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The Kill Zone blog (www.killzoneauthors.blogspot.com) features seven top suspense/mystery writers. Some time back we were discussing the e-book revolution and decided to jump into it with what we do best––killer stories.
So here they are.
Be sure to drop by the blog and leave us a comment. We'd love to hear what you think of this collection.
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James Scott Bell
He died.
Pete Harvey, "The Harv" as he billed himself, just flat out died in front of the 11 p.m. crowd at the Comedy Zone.
He sucked, he blew, he bit. The new cutting edge material didn't work the way he was sure it would, the way it had to.
He'd given four months to the new stuff. It was his final bid to break out of the huge ocean of sludge that is the stand-up scene in L.A. He'd even, as a good luck move, put it all on a CD first, so sure was he that he could capitalize on this new way of doing comedy.
But he died just now, and it was chewing away at his insides as he downed a bourbon at the bar.
Arianna, the bartender, engaged him in a little conversation. He'd slept with her a few weeks ago and not since, and she was cool with that. Truth was, he was handling three ladies at present, including Arianna, and maybe that was sapping his comedy chops. Had he ever thought of that?
He was thinking a lot of things now, random mind flashes that popped and zinged across the wasteland of his brain: Career over? What now? Car wash management? Anything left? Will I ever make it? Sell my soul, baby, that's it . . .
He smiled into his glass. Yeah, he was there all right. Ready for the devil – the very devil, Satan himself – to come sit next to him and offer to buy his soul in exchange for getting him to the top, or at least some outright, sustained laughter at some of his freaking jokes.
The man who sat next to him did not look like Satan. Then again, what did Satan look like? Red with horns? He'd probably be a lot more subtle. This guy was big, good looking, dressed sharply. About 35.
"Not exactly a good night for you, was it?" the guy said.
Jerk. Just what a comedian who bagged loves to hear. Pete ignored him, drained the Beam, signaled Arianna for another.
"But you got potential," the guy said.
Pete said nothing.
"I can do something for you, maybe."
Right.
"You interested?"
Pete waited until Arianna refilled his glass, then turned to the guy. "Look, man, I don't really—"
"Hear me out," the guy said. "I know what it's like to struggle in this town. Now that I got me a job that pays great, doing what I like to do, I feel for you. What if I told you I got a way for you to get your name out there with buzz like you've never experienced before? And what if, on top of that, I tell you that you can make five grand in one night?"
Pete coughed. "What?"
"Five large. For you. For one performance."
"Right! Got it! And I'll host the Oscars next year, too, right after I do the Golden Globes. Gee, where do I sign?"
"I'm serious."
Pete looked into the guy's cold blue eyes. He did look serious. "But you just said I sucked."
"No, I said you had a hard night. Everybody does. I've had hard nights, too."
"Yeah? Doing what?"
"Killing people."
Pete blinked a couple of times. He threw down his bourbon, waved his finger at Arianna. She came over.
The guy said, "I think he's had enough."
"What the hell?" Pete said.
"You need to be sharp for the performance."
"You are nuts––"
"Give us a minute," the guy said to Arianna. She nodded and moved to the other end of the bar.
"Well, it's been nice," Pete said, starting to get up.
The guy put a hand on Pete's arm, pulled him back on the stool and said, "Look." With his other hand the guy pulled his jacket back. The butt of a gun stuck out from the waistband of his pants.
"Dude," Pete whispered.
"So you come along with me and I don't have to do you."
"What's going on, man?"
"Keep your voice down. You get five grand for one performance."
Pete swallowed. "Where?"
"Just down the street."
"When?"
"Now. I'll drive."
"No way."
"Look in my eyes," the guy said. "Don't make me do what I do."
* * *
Okay, Pete told himself. This is L.A. This is what happens in this town. Crazy things. Nutty things. Especially late at night. And especially here on the Strip.
So a guy's got a gun, so what? So he threatens to shoot you, big deal. Ha ha. This is going to be great story for the Tonight Show once he hit the big time.
Don't use hit, he thought. Not with this guy sitting next to you.
It was a big, black Cadillac the guy drove, into a secure garage of a high rise apartment building on Sunset. He parked in the space by the elevator.
"Let's go," the guy said.
"Man, what is going on?" Pete asked.
"Your shot at the big time."
"Don't say shot."
