger than six feet by six feet. Standing at the sink, he pulled open the mirrored door to the medicine cabinet and dug through the pill bottles and assorted junk. He found nothing. Behind the bathroom door was a linen closet with two doors, one above the other. The lower door had an old-fashioned laundry-chute hatch built into it.
Murphy checked his watch. It was 6:30. He was already fifteen minutes late for the briefing. Doggs and Calumet had probably started without him. They would be here soon.
He opened the upper door to the linen closet. Four shelves that began at waist height and rose to the ceiling held bath towels, hand towels, and washcloths. On the top shelf was a green mesh bag stuffed with beach gear: a pair of flip-flops, a sand bucket, a plastic shovel, a tiny fishnet, a cheap diving mask and snorkel.
Murphy closed the upper door and pulled open the one below it. Behind the lower door was a clothes hamper, piled half-full of dirty clothes and towels. He kicked at the pile with the toe of his shoe. There was something hard under it. He bent down and pulled out the clothes and towels. Beneath them was a shoe box. He lifted the lid and shone the beam of his flashlight into it.
Inside the box were locks of hair, swatches of clothing, women’s jewelry, and a gallon-sized zippered plastic bag containing a decomposing human hand with one finger missing. The hand belonged to the dead prostitute under the Jeff Davis overpass. The killer had cut off both her hands and kept one. Murphy had found the evidence he needed to prove that Jeffries was the Lamb of God, but he hadn’t found Jeffries.
He put the lid back on the shoe box. The task force needed to find the evidence that confirmed Jeffries was the serial killer. If Jeffries had been home, Murphy would have shot him. Simple as that. Then he would have put a kitchen knife in the killer’s hand and claimed self-defense.
His story would have been that he had been running late, so he decided to skip the briefing and meet the raid team on South South Patrick Street. When he arrived, Jeffries was coming out the door and spotted him as he drove past. Jeffries then ducked back into his apartment, probably with the intention of destroying evidence or escaping out the back. Murphy had no choice but to pursue. When the suspected killer came at him with a knife, Murphy shot him. With Jeffries dead, what had really happened on Wingate Drive would die too.
Case closed.
Not now. Jeffries wasn’t home. Murphy looked at his watch. It was 6:40. He knew he had only minutes left until one of his fellow homicide detectives smashed a steel battering ram through the front door. He shut the linen closet, turned out the light, and walked down the hall to the front of the apartment.
The bedroom was neat, almost obsessively so, but confined. Bookshelves took up most of the wall space. To Murphy’s right, wedged between the queen-size bed and the front wall, was a small writing desk. On top of the desk sat an old typewriter. Murphy stepped closer. The machine was a Royal, beat-up but serviceable. On the desk next to the typewriter was a short stack of copy paper, on top of which lay a pair of white cotton gloves. Murphy was sure the crime lab would link this typewriter to the killer’s letters.
Beneath the desktop was a single, shallow drawer. Murphy pulled it open and found it full of office knickknacks. Pens, pencils, a writing tablet, paper clips, rubber bands, pushpins, and a tube of glue-exactly the kind of things you would expect a person to keep inside a desk. He closed the drawer and looked at his watch again. It was 6:45. He glanced through the narrow strip of glass between the drape and the wall. The rain had slackened.
The raid team Donovan had cobbled together wasn’t going to roll up to the front of the house in the division’s rattletrap van. The detectives would park at least half a block away and try to sneak up to the door. It was conceivable that the first inkling Murphy would have that the team had arrived was the sound of the door shattering.
He felt the first sour taste of panic well up in his throat.
A shelf above the desk was lined with books on serial killers. Richard Lee Jeffries was a student of murder. On that same shelf stood a five-by-seven-inch frame holding an old black-and-white photograph of a young woman with long dark hair and dark eyes. She bore a striking resemblance to Carol Sue Spencer and Sandra Jackson. And to Marcy Edwards. Instinctively, Murphy knew the woman was Richard Jeffries’s mother.
A flash of light outside caught Murphy’s eye. Turning back to look through the door, he saw headlights shining along the street. Then the lights went out. He heard a car door open. Then the sound of a van’s sliding side door banging back against its stops. The raid team was here. They would be at the door in thirty seconds.
Murphy glanced around the bedroom, desperate to find something, anything that would lead him to Jeffries. He saw a corkboard hanging on the wall behind the desk. Pushpins held business cards, notes, a sheaf of coupons, and other scraps of paper. Pinned to the bottom of the board was a utility bill. Murphy’s eyes were drawn to three lines in the top left corner of the monthly statement:
Service Location
4101 Burgundy Street
New Orleans, La 70117
The four-thousand block of Burgundy Street? That was in Bywater. Why would Richard Jeffries have a utility bill for an address in Bywater? From outside came the sound of the van door sliding closed.
Murphy looked at the utility bill again. The account was in the name of Richard Jeffries. The due date was next week. Murphy yanked the single sheet of paper off the corkboard. The pushpin flew across the room and bounced off the floor. As he sprinted toward the back of the apartment, he shoved the bill into his raincoat pocket. He left the tire iron on the bed. There was no way to trace it.
In the kitchen were two windows: a small one in the back wall over the sink, and a larger one to his left, next to the refrigerator. Murphy unlatched the window beside the refrigerator and threw it open. There was no screen. Cold rain hit the sill and splashed on his hands. He stuck his head out and looked left, toward the street. There were always a couple of cops assigned to cover the back during a search warrant, but he didn’t see anyone coming.
Up front, the glass door shattered. A second later, Murphy heard something metallic bouncing on the bedroom floor. It sounded like a soda can. He knew the sound. It was a flashbang. He opened his mouth so the concussion wouldn’t blow out his eardrums.
Boom! The flashbang exploded.
Murphy dove headfirst through the window. He landed hard on his right shoulder. The fall knocked the wind out of him. Pain shot from his collarbone to his fingertips. Then he heard a second flashbang skipping down the hall.
Boom! Another explosion. This one closer.
Murphy scrambled to his feet. He felt like he had been stabbed in the collarbone.
Behind the apartment was a wooden privacy fence. In the narrow space between the apartment and the fence lay a jumbled pile of rotten lumber, cracked cinder blocks, and old plumbing fixtures. If the detectives assigned to rear cover were on the other side of the house, the pile of junk would block them from reaching him.
The sound of stomping feet echoed through the apartment. A tight, nervous voice shouted, “Police. We have a search warrant.”
Murphy pulled the window closed and stepped to the side. When he turned around he was looking at a four-foot brick wall. He grabbed the top and half jumped, half pulled himself over and tumbled down the other side into the next-door neighbor’s back yard. As he fell he tried to get his feet under him, but he didn’t have time. He landed flat on his back and got the wind knocked out of him again.
He lay still, hoping no one had seen him, hoping there wasn’t a pet rottweiler or a pit bull in the yard with him. Next door there was lots of shouting. Then he heard, “Clear… clear… we’re code four.”
The dynamic search for the suspect was over. The meticulous search for evidence was about to begin.
If Murphy’s colleagues had found the kitchen window open, they would have suspected someone had slipped out the back. They would have called for uniform patrol units to set up a perimeter around the neighborhood and for K-9 assistance. Murphy had taken the time to close the window in hopes of avoiding that. His only chance to escape was if everyone on the raid team thought the house had been empty. Judging by the subdued sounds now coming from the apartment next door, it had worked.
