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PART ONE


There is a panther caged within my breast,


But what his name, there is no breast shall know,


Save mine, nor what it is that drives him so Backward and forward, in relentless quest.


—JOHN HALL WHEELOCK,
   “The Black Panther”
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Highway 72, Central Florida, 2002


It gave Garvey the creeps, transferring somebody like Daniel Danielle. The sick bastard had been convicted of killing three women, but some estimates had his total at more than a hundred.


They were the women who lived alone and let their guards down because the sicko could be a charmer as a man or a woman. Single women who disappeared and were missed by no one. Those were the kinds of women Daniel Danielle sought and tortured and destroyed.


Nicholson was seated next to Garvey. Like Garvey, he was a big man in a brown uniform. Their job was to transfer Daniel Danielle to a new, and so far secret, maximum-security state prison near Belle Glade, on the other side of the state from Sarasota. It was in Sarasota where Danielle Daniel (he had been dressed as a woman then) had been arrested while crouched over the body of one of his victims, and later convicted. The evidence was overwhelming. As a “calling card” and a taunt, he had put his previous victim’s panties on his present victim, panties he had apparently worn to the murder. He was damned by his DNA.


Daniel was all the more dangerous because he was smart as hell. Degrees from Vassar and Harvard, and a fellowship at Oxford. Getting away with murder should have been a piece of cake, like the rest of his life. But it hadn’t been. When his appeals were exhausted, he would be executed.


No one was visible on State Highway 72. This part of Florida was flat and undeveloped, mostly green vistas streaked with brown. Cattle country, though cattle were seldom glimpsed from the road except off in the distance. Wind and dust country for sure. Dust devils could be seen taking shape and dissipating on both sides of the road. Miles away, larger wannabe tornados threatened and whirled but didn’t quite take form.


The latest weather report said the jet stream had shifted. Hurricane Sophia, closing in on Florida’s east coast, now had a predicted path to the south, though not as far south as the dusty white van rocketing along the highway. Taking time to replace a broken fan belt ten miles beyond Arcadia had slowed them down. They were still okay, if the hurricane stayed north. If it didn’t, they might be driving right into it.


Now and then a car passed going the other way, with a Doppler change of pitch as the boxy van rocked in the vehicle’s wake. Off to the east there were more dust devils, more swirling cloud formations. The insistent internal voice Garvey often heard when some part of his mind knew something bad was about to happen wouldn’t shut up.


Suddenly it began to rain. Hard. Garvey switched on the headlights. Hail the size of marbles started smacking and bouncing off the van’s windshield and stubby hood.


“Maybe we oughta go back,” Nicholson said. “See if we can outrun whatever’s headed our way.”


“Orders are to deliver the prisoners.” Garvey drove faster. The hail slammed harder against the windshield, as if hurled by a giant hand.


The prisoner chained in the back of the van with Daniel Danielle was a young man with lots of muscles and tattoos under his orange prison jumpsuit. He was scarred with old acne and had a face like chipped stone, with a crooked nose and narrow, mean eyes. He was easy to take for a hardened excon, but he was actually an undercover cop named Chad Bingham, there for insurance if something weird happened and Daniel Danielle made trouble.


Bingham would rather have been someplace else. He had a wife and two kids. And a job.


The easy part of the job was just sitting there sulking and pretending he was someone else. But the way things were going, he was afraid the hard part was on its way.


The hail kept coming. Nicholson was on the edge of being downright scared. Even if it didn’t make landfall nearby, Sophia might spawn tornados. Hurricanes also sometimes unexpectedly changed course. He reached out and turned on the radio, but got nothing but static this far out in the flatlands, away from most civilization.


Garvey could see his partner was getting antsy so he tried to raise Sarasota on the police band. The result was more static. He tried Belle Glade and got the same response.


“Storm’s interfering with reception,” he said, looking into Nicholson’s wide blue eyes. He had never seen the man this rattled.


“Try your cell phone,” Nicholson said in a tight voice.


“You kidding?”


Nicholson tried his own cell phone but didn’t get a signal.

Both men jumped as a violent thumping began under the van.


“We ran over a branch or something that blew onto the road,” Garvey said.


“Pull over and let’s drag it out.”


“Not in this weather,” Garvey said. “That hail will beat us to death.”


“What the hell was that?” Nicholson asked, as a huge, many-armed form crossed the road ahead of them, like an image in a dream.


“Looked like a tree,” Garvey said.


“There aren’t many trees around here.”


“It’s not around here anymore,” Garvey said, as the wind rocked the van.


The van suddenly became easy to steer. Garvey realized that was because he was no longer steering it. The wind had lifted it off the road.


They were sideways now, plowing up dirt and grass. Then the van bounced and they were airborne again.


“What the shit are you doing?” Nicholson screamed.


“Sitting here just like you.”


The van leaned left, leaned right, and Garvey knew they were going to turn over.


“Hold tight,” he yelled, checking to make sure both of them had their seat belts fastened.


The wind howled. Steel screamed. They were upside down. Garvey could hear Nicholson shouting beside him, but couldn’t make out what he was saying because of the din.


The van skidded a long way on its roof and then began to spin. Garvey felt his head bouncing against the side window.


Bulletproof glass came off in sharp-edged, milky strips, and he was staring at the ground. With a violent lurch, the van was upright again, then back on its roof. Garvey realized that as addled as his brain had become, his right foot was still jammed hard against the brake pedal.


