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The temperature was 31 degrees Fahrenheit, and the wind blew at fifteen miles per hour. Her hands were stuffed into the pockets of a dingy lab coat; a bloody surgical mask covered her face. Her feet were bleeding from all the debris she’d stepped in. People gasped in horror as she stumbled down the street. Someone shouted, “Help her!” The woman, who looked to be in her early twenties, was oblivious to the weather and the people who stared at her. She crossed the street at 135th and Adam Clayton Powell Jr. Boulevard. A car swerved to keep from hitting the young woman. The woman made it to the other side and sat on the curb. An elderly lady stopped and stared at her. “Are you okay, baby? Oh my Lord, what happened to your hand?”

The young woman’s right hand was missing; the gauze she wore was a bloody mess.

“Did someone hurt you? Can you hear me, sweety? What’s your name? Here, let me help you up.” The elderly lady placed her Christmas presents on the sidewalk and lifted the young woman to her feet. “Sweet Jesus! Someone get help!” The elderly lady shouted. She pulled her cell phone from her coat pocket and speed-dialed 9-11.

The young woman tried to speak. 

“Huh? I can’t understand you.” The elderly lady pulled down the girl’s surgical mask. “Oh, heavenly father. Who did that to you?” 

The young woman's lips were sewn together awkwardly. 

***
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HOMICIDE DETECTIVES Iris Williams and Annette Toni raced down 123rd Street. They were in hot pursuit of a suspect who’d killed his girlfriend two days prior. “Halt! You son of a bitch!” Iris shouted as she ran. The suspect ignored Iris’s command. He sped toward 124th Street. The man turned the corner at Lexington Avenue and jetted toward the next corner. Iris ran into a teenage boy, knocking him to the ground. “What the hell?” 

“My bad!” Iris shouted as she and Toni continued their pursuit. 

The man ran into a PLS check-cashing establishment. He grabbed a little girl and pressed a gun to her head. “I’ll kill her! I mean it. Back the hell off!” he screamed at Iris.

“Listen... you don’t want to do that,” Toni said, her gun pointed at the man’s face. “This could end peacefully, but that’s up to you.”

Iris looked around. Seven people were inside the check-cashing place: three men, three women, and a little girl. “Please, help my baby!” A woman shouted out.

“Listen, brother,” Iris said. “Let the little girl go, and I promise—”

“Who the hell do you think you’re talkin’ to? I’ll kill her. I mean it!”

“If you do that, then we’ll have to shoot you in the face, both of us,” Toni said. Her .9mm pointed at the man’s chin. Her pretty face knotted in concentration. The man took a quick look around. The little girl’s mother screamed for someone to help her baby.

“Shut the hell up!” the suspect shouted.

“Look,” Iris said. “You don’t want this to turn into a hostage situation.”

“Nobody’s going nowhere!” The suspect had a wild look in his eyes.

The child’s mother continued to plead with the bad guy. 

“Didn't I tell you to shut the hell up!” the suspect shouted. He pointed his gun at the mother.

The gun went off.

The little girl screamed and stomped on the suspect’s foot; pain raced across his face.

Another shot rang out. It was from Iris’s 9 mm. The bullet caught the man high in the right bicep—in the arm that carried the gun. The suspect yelled out in pain as his weapon fell from his hand. Iris rushed toward the man with her cuffs in hand. 

The bullet from the suspect’s gun had missed the little girl’s mother and slammed into the wall. 

Iris flipped her suspect over and cuffed him while Toni trained her weapon on the deranged man. 

Mother and child embraced. “Thank you, Jesus! And thank you also, detectives,” the mother said.

Iris winked at the mother, then nodded in appreciation.”
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Iris pushed the suspect through the doors of the Double 0 precinct in Harlem. After being booked, the suspect was led to the third floor's detective squad and into a holding pen. “I want some water!” the suspect shouted. 

“What kind would you like? Kona Nigari, Veen, Soma, what?” Iris asked sarcastically. She shoved the man into a wooden chair. “Sit. Toni, bring this fool some water.”

Detective First Grade Iris Williams has been on the force for seventeen years. She stood at five feet four inches and weighed in at 125 pounds. Her platinum blonde hair was cut low. Detective Williams had been decorated five years in a row for having the highest arrest and conviction rate of any detective in the city. She is also the youngest detective to have ever held the rank of Detective First Grade. She and her partner, Detective Second Grade Annette Toni, met six years ago while working on a case that involved two teenage serial killers. During that time, the detectives fell in love.

Iris was born and raised in Far Rockaway, Queens. She was an expert at Jeet-Kune-Do, a style of Kung-Fu made famous by the legendary Bruce Lee. She became a member of the NYPD after her mother was wrongly convicted of murder. Mrs. Iris Williams had been found guilty of murdering her husband. That incident profoundly changed Iris’s life. While the sentence was being read, Mrs. Williams had a massive heart attack; she died in the courtroom. Iris vowed to bring the actual perpetrator to justice no matter what it took; two years after becoming a detective, she did just that.