After counting off sixty more seconds, Murphy pulled himself to his feet. The house in whose backyard he had fallen was dark. The owners had probably evacuated. Keeping below the top of the brick wall, Murphy flipped the hood of his raincoat over his head and crept across the yard. He checked his pocket and felt the crumpled utility bill. On the far side of the yard he turned toward the street and slinked past the dark house.
At the sidewalk he turned right and walked to the next corner. He circled the block until he reached Canal Street. To get to his car he was going to have to cross the end of South Saint Patrick Street, just a couple of houses down from the herd of cops who would be milling around the front of Jeffries’s apartment.
Traffic on Canal Street was almost nonexistent and there were no other pedestrians. Murphy felt like he had a flashing red sign strapped to his head that said LOOK AT ME. He stared straight ahead as he walked across South Saint Patrick. From the corner of his eye he saw several detectives standing in the rain, hunched under their jackets and hoods, smoking cigarettes.
Limping slightly from the pain of his two falls, Murphy shuffled past Saint Anthony’s church, then turned right and threaded his way along the far side of the building to the back parking lot.
Cautiously, he approached his car from the side opposite the apartment. He unlocked the driver’s door and slid behind the wheel. Through the rain-fogged windows he peeked out and saw that no one had noticed him. He slipped the key into the ignition and cranked the Taurus. Then he turned on his headlights and drove away.



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


Monday, August 6, 7:15 PM
Murphy drove through the nearly empty streets toward his apartment. The wind was blowing so hard it was difficult to keep his car on the road. The fat raindrops slamming into his windshield sounded like bullets. On Claiborne Avenue he saw an electric transformer explode. A few minutes later, he passed a couple of patrol cars crawling along with their blue and red flashers on.
His right shoulder hurt, but as far as he could tell it wasn’t fractured. He needed something for the pain, though. A megadose of ibuprofen would help. He also needed a change of clothes. His narrow escape from Jeffries’s apartment had left him wet and muddy. But what he really needed was another gun.
He was going to the address on Burgundy alone. Backup was not an option. If Jeffries was there, this wasn’t going to be an arrest. It was going to be an execution. Murphy needed a clean gun, one that could not be traced back to him, one he could shoot Jeffries with and then toss into the river.
At his apartment he had just such a gun, a two-inch. 38 revolver with a ground-off serial number. A few years ago, he had taken it off a small-time heroin peddler he and Gaudet arrested in the old Saint Thomas housing project. The dope dealer didn’t want to go to jail, so he ratted on everybody he knew. By the end of the night, Murphy and Gaudet had six felony arrests and two hundred grams of China white heroin. They cut the snitch loose. Since there were no charges against their informant, the. 38 wasn’t evidence, but Murphy hadn’t wanted to return it because the guy was going right back to selling smack. So Murphy had kept it just in case he needed it one day. That day was today.
Murphy pulled to the curb in front of his building, a onetime mansion that had been converted into a six-unit apartment house. It looked deserted. When he climbed out of his car, a wind gust hit him so hard it felt like it was going to peel off his raincoat. He hobbled up the steps and pushed open the front door.
He limped down the central hallway toward the stairwell at the far end. On the way, he passed a pair of two-bedroom apartments, one on either side of the hall. He climbed the stairs to the second floor, which had been remodeled into four single-bedroom units. From the top-floor landing, Murphy’s apartment was the first one on the left.
On the top step he caught his toe and stumbled. The light fixture mounted to the wall was out, leaving the rear half of the hallway in darkness. He grabbed the railing with his right hand. A sharp jolt of pain stabbed through his shoulder.
At his apartment door, Murphy pushed his key into the dead bolt. He sensed movement behind him. A shadow slid across the floor. Before he could turn around, he felt the cold steel of a pistol pressed against the back of his neck.
“Keep your eyes on the door,” Gaudet said.
Murphy tried to turn around, but Gaudet shoved the pistol deeper into his neck.
“What are you doing, Juan?”
“Open it.”
Murphy pushed open the door.
The pistol nudged him forward. “Inside,” Gaudet said.
They stepped into the apartment. Murphy felt the weight of his Glock on his right hip, but it was buried under his raincoat. The zipper was pulled up to his neck. An old firearms instructor’s adage popped into his head: You can’t outdraw someone else’s trigger pull.
As Gaudet pushed the door shut, Murphy kept walking until he reached the small bar that separated the den from the kitchen. He wanted as much distance between him and Gaudet as possible. When he turned around, he said, “Are you the mayor’s official hit man now?”
Gaudet kept his pistol leveled at Murphy. “I tried to keep you out of it.”
“Out of what, stealing money and killing cops? That’s why you’re here, isn’t it, to kill me?”
“I put eleven years into this job. Next year I’m vested and can take early retirement. By then I’ll have enough money put away so I can do whatever I want.”
“So what’s stopping you?”
“You, you’re what’s stopping me,” Gaudet said.
“How’s that?”
“You threatened to go to the captain. If you make a complaint to Donovan, he’ll have to notify PIB.”
“So what?” Murphy said. “The mayor controls PIB.”
“But he doesn’t control the feds, and the feds have snitches inside PIB. If the feds get involved, everything comes apart. I told the mayor you weren’t serious, though. That it was just talk, but he didn’t believe me. He says you’re a loose cannon.”
“Why are you here, Juan?”
Gaudet waved his pistol around. Nervous sweat beaded his forehead. “What the fuck’s wrong with you, Murphy? You’ve got no life. All you’ve got is the fucking job, but no matter what heroics you pull on this case, DeMarco is going to smash you into little pieces over that newspaper article. Your only way out will be to make a deal, and now, because you saw that money, you have something to trade.”
“Is that why you’re here, to make sure I can’t make that deal?”
“I’m here to offer you a seat on the gravy train,” Gaudet said. “There’s still time, brother.”
“What does the mayor want in return?”
“Your word that you’re not a threat.”
“Is that all?” Murphy said. Then casually, like he wasn’t even thinking about it, Murphy reached up with his left hand and unzipped his raincoat.
“And he wants to bring you on as part of the team.”
“Why does he need us?”
Gaudet hefted his pistol. “Because sometimes the negotiations get sticky, and nobody argues with a man holding a gun.”
“Why did you get involved?”
Gaudet shook his head at the stupidity of the question. “Why do you think? I got two kids in private school. I got a wife wants a new car. I got a girlfriend wants her apartment paid for. Everything is all crossways, man. Shit just got cattywampus on me, and I needed the money.”
“But why you?” Murphy said. “Why did the mayor pick you to be his bagman?”
“Right place, right time, I guess.”
Murphy shook his head. “It was payback for you throwing the case against his brother.”
Gaudet stared at Murphy. “That case wasn’t going anywhere. If it wasn’t me, it would have been a captain, or a deputy chief, or somebody at the DA’s office. You can’t put the mayor’s brother in jail, Murphy, and expect the case to go to court. Not in this city.”
A sudden anger swelled through Murphy. He took a half step forward.
Gaudet jabbed his pistol at Murphy. “You stay right there and keep that Irish temper of yours under control.”
Murphy nodded toward the pistol in Gaudet’s hand. “Now what?”
“Depends.”
“On what?”
“On whether you’re with the man or against him.”
“What happens if I’m against him?”
“I told him you wouldn’t be.”
“Why would you do that?”
“Because you’re no choirboy, Murphy.”
“This is different,” Murphy said. “There’s bent and there’s crooked. This is crooked.”