The van stopped. Hanging upside down, Garvey looked out the glassless window and saw that they were wedged against one of the rare trees Nicholson had mentioned. He looked over and saw that Nicholson was dazed and wild-eyed. And beyond Nicholson, out the window . . .


“Looks like a kind of low ridge over there,” he shouted at Nicholson. “We gotta get outta the van, see if we can burrow down outta the wind.”


“Everywhere!” Nicholson yelled. “Wind’s everywhere!”


Garvey unhitched both safety belts, causing the weight of his body to compress onto his internal injuries. Ignoring the pain, he leaned hard to his right, against Nicholson, and kicked at the bent and battered door. It opened a few inches. The next time it opened, the wind helped it by wrenching it off one of its hinges and flattening it against the side of the van.


“Wind’s dying down a little,” he lied to Nicholson, and then was astounded to notice that it was true. The roaring had gone from sounding like a freight train to sounding like a thousand lonely and desperate wolves. A hurricane-spawned tornado, Garvey guessed. Moving away, he hoped.


He wormed and wriggled out of the van. The hail had stopped, but rain was still driven sideways by the wind. Garvey was sore all over. Later he’d have to take inventory to see if he was badly injured. With great effort he could stand, leaning into the wind. Nicholson was near him, on hands and knees, his head bowed to Sophia’s ferocity.


The overturned van’s rear doors were still closed, though the roof was crushed and the wire-reinforced glass was gone from the back windows. A pair of orange-clad legs and black prison shoes extended from one of the windows, and a voice was screaming.


Inside the back of the van, Chad Bingham was cut and bleeding from the long shard of glass in Daniel Danielle’s hand. Daniel was bleeding himself, from cuts made by sharp glass or metal. Bingham’s scalp was laid open and his face was covered with blood. In the wild tumble of the van, Daniel Danielle had managed to wrench the .25-caliber handgun from where it was taped to Bingham’s ankle. Bingham, with his outside-the-walls complexion, hadn’t fooled Daniel for a second.


Daniel held the small handgun against Bingham’s throat. Bingham’s legs were twisted backward, under him. The steel rail both men had been cuffed to had broken at the weld. They were free, though their wrists were still cuffed.


It was Daniel’s legs protruding from the van’s window. Both men knew the gun had hollow-point bullets and would kill easily and messily at close range. Daniel dropped the shard of glass, then used the hand without the gun and rubbed some of Bingham’s blood over his own face and into his hair. Both men had prison haircuts. Bloodied up as they were, they could be mistaken for each other. Daniel needed only a moment of mistaken identity, and he would act.


He dug the gun’s barrel into Bingham’s throat. “Yell that I’m dead, and you want outta here. Do it if you want to live,” he said to Bingham. “Don’t do as I say, and bullets start slamming around your insides.”


Bingham’s eyes rolled with fear. He knew Daniel’s reputation, and knew the killer had earned it.


“It’s me!” he yelled. “It’s Bingham. Daniel’s dead. Get me the hell outta here!”


All the time he was yelling, Daniel was kicking with his free lower legs.


It seemed a lot of time passed. He jabbed again into Bingham’s neck with the gun barrel. “Hey!” Bingham yelled, “Help!” While Daniel kicked.


Finally Daniel felt strong hands encircle his ankles, exert pressure. Pulling, pulling. As his body began to slide out of the van he stared into Bingham’s eyes and kept the gun pointed directly at his testicles. Bingham didn’t make a sound.


And then Daniel was free—like a cork out of a bottle.


“Thanks!” he kept repeating, as he faced into the wind and gained his feet.


“You guys okay?”


“We’re—”


Garvey shut up when he realized the mistake they’d made.


Daniel stepped close and shot him in the forehead.


Nicholson wheeled to run and Daniel shot him twice in the back of the neck. He fell and the wind rolled him a few feet and then lost interest. Daniel bent low into the wind and made his way back to the van. Bingham was still inside, curled up and playing dead. Daniel shot him in the testicles and Bingham began to wail. Daniel knew no one would hear even if they were nearby.


Still cuffed, he began his search for keys.


Five minutes later Bingham watched through the van’s distorted rear window as a limping Daniel Danielle disappeared into the rain and wind.


Within minutes the hurricane sweeping across the state hit the area in earnest.


Chad Bingham would later testify in his hospital bed that Daniel almost certainly died from his wounds or from Hurricane Sophia. There was no way he could have survived out in the open as he’d been, without any nearby shelter.


It was Bingham who died from his wounds.
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New York State, June 2008


He couldn’t fly close to New York City, for security reasons. But the pilot, Chancellor Linden R. Schueller of Waycliffe College, made a slight detour so he could have a look from a distance.


His plane was a small twin-engine Beechcraft that, besides the pilot, could carry five passengers and their light luggage. It could range most of the northeastern states. But this was a short flight from Albany, which was where the chancellor had made the connection via rail, and a cab to the airport, where he’d left the plane. It was complicated but safer that way, using small airports and different modes of conveyance. It meant a less traceable course. But it also meant the chancellor had to take more care about what was in his luggage. You never knew what kind of security checks you’d run into these days, even with a private aircraft, a small airport, and a flight plan that kept him well away from New York City.


Perilous times, Chancellor Schueller thought, and smiled. Absently, he ran his fingertips over the cover of his flight logbook. It was the softest of leathers. He didn’t really need the book now, considering his expertise on the computer, but he enjoyed touching it.