"Very good," the guys aid. "Now get out."
Okay, Pete thought. Guy with gun gives order. Guy without gun follows. It's not rocket science. It's not even advanced algebra for a guy who almost didn't graduate from Canoga Park High School.
The guy with the gun, who seemed a lot bigger now, as in ex-linebacker size, walked with Pete to the elevator, hit the button. The doors opened.
"Get in," the guy said.
"You mean the elevator?" Pete said. It was a lame attempt at humor and Pete knew it. The guy winced and shook his head.
"You're gonna have to do better than that," he said, and shoved Pete through the doors.
As they went up, Pete said, "Tell me what this is about, man. Why the gun?"
"You'll find out."
"You know, scaring the crap out of me is not exactly the way to set me up for success."
"All comedy is based on pain," the guy said. "You should know that. I'm doing you a favor."
All right. This was just on some new kind of gig. He could do it. Sure. He could do anything.
So why was he shaking like a 6.4 temblor?
The elevator dinged at the top floor of the high rise. The tough guy said, "You first," and Pete stepped off into an opulent corridor. There was a big door in front of them, with a keypad beside it. The tough entered a code then opened the door for Pete.
The penthouse apartment must have taken up half the top floor. It looked like a movie set, if the movie was about the extremely rich people who lived in fabulous penthouses. The Donald Trump Story maybe.
"Nice crib," Pete said.
"Sit there," Tough said, pointing to a large chair in the center of the room. And what a room it was. Pete had done his act in clubs smaller than this place.
A minute later a man in a red silk bathrobe entered. He was about forty, trim, with a full head of brown hair, worn longish. He kept his hands in the pockets of his robe and stood for a long moment staring at Pete.
Pete tried to stay cool but the robe guy's glare was like police lights in some old cop movie.
Finally the robe guy said, "So you are The Harv."
"Uh," Pete said, "yeah."
"In order to distinguish you from all the other Harvs in this world?"
"I guess. Who—"
"I mean, there's Harv down the street, and Harv the school teacher. There's Harv the basset hound and Harv the who-knows-what. But you are The Harv."
"Okay, that's established. I'm The Harv. That's my handle, my gimmick. Why am I here?"
The man in the robe stepped in front of the fireplace with no fire in it. "Do you have any idea who I am?"
Pete shook his head slowly.
"Of course. Why should The Harv care about anyone else? Or anything else besides his precious career?"
What was this going to be, an insult fest? Pete started to stand but a rock hard hand pushed him back in the chair. He'd almost forgotten about the linebacker with the gun.
"Come on, man," Pete said. "What am I doing here?"
"This is your moment," the robe man said. "That's what you're doing here. Your chance to rocket to the skies. You see, I am someone who has the power to make you a star in your chosen profession. That's what you want, isn't it?"
"Well, yeah," Pete said. "Of course."
"Then all you have to do, within the next half hour, is make me laugh."
"Make you laugh?"
"That's it. Not smile. Laugh. Think you can do it?"
"I have no idea—"
"Come on. Are you any good at what you do or not?"
"Yeah, I'm good. I worked the last ten years to get good."
"That's not all you worked on," Robe said.
"Excuse me?"
"You're quite the ladies' man."
Pete put his hands out, as if to say, So what's that got to do with anything?
"Come on," Robe said, a fake smile on his face. "You can level with me." He bobbed his eyebrows. "The comedy thing is a chick magnet, isn't it?"
"You know, I don't know."
"We're a couple of guys. Come on, level with me. A lot of action, am I right?"
Pete could not think of a more uncomfortable conversation, unless it had hemorrhoids and sandpaper in the same sentence.
"Am I right?" Robe said again.
"I do okay."
"Sure you do. With all kinds, huh?"
"Sure, yeah."
"Even other men's wives, eh?"
Uh-oh. Robe's eyes were narrow now, and the fake smile was gone. What was this about? Had Pete had this guy's wife? Please no.
Pete said, "I really think there's been a misunderstanding." He tried to stand again, got pushed down again. Harder.
"No, Mr. The Harv. There has not. You slept with my wife. On more than one occasion."
Okay, Pete thought, who, who? More than one occasion? How long ago? Someone from the club?
"I honestly think there's been a mistake," Pete said, having no idea if there had been.