A bead of sweat rolled down Gaudet’s cheek. “He wants to see you.”
“Why?”
“To explain your situation to you.”
“Right now?”
Gaudet wiped a sleeve across his face. “He’s at the Emergency Operations Center. I’ll call him when we get close. He’ll meet us outside.”
“What about his daughter?” Murphy said.
“What about her?”
“Does he want to get her back?”
“Of course he does,” Gaudet said. “He’s worried sick about her. He’s counting on you to find her.”
Murphy doubted that. Gaudet was stalling, trying to work up his nerve. Only five feet separated them. Murphy lowered his right hand near his holstered pistol. He wasn’t going down without a fight. “What if she’s already dead?”
Gaudet shrugged. “If it turns out that way, he’ll mourn for her, but life goes on. We’ve got a city to rebuild.”
“How much is it worth?” Murphy asked.
“What?” Gaudet said.
“The skim.”
“Five percent of every contract.”
Murphy did the math. Five percent was fifty thousand dollars for every million, and the city had awarded hundreds of millions of dollars in contracts since the storm. “That’s a lot of money.”
Gaudet shrugged. “Not every contract is part of the program. The mayor has good instincts. But it’s still very… lucrative.”
“What’s your end?”
“Two hundred thousand so far.”
Gaudet reached behind his back and tossed Murphy a pair of handcuffs. “Put those on.”
Murphy caught them in his left hand. He kept his right hand down. “I’m going to see the mayor in handcuffs, like a prisoner?”
Gaudet nodded. “Until you two straighten out your differences, he’s not taking any chances.”
The meeting with the mayor was a ruse. Gaudet was going to drive him somewhere and kill him. “What if we don’t straighten out our differences?” Murphy said.
“He’s a persuasive man.”
“But if we don’t,” Murphy said, “your job is to kill me, right?”
Gaudet shook his head. “Quit being so dramatic. It ain’t like that.”
Murphy rattled the handcuffs. “Tell me what it’s like then.”
“First, you two talk and straighten out the bad blood. Then he’ll give you an envelope. The first of many.”
Murphy slid his right foot back half a step and angled his left side toward Gaudet. He reached behind his back with both hands like he was going to handcuff himself. As his right hand swung past his side, it was hidden from Gaudet’s view. Murphy hooked the bottom of his raincoat with his thumb and pulled it back away from his pistol.
Gaudet relaxed.
Murphy whipped out his left hand and flung the handcuffs into Gaudet’s face. He lunged to the right and jerked his Glock from its holster. He snapped off three shots. Two bullets hit Gaudet high in the chest. The third put a hole in the wall. Gaudet fired once. His shot punched through the empty space where Murphy had been standing.
Gaudet sagged to the floor. His mouth hung open. He was drooling blood as he fought for breath.
Murphy stood over him while he died.
No one knocked on Murphy’s door. No sounds came from the hallway or the stairs. Nothing but the shrieking of the wind.
Gaudet weighed at least two sixty and was too heavy to move. Murphy knew that if he survived the night he was going to have to explain why he had killed his partner. But that was only if he survived the night. He dug Gaudet’s keys from his pocket. He left his ex-partner’s pistol on the floor where it had fallen.
When Gaudet had raced out of the back lot of the police academy this morning, he had Murphy’s gear bag in the trunk of his car. In that bag were Murphy’s bulletproof vest and two spare magazines for his Glock. He planned to use the five-shot. 38 to kill Jeffries, but he had enough experience to know that plans don’t usually work out the way they’re supposed to.
Murphy walked into his bedroom and pulled a shoe box from the shelf at the top of his closet. Inside, the. 38 was wrapped in an old yellow T-shirt. Murphy unwrapped the snub-nosed revolver and snapped open the cylinder. It was loaded with five rounds of. 38 +P hollow points. He tucked the gun into the front of his pants.
Back in the den, Murphy walked around Gaudet’s body, careful not to tread in the blood that had pooled on the floor. He opened the door and stepped into the hall. As he locked the dead bolt and turned toward the stairs, he heard a frail voice behind him. “Did you hear that awful noise, Mr. Murphy?”
He turned around. It was his shriveled neighbor. She stood at the far end of the hallway, near a picture window that looked out onto the street. “It sounded like a gunshot,” she said. “Did you hear it?”
“Yes, ma’am, I did. I think it was a transformer that blew.”
She was dressed in a shabby housecoat that she clutched around her throat with one arthritic hand. It was the first time Murphy had ever seen her not dressed.
“Are you evacuating?” she asked.
“No, ma’am. I have to work. I’m a policeman.”
She nodded. “I saw you in the newspaper, remember?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Well, you be careful.”
“You too.”
Outside on the street, Murphy walked around the block pressing the panic button on Gaudet’s key fob until he got close enough to the car to set off the alarm. He found the Caprice parked on a parallel street one block from his apartment. He opened the trunk.
Lying next to Murphy’s gear bag was Gaudet’s briefcase. To keep it closed, Gaudet had wrapped it with a bungee cord. Murphy carried his bag and the briefcase to his Taurus. He threw his gear into the backseat and sat down behind the wheel with the briefcase beside him. He turned on the dome light and opened the case. It was still stuffed with cash.
Protruding from an interior pocket was a leather datebook. Murphy opened it. A paper clip at the top of a page marked the current week. He flipped back through the weeks and saw marks indicating work days, notes on court dates, and in some places, initials with numbers beside them. Each number had the letter k behind it, as in thousands.
AD 25k. BH 50k. One entry from three months back read, “DWC 100k.”
Gaudet had kept records of his cash pickups for the mayor. Murphy had worked with Juan for years and knew he wasn’t stupid. He would have known that keeping such records was dangerous, but they were also evidence if things went bad and he ended up having to testify against the mayor. Gaudet had been planning on riding the mayor’s cash cow into the sunset, but if he got jammed up, he was going to flip.
Murphy dropped the datebook on top of the cash and closed the briefcase. He rewrapped the bungee cord and tossed the case onto the backseat. There was something more immediate he needed to worry about. He reached into his raincoat pocket and took out Richard Jeffries’s utility bill. He looked at the service location printed in the top left corner.
4101 Burgundy Street.
He felt the pressure from the. 38 revolver wedged into the front waistband of his pants.
Be there, Jeffries. Be there.



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


Monday, August 6, 7:45 PM
Murphy drove northeast on Rampart Street, past Louis Armstrong Park, which in better weather was a haven for dope fiends and thugs. Driving had become dangerous. The Taurus’s windshield wipers were on high, but they weren’t keeping up with the wind-whipped rain that blew sideways during the strongest gusts.
Catherine’s outer bands were here.
The streets were deserted. Anyone with the ability to get out of town had already done so. Those who couldn’t get out were hunkered down.
Where Rampart made a hard right at Saint Bernard, Murphy stayed straight and angled onto Saint Claude Avenue. He followed it twenty blocks to France Street and turned right. Two blocks up was Burgundy, a one-way street running back uptown. Murphy turned right. The darkness and heavy rain made it hard to see addresses. He idled past empty homes.
At the corner of Mazant Street was 4101 Burgundy. It was a big two-story house covered in peeling white paint. A wraparound awning, supported by a row of thin wooden columns, covered both sidewalks. The front door faced the apex formed by the intersection of the two streets.
Murphy turned right onto Mazant and drove past the gated driveway behind the house. A padlocked chain held the gates together. Parked in the driveway on the other side of the gates was a gray Honda.