He pressed his forehead against the oblong Plexiglas window for a better view, then sat back in his seat.


Some city down there. How many people now? He wasn’t sure, and the figure kept changing depending on whom you asked, or which set of statistics someone wanted to choose.


Millions, millions . . .


There they were below, layered in tall buildings, moving in every direction above and below ground, in and out of vehicles. They represented every age, size, ethnicity, sexual orientation, religious and political slant. . . . The possibilities were limitless.


Out the window and behind the plane now was a blue and hazy horizon. The city was falling away like memories of yesterday.


Minutes and miles passed. The green earth was rising.


The chancellor forgot about the view and sat straighter in his seat. It was time to change his frame of mind, like slipping from being one person to another.


He throttled back and put the plane into a shallow bank, careful to keep the nose up. The sun caught the twin props and turned them to liquid light.


The plane dipped a wing as if saying hello to the earth, now much closer, then began a low, sweeping descent toward the green field below and off to the southwest.


Gravity asserted a heavier hand. Scraggly lines became roads. Glittering jewels became cars and houses. Water glistened in the sun like molten silver.


A narrow grass runway was visible now, a slightly different shade of green bisecting the field. Bordering the south side of the field was an arrangement of similar redbrick buildings connected by walkways lined with mature green trees. The buildings’ roofs were identical shades of gray slate. Chancellor Schueller thought it all looked like pieces of a child’s toy train setting. Everything but the train.


He would be a part of it shortly.


He would be home. Settled and sated.


For a while.
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New York, the present


Macy Collins jerked awake. Unable to breathe in, to breathe out. That was because a rectangle of gray duct tape was fixed tightly across her mouth. The man straddling her had her nose pinched between his thumb and forefinger.


She panicked, screaming almost silently, thrashing her legs about so she could feel her heels digging into the grass and hard earth. He was seated on her chest, leaning forward so his weight was over her upper body and his legs kept her arms pinned to her sides. The heavy hardness of his knees had made her arms go numb.


He smiled down at her, then released her nose so she could suck in precious oxygen.


Her head cleared and she suddenly remembered everything and wished she was still unconscious, that she could die. She craned her neck and stared down at the red, raw flesh where her right breast had been, then up into his eyes that were as human as black pearls. When she looked away she noticed that he had an erection. Even after last night . . .


He was so charming. Then he must have slipped something into her drink. Something that made her compliant enough to agree to a walk in Central Park at dusk.


It was well past dusk now, but there was a bright moon in a black sky beyond the shadows of the copse of trees where he had lured her. She would be able to see everything she so feared and dreaded.


He held up a boning knife with a long, lean blade streaked with blood. “I thought you’d want to be conscious for this,” he said. “The first one was so much fun.”


Macy began thrashing again with her legs as he slowly and deliberately lowered the knife toward her remaining breast. The fear, the pain, sickened her, made her feel faint. She felt herself sliding again into a fearful darkness, yet she welcomed the black void as an escape from this horror. And she might escape from it, because it couldn’t be real. It couldn’t actually be happening.


Or if it was happening, it was to someone else. In another world, not hers. A world she was dreaming . . .


None of this is real. Not the pain. Not the fear.


She was drifting, falling. . . .


He pinched her nose again. Her stopped breath caught in her throat and she was fully conscious again, fully aware.


Again.


It was real.


He was real.


The knife was real.


Later, when he was almost finished with her, he removed his pants all the way. He’d previously only unzipped them. He was wearing pale blue panties, which he quickly removed, pausing only to appreciate their silky softness.


He found the victim’s black thong that he’d earlier taken off and tossed to the side, and slipped it on. He then carefully lifted her legs and put the blue panties on her. She wasn’t quite dead, and unconsciously helped him by bending her knees or pointing her toes.


He then put his pants back on, and on top of them baggier, triple-pleated pants he’d brought in his attaché case. They were a harsher material, not pleasant to the touch.


Keeping away from the blood, he knelt next to her and whispered, “Are you still here?”


But she didn’t hear him. She was in deep shock and on her way to death. He watched her avidly. Watched her eyes.


Are you still here?


When the moment arrived, he was ready.


The last thing he did before leaving was unfold a page from the morning paper and rest it crease-up over her face, like a tent. It was a Macy’s department store sale ad proclaiming EVERYTHING SLASHED.


Nobody, he thought, had a sense of humor like God.




4


Frank Quinn lay sprawled in bed in his brownstone on New York’s Upper West Side. He wasn’t quite all the way awake, listening to the slow rhythm of Pearl’s breathing. She was on her side, one bare leg thrown over him, her forehead burrowed into his chest. The morning wasn’t yet hot. The window air conditioner was silent because Quinn had gotten up at 3:30 to relieve his bladder, and the room was cool. Half awake, he’d switched off the laboring window unit as he tottered back to bed.


It was getting warm again, as the sun rose beyond the stone and brick buildings and the struggling trees on West Seventy-fifth Street. The morning noises of the city had begun—a distant clanging of trash containers, a growing rush of traffic punctuated by the rumbling and growling of trucks and buses, a faraway police siren, a brief shouted exchange down on the sidewalk. Quinn felt pretty good, there in the dawn of wakefulness, his flesh pressed to Pearl’s, his city shaking off the night and coming to life around him.


The phone by the bed jangled, making him jump. It was an old landline phone that Quinn had owned for years. He kept it because its jarring ring would rouse him from the soundest sleep. And because . . . well, it was familiar, well used, and reliable. And it looked like a phone.