Robe nodded at the big guy. The big guy reached in his coat and pulled out some photographs, which he tossed on Pete's lap.
They were clandestine photos of him in his car with . . . what was her name again? Yes, he remembered her now.
"Bring back memories?" Robe said.
Pete swallowed hard. "Look, man, I didn't know she was married. She never said she was."
"Ignorance of the law is no excuse. And neither is ignorance about another man's wife. Her name is Melissa, you'll recall. Do you recall that, Mr. Harvey?"
"Um, I really don't."
"Melissa Rockwell. The last name is the one I gave her. The one you have dishonored. But she won't be needing it any more."
Oh man! What was going on? One of those pregnant pauses, the kind just before the perfectly delivered punch line, descended on the room.
Finally Pete said, "So what do we do now?"
Rockwell sat in the stuffed chair next to the fireplace. "Now? Here's what we do. You have thirty minutes to make me laugh. Do that, and I will give you five thousand dollars and I will see to it that your comedy CD takes off and you become a household name. But if I fail to laugh, you just, well, die."
A shudder like a drunk's cackle coursed through Pete's body. "You cannot be serious."
"Oh, I am, and that's your challenge. I am a serious man, and you better make me laugh, and you better do it in—" he looked at a wall clock – "twenty-nine minutes."
"Now you can stand up," the big thug said. "You're a stand up comedian, after all."
Pete's legs were shaking. He didn't even know if he could stand up. But if he was going to get out of this sick joke, maybe bolt from the room, he had to. Slowly, he stood.
"And don't try running," the thug said, as if he could read Pete's exact thoughts. "You'll never make it out alive."
"I'm waiting," Rockwell said.
Okay, Pete told himself. Let's go with this. Hey, this is the challenge of a lifetime. The sort of thing a real performer or athlete lives for.
Pete's dad was a ski enthusiast, and used to talk about an American skier named Bud Werner. In the late 50's and early 60's Werner became the first world class skier America had ever produced. Made the Olympic squad three times. Then retired, and was doing a ski film in the Alps. He was skiing down a mountain when an avalanche happened. Instead of taking safety behind a tree or rock, Bud Werner decided to race the avalanche. The race of a lifetime.
One he lost, Pete reminded himself. Werner died that day.
So what choice did Pete "The Harv" Harvey have now? There was nowhere to hide, nowhere to run. He had to beat the avalanche. He had to make the guy in the robe laugh.
"Hey, death," Pete said. "What can you say? It's crazy. You ever read the obituaries? People die in alphabetical order. How's that happen?"
He paused, looked at Rockwell's face. It was made of pure granite.
"Tough living room," Pete said.
No response. Not even a twitch.
"I don't know," Pete said. "You on drugs? Because if you're on drugs that's unfair. I used to do drugs, but I stopped when I saw what it did to my friends. I'd get high, and they all looked weird to me."
The sound of imaginary crickets chirped in Pete's head.
"But I would never advocate the use of drugs. Because I'm not an athlete and can't get my hands on the good stuff."
Silence.
The wall clock had ticked off three more minutes.
"And what's the deal with dogs? You own a dog, sir?"
Rockwell said nothing. He was like a mime doing a statue.
"I got me a pit bull on Monday," Pete said. "On Tuesday I got me a prosthetic arm."
The clock ticked.
"Hey, I must be horizontally parked in a parallel universe."
Nothing.
Pete had to dig deep, he knew it. If his own material wasn't working, maybe some of the classics. His dad gave him a Henny Youngman joke book for Christmas when he was thirteen, and Pete memorized the whole thing, trying to get the timing down. Rapid fire.
"Are you a gambler, sir? Because I only gamble for laughs. Last week I laughed away my car."
"Hey, what do you send to a sick florist?"
"I went to see a psychiatrist. He says, 'Tell me everything.' I did. Now he's doing my act."
Pete tossed out five more one liners, the best of the best.
Nothing but dead air in return.
Fifteen minutes to go. Pete had not even gotten a nose wrinkle. Rockwell was Mount Rushmore. Pete had been in front of audiences like that, to be sure, but never with death hanging over him.
The avalanche was coming. Closer, closer.
Time to bring out the jokes about wives. Maybe he could get a sardonic laugh out of Mr. Rockwell. True, there was a chance he'd just get angrier. But Pete wasn't exactly slaying him right now.