Jeffries was inside the house.
A half block down Mazant Street, Murphy pulled to the curb. He killed the engine and the lights and made sure his foot was off the brake. Then he adjusted the rearview mirror and watched the house through the driving rain.
For ten minutes, all he saw was wind and more rain. Richard Jeffries didn’t choose any time during those ten minutes to pop out of the house and present himself as an easy target for Murphy.
I’m going to have to go into that house and kill him.
Murphy reached into the backseat for his gear bag and hauled it up front beside him. He dug through it until he found the two spare magazines for his. 40-caliber Glock. He shoved them into one of the pockets of his raincoat. He had fired three shots at Gaudet, which left twelve rounds in his gun.
The. 38 was pressed uncomfortably against his stomach. He pushed himself higher in the seat and pulled the snub-nosed revolver from his waistband. Out of habit he checked the cylinder again. Then he shoved his keys into his left front pants pocket and pulled his flashlight out of his raincoat.
He thought about putting his ballistic vest on but decided getting killed just might be the best thing that could happen to him. For a moment he wondered what the rest of his squad was doing. After finding the severed hand and the typewriter in Richard Jeffries’s apartment, they would know that Jeffries was the Lamb of God Killer. But had they found anything else that could lead them to Burgundy?
Murphy zipped his raincoat all the way up and pulled the hood over his head. He cinched the drawstrings tight and tied them under his chin. A gust of wind rocked his car and sent a plastic bucket tumbling down the street.
Holding the revolver in one hand and his flashlight in the other, Murphy pushed open the driver’s door with his elbow and stepped out into the teeth of the approaching storm.
The killer wraps duct tape around Kiesha Guidry’s ankles, securing them to the front of the chair. Her wrists are already taped to the chair’s wooden arms. The mayor’s daughter is much more docile than the last time he saw her. There is nothing like two days locked inside a trunk to take the fight right out of a person. He smiles as he uses his KA-BAR to cut away the extra tape.
The last time he opened the box, Kiesha Guidry bit a chunk out of his face. This time she is barely conscious as he drags her out and drops her into the chair.
Above him, the wind screams through the attic. It has gotten louder in the last hour. He is afraid the wind will tear the old house apart. He needs to get back home. Had it not been for the two cops knocking on his door he would have finished this already. After their visit, he was paralyzed with fear. Several times he tried to leave his apartment, but the devil played tricks on him: “Don’t go outside,” Satan said. “They’re watching you.”
So he waited. For more than an hour. Now the storm is here.
The girl’s head lolls on her shoulders. He slaps her. “Wake up, princess. It’s time to talk to Daddy.”
“Daddy,” she mumbles. “Daddy… help me.”
He has removed her gag. He wants her to make a statement before she dies, to give a message to her father.
She smells of urine, but he doesn’t mind. Nothing can dull the glory of this moment. This will be his crowning achievement, the moment when he surpasses all messengers who have come before him. Has not God himself sent a hurricane to purge the filth from this city at the exact moment his servant is purging the blood from this Jezebel?
The killer stands, savoring his handiwork for a moment. In the dim glow from the overhead bulb, he can see the young woman’s eyes starting to focus. He wants her to know what is happening to her. He wants her to feel the pain. He pushes the steamer trunk out of the way, then crosses the room and stands behind the tripod. He presses the power button on his video camera.
As the camera comes to life, the killer lowers himself to one knee. Beneath the tripod lies his messenger bag. He stuffs the KA-BAR inside the bag. Then he pulls out the tool he will need for tonight’s work: his two-foot Khyber knife, bought over the Internet but originally imported from the rugged mountains of Afghanistan. He can see streaks of Sandra Jackson’s blood darkening the blade. He also takes out his black ski mask.
The killer stands and peers through the viewfinder. He adjusts the zoom to a wider angle. He can edit the footage on his computer later and zoom in if he needs to.
In his head he rehearses the ritual one last time. He will start the recording. Then he will walk to the back of the chair and order the young woman to read aloud the statement he has written for her. He will praise God, and he will cut off her head. Then he will throw her body on the other side of the levee for the storm-flooded river to wash away. He will keep her head and hang it next to Sandra Jackson’s, from a rafter in the attic, where the summer heat will dry them both into mummified skulls.
He presses the record button on the video camera and prepares to begin the ritual. But he hears a strange noise. Even over the howling wind, he can tell it came from downstairs. It was a sharp bang. Then he hears a change in the wind, as if it is now blowing through the rooms downstairs. The back door has blown open. Or been forced open.
The killer drops again to one knee. He sets the knife and mask down and digs into his bag. He pulls out his million-volt stun gun and a cable tie, the ends of which are already connected to form a loop large enough to fit over a human head. He turns and steps into the hall, flicking off the light as he passes the switch beside the door.
The back door was locked. It looked like a standard lock, something Murphy probably could have picked his way through, but his lock kit was in the car and the rain was coming down so hard he could barely see. With his bum shoulder and the weather, there was no way he could summon the fine motor skills necessary to pick the lock.
Fuck it.
Murphy stepped back and kicked open the door.
He rushed in, the five-shot. 38 and his flashlight thrust out in front of him.
The doorway opened into a small foyer, beneath the high end of a wooden stairwell. To the left was a wall. To the right stretched a large room. Murphy shone his flashlight across the darkness. On the other side of the room stood a wide arched doorway. Straight ahead was a small enclosed space, probably a bathroom. Past that was a kitchen.
There was no furniture.
He switched off the flashlight and crept across the empty room, careful not to drag his feet on the hardwood floor. As he advanced, he looked over his shoulder to make sure no one was above him on the stairs. The banistered stairway disappeared into a nearly pitch-black opening in the ceiling.
After crossing the room, Murphy braced himself beside the arched doorway, beyond which lay another room. Using the edge of the wall as cover, he switched on his light and swept the beam and the muzzle of the revolver around the room. It was empty.
Across this second room stood the front door, solid wood with an opaque glass transom above it. Murphy could see the silhouette of burglar bars through the glass.
He shuffled to his left and searched the kitchen and the small enclosed space, which was, as he had guessed, a bathroom. Both were empty of furnishings and empty of people. Jeffries had to be upstairs. And by now, he knew that someone was inside the house.
Murphy turned and looked at the stairwell. He hated stairs. Tactically, they were a nightmare. It was the perfect place for an ambush. Even with a team of officers, there was no way to climb them safely. He had been trained to creep up the steps with his back against the wall, while covering the upper landing with his gun. But against a dedicated opponent, the first guy up the stairs was always going to get shot. SWAT teams trained to have only two officers on the stairs at a time. That way, if someone above them started shooting, the team would only lose two members.
Murphy decided to do something unexpected.
The killer peers down the stairs. He can hear the wind rushing through the open back door, and he can see the glow from the street lamps outside. The stairwell opening limits his view of the ground floor. It’s also dark.
A floorboard creeks. The killer tenses. Someone is down there. He backs away from the stairs.
“Richard Lee Jeffries!” a man’s voice shouts from downstairs.
The killer’s breath catches in his throat, and he feels a stab of fear pierce his heart. This can’t be happening. He is doing God’s work. Surely, God would not allow some interloper to ruin his plan.
“This is the New Orleans Police Department. You are under arrest. The house is surrounded. Come down now with your hands over your head.”
The killer shrinks back into the darkened hallway.