Pearl stirred and said, “Time isht?”


“Six-thirtyish,” Quinn said, gazing at the glowing digital clock near the phone. The clock actually read 4:37, but that was so early in the morning that Quinn didn’t feel like being precise.


The phone jangled again. Persistent pest.


“Let it ring,” Pearl said.


“We’re cops,” Quinn said. “We don’t let phones ring. We answer them.”


“We’re private cops.”


“That’s no different,” Quinn said, as he stretched out an arm and lifted the heavy receiver from its cradle.


Pearl muttered something he didn’t understand, but it sounded snarky.


“Quinn,” he said into the cool, hard plastic jammed against the side of his face.


“I know it is. I’m the guy who called you.”


Harley Renz. Exactly the last person Quinn wanted to talk to.


Renz was New York City’s police commissioner, and he didn’t intend to retire from that office. He had bigger plans. He and Quinn had been adversaries for the same positions within the NYPD years ago. Quinn had stayed honest and away from office jobs and unnecessary contact with the higher-ups in the department. Renz was enthusiastically corrupt and ambitious, an unabashed schmoozer and climber. His every move was designed to edge him upward or forward. Quinn was sure he hadn’t called to say howdy.


He was right.


“Wanna see a dead body?” Renz asked.


Quinn couldn’t help glancing down at the nude Pearl, who was awake now and listening to his end of the conversation.


He took a couple of deep breaths to make sure he was all the way awake. “A homicide victim, I presume.”


“When you see it you’ll know it’s not just a presumption. I’m looking at it right now.”


“A woman?”


“Was.”


“You know I’ve seen dead women before,” Quinn said, “so there must be something special about this one.”


“Oh, there is. Come over here and you’ll see why. You’ll also see why the city is going to hire you and your agency.”


This wouldn’t be the first time Quinn had done work for hire for the city. Renz, the most popular police commissioner in New York’s history, could arrange that with no trouble. He had before. The sleazeball did know how to work the levers of power.


And he knew not to work them too often, so this murder must be special.


“You think the killer’s going to be a repeater?” Quinn asked. That was why he often became employed by the city even though he was out of the NYPD. He’d gained a reputation as a unique talent when it came to tracking serial killers. And of course Quinn and Associates, or Q&A, had solved other politically sensitive homicides. In a city as large as New York, there was little downtime between investigations.


“I think we’ve got a serial killer operating in this town,” Renz said. “We both know that’s usually why I call you. But this time there’s something more to it than that.”


“Where are you?” Quinn asked.


“In Central Park, but not very far in. Where Seventy-second Street runs into it, but a little north. Walk up Central Park West and look into the park, over the low stone wall. Where there’s this clump of trees, you’ll see some police cars and a lot of yellow crime-scene tape. You can’t miss us.”


“It’s still dark out, Harley. And don’t tell me you’ve got lights. The city’s been doing nighttime work in the park. I’m just as likely to be walking toward a midnight-shift maintenance crew.”


“Okay. I’ll meet you right outside the Beymore Arms, opposite the park, and walk you in.”


“So where exactly is the Beymore Arms?”


Renz gave him a Central Park West address. “Look for a gray stone building with a green awning out front. It’s down the block from a coffee shop.”


“Isn’t everything?”


“Yeah. Even dead people beyond the rejuvenating power of lattes.”


“I’m on my way.”


“Bring Pearl. I know she’s there. I can hear her grinding her teeth.”


Renz knew Pearl didn’t like him. Nobody really liked Renz except the citizens, who knew only the Renz facade and not Renz.


“Should we see the victim before or after we eat breakfast?” Quinn asked.


“Before, I would say. Though on the other hand, she isn’t going anywhere real soon. And when you learn more about the situation, you’ll see why this one will interest Pearl, too.”


“I’ll check with Pearl,” Quinn said. “But she might wanna sleep in.”


“It would behoove her to be here.”


“What exactly does that mean, behoove?” Quinn asked. “It sounds like something a blacksmith might do to a horse.”


“You wanna discuss blacksmithing and word roots,” Renz asked, “or do you wanna be introduced to the late Miss Macy Collins?”


“You make it sound like social networking,” Quinn said.


“In a way it is. You’ll definitely wanna know people who knew the victim. One person in particular.”


“Now you’re making it sound like a quiz show.”


“Yeah. Well, it isn’t that. I guarantee you Pearl won’t think so, either.”


“Okay,” Quinn said. “I’ll wake her up.”


“I’m awake,” she said, from somewhere beneath Quinn’s unshaven jaw.


“Renz wants—”


“I heard him,” Pearl interrupted. “Tell him to go fu—”


Quinn moved the receiver away as far as he could, then turned his head so he could speak to Renz. “She says she’s on her way.”


“I thought I heard her talking. She got a message for me?”


“That was it,” Quinn said. “More or less.”




5


Quinn and Pearl found the Beymore Arms with no trouble. Renz was waiting for them beneath the green canopy. He was wearing a well-tailored blue suit, a white shirt, and a red and black striped tie. He looked ready to broadcast the evening news, but the clothes didn’t disguise the fact that he’d put on even more weight since becoming police commissioner.


The three of them waited for a break in traffic that was already starting to build on Park Avenue West, and then fast-walked across the street. Fat as he was, Renz moved quickly and gracefully. They climbed over the low, age-darkened stone wall that bordered the park. Quinn was curious to see if Renz would go over the wall that way, which involved not much more than boosting up the body, then sitting, and swiveling. Renz clambered over the low wall with impressive nimbleness. Didn’t do his tailored suit much good.