Being the department’s top detective has brought Iris her share of problems, mostly jealousy from her male counterparts. This, in turn, helped her develop a tough exterior. Detective Iris Williams was a sensitive individual who had to fight tooth and nail to achieve her current position. 

Iris loved being a cop, but she detested the criminal justice system. In her opinion, the system was responsible for killing her mother: sentencing an innocent woman to jail—which triggered her heart attack—for a crime she didn't commit.  The words haunted Iris, but she managed to get through. The job was the critical factor. Hunting down bad guys became an obsession for Detective Iris Williams.

“Did you call the preschool?” she asked Toni. 

“You just read my mind.” Toni removed her cell phone as she approached the holding cell. “Here,” she said to the suspect, holding a water bottle. Toni then hit speed dial. 

Four and a half years ago, Iris gave birth to a beautiful little girl, Jasmine. Her father, a Vietnam vet, was also a notorious serial killer. The media called him The Piggyback Killer. During the investigation, he had ambushed Iris in her apartment and sexually assaulted her. Toni had thought Iris was crazy to bring the madman’s child into the world. But Iris, who was pro-life, had convinced Toni, after weeks of intense shouting matches, that all life was sacred and that their baby did not ask to come into this world. It had taken Toni quite some time to get used to little Jasmine.

“Yes, Mrs. Littlefield, just calling to let you know we will be there on time today....” After a few words, Toni ended the call. “She’s getting a little fed up with our tardiness, Iris.”

“Yeah....” Iris said as she typed up her report. She looked at the suspect. “How tall are you?” And what color are your eyes?

“Five-ten. And my eyes are brown. I need a doctor. You broke my nose.”

“You’ll get one when I finish my paperwork.”

“At least we’re working the day shift,” Toni continued.

“It’s hard raising a child nowadays,” the suspect said, grinning at the detectives.

Iris and Toni both shot the man a look. “Shut the hell up and mind your damn business," Iris said.

“Yeah, mind your damn business!” Toni chimed in. 

Detective Second Grade Annette Toni had been a member of the CSI team before becoming Iris’ partner. She stood at 5 feet 9 inches and weighed 130 pounds. Her eyes were green and almond-shaped, and her hair was jet-black. Her European and African American facial features blended nicely together. Annette Toni had the look of a model. Iris thought Toni looked like the actress who played Wonder Woman. 

Annette Toni had a sunny disposition. Her dream is to become an FBI agent. Detective Annette Toni spends half of her vacation time at the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit in Quantico, Virginia. Her analytical approach to heinous crimes and Iris’s Street sense had made them the best detectives in New York City. 

Toni had always been a lesbian. She once told Iris that she never had any sexual feelings for a man. “I just wasn’t interested,” she’d said.

Toni was born and raised in Hannibal, Missouri. She graduated from Yale with a Bachelor of Science degree in computer science. After graduating, Annette Toni wasn’t sure what she wanted to do with her life. She moved to New York City to see if she could figure that out. She landed a job working for Merrill Lynch with a starting salary of $54,000 per year. One night, while watching the evening news, Annette Toni saw a story that changed her life. An elderly woman had been attacked in her one-bedroom apartment. A cameraman had managed to catch an image of the elderly woman being carried from her apartment. The story had broken Toni’s heart and moved her to tears. She signed up with the NYPD the next day; her starting salary was $42,000 a year.

Iris and Toni’s suspect was sent to central booking. The detectives were ready to call it a day when Lieutenant Holland entered their office. “Good evening, ladies. I hope you have someone to pick up little Jasmine tonight because you two are pulling some overtime.” Lieutenant Maureen Holland was forty-seven years old and was a no-nonsense person. She had intense blue eyes and beautiful, long black hair that she kept tied in a bun. 

“What? Lieu, please, not today,” Iris said.

Lieutenant Holland held up her hand. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to need my two best detectives on this one. Get over to Raymond’s downtown office.”

Once the detectives were in the parking lot, Iris looked at Toni. “No, Iris, I’m not going to call her. I did it last time.”

“I know, but she doesn’t like me. Plus, you have a way with people.”

“You’re so full of it; you know that?” Toni removed her cell phone.

Iris smiled.

“Hello, Mrs. Littlefield... Yes....” Toni glared at her partner. “... Yes, ma’am, yes, ma’am... We appreciate that Mrs. Littlefield... I promise this will not happen again... yes, thank you, Mrs. Littlefield.” Toni switched off her phone. “You’re going to talk to her the next time.”

“What did she say?”

“She said she would take Jasmine over to her house.”

“Great.” Iris pointed her Prestige APS45C at her Jeep and disengaged the locks. “I promise to call the next time.” Iris took Toni’s hand. "Still mad?”

“No, I’m not mad, Iris, just drive.”
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Iris parked in front of 421 East 26th Street. She and Toni walked over to a bank of elevators. They went down to sub-basement #3 to meet with Chief Medical Examiner and Forensic Pathologist Raymond Johnson, who also has an office at Double 0. 