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


Monday, August 6, 8:09 PM
Murphy crouched in the darkness at the foot of the stairs, using a banister post for cover. Upstairs, he could hear the wind whipping through the rafters. He aimed the. 38 and his flashlight at the top of the stairs. The flashlight was switched off.
If Jeffries appeared on the upper landing, Murphy would shine the light in his eyes and order him to walk down the stairs with his hands over his head. The stairwell had a level section midway up, a small landing. When Jeffries reached that, Murphy would empty the revolver’s five bullets into his chest.
But Jeffries didn’t appear at the top of the stairs.
Murphy called out again. “Jeffries, this is your last warning. Come down now… or the SWAT team is going to fire tear gas at you and send up the dogs.”
Murphy waited. His threats sounded weak, even to him. If there were a SWAT team and K-9s standing by, Jeffries would know it because of the racket. Police cars with flashing lights would have blocked off both ends of the street. A BearCat armored truck would be parked at the front door. Cops in tactical gear would be scurrying everywhere.
Another minute passed. It seemed like an hour. There was no movement upstairs. The jig was up. Jeffries was calling his bluff. Murphy had to show his hand or fold.
The stairs were still a problem, actually worse now than before, Murphy realized, because of his lame attempt to draw Jeffries out. Just because the killer had not used a gun to commit any of his crimes did not mean he didn’t have one. And now he was up there, alert and ready.
Standard tactical procedure is to take stairs slowly, but that assumes you have backup. If Jeffries had a gun and he caught Murphy on the open stairwell, he would kill Murphy where he stood. Just as Murphy had planned to do to him. But Murphy wasn’t going to get caught in that trap. He knew that even after being shot in the heart, a determined man can fight on for up to a minute before he died. Long enough to kill his enemy.
“Do not go gentle into that good night,” Dylan Thomas had said. “Rage, rage against the dying of the light.”
All Murphy needed was speed and momentum. He took a deep breath as he readied himself to charge up the steps.
Upstairs, a woman screamed.
It was barely loud enough to be heard over the wind crashing through the attic. The scream had carried words, but he couldn’t understand them. He could only understand the terror behind them.
Murphy took another deep breath and launched himself up the stairs. He held the. 38 high. His flashlight was off, but ready. He pounded up the wooden steps. It was too late for stealth. His only hope was to take Jeffries by surprise.
Lord, just let me kill him before I die.
The top landing was cloaked in darkness. Three-quarters of the way up the stairs, Murphy’s finger tightened on the trigger. He switched on his flashlight, ready to fire the instant he saw Jeffries.
But Jeffries wasn’t there.
As soon as Murphy reached the top of the stairs, he spun around and swept the second floor with his flashlight. Straight ahead, twenty feet on the other side of the stairwell, was a galley-style kitchenette. He could see it was empty. Ten feet closer was the entrance to a dark hallway that disappeared to his left, down the center of the house. That was the only immediate danger point. He needed to see what was around the corner of that hallway.
After stairs, corners present the most dangerous tactical obstacle. The best way to approach them was from several feet away and at a wide angle. Because of the layout of the upstairs landing area and the stairwell opening in the floor, Murphy couldn’t do that. He had to approach the corner from a ninety-degree angle. The worst possible situation.
The stairwell was flanked on one side by the house’s back wall and on the other side by a wooden railing. Murphy pressed his back against the railing and slid toward the hallway entrance, keeping the. 38 and his flashlight trained on the dark opening. When he reached the corner, he shone his flashlight down the hall. It was empty. Then he realized he wasn’t breathing. He took several deep breaths to steady his nerves.
“Help me!” the woman screamed.
This time there was no mistaking her words. The voice had come from down the hall. Along the right side of the hallway were two doors. The first one stood open. The second was closed. Because of the angle, Murphy couldn’t see the left side of the hallway.
He shone his flashlight into the open door. “Can you hear me?” he called out. The sound of the wind had gotten louder.
“Help me!” the woman cried again.
“I’m a police officer,” Murphy shouted, trying to be heard over the raging storm.
“Hurry.”
The killer peeks through a tiny crack in the door directly across from the open bedroom in which Kiesha Guidry sits bound and helpless. He sees the policeman’s flashlight shining down the hallway. He is sure the policeman is alone.
Claudius, the king of Denmark, was wrong. When sorrows come, they do not always come in battalions. Sometimes they do come as single spies.
If there were more than one policeman, he would hear them. And he is quite certain the policeman is Detective Murphy. Who else could it be? It is Murphy whom Satan would send to try to stop him. But Satan will not succeed. Not today. Neither will Murphy.
As he hears the Jezebel pleading for help, the killer wishes he had replaced her gag. The hallway goes dark. Then the killer hears footsteps approaching. He tightens his grip on the stun gun and takes a deep breath.
Murphy switched off his flashlight and eased around the corner into the hallway. He could see three doors spaced out along the left wall. All were closed. He judged the open door eight feet away to be the greatest threat. His eyes focused on it as he crept forward, one quiet, deliberate step at a time.
When he reached the edge of the doorway, he peered into the room. His right hand, holding the revolver, was braced against the wall. In his left hand he held his flashlight, his thumb on the switch. The room was pitch-dark. There should have been a window in the far wall, allowing some ambient light to seep in. If his bearings were right, that wall overlooked Mazant Street. There were still streetlights burning outside.
Murphy pressed the button on his flashlight and shone the beam into the room. To his right, a young black woman was bound to a chair. She looked straight into the light, her eyes wide, reflecting her terror. He had found the mayor’s daughter.
Directly across the room was a pair of French doors. The glass panes had been painted black. Soiled mattresses covered the walls. To Murphy’s left, a video camera stood atop a tripod. There was no one else in the room.
Kiesha Guidry started crying.
Murphy stepped into the doorway. Behind him he heard a floorboard creak. Before he could turn around, something touched the base of his skull. His head exploded in pain. Every muscle in his body convulsed. Then his legs turned to jelly and he collapsed facedown on the floor. For several seconds he sensed nothing except blinding light erupting behind his eyes and bombs detonating in his ears.
Then he felt his tongue. It was too thick. It sagged from his mouth. He could taste the wooden floor. It was rough and gritty with dirt. The air smelled like burned hair.
Kiesha Guidry was screaming.
Murphy turned his head to the side. He raised his arms and pressed his palms against the floor, but he didn’t have the strength to lift himself.
An overhead light flicked on.
He saw the revolver on the floor, three feet away. He groped for it. A scuffed leather shoe kicked the gun away.
“I would love to drag this out, Detective Murphy, but I have work to do,” a voice said.
A hand grabbed Murphy’s hair and jerked his head a few inches off the floor. His senses were coming back. He tried to push himself up to his knees. Then he felt something rigid graze his forehead and scrape past his nose, lips, and chin. It tugged at his neck. There was a zipping sound. Then his throat cinched shut. He gasped for air but none reached his lungs. He knew he was being strangled with a cable tie.
Panic.
Murphy’s body responded with a surge of adrenaline. He lurched to his feet and turned toward his attacker. Standing five feet away was Richard Lee Jeffries, the Lamb of God Killer. Murphy recognized the scar above his right eye. The same scar the Lucky Dog man had described. There were fresh scratches on Jeffries’s face and a bandage covering his left cheek.
He held a stun gun in his right hand.
Murphy’s eyes darted around the room. The. 38 lay on the floor several feet away.
Jeffries triggered the stun gun, sending sparks arching between the two prongs.
My Glock!
Murphy clawed at his raincoat with both hands.