They walked across dew-damp grass toward a cluster of trees that emitted a faint white glow. Then Quinn saw the crime-scene tape, and that the glow was coming from a white tent that was eight or ten feet square. Shadow movement on the taut white material indicated a lot of activity inside.


A tall, poker-faced uniform posted outside the flap entrance to the tent seemed not to pay them any attention. Renz stood to the side of the flap and motioned with an arm for them to enter, but he stayed outside in the interest of giving people in the tent more room to move.


What was going on inside the tent was nothing like social networking, even with the Napoleonic and twisted little medical examiner, Dr. Julius Nift, smiling from where he stood over the body and saying, “Miss Macy Collins, may I present Frank Quinn and Pearl Kasner.” He made a motion with his hand, palm up. “Pearl, Quinn, this is—”


“Just shut up,” Pearl said.


The tent had no floor and was illuminated by brilliant lights on flimsy-looking metal stands. Quinn had to duck his head slightly, but Pearl could stand up straight. Where there was room to move, two CSU guys were using it, carefully tweezering up possible evidence and placing it in plastic evidence bags. They were dressed in white and wearing white gloves and looked as if they’d arrived in a box with the tent.


What was left of the victim lay on bent and bloodstained grass. A rectangular flag of gray duct tape clung by a corner to her lower lip. Her bulging brown eyes bespoke horror.


She was on her back with her arms taped to her sides, her legs together, toes turned down as if frozen that way by painful spasms. Her body was arranged with a symmetry and neatness suggesting she’d been posed after death. She was wearing only blue panties. Both of her breasts had been removed.


“Her breasts—” Quinn began.


“Haven’t found them,” Nift said. “Judging by the removal circumference, she must have had quite a rack.”


Quinn was aware of Pearl stiffening beside him. “Sick necrophiliac,” she said under her breath.


Nift heard her and smiled. He enjoyed getting under people’s skin, and Pearl was a favorite target.


“There’s a mathematical formula for everything,” Nift said.


“Like for how much longer you’ll live with that mouth of yours,” Pearl said.


Nift seemed not to have heard her.


The CSU techs said they’d done all they could until the body was removed, and left the tent.


Quinn nodded toward the victim. “Notice anything about the panties? The way they’re rolled up at the waistband in back?”


“She didn’t put them on,” Pearl said. “Somebody else did, after she was dead, and while she was lying on her back the way she is now. The panties dragged and rolled in back and didn’t go all the way up.”


“I was wondering when one of you would notice that,” Nift said. “Very good, Quinn. Now, another question: do you recognize the M.O.?”


Any cop who’d been involved in a serial-killer case, anyone at all interested in serial killers, would recognize the M.O.


So like the Daniel Danielle murders.


Quinn nodded. Beside him, Pearl said, “Daniel Wentworth, aka Daniel Danielle.”


“Or Danielle Daniel,” Nift said. “Depending on which sex he wanted to be at the moment.”


“There’s not a lot of blood on the scene, either,” Pearl said, “considering what was done to her. Daniel Danielle was good at managing blood flow. Got a guess as to the actual cause of death?”


Nift grinned at her. “I’d estimate that she was alive when all or most of the butchering was done. He wanted to share that with her. If she was lucky, she died of shock at some point before the abdominal wound.” Nift’s grin widened. “You look down where you’re used to seeing what musta been a huge rack of tits and see your insides instead, it’s probably quite a shock.”


A cop near the door flap was giving Nift a fish-eyed look. Not much expression. Probably he knew Nift. Almost everyone who dealt with the city’s lower forms of life knew Nift, at least by reputation.


Pearl moved over to see the newspaper page lying on the floor near Nift’s black leather medical case. There were blood-stains on it, but it was readable. The EVERYTHING SLASHED Macy’s sale with its play on the victim’s name.


“I saw it,” Quinn said, before she pointed it out. “Sick sense of humor.”


“Oh, I don’t know,” Nift said.


“That’s for damn sure,” Pearl told him. “You don’t have the slightest idea.”


Nift merely continued grinning at her. “I love getting under your skin,” he said. “No pun intended.”


Quinn gave him a look, letting him know he’d gone far enough. Knowing dangerous ground when it started to shift on him, Nift stopped grinning.


“Any sexual interference?” Quinn asked.


“I’ll have to do the postmortem to know for sure.” Nift was all business now, tired of verbally poking at Pearl. “I can call you later with the details.”


“Got an estimate as to how long she’s been dead?”


“Not more than a few hours. But that’s an approximation. We can be more precise later.”


Quinn looked over at the cop with the scarred eye. “You catch the squeal?”


“Yeah, but not alone. They directed two radio cars over here. No nine-eleven call. An anonymous call direct to the precinct house. They took it serious.”


“He must have left here shortly after the murder and made the call,” Quinn said.


“He might’ve wanted there to be a show for us when we got here,” Pearl said. “Might’ve even watched us arrive. A shared experience. That’s how these sickos think. Ask Nift.”


“Set a sicko to catch a sicko,” Nift said, not bothering to glance over at her. “Pearl’s right. The killer might be standing across the street right now, taking it all in. Maybe waiting for the body to be removed.”


Quinn knew that what Nift said was true in some cases, but this killer was different. Always had been.


If it was the same killer.