M.E. Raymond Johnson and Iris were lovers for a while. Iris called it off after a year; sex with Raymond wasn't fulfilling. For twelve months, Iris faked it. She never told Raymond the truth about why she stopped taking his calls: Iris had met Toni at this time.

Iris knocked on the door to Raymond’s office before walking in. The Crime Scene Investigator was staring at his computer screen. Raymond Johnson was a handsome, thirty-seven-year-old man. His face was hairless, and his eyes were sky blue. He stood at six- feet one, and he still adored Iris. Iris knew how Raymond felt, so she kept their relationship professional. “Hey, Raymond, whatcha got?” Raymond’s office smelled of freshly brewed coffee.

“Oh, Iris, Toni, I didn’t hear you come in. Please, close the door.” Raymond removed his glasses and sat back in his swivel chair. He stared at the detectives.

“You look perplexed, Raymond,” Toni said.

“Yeah, what’s up?”

Raymond placed his glasses back on. He then tapped a few keys on his laptop and turned the screen toward the detectives. “This was Alyssa Smothers, age 27.” Raymond knew how much Iris detested entering the morgue to view an autopsy, so he videoed the procedure. “... she was found wandering the streets....” Iris and Toni stared at the screen.

“Is that all she had on?” Toni asked. She read the time readout at the bottom right-hand corner of Raymond’s computer. It read 9:35 am. “It was freezing this morning.”

“Yes. And she didn’t have any underwear on either,” Raymond said.

The first thing Iris noticed was that the woman’s nipples were missing. 

“Someone did a number on this young woman,” Raymond said.

“Her right hand is missing,” Iris added.

“Yes, it’s been amputated. And from the look of it, I’ll say around six or seven months ago. Someone had removed her pinky and ring finger on her remaining hand.” 

"Was she alive when they brought her in?” Toni asked.

“Yes.”

“Did she say anything, anything that we could use?” Iris asked.

“Her lips were sewn together, and someone had cut her tongue. Look closely at the wrist.” 

Iris and Toni stare at a stump.

“What’re we looking for, Raymond?” Iris asked.

“Look at the scars around her wrist, Iris,” Toni said. “It looks like she was chemically burnt.”

“That’s correct...” Toni. Johnson rubbed his chin. “The perpetrator held her hand in Car-Borane acid until it was removed. I found a high dosage of the chemical in her system, morphine, as well. Look at her toes. He removed all her toenails. She has over a hundred cigarette burns on her body. And see those abrasions and keloid scars? She was tortured for months,” Raymond tapped a key on his laptop. “Take a look at this.” He zoomed in on the victim’s left ear. “Those letters were made by a sharp instrument with a delicate blade.”

Iris and Toni moved closer to Raymond’s laptop. “MM.,” Iris said. 

“And she was found wandering the streets?” Toni asked.

“Yes. She died fifteen minutes after being brought into the emergency room.”

“And what was the C.O.D.?” Iris asked.

“Myocardial infarction. She was in a severe state of shock when she was brought in. She endured months of pain. She was also in the system. Arrested twice for child abandonment.”

“How did she get to her location?” Toni asked.

“I have no idea.”

“It’s a good bet that someone had dropped her off,” Iris said.

“The woman who’d found her said she appeared out of nowhere,” Raymond continued.

“What’s this woman’s name?” Iris asked.

“Mrs. Duncan, 525 West 147th Street, apartment 3c.”

“So, our victim was tortured for months, then somehow escaped?” Iris said.

“That’s some achievement- escaping- I mean,” Toni looked at Iris.

The detectives stared at Raymond’s laptop screen. “We’re going to have to check the security cameras on that street,” Iris said.

“Did this Mrs. Duncan say anything about seeing a car?” Toni asked.

“No. She was on her cell phone with her daughter when she saw our victim. Plus, she’s blind in one eye, so.”  
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Iris drove to 55 Broadway. The Lower Manhattan Security Initiative (LMSI), also known as the Domain Awareness System, has over 18,000 CCTV video cameras and is often referred to as the eyes of Manhattan. It also has information from over 2 billion license plates. Police officers and private employees monitor footage from the video cameras. “Let’s stop by Tech Joe’s office,” she said. Tech Joe, whose real name was Joseph Kline, was the leading man at LMSI; he also had a severe crush on Iris. Iris pushed open the door to Tech Joe’s office. The room was spacious, and it was lined with wall-to-wall TV monitors. “Hi, tech Joe,” Iris said as she closed the door.

“You know I don’t like being called that,” he said. “But you can call me anything you want, Iris.”

Iris smiled. Tech Joe was a tall, skinny man with a pointed nose. He wore a goat-tee, and his head was bald. “How can I help you, sexy lady?”

“I need you to check the cameras on 135th Street and Adam Clayton Powell Jr. Boulevard.”

“What’re you looking for?”

“A woman was left on the street in bad shape. She died at Harlem Hospital.”

“Really,” tech Joe said. He tapped away at his keyboard. “When are you going to let me take you out, Iris? Do you think I’m too young for you or something?”