Jeffries lunged at him. He jammed the stun gun into Murphy’s chest and pushed the trigger. The electric blast knocked Murphy onto his back. Jeffries dove on top of him and snatched Murphy’s Glock from its holster. He flung the pistol into the hallway. Then he rolled away and scrambled to his feet. From a safe distance, Jeffries stared down at Murphy as he choked to death.
The killer’s expression was like that of a porno actor having an orgasm.
Somewhere in the background, above the roaring wind, Murphy heard Kiesha Guidry’s voice. This time there were no words. Just shrieks of terror.
Murphy’s heels thrashed at the floor. His right hand pulled at his empty holster. Then his fingers brushed against the top of his folding knife, clipped to the inside of his pants pocket. His vision was fading.
Murphy yanked the knife from his pocket and flicked it open. He jammed the three-inch titanium blade under the cable tie. The tip sliced through his skin as it dug under the hard plastic strap. Blood spilled down the handle.
Jeffries ran at him, but Murphy drove the killer back with a hard stomp to his shin. Twisting the knife outward, Murphy tried to saw through the strap, but his grip slipped on the bloody handle. Jeffries triggered the stun gun and jabbed at one of Murphy’s flailing legs, but Murphy managed to kick the killer’s hand away. Then Murphy hooked his other foot around Jeffries’s ankle and swept his leg out from under him, spilling the killer to the floor.
For Murphy, the dim light from the overhead bulb was fading fast.
I’m going to die.
He gripped the blood-slick handle with both hands and twisted it out and down. The blade sliced the cable tie in two. Murphy sucked in a deep lungful of air.
Kiesha Guidry was still screaming.
On his knees, with one hand braced on the floor, Jeffries stabbed at Murphy with the stun gun. When Murphy kicked at the killer’s hand, the twin prongs brushed his right leg. The brief contact sent a convulsive shock wave through his body.
Jeffries dove for the. 38, but Murphy, still on his back like an overturned turtle, managed to boot the gun toward the door.
As the killer crawled after the revolver, Murphy stood up. Only eight feet of space separated him from Jeffries. But Jeffries was only two feet from the gun. Like all revolvers, the. 38 had no safety. It was a point-and-shoot weapon. Inside the small room, Jeffries didn’t have to be much of a shot to bury the five hollow-point bullets inside Murphy. He would be dead as soon as he hit the floor.
Murphy turned toward the French doors. He wrapped his arms around his head and dove through the painted glass.
He landed on the awning that overhung the sidewalk. The surface was covered with tar shingles, but the downward slope and the rain had made it too slick to stop his headlong sliding roll toward the street.
Behind him he heard two gunshots.
As Murphy’s momentum carried him headfirst over the edge, he clawed at the fascia board. For an instant, his fingers snagged a piece of molding and held it just long enough so that his legs passed him. He somersaulted in midair and landed on his feet, with a slightly rearward angle that dropped him on his back a half second later.
His right knee popped and his breath exploded from his lungs.
Yet even while fighting for his next breath, Murphy realized he had to get out of sight. Like a wounded animal, he dragged himself over the curb and under the cover of the overhang just as three more shots rang out. The bullets tore through the wooden awning and ricocheted off the asphalt a couple of feet beyond the curb.
Then Murphy heard the repeated click of the revolver’s hammer falling on empty chambers. The. 38 was out of bullets, but his Glock was still upstairs in the hallway where Jeffries had thrown it. Kiesha Guidry was still up there too.
Murphy grabbed the nearest post and pulled himself to his feet. His knee held his weight but barely, and it hurt like hell.
Somewhere in the trunk of his car, Murphy knew he had a collapsible police baton. It was the only weapon he had left. A steel club wasn’t much use against a. 40-caliber Glock with twelve rounds in the magazine, but one way or the other, this was going to end tonight.
Lord, grant me the strength to beat that son of a bitch to death.



CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


Monday, August 6, 8:21 PM
The flatfoot has escaped.
In frustration, the killer stands amid the shattered French doors and fires the. 38 revolver down through the wooden awning, at where he estimates the edge of the road lies. The gun bucks in his hand three times before the hammer falls on an empty chamber. He pulls the trigger several more times.
Then he remembers the other gun. The one he tossed into the hallway. He turns and runs across the room. The girl screams again. In a moment she won’t have a head to scream with. The thought makes him smile.
He finds the pistol in the hall. A big automatic. The sheer size of it scares him. He steps back into the room, the big gun clutched in his right hand. The mayor’s daughter stops screaming. He holds the pistol up to the light, looking for a safety, but he can’t find one. How does this thing shoot? He points it at the floor and squeezes the trigger.
Bam!
Evidently, there is no safety.
The killer tucks the gun into the front of his pants. He stoops and picks up his Khyber knife from the floor beneath the tripod. Then he walks toward the girl. She screams and yanks at her bonds. Halfway to her, the killer stops and turns around. He looks at the red LED light on top of the camera. He hopes his face is not within the camera’s viewfinder. He has forgotten his mask. He retreats across the room to retrieve it.
What will Murphy do now? the killer wonders as he pulls the black ski mask over his head. Will he give up? No, he will try again.
Murphy is like me. That means I have to find him first.
In a burst of anger, the killer stabs the Khyber knife into the wall behind the tripod, burying the blade halfway to the hilt in the soft Sheetrock.
Murphy pulled his keys from his pocket and opened the trunk of his Taurus. As soon as the trunk light flashed on, he smashed it with the bottom of his fist. He didn’t want to be silhouetted against his car.
It was raining so hard he could barely see. He ducked his head inside the trunk to try to get out of the worst of the weather, but the wind was pushing the rain almost horizontally and threatening to tear away the trunk lid. Murphy had to paw blindly for his baton. He knew it was there somewhere.
His hand fell on the chopped-down butt of a shotgun, the one he had taken from Jonathan Deshotels in what seemed like another lifetime.
Murphy didn’t hear the shot over the screaming wind, but he heard the bullet strike the underside of the trunk. It punched a hole through the metal six inches from his face. He turned and saw Jeffries striding toward him, a dark mask covering his face. The killer was forty feet away, with his arms thrust out in an awkward combat posture and Murphy’s Glock squeezed between his hands.
A flash exploded from the muzzle of the Glock. This time Murphy heard the shot at the same time the bullet thudded into the metal next to his head. He jerked Deshotels’s sawed-off shotgun from the trunk and ripped it from the paper bag. The shotgun was an over-and-under 20-gauge, with the barrels cut down to little more than a foot and the stock chopped into a pistol grip.
Murphy thumbed the release lever and broke open the barrels. They were empty. Where had he put the two shells of buckshot he emptied from the gun at Deshotels’s house?
Another gunshot. Murphy glanced up. Jeffries had stopped advancing. He stood thirty feet away, trying to aim at Murphy. The Glock wavered in his hands.
Murphy remembered where he had put the shotgun shells. They were inside the paper bag. He dropped to his good knee and picked up the bag from where it had fallen beneath the bumper. He shoved his hand inside and grabbed both shells.
Jeffries fired again. The bullet blew out the left taillight of the Taurus. Bits of shattered plastic struck Murphy’s face.
Ignore him. Focus on loading. He’s not going to hit me. Big sky, little bullet. Big sky, little bullet.
It was something he had read that Wyatt Earp used to say to himself when he was in the middle of a gunfight.