Nift did a quick visual study of the corpse, head to toe, as if trying to fix everything in his memory. He flashed his nasty little smile. “Just like in the textbook chapter on the Daniel Danielle murders.”


Quinn nodded. “What do you think? The methodology the same all the way through?”


“Close enough. Would I swear this is a Daniel Danielle murder? No. I couldn’t call it that close. I never actually saw one of his—or her—victims.” He shrugged without seeming to have moved any part of his hefty little body. “And of course it couldn’t be a Daniel Danielle murder, Daniel Danielle being dead. Killed in a hurricane. Body never recovered.”


“Tornado,” Quinn said.


“What’s the difference?”


“Smaller.”


“Copycat killer?”


“Well, there’s that same lively sense of humor. Most of that didn’t get into the media. But I couldn’t rule out a copycat. They’re most likely to be inspired by infamous killers.”


“That would give the killer a motive,” Pearl said.


“Which is?” Nift asked.


“He’s nuts. Like you are.”


Nift chewed on his tongue and seemed to consider that. “No, not like I am.” He leered at Pearl. “Well, maybe a little.” He nodded toward the body. “One thing’s for sure—the killer’s got Daniel Danielle’s taste in women. Macy would have had the second best rack in the room.”


Pearl took a step toward Nift. “You asshole.”


Quinn raised a plate-sized hand as a signal for her to stop, which she did. They had more important things to consider than Nift’s bad manners.


“Take a look at the vic,” Quinn told her. “Imagine her with her hair brushed back off her forehead.”


“I don’t have to look,” Pearl said. “The resemblance struck me when I walked in the room.”


In one way or another, the Daniel Danielle victims had all resembled Pearl. Quinn hadn’t liked that ten years ago, during the killer’s rampage of death, even though Daniel had never taken a victim in New York. He didn’t like it now.


Nift stooped, then snapped his rubber gloves and peeled them off. He began arranging his instruments in his bag, preparing to leave. “When you’re done with the beautiful Macy, you can have her removed. She and I have a date for later.”


When Nift straightened up and moved toward the tent flap, Quinn stood in the way with his arms crossed.


“Something more?” Nift asked.


“The missing breasts . . .”


“I rolled her over and looked under her, looked all over the place. The CSU had uniforms search the surrounding grounds. They will again tomorrow. But we both know the killer must have taken them with him. Like Daniel Danielle.”


“Souvenirs,” Pearl said.


“Or maybe more souvenirs,” Nift said, and strode around Quinn and out of the room.


That was when Renz entered.


His suit had taken the night’s strenuous activity pretty well and still looked as if he’d just put it on. The brilliant lights in the tent glittered off his gold accoutrements. Renz looked like what he was—a corrupt politician. Quinn wondered if, when people got older, they began to look more and more like what they were. Renz’s overstuffed features were beginning to resemble a rodent’s.


“So Nift introduced you to Macy Maria Collins,” he said.


Pearl made a note of the victim’s full name.


Renz waited with feigned politeness until she’d finished writing. “College girl living in the Big City, maybe looking for a summer job.”


“Where’d she go to school?” Quinn asked.


“Someplace upstate. Wycliffe . . . Waycliffe. Kinda place where you have to be either rich or smart to get in.”


“Or both,” Pearl said.


“Jealous?”


“Not of Macy Collins. If you look close enough you might notice she’s dead.”


Renz grinned and looked at Quinn. “She’s still got the mouth, huh?”


Quinn shrugged.


Renz flashed a gold cuff link and glanced at his watch. It looked like a gold Rolex. “Gotta run. Late for a meeting.”


“At this time of night—morning?”


“Uh-huh. We all sit around with cards and chips. I interrupted the game to come over here. Thought you should see the crime scene. I knew you’d understand why.”


Quinn did.


“I’ll call you later,” Renz said.


“No doubt.”


Ignoring Pearl altogether, Renz nodded to Quinn as he turned, ducked his head into the folds of fat beneath his chin, and left the tent.


Quinn and Pearl followed Renz and breathed in fresh morning air.


The CSU guy in charge was still standing outside the tent, smoking a cigarette. Quinn almost said something to him about fouling a crime scene and then saw that it was one of those battery-operated cigarettes that look like the real thing.


He was a short man, built like a miniature bull, with a thick neck and sloping shoulders. Quinn had worked with him before. His name was Bronsky. He waited with patient brown eyes for what Quinn had to say.


“What’ve we got so far?” Quinn asked, thinking that after Renz it would be a pleasure talking with somebody like Bronsky. Crime Scene Unit types were almost always all business and no bullshit.


“Looks like the killer wore rubber gloves, so we might as well forget about fingerprints,” Bronsky said. “So far, he didn’t leave much if anything behind. We might pick up more on him from the victim herself, try for some of his DNA.” He pulled a cell phone from his pocket and held it up for Quinn to see. “I just got off this,” he said. “We got her address from her purse, and we’re going through her apartment.”


“Great,” Quinn said, wondering again why Renz wanted this one in the worst way.


“There are signs of the killer washing up some in the bathroom, but still with the gloves on. Plenty of smudgy prints here and there throughout the apartment, some bloody. He musta gone there after the murder.”


“He was letting us know that,” Quinn said.


“We did lift other prints from the apartment, but they’re probably what you’d expect—the victim’s, neighbors’, former tenants’, the super’s . . .”