"And what's the deal with wives, huh? My ex-wife kept complaining she didn't feel wanted. So I went down to the post office and put up her picture."
Wait. Was that a crack in Rockwell's face?
"Yeah, my ex, what can I say? She should go into earthquake work. She can find a fault quicker than anybody."
Did Rockwell's cheek just move?
"I decided one day I wanted to get something for her, but nobody started the bidding."
Rockwell's eyes narrowed and his lips tightened. Was he trying hard not to laugh?
"You know how I proposed to my wife? I said, 'You're gonna have a what?'"
Anything? Maybe––
"I met her in college, where she was voted Most Likely to Succeed With Anybody."
Rockwell's face returned to its former stoic aspect. So what had just happened? It was almost as if the guy had simply passed gas.
Passed gas . . .
"Hey, did we just have some thunder from down under? Is somebody hunting ducks?"
No laugh, no smile, no twitch, no mercy.
Thirteen minutes left.
Pete tried sex jokes for two minutes, race jokes for three – channeling Don Rickles. He did some Seinfeld, some Steven Wright.
"I used to work in a fire hydrant factory. You couldn't park anywhere near the place."
Zip.
With one minute left Pete's heart was pounding. His mind was a blank now, his mouth opening up with nothing coming out.
He looked at Rockwell, at the big thug, and at the clock.
Fifteen seconds.
And then Pete Harvey started to cry. It was an automatic response, born of fatigue, desperation and the crash after an adrenaline rush.
He was weak, spent, finished.
Dead.
And that's when the guy laughed.
Huh?
Pete looked at the clock. Five seconds left.
And Rockwell was still laughing.
Then Pete started to laugh, too, the crazy laugh of the man in the death chamber, the needle going into his arm, who gets the word there's a pardon from the governor.
"Well, well," Rockwell said. "Look at that, will you? I laughed. It doesn't matter that it wasn't at your jokes. It doesn't matter that I was laughing at your pitiful, unfunny, slimy, worthless self. I laughed. And a deal's a deal. Bobby, give him the money."
What? This whole bizarre thing wasn't just a bad dream?
Apparently not, because the big thug tapped Pete on the shoulder and handed him a thick envelope.
"You want to count it?" Rockwell said.
Pete just wanted to get out of there. "No," he managed to say. "I trust you."
"Good. You can. And so I'll say good-night. Bobby, show The Harv out, will you?"
Pete stuffed the envelope in the back pocket of his jeans. So what if the guy didn't laugh because of his jokes? He was five thousand dollars richer. And the guy had said something about making his CD take off and him being a household name and all that.
He would see about that later. Now it was time to get home, get in bed – alone – and stay there.
But instead of heading toward the door, Bobby took Pete's arm and started him toward the penthouse balcony.
"Hey!" Pete tried to fight him, but the thug was too strong. Rockwell met them at the balcony door, which he opened.
Bobby pushed Pete out into the night. And it was clear where he'd be going next.
"You said I could trust you!" Pete screamed.
From inside the penthouse, Rockwell said, "You can. I said I'd give you five large, and get great buzz for your material. And I will. I'm a man of my word."
Pete felt the bear trap hands of the thug grabbing his clothes, lifting him.
And then Pete was flying, flying over the city he once thought he would conquer, flying over Sunset Boulevard with its red and gold and green lights.
Down, down, down.
Show over.
* * *
A week later, Bobby brought Variety to his boss and showed him the story.
New Life for Tragic Comedian
Pete "The Harv" Harvey's CD and iTunes sales continue to climb. Harvey, who committed suicide last week by jumping off the roof of the Archwood Arms apartments on Sunset Boulevard, was despondent over his lack of success in the world of standup comedy. In his possession when he died was an envelope with five thousand dollars and a typed note that said Money means nothing to me. It can't buy me success as a comedian. Maybe it will for somebody else. Wish I had a joke, but I'm all out.
Now, ironically, success is suddenly his. Curiosity about his comedy has fueled a demand for his only known CD, which was produced by an anonymous benefactor.
"He may have been an undiscovered genius," declared Bill Bronstein, who has shot more comedians to superstardom than anyone else. "A real tragedy. The Harv could have gone to great heights."