Murphy’s fingers felt like fat sausages. He shoved the two shells into the breech and snapped the barrels shut. He raised the shotgun and pulled the trigger. The blast knocked Jeffries off his feet.
Murphy waited and watched, covering Jeffries with the shotgun. He had one more barrelful of buckshot.
For several seconds Jeffries lay on his back, not moving.
Murphy pulled himself to his feet.
Jeffries rolled onto his side and fired, snapping off several shots. The. 40-caliber rounds clanged against the car’s metal body.
Murphy ducked around the Taurus to get away from the hail of bullets. He scrambled along the driver’s side toward the front bumper but slipped on the wet pavement and fell. A bullet struck the back left tire and blew the air out with a giant hiss.
Murphy tumbled around the front end of the Taurus. The shooting stopped. He lay on his stomach and looked under the car. He saw the bottom of Jeffries’s legs limping toward the house, already too far away for Murphy to risk his last shot.
He realized he had probably only hit Jeffries with a few pellets. To kill him with this cut-down, underpowered 20-gauge, Murphy knew he needed to get within a dozen feet and hit Jeffries dead center.
The driving rain dug into Murphy’s face and cut visibility to almost nothing. He rose to one knee and peeked around the Taurus. The big house, no more than thirty yards away, was barely visible, just a hulking gray shadow against the black sky, a shadow that had already swallowed Jeffries.
The killer hobbles through the back door and slams it shut. The wood around the lock is splintered, and the lock itself is useless. He puts his back against the door and slides to the floor. He screams in pain.
There are three holes in his right pant leg, each more than a quarter-inch in diameter. Blood pours through them. He pulls off his ski mask and examines the holes. He can see that the flesh beneath the torn fabric is mangled. How could he have missed Murphy?
He had fired at least ten shots at the flatfoot. Maybe some of them found their mark while Murphy was crawling around his car like a whipped dog. The killer examines the big pistol in his hand. How many shots are left? He doesn’t know how to check.
He reaches for the doorknob and pulls himself to his feet. As he puts weight on his injured leg he screams again.
Oh, God, it hurts.
Struggling up the stairs, the killer realizes that Murphy called him by his name. Somehow the Philistine figured out the killer’s identity and knows he is the Lamb of God. Yet Murphy came alone.
He’s not here to arrest me. He’s here to kill me.
The killer limps into the room. The mayor’s daughter is where he left her, duct-taped to the chair. Her face is red and swollen from crying and stretched wide with terror. Her nose and lips are crusted over. She looks nothing like the beautiful ebony princess who was honored at the awards ceremony two nights ago.
Her fear strengthens him. He shoves the pistol into his pants.
Wind and rain whip through the busted glass of the French doors as the killer pulls the Khyber knife free from the wall. He hefts the heavy weapon in his hand. It feels good.
He pulls a folded yellow sheet of legal paper from the back pocket of his pants. As he unfolds the wet page, he is glad to see the words are still legible. He has hand-printed four lines of text. The girl will read the lines into the camera. Then he will strike off her head and hold it up for all the world to see. Including her father.
The killer touches his face. His mask is downstairs. No matter. He can edit himself out of the video later. What is important now is that he finish his work. Then he will find Murphy and kill him.
He checks the camera. It is already recording. He remembers pushing the red record button just before he heard the noise downstairs. His struggle with Murphy has been recorded.
God is on my side. I shall not fail.
Murphy pushed open the broken door and slipped into the foyer, the shotgun gripped in both hands. He did not waste time searching downstairs. Jeffries was upstairs. He was sure of it. At the bottom of the stairs, Murphy reached down to unlace and remove his shoes.
He didn’t charge up the stairs this time, not with a busted knee. But he moved steadily, turning as he climbed, keeping the shotgun aimed at the upper railing. He had lost his flashlight, but his eyes were adjusted to the darkness.
The top of the stairwell was empty, but the dark tunnel of the hallway loomed straight ahead. Murphy limped toward the opening. He peeked around the corner with the shotgun ready, his finger on the trigger. The hallway was empty. The first door on the right was still open. Inside, the light was on. He stepped into the center of the hallway.
At the edge of the open door, he paused and took a deep breath. This was it, he thought. Only one of us will leave this room alive.
Murphy pushed off with his good leg and stepped into the room. Jeffries was to his right, his back to the door. He stood next to Kiesha Guidry, who was still bound to the chair. Jeffries held a sheet of yellow paper in front of Kiesha with his left hand. His right hand held a huge knife, nearly the size of a machete. He pressed the tip of the blade against the terrified girl’s neck.
Kiesha sat facing the camera across the room. She was reading out loud from the paper Jeffries held in front of her, but Murphy couldn’t make out the words over the sound of the wind blowing through the shattered French doors. Jeffries was looking down at her.
For a moment, neither of them noticed Murphy.
He could not fire his last round of buckshot without hitting Kiesha.
Then Jeffries turned and saw him. He dropped the sheet of paper and the knife and snatched the Glock from his waistband. Murphy tried to jump behind the wall but his right leg folded under him. He fell on his back in the doorway.
Jeffries screamed something, but the wind sucked his words out of the room before they reached Murphy’s ears.
With the pistol thrust out in one hand, Jeffries took two steps toward Murphy and fired. The bullet smacked into the doorframe beside Murphy’s right ear. Jeffries took a third step and paused to take careful aim. He didn’t seem to notice that the slide on the Glock had locked back on an empty magazine.
Murphy noticed.
When Jeffries pulled the trigger, nothing happened. So he pulled it again. Then he turned the pistol in his hand and stared into the empty chamber.
Murphy raised the shotgun and fired.
The blast caught Jeffries high in the chest. He stayed on his feet for several seconds, looking down at the dozen black holes smoking in his chest. Then he collapsed.
Murphy pulled himself up from the floor. There was no need to check Jeffries for a pulse. No one survives a round of buckshot to the chest from six feet.
Murphy dropped the shotgun and looked at Kiesha Guidry. “Are you hurt?”
She stared at Jeffries. “Is he dead?”
“He’s dead.” Murphy hobbled toward her and reached for his folding knife, but it wasn’t there. He lowered himself onto his left knee and tore at the duct tape with his fingers.
A blast of wind ripped through the broken French doors and shook the house like a dog with a bone. From another upstairs room came the sound of breaking glass. Then from outside, Murphy heard what sounded like a piece of tin bouncing down the street.
Catherine was here.
“We need to get downstairs,” Murphy said. “We’re going to have to ride out the storm here.”
She looked at him and nodded.
“You are Kiesha Guidry, right?”
She nodded again.
“We’ve been looking for you.”
She started crying.
After Murphy tore the last piece of duct tape that bound Kiesha to the chair, he tried to pull her to her feet, but she couldn’t stand. So he bent down and hefted her onto his right shoulder and swung her into a fireman’s carry. His knee almost gave out after the first step, but he managed to make it all the way to the top of the stairs before he had to set her down.
Outside, the wind was a continuous roar, like a speeding train. The hammerlike gusts shook the house to its foundation. Murphy was worried the old house couldn’t stand up to the beating it was about to get.
After a minute’s rest for his throbbing knee, Murphy bent over to pick up Kiesha again, but she laid a hand on his shoulder to stop him. “You’re hurt,” she said. “I can make it.”
She ended up helping him down the stairs.
They took shelter in the bathroom. Three of the four walls were interior walls and there were no windows. They lay down together in the bathtub and Murphy covered them with his raincoat. He wrapped his arms around her.
“What if it floods?” she asked.