Iris looked at her partner. “Yeah, that’s it. You’re much too young for me, tech Joe. I like older men.”

“I can be older...” he said, lowering his voice. Tech Joe smiled. He didn’t know that Iris and Toni were a couple. “Iris, I’m serious; when are you going to let me take you out?”

Toni came to Iris’s rescue. “She’s seeing someone, tech Joe. And the person she’s seeing is totally in love with her and is very jealous.” Toni gazed lovingly into Iris’s eyes.

“Lucky bastard. Okay, there you go. About what time do you want me to start?” 

“Let’s start at six a.m.,” Toni said. The team stared at one of the large monitors for ten minutes before Iris shouted, “Stop! Look at that, Toni.” A black Ford Explorer stopped on the corner of 135th Street. The driver emerged, dressed entirely in black, a hood over his head. He strode over to the passenger’s side and opened the door. Iris and Toni watched as a woman dressed in a Bloody lab coat stepped out. “Is he helping her?” Toni asked. The woman stepped out of the Explorer; the driver jumped back into the vehicle and sped off. “Wait, go back. I think we got a shot of his license plate.”

“Yeah, I think you’re right.” Tech Joe tapped a few keys. “Bam, there it is.”

“It’s a custom-made plate,” Iris said. “Zoom up on that, Tech Joe.” The plate came into view. Iris read it. “Mister Mann.

The detectives looked at one another. They thanked Tech Joe and headed towards the door. Once in their office, the detectives opened their laptops and went to work. “Got it, Mister Man, aka Tyrone Stevens,” Iris said.

“Age,61, white male. 25 Wilson Road, Southampton, New York,” Toni chimed in. And get this, he’s a family court judge.” 

“Damn—" 

Lieutenant Holland walked in. “So, tell me about our victim, detectives.”

“Well, lieutenant, her name was Alyssa Smothers, age 27. Caucasian—” Iris said.

“She was tortured to death,” Toni added. 

"Someone did a number on that poor girl," Iris continued. "The C.O.D. was a heart attack due to the horrific pain she had to endure. She was left on the corner of 135th Street and Adam Clayton Powell. We’ve checked the surveillance cameras and got lucky.”

“Yeah, the killer had custom-made plates that read, Mister Man. His real name is Tyrone Stevens,” Toni said. " And he's a family court judge."

“We’ve located this creep’s address,” Iris ran her hands over her face. “He lives in Southampton.”

“This sounds too easy—" Holland said. Her cell phone went off. “I gotta take this. Get over there. I want you two to take it slow. Someone could have stolen the judge's car. Take Casper with you,” Holland said as she left Iris’ office.

Toni texted Casper.

“She’s right. This sounds too easy,” Toni said. She stood up and walked towards the coffee machine. “And it’s been my experience that when a case seems like an open and shut, it’s not. Is this Tyrone Stevens dumb enough to lead us right to him?” she asked as she poured herself a cup of coffee.

“I’ve seen dumber,” Iris replied.
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Detective Leroy Chalk Jr. walked into Iris and Toni’s office. “You rang?  Detective Chalk was Iris and Toni’s best friend; he was like a brother to them. Detective Chalk was an African American who happened to be an albino. His fellow detectives called him Casper the Friendly Ghost because of his abnormally white skin and pleasing persona. He stood at six feet nine inches and weighed over three hundred pounds. Detective Leroy Chalk was a force to be reckoned with. Casper has been known to scare his perps into confessing with his Dracula-like makeup, which he occasionally wore, when apprehending a suspect. “You girls need the help of the friendly ghost?”

“What are you working on now?” Iris asked.

Casper sat on the edge of Toni’s desk.

“Why do you always sit your big butt on my desk? What? Are you scared to sit on Iris’ desk? Toni asked playfully,”

Casper looked at Toni, then Iris, and said, “Yes. What’s going on? I’m free right now. 

“I need you to accompany us out to Long Island.”

“What’s going on?”

“A woman was found on 135th Street this morning. She was tortured. She died at the hospital.”

“We found the car's owner; he lives in Southampton,” Toni added.

“This sounds like an open-and-shut case.” Do you all think he did it? The owner of the car, I mean? Or do you think that the car was stolen?” 

“It’s hard to say,” Iris said as she stood up. “But we're gonna find out.”

***
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IRIS TURNED ONTO A graveled road that led to a beautiful, split-level home in Southampton, New York. “Oh my God! Would you look at that?”

“This is beautiful,” Casper said as he stepped out of the Jeep and stared at the house. “Who is this guy again?”

“Judge Tyrone Stevens. He’s a family court judge.”

“We’re in the wrong profession,” Iris said.

The detectives walked up to the front door. Casper rang the bell. Twenty seconds later, the door slowly slid open.

A short man wearing a Brioni, tonal-stripe wool two-piece suit answered the door.

“Hi, sir, are you Judge Tyrone Stevens?

“Yes, I am.”