Quinn waited until Bronsky finished with the list. All the prints would have to be matched with the people who’d made them. The prints that couldn’t be matched would be placed in a separate file, in the faint hope that someday they’d help to convict the killer. Tedious work, but necessary.


“The bloody prints. Could you say if they were a man’s or a woman’s?”


“No way to tell. Because of the gloves.”


Quinn sighed. “So maybe the lab will come up with something.”


“Maybe. We’ll get the usual hair samples from the carpet. A few nail clippings from the bedroom. But my guess is they probably won’t amount to anything useful.” He rotated his head on his thick neck. “Not as much blood here, or in her apartment, as you’d think.”


“M.E. said she probably went into deep shock when she saw what he’d done to her. Her heart must have stopped shortly after that.”


Bronsky pulled a face that made him resemble Edward G. Robinson in an old tough-guy movie. “Jesus! Not a nice man.”


“The M.E. or the killer?”


“Killer. I already know the M.E. is a prick. You going in now to look over the apartment?” The question sounded almost like a warning about what was waiting inside.


“I was about to,” Quinn said.


Bronsky took a drag on his cigarette that meant nothing. “Two bedrooms with two twin beds in each. I heard somebody say the victim shared the place with three other students. The roommates all went home for the summer. What if they’d been here, though? All four girls?”


“Richard Speck,” Quinn said.


“That’s what I was thinking. Would this creep have killed all of them?”


“Why not?” Quinn said.


“Those other girls should know that,” Bronsky said. “Realize how lucky they are to be young and still alive. They might be more careful the rest of their lives. More appreciative.”


“It’ll give them something to talk about,” Quinn said. “Then in a few days or a few weeks they’ll go back to being themselves.”


Bronsky made his Edward G. Robinson face again. “Why do you figure that is?”


“We’re all who we are,” Quinn said.


“Yeah, I guess we have to live with that.”


“And die with it,” Quinn said.


He left Bronsky, who continued puffing on his faux cigarette, blowing faux smoke. Six feet away from the dead woman who was real.
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Central Florida, 2002


It was barely audible but growing louder. Something was striking metal, over and over. It was like a steel drumbeat, and he walked to it.


Daniel Danielle kept his head down and his eyes squinted almost closed as he trudged west. The wind blasting from behind him was fierce, and the heavy rain obscured his vision.


The joy of escape filled his mind. He would make it all the way, he knew. Fate was on his side. Destiny belonged to him.


The ground couldn’t absorb the rainfall, and half the time he was splashing through pooled water. A few times the howling wind knocked him off his feet, but he always struggled to a hunched standing position and continued his trek west, away from the wrecked prison van and the dead guards. He was armed now, with the small-caliber gun that had been taped to the ankle of the one who’d pretended to be a fellow con, and with a nine-millimeter Glock handgun from the holster of one of the dead guards. He’d managed to find the right key on the cluster of keys dangling from a dead guard’s belt, and he was no longer handcuffed. He was still wearing the prison’s orange jumpsuit, and that could be a problem.


The metallic banging sound was ahead of him now. Much closer. Curious, he altered course slightly and moved toward it.


An angular dark shape loomed ahead in the driving rain. As he drew near, he saw that it was what was left of a house. Most of the roof had come down, and part of what remained was flapping violently in the wind against what looked like a section of steel ductwork. The mad drumbeat got louder as Daniel approached.


The central part of the house hadn’t collapsed. A man appeared from the wreckage, bent forward against the wind, and motioned with his arm for Daniel to come to him. He was a tall, rangy guy with a hawk nose and gray hair. His shirt was torn half off him and flapping like a flag.


As Daniel got closer, he saw the man’s gaze fix on the orange jumpsuit.


“You here to rescue us?” he called, cupping his hands around his mouth so Daniel could hear. Daniel could see the dread knowledge and doubt in the man’s eyes. Rescue workers didn’t wear that kind of uniform.


“Sure am,” Daniel said. “From everything.”


He used the Glock to shoot the man in the chest. He went down hard on his back. A blast of wind rolled him to rest against part of the wrecked roof that was jammed up against the base of the house.


In the wind, the bark of the Glock had been barely audible.


Daniel smiled. . . . Rescue us? Dumb cracker!


He picked his way through the wreckage to the central core of the house, what used to be the bathroom.


His luck held. A woman was there, huddled tightly beneath a white porcelain washbasin. It was somewhat quieter in the enclosure, and the wind was partially blocked.


The woman was in her fifties, overweight, and frightened as hell. Through a curtain of rain-plastered hair, she studied Daniel with wide blue eyes. Had those eyes seen what happened outside in the wreckage?


Daniel smiled. “I killed your husband.”


The woman said nothing. Didn’t even change expression. In shock, Daniel decided. His fault? Or the hurricane’s?


He left her and made his way to what used to be the kitchen, rooted through the wreckage until he located the right cabinet and found the drawer where the knives were kept. He chose the largest one, testing the blade’s edge with his finger to make sure it was sharp.


He returned to the makeshift shelter and found that the woman hadn’t moved. He squatted down next to her and began to cut away her clothes with the knife. She put up no resistance. The maelstrom of storm and events had stolen any sense of reality. She was having a bad dream that would eventually end. This man was here to save her; he was a doctor, cutting away her clothes so he could treat her injuries. There was no other explanation. None that she wanted to explore, anyway.


She couldn’t hear him over the wind, but could see that he was laughing. He twisted her around so she was on her stomach and skillfully sliced the tendons behind her knees. She wasn’t going anywhere.