“It won’t,” Murphy said. “The levees have been redesigned. They’ll hold this time.”
The storm raged for hours. Early on, a transformer exploded and the streetlights went dark. All around them, Murphy heard trees and light poles snapping and crashing to the ground. Despite the tremendous noise, Kiesha fell asleep. She woke up once when something big smashed into the side of the house, but when Murphy told her it was nothing to worry about she fell back asleep.
Sometime after midnight, the storm started to slacken. The eye was getting close, Murphy thought. After the eye passed, the wind strengthened again.
Part of the roof blew off around 2:00 AM. The sound of the wood being ripped apart jolted Murphy. He expected the walls to fall down on top of them any minute. But the house held. By three o’clock, the worst of the storm was over.
Dawn came late. He woke Kiesha and they walked outside and stood on the sidewalk. The rain had slowed to a drizzle. The wooden awning that had broken his fall and saved his life had blown away. There was no sign of flooding. The levees had held.
“I told you,” he said.
She was bundled in his raincoat and looked up at him. She smiled for the first time. “You didn’t know. You just said that to make me feel better.”
Murphy smiled back. “Did it work?”
She nodded. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”



CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


Thursday, August 9, 6:30 PM
Catherine wreaked tremendous havoc across the city, swatting down power lines, uprooting trees, damaging and destroying homes and businesses, but because she did not leave a biblical flood in her wake like Katrina, the cleanup and rebuilding began almost immediately.
By Wednesday afternoon, less then forty-eight hours after the storm, the power was starting to come back on. By Thursday night, half the city had lights, including the Star amp; Crescent on Tulane Avenue, where Murphy found a seat at the bar.
He had spent all day Wednesday and Thursday locked in an interview room at PIB, grilled by Lieutenant Carl Landry about the deaths of Detective Juan Gaudet and serial killer Richard Lee Jeffries. In all that time, Landry only once acknowledged, and even then reluctantly, that Murphy had saved Kiesha Guidry’s life.
At six o’clock Thursday night, Murphy had walked out of the PIB office without handcuffs on. He considered that a victory. He drove straight to the Star amp; Crescent.
The video had helped. Homicide had recovered Jeffries’s camera. The last segment of the video showed Murphy, battered and bleeding, ripping the bonds off Kiesha Guidry’s wrists and ankles, slinging her over his shoulder, and then limping away as he carried her to safety.
Murphy was on his first beer when a familiar voice spoke behind him.
“I heard the lights were back on, so I figured you’d be here,” Kirsten Sparks said.
Murphy looked over his shoulder. “Pull up a chair. I think I might owe you a beer.”
“You owe me more than that, hero, but I’ll take a beer as a down payment.”
Murphy signaled to the off-duty cop behind the bar.
“You see the front page today?” Kirsten asked.
He nodded. “Landry showed it to me.”
“Is that where you’ve been?”
Murphy took a long sip of his beer. “For two days.”
“The AP picked up the story. CNN and Fox have both called. Bill O’Reilly wants me on his show. I’m surprised he hasn’t called you.”
“I lost my phone.”
“There’s definitely a book deal in it for you, probably a movie too. ‘Hero cop saves mayor’s daughter’. ”
“I doubt I’ll get a thank-you card from the mayor,” Murphy said.
Kirsten leaned closer and whispered. “Gaudet’s calendar was a gold mine. Wait until you see tomorrow’s front page. I wouldn’t be surprised if the feds indict Guidry next week.”
“I’m going to have to testify before the grand jury. Tell them about the calendar. About what Juan told me before… he died.”
Kirsten laid a hand on Murphy’s shoulder. “I’m sorry to sound so gleeful about the story. I know this has to be really hard on you.”
“Juan was a big boy. He made his own decisions.”
They sat in silence for a few minutes, sipping their beers, both lost in their own thoughts.
Kirsten broke the silence. “Something I’ve been wanting to ask you.”
“Yeah?”
“How did you find out about the house on Burgundy?”
That was the same question Lieutenant Landry had asked him at least fifteen times. Murphy told the PIB man that he was driving back to the office for the search-warrant briefing when he got an anonymous call. His cell-phone number, along with the Crime Stoppers tip line, had been at the bottom of one of the articles about the serial killer.
Murphy claimed the caller told him about the house on Burgundy. He said he drove by the house to check it out. He tried to call in on the radio, but he couldn’t get through.
Like Katrina, Catherine had knocked out NOPD’s radio system. Of course, that hadn’t happened until hours after Murphy claimed he tried to call in, but that was splitting hairs. Who could say, except Murphy himself, whether his radio was working that evening or not?
“What number did the source call from?” Landry had asked.
“It was blocked,” Murphy said.
“Why didn’t you call Captain Donovan on your cell phone?”
“I tried to, but nobody answered. I guess they were busy briefing for the search warrant.”
“Where’s your phone?” Landry had asked.
“I lost it during the storm.”
It wasn’t a great story. Murphy knew that. But it was the best one he could come up with on short notice. Landry could subpoena his cell-phone records, but given everything that had happened, that might be a can of worms even PIB didn’t want to open.
“Murphy,” Kirsten said.
“Huh?”
“How did you find out about the house on Burgundy?”
“I got an anonymous tip,” he said.
Kirsten finished her beer.
Murphy watched her gulp down the last couple of swallows. He found it sexy as hell. “You remember our first date?” he said.
She set the empty beer bottle on the bar. “You took me to DiGiulio’s on Saint Charles.”
“All you drank was a glass of wine.”
“So?”
“So on our second date, you drank whiskey.”
She shook her head. “I know what you’re getting at, and that wasn’t our second date. It was our fourth. Plus we had gone out to lunch a couple of times in between.”
“So did you invite me to stay over that night because you liked me, or because you had been drinking whiskey?”
She smiled. “A little of both.”
He smiled back at her as he waved at the bartender, who was camped at the far end of the bar watching the TV news. Murphy saw his picture on the screen. The story of him gunning down the serial killer and rescuing the mayor’s daughter had been on every news broadcast for three straight days.
Murphy nodded toward Kirsten’s empty beer bottle. “You want another one?”
She turned toward him, a slightly seductive glint in her eyes. “I like beer,” she said. “Whiskey’s better.”
Murphy sits alone in his car. Beyond the glowing dashboard clock, the street is dark. It’s late.
In the three weeks since the storm, he and Kirsten have been seeing each other again. After his marathon interrogation, PIB has left him alone. He even managed to stay in the Homicide Division.
Mayor Ray Guidry is going down for the count. The feds have impaneled a special grand jury to investigate allegations that he demanded huge kickbacks from Katrina contractors. According to the Times-Picayune, several of the contractors have agreed to testify against him.
Murphy has almost stopped thinking about Marcy Edwards.
Things are going well. Except that for the last several days he has felt a certain… restlessness. A sort of jumpiness creeping into his body that demands action.
Staring through the bug-splattered windshield of his unmarked police car, Murphy sees an aging BMW sedan turn the next corner. As the car’s headlights shine in Murphy’s direction, he sinks lower in his seat. The car glides to a stop at the curb in front of a dark house in the middle of the block. Murphy glances at the clock. It’s 10:25. She worked even later than usual.
A tall woman with long dark hair climbs out of the driver’s seat. She slings her purse over one shoulder and drags a thick leather briefcase out behind her. She bumps the car door shut with her hip and treks up the walkway toward her front door.
Murphy watches as the lights come on inside the house.
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