“Where from the NYPD,” Iris said as she flashed her badge. “Can we have a word with you?”

Judge Stevens opened the door. “I’ve been expecting you.” Judge Steven led the detectives toward the basement. “Follow me.” Iris and her team noticed the paintings on the walls were all from the Renaissance period. 

Iris looked at Casper and mouthed, watch him. Judge Stevens led the detectives down a long, winding wooden staircase. “I do all my entertaining down here.” The judge stopped in front of a metal door. Iris got a whiff of feces. She smelled something else: death. She placed her hand on her Glock, and so did Toni.

Judge Stevens placed his back against the door. “I’m so tired of all this.” Judge Stevens opened the door and switched on the lights. And when he did, Iris, Toni, and Casper got the shock of their lives. The walls were lined with instruments of death. “Freeze, asshole. Don’t you freakin’ move!” Iris yelled.

“Gun!” Casper shouted. Judge Stevens removed a .38 revolver from the pocket of his suit jacket. “I’m so tired...”

“Drop your weapon!” Toni screamed.

“I’ve been doing this for so long... I’m just so tired,” the judge repeated. He raised his hand and placed the gun into his mouth.

“Don’t do that!” Casper shouted. “Just stay calm. Everything’s going to be fine!" Judge Stevens removed the gun from his mouth. “I had to let her go. Is she going to be okay?”

“She’s going to be fine, Judge Stevens,” Iris lied. “Please, sir, just don’t.”

“That’s good.” Judge Tyrone Stevens smiled at the detectives, placed the .38 back into his mouth, and pulled the trigger.

“Sweet, Jesus!” Casper shouted as the judge’s brain matter hit the wall.

The detectives stared at the body in shock. After a few seconds, Iris walked into the room. “Holy shit!" 

Toni made the call.
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The room was humongous. The entire floor was covered with dirt, and the walls were made of stone blocks. The room was also dark and humid. Toni followed Iris. Old, dirty clothing was spewed all over the ground.

Casper followed Toni in. 

Weapons drawn.

There were bones on the ground, and the smell was horrendous. Something that resembled a barber’s chair sat in the middle of the room; blood stained the seat. Iris looked around. “There’s a lot of rooms down here.” 

“What the hell is all this?” Toni turned her head from left to right. “This looks like a dungeon from one of those old King Arthur movies.” She pointed at a blood-stained wall. “What the hell was he doing down here?” Iris said as she studied her surroundings. “Casper? Where the hell are you?” Iris did a complete turn. She saw the light from Casper’s mini flashlight twenty yards away.

“I’m over here.” Casper’s flashlight showed that he was heading back in Iris’ direction. “There're bodies back there. All of them are wrapped up in old burlap. There’s also a large animal enclosure. Oh, and there’s a cannon back there, too.” Casper held something in his hand.

“Whatcha got there?" Iris asked.

“It’s a photo album. Wait until you see this.” 

The album was of standard size. Casper flipped open a page.

“Holy cow! Let me see that.” Toni took the photo album from Casper. “They're all being tortured.”

“But that’s not the interesting part,” Casper said.

Iris shot her friend a look. “What?”

“Check out the dates.”

Iris looked over Toni’s shoulder as Toni read aloud: Samuel Nixon, 20 years of age. Picked up in March 1972. Died September 22, 1972. Jack Peters, 19. Picked up June 27th, 1973. Died September 30th, 1974. Susan Michaels, 20. Picked up in July 1974. Died October 11th, 1976. Bob and Mary Smith ages 45 and 40. Picked up February 3rd, 1977. Died, October 13th, 1979.”

“Jesus,” Iris said.

“There must be over forty bodies back there,” Casper said. “Along with all kinds of medieval torture machines.” Casper shined his light along the walls. “See those. They were used to illuminate the dungeons during medieval times. They look and feel authentic.” Casper then shined his light at a wooden staircase. “This place was built in honor of those medieval kings and their torture chambers.”

Iris and Toni stared at the walls.

“In the back, I found a medieval rack, a medieval head crusher, a medieval brank, and a medieval cat’s paw. Those devices were used to inflict the maximum amount of pain before the prisoner succumbs to their wounds.”

“So, this guy, this judge, was a sadistic freak?” Iris asked.

“It seems so,” Casper replied.

Toni continued to comb through the photo album. “The earliest date is 1970.”

Iris shook her head. “He’s been torturing and killing people for that long? I’ll be damned,” she said as her eyes scanned the basement. The detectives stayed in the judge’s basement for two minutes before Toni cautioned them about the crime scene.

The cold December air gripped the detectives as soon as they stepped outside. “Look, the boys are coming,” Iris said. A procession of emergency vehicles was headed in their direction, led by two shiny, black SUVs.
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A man exited the first SUV. Iris watched as the man walked in her direction. He was short and stocky with a bald head. In the second vehicle, a man and a woman stepped out. The woman had a serious look stamped on her face. She was middle-aged, somewhere in her early fifties. The man she was with was an inch shorter.

“They don’t look so happy,” Casper said.