"Or fallen from them," Rockwell said to Bobby. And laughed. "Now that's funny."
by Michelle Gagnon
In my debut thriller The Tunnels, one character makes an oblique reference to FBI Special Agent Kelly Jones’s previous case, which involved, “the Chicken Guy.” This story details how she barely survived the encounter. – M.G.
FBI Special Agent Kelly Jones’s legs ached from maintaining the same position, but she didn’t dare shift for fear of making noise. He was close now, less than fifty yards away.
Where the hell is my backup? she wondered again as the sawing noise resumed.
Kelly was in an abandoned processing plant in New Jersey that for years had served as the last stop for poultry. The coppery tang of blood still scented the air, and dark stains marred the floor. The assembly line had been partially dismantled, probably sold for scrap, but the conveyor belt remained. She’d entered through a back door and crept for a hundred feet along the dark corridor where chickens once lined up to have their throats mechanically slit. But the killer she hunted was responsible for far worse.
She risked a peek around the corner of the machine. A man was silhouetted by the light of a portable fluorescent lantern. Even from this distance he appeared enormous. Meaty shoulders worked up and down like pistons. As he shifted to one side, Kelly spotted something pale laid out on the table before him. As the saw spun, flecks of matter sprayed around him.
Crap, Kelly thought. She should have guessed that this was a good tip. The call had come in as she was leaving for the day, an anonymous voice on a blocked number. The caller had only provided an address, saying it was related to the Chicken Guy case.
Kelly had nearly dismissed it as a prank, shrugging it off in favor of a hot shower and a night in front of her motel room TV. As it was, she’d opted to check it out alone. But as soon as she spotted the dim light illuminating a window at the far end of the building, she’d known in her gut that this was the place. She’d called for backup, shifting back and forth in the shadows of the building as she waited. But when the shriek of a circular saw pierced the night, she felt compelled to enter.
The door at the rear of the building was ajar, a chain with a broken padlock still dangled from it. It was the perfect location for a kill room, set in an abandoned industrial zone in Trenton. The mass of buildings that had once swallowed and regurgitated workers in endless shifts now sat silent and empty. Kelly hadn’t passed a single car on her approach, and hers was the only one in the lot, which raised the question of how the killer got there. No time to think about that now, she reminded herself, tightening her grip on the Glock.
If she was right, the pale figure on the table was victim number four, a local waitress and mother of three named Patty Gill. She’d vanished on her way home from work four nights ago, and the sitter’s frantic call was routed to Kelly’s task force at 5AM. Based on their killer’s MO they only had seventy-two hours to save Patty. A day or two after that her body would turn up boned and parceled out in neat wrappers like a carved bird.
The search for Patty had initially been promising. Several diner customers remembered a guy staying at her station until nearly closing. Patty had been observed flirting with him, and one customer thought she saw her slip him a phone number. Another witness saw a dark car pull up at the bus stop later that evening. Apparently Patty grinned as she got in, clearly relieved to avoid the forty-five minute wait for the M49.
And then, nothing. A trace of Patty’s cell phone had led them to a dumpster a few blocks from the bus stop, where they found it still securely tucked in her purse. Her wallet had been intact. No sign of a struggle in or around the dumpster, and a search of the nearby area had elicited no new information. Over the next two days, every lead had dried up.
The press had dubbed him, “The Chicken Killer.” Not terribly original, or even accurate, Kelly thought. But then, this was Trenton, it wasn’t like they harbored a host of Pulitzer nominees. The moniker was doubly ironic considering the place he’d chosen to dismember his victims, she thought, although perhaps that was why he’d selected it. Her task force had been looking for someone with a background in butchering, and killers frequently chose kill sites that held some personal meaning for them. Perhaps he’d worked in this plant, and had returned to satisfy a grisly need in familiar surroundings.
Kelly glanced at her watch again. Ninety-eight hours had passed since Patty disappeared. Based on what Kelly could see from her vantage point, she was already too late to save her. But at least she had the killer in her sights. She eased her finger over the trigger, momentarily overwhelmed by the thought of how easy it would be. She could claim that he charged her, refusing to drop his weapon. There would be no witnesses, they were all alone here. It would spare the state the cost of a trial, the victims’ families the pain of facing the man who wreaked such havoc on their lives, not to mention eliminating the slim chance that he might walk on a technicality.
Kelly sighed, shifting her finger back.
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