“And who might you all be? The woman asked.

“I’m Detective Iris Williams. This here is my partner, Detective Annette Toni. And that large person there is Detective Leroy Chalk. Where here from the Double 0 precinct in Harlem.”

“I’m Mayor Sharon M. Brown, and this is my husband, Judge Martin M. Brown.”

The short, stocky man said, “And I’m the Chief of police. Chief Joseph Davidson.”

“So, what’s the story here, detective?” The mayor asked.

“Well, madam, we had a murder up in Harlem this morning. A young woman was found beaten on the streets of our city. She died at the hospital a short time later,” Iris replied.

“Do you know that this is the home of Judge Tyrone Stevens?” The mayor’s husband asked.

“Yes,” Judge Martin," Toni said. “His vehicle was spotted leaving the scene.”

“I heard that you were coming,” Mayor Brown said.

“We ran the license plate, so we know who he was,” Iris continued. 

“Was? What do you mean by " was?” Mayor Brown asked as she and her team headed toward the house.

“As in dead,” Casper answered.

The Chief and his crew all shot Casper a look.

“He took his own life,” Iris said. “His body’s in the basement.”

“It’s more like a dungeon,” Casper said.

“Joe, get your crew down to the basement, now!” Mayor Brown shouted.

“It’s kind of dark down there,” Toni said. 

“Bring some lights with you, Joe.”

“What the hell happened?” Judge Martin asked.

“Your Judge Stevens was a sadistic madman who shot himself in the head,” Iris replied.

“A what? That’s absurd.” Mayor Brown countered.

The Chief of Police, along with four of his officers and two paramedics, sped into the house and headed toward the basement.

Iris tapped Casper on the shoulder. “Judge Stevens was our prime suspect in this murder investigation. The guilt must have gotten to him...” Iris, Toni, and Casper followed the Chief and his team into the basement. Iris held the photo album in her hand. Thirty seconds later, they were all in Judge Stevens’ dungeon.

The Chief stood in front of the Judge’s body. “He’s dead, Madam.”

“You found him like this?” The mayor asked.

“No. He killed himself right in front of us.”

“What? Did he say anything?” Judge Martin asked.

“He said that he was tired and that he’d been doing this for a long time.”

“Doing what?” Mayor Brown asked.

“This.” Iris gave the photo album to Mayor Brown. 

“What’s this?”

“Open it.”
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Mayor Brown gasped as she turned the pages and read the dates. “I... What is this?”

“Your Judge Stevens was a prolific serial killer. There are stacks of bodies back there wrapped in burlap. The oldest one we found so far dates back to 1970.” Iris replied.

“I’ll be damned...”

“He’s been torturing people for years, men and women.”

“I can’t believe it.”

“Believe it,” Casper said as he and Toni approached Iris. “All those rooms back there are torture chambers, Mayor Brown,” Casper continued.

“I... this is so hard for me to comprehend, Judge Stevens?” Mayor Brown closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. “He was a sweet old man. He was well-liked in the community and got along with his peers. I just don’t understand.”

“That’s what makes a psychopath so dangerous,” Toni said. “He can hide in plain sight.

***
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BACK AT THE DOUBLE 0, Iris and Toni headed straight for Lieutenant Holland’s office to give their report. Iris knocked twice before she and Toni walked in.

“Talk to me,” Holland said.

“Well, Lieutenant, our Judge Stevens shot and killed himself as soon as we had him cornered.” Iris went on to tell Holland all that had happened at Stevens' residence.

“We’re going to do a little more digging into this man’s life. The authorities down there are going to send us a copy of the photo album.”

“Well, I guess this was an open-and-shut case. Good work, detectives.”

***
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IRIS PULLED UP IN FRONT of Mrs. Littlefield’s apartment building on West 137 Street at 10:37 pm. “I’ll wait here,” she said.

“Oh no, you don’t. You’re coming in to face the fire, too.”

Iris sucked her teeth and mumbled something under her breath.

“Did you say something?”

Iris did not make eye contact.

“Oh, I thought not.”

Toni made Iris knock on the door. “And you’re going to do all the talking,” she said.

“Good evening, detectives,” Ms. Littlefield said as she opened the door. “Jasmine is sound asleep in my bedroom. Come on in.” Iris and Toni crossed the threshold, turned, and faced Mrs. Littlefield. 

Mrs. Littlefield crossed her arms over her chest. 

She tapped her foot as she looked at the detectives.

Mrs. Diana Littlefield was a forty-seven-year-old widow. She had green eyes and long eyelashes. Her long hair touched her shoulders. Her face was heart-shaped, and she had a delicate chin. Mrs. Littlefield had large breasts, and she still had her shape.

Toni nudged Iris to speak. “We’re so sorry, Mrs. Littlefield,” Iris said. “But with work and all...” she nervously looked at Toni.

“We caught a murder case this morning,” Toni continued. She gave Iris the eye. “And the case took us to Southampton.”

Mrs. Littlefield stared at the detectives. “You two are going to have to work something out.” She disappeared into her bedroom. When she returned, she held Jasmine in her arms.

Iris took her baby. “We’ve been trying to find a suitable babysitter for months now...” Iris sat Jasmine on her knee. She put the child’s coat and hat on. “...but it’s been so difficult,” she continued.

“I’ve been thinking,” Mrs. Littlefield said. “Maybe I can look after Jasmine when you guys are working overtime. For a small fee, of course.”

“Would you do that for us?” Iris asked.

“Yes, for a small fee, of course.”

“Yes. Of course,” Iris said.

“We can’t thank you enough, Mrs. Littlefield,” Toni added. “In fact,” Toni reached into her front pocket and removed some cash. “Here’s a hundred dollars.” Toni gave Mrs. Littlefield two fifty-dollar bills. “Will that cover it?”

Mrs. Littlefield took the money. “Yes, that’ll cover it.

“This won’t be every day, Mrs. Littlefield,” Iris said. “It’s just that sometimes we catch these cases—” 

“You don’t have to explain, Ms. Williams. I understand. My late husband was a member of the NYPD, so...”

Iris and Toni thanked their new babysitter as they took their leave.

“Like I said, Mrs. Littlefield, this won’t be all the time,” Iris repeated.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, and please, call me Diana. Jasmine is such a sweet child. This will be the easiest money I’ve ever made.”
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Toni closed the door behind Iris. Jasmine was sound asleep in Iris’ arms. Iris entered her bedroom, placed Jasmine on her queen-size bed, and removed her hat and coat. “Do you want something to eat, Iris?” Toni called out from the kitchen. “There’s some leftover chicken in here.”

“That’ll be fine.”

Five minutes later, Iris entered the kitchen. Chicken wings and macaroni salad sat on the table, along with a bottle of Tabasco sauce. “Thanks, babe. That was so nice of Mrs. Littlefield, I mean Diana, to offer to help us out,” she said before she sat down and bit into her chicken.

“You can say that again.” Toni placed her plate on the table and sat across from her partner. “She’s a lifesaver.”  

Iris stared at her. “You’re the only Black person I know who cuts her chicken with a knife and fork.”

“I’m only half-Black,” Toni said with a smile. “Anyway, Jasmine is already familiar with Diana.” As the women sat down to eat their dinner, Toni changed the conversation. “Judge Stevens was the real deal. He went undetected for over forty-five years.”

“Yeah, and no one had a clue as to what he was doing in that house.” 

“That’s the psychopath's secret weapon, his ability to blend right in. The New York Times best-selling author Alex Kava worked with Ted Bundy and had no idea of the monster behind his boyish charm.”

“Obviously...” Iris took a drink of water. “... I was thinking, the judge was what, in his sixties?  “Do you think our victim developed Stockholm syndrome?”

“She could’ve. The condition causes hostages to develop a psychological union with their captors in order to survive. In some cases, even if given the opportunity to escape, the victim will choose to stay.”

“That’s some deep psychological scarring right there,” Iris said. “Stockholm syndrome has always fascinated me.”

“Living in close proximity with your abductor day after day, week after week, and in some instances, years after year can take its toll.”

“Yeah, but Stockholm Syndrome...” Iris finished her food. She wiped her mouth and picked up her plate. She shook her head. “I can’t see myself falling for my captor.” Iris placed her plate in the sink. “... I would’ve been thinking of all the ways I could hurt the guy.”

“I hear you. But for some folks, Stockholm syndrome is their only coping device. The captors will show their victims some love. They may even make tender love to their captors or buy them gifts to gain their trust.” Toni handed Iris her plate. 

“I don’t think Judge Stevens was making tender love to our victim,” Iris said as she washed off Toni’s plate. She smiled at her partner. “But I know someone who wants to make tender love.” Iris turned and kissed her partner on the mouth. She and Toni entered their bedroom. Iris lifted Jasmine from the bed and entered her daughter’s bedroom. She kissed her child on the forehead before leaving the room. After a long shower together, the couple made love. 
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The following day, Iris and Toni dropped Jasmine off at the daycare. Fifteen minutes later, they were in their office. “Alyssa Smothers was to appear in family court on the 13th of this month,” Toni said as she stared at her computer screen. She half spun in her swivel chair.

“Yeah, I see. That’s the day after tomorrow.” Iris tapped a key on her laptop. “She lived in Jamaica, Queens.”

“Her father, Patrick Smothers, had put in a missing person report five months ago...” Toni looked at Iris. “I hate this part of being a detective.”

“Iris sat back in her swivel chair. “I’ll talk to him.”

“That’s the least you can do,” Toni said. “Forcing me to talk to Mrs. Littlefield.”

“But you handled her so well. You’re a people person, Toni.”

Toni waved her hand. “You're so full of it, Detective Williams.” 

“Yeah, and that’s why you love me.”

***
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MISTER SMOTHERS LIVED in Jamaica Estates, a gated community in Jamaica, Queens. “That’s it,” Iris said, pointing. “112-01.” Iris and Toni exited the Jeep and headed towards the front door. Toni rang the bell.

“Just a minute...” Iris and Toni heard the voices of children playing. A few seconds later, a tall man opened the door.

“Hi, Mister Smothers. I’m Detective Williams, and this is my partner Detective Toni. May we come in?” Iris looked at the man. He stood at six feet, and Iris guessed he weighed around one hundred and ninety pounds.

“Is this about my daughter? Please, come in.” Mr. Smothers closed the door after Toni stepped in. “Please, have a seat.”  

Two little girls ran into the family room. “Hi,” one of them said.

“Hi, to you too,” Iris said. “And who might you be?”

“I’m Janie, and this is my little sister, Teresa. She’s four.”

“And how old are you?”

“I’m seven.”

“Okay, girls, go back into your room and let Grandpa talk to the nice detectives.”

“Bye,” Janie said as she took her sister by the hand and led her out of the room.

“They’re so cute,” Toni said.

“Thank you.” 

Mister Smothers looked nervous. Iris noticed that the man’s legs were jumping.

“Mister Smothers, we’re here to tell you that your daughter was brought to Harlem Hospital yesterday morning—”

“My baby’s alive? Thank you, sweet Jesus!” Mr. Smothers jumped out of his chair. “I knew she was alive. I just knew it!”

Iris looked at Toni, then swallowed the lump in her throat. “Mister Smothers... I’m sorry to say that your daughter died a few minutes after being admitted.”

Mr. Smothers froze. “What?”

“She was found wandering the streets of Harlem by an elderly woman—”

“But she was alive?”

“Yes... yes, she was,” Toni replied. “Her heart failed; that was the cause of death.”

Mr. Smothers sat back down and began to cry. “She... she was my only child...”

“I’m so sorry, Mister Smothers,” Iris said. “Can you tell me a little about her?”

Mr. Smother wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “Alyssa had a beautiful soul... she was happy.  Alyssa was well-liked. And she loved her daughters.” Mr. Smothers buried his face in his hands and shook his head. “I never gave up hope. I knew my baby was alive... I felt it.” Mr. Smothers looked at Iris and gave her a weak smile. 

“Mister Smothers, can you tell me why your daughter had an open case in family court?” 

“We read the report,” Toni said. “But we would like to hear it from you if you don’t mind.”

“Those bastards said that my baby neglected her daughters.” Mister Smothers jumped up. “Alyssa had two jobs. She had some clothes at the dry cleaners, right downstairs...” Mister Smothers began to pace. “She was running late for her second job. She told Janie to watch her little sister while she ran downstairs...” Mister Smothers wrung his hands. “But somehow, Teresa got in the hall and fell down the stairs. She fractured her wrist in the fall.”

Iris and Toni stared at Mr. Smothers.

“It was a freaking accident, that’s all. A freaking accident!” Mr. Smothers sat down again and pressed his hands against his face. “Alyssa graduated from Bronx Community College two years ago. She was not a bad mother. My baby did not neglect her kids. I gave her all the help she needed with the girls.” Mr. Smothers wiped a tear from his cheeks. “Her mother died six years ago. I was all she had.”

“Mister Smothers, do you know if your daughter was seeing anyone special?” Iris asked.

“I think she was, but she never talked about her boyfriends...” Mr. Smothers rubbed his temples. “She never liked talking about her boyfriends with me. Alyssa never bought any of her boyfriends around her daughters either.” Mr. Smothers looked at Toni. “Do you think one of her boyfriends took her?” 

“We don’t know, Mister Smothers,” Iris said. “But I can assure you, sir, we’re going to find out.

***
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IRIS DOUBLE-PARKED in front of a housing complex in Jamaica, Queens. She and Toni stepped out of the vehicle and looked at the building. “She lived on the third floor,” Toni said. A bodega sat across the street. “Listen, I’m going to talk to the store owner,” Toni said, pointing.

“Good, I’ll talk to the people at the dry cleaners over here.” Iris entered the establishment with her shield on display. “I’m Detective Williams. And you?” She said to a Latino woman.

“I...” The Latino woman looked nervous. “Look, that dude had it coming. He comes in here like he’s God's gift to women. I told him not to touch me—”

“Take it easy, young lady. What’s your name?”

“Sofia. I told him that I would cut him if he touched me again. He thought I was playing.”

“Listen, Sofia. I’m not here for that. I’m homicide. I’m here about the girl that went missing a few months ago.”

“Alyssa. Was she the girl they found in Harlem the other day?”

“Yes. She died at the hospital. Can you tell me about her?”

“She was a nice girl, and she loved her kids. She was a happy person; you know what I mean?” Always smiling.”

“Was she seeing anyone?”

“Yeah, a white dude guy. She never told me his name, but she really liked him. I think she said that he was a lawyer.” 

Iris met Toni at the Jeep. “Whatcha got?”

“The owner of the bodega said that Alyssa was a regular customer and that she was always with her kids.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
>
e
e
£






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