Then he began having fun.


An hour later, the wind had died down. At least it was no longer yowling. It was still coming out of the east, and was hard enough to drive curtains of rain when it gusted.


Daniel left the woman and found in the house’s wreckage what used to be a bedroom. It was easy to locate some of the husband’s clothes.


He stood naked in the searing rain for a while and let it wash most of the woman’s blood from him. Then he put on the farmer’s clothes. The guy had been well over six feet, so Daniel had to roll up the pants cuffs. The short-sleeved shirts were a little baggy but fit okay. The orange jumpsuit he wadded and shoved into what was left of a dresser drawer.


These people couldn’t have lived in this isolated ranch house or farmhouse or whatever it was without some kind of transportation. He walked the perimeter of the house and saw what might have once been a garage. There was a vehicle near it, lying on its side.


Daniel walked over and saw that the wind-tossed vehicle was an old Dodge pickup truck. He considered trying to shove it upright, but he found that he couldn’t budge it.


That was when he noticed chrome grillwork peeking out from under the wreckage of the garage. He walked over and saw that it was the front end of a late-model Ford SUV. Suffused with a new strength, he began throwing wreckage this way and that, digging the vehicle out.


When he was finished, and the SUV had a path out to where the gravel driveway was clear, he went to the dead man and found keys in his pocket. One of them was a car key. Good. That meant there’d be no need to hot-wire the ignition.


He then pulled a wallet from the corpse’s pants pocket. Eighty-seven dollars.


Daniel smiled. He rummaged through the wallet for more, but there was none. He did discover that he’d killed Flora and Nathan Amberson. Nice to have met you folks.


He returned to the SUV, climbed in, and inserted the key in the ignition switch.


The vehicle started on the first try. Daniel studied the dashboard. Half a tank of gas. Good enough.


He returned to the woman and dragged her out so she lay on a flattened and shattered window. Then he set to work beating her body with a length of two-by-four from the house’s stud-work. When he was finished, he threw some of the house’s wreckage over her.


Daniel didn’t like it, but he left her with her breasts still attached.


He carried his two-by-four to the husband and beat him in similar fashion. It would take at least a while for the bodies to be found, and longer before they’d be identified as murder victims rather than victims of the hurricane or one of its tornados that had destroyed their home.


Meanwhile, Daniel Danielle would be driving.


He poked around the wreckage for a few more minutes, looking for anything useful. There was an old shotgun, but it wasn’t loaded, and Daniel didn’t have time to search for ammunition, so he left it.


He considered siphoning gas from the overturned pickup truck’s tank, but found that almost all of it had run out.


Regretting again that he had to leave the woman with her breasts, he got in the four-wheel-drive SUV and maneuvered it onto the long driveway, then to the road that was cluttered with debris. He headed west. He liked trailing the worst of the weather. Its violence helped to divert attention from his violence.


As he drove, his clothes dried and his heartbeat slowed. If he could make it to Interstate 75 and get south to the heavy population around Fort Myers, he could lie low someplace while time passed. Daniel was resourceful; he’d think of something. Right now, everyone was concerned with what the hurricane was leaving in its wake. If he was a greater danger, the hurricane was a wider one. He was going to be all right. Being captured now wasn’t part of his destiny. How else had he been able to escape?


The world held more for him. He was special. If that weren’t so, he’d be lying back there with those dead cops. He wouldn’t have found Nathan and Flora.


Flora . . .


He drove on, trailing the hurricane-like something spawned by its dark winds.


He let himself relax as much as he dared, thinking about Flora Amberson, how she’d tried to become mentally detached, waiting and praying for it to be over. But he’d seen that trick too often and knew how to deny Flora that final escape, how to delay it. How much longer had that hour they shared seemed to her than to him?


Somebody in the SUV laughed. Must have been the driver.
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New York City, the present


“You sure you need all that mentholated goop under your nose?” Sal Vitali asked his partner, Harold Mishkin.


Sal and Harold worked for Quinn, but they’d been partners in the NYPD. That partnership more or less continued, as Quinn usually used them as a team. Harold had always smeared mentholated cream on his brushy, graying mustache so the fumes would keep his head clear and his stomach from getting upset by the various odors of homicide scenes.


But this wasn’t actually a homicide scene. Macy Collins had been murdered and butchered in the park.


“The killer only spent a short time here after he killed her,” Sal reminded his partner. He knew Mishkin had a delicate constitution, and over the years he’d become protective of him, often in sly and subtle ways. At the same time, Harold could get on Sal’s nerves.


No, that wasn’t fair. Harold could drive Sal crazy.


“Place still smells bad,” Harold said. “Blood and death smell the same. The odor hangs around.”


Sal thought maybe Harold had something there. He didn’t much like the air in the stifling apartment himself.


They were a Mutt and Jeff team, Harold being average height but a beanpole, and with the bush of a mustache that seemed large enough that it bent him slightly forward. Sal was short, stocky, and animated. He waved his arms around a lot when he spoke. Harold was in most matters oversensitive—especially in regard to his stomach, which was delicate enough that he couldn’t stay long at violent crime scenes. Sal pretty much took things as they came. Harold spoke softly, while Sal had a voice like gravel rolling around inside a bucket.


The CSU techs were gone. Since this wasn’t the actual crime scene there was a limit to what they could achieve. They had pretty much left things as they’d found them, only with smudges here and there from fingerprint powder or luminol spray.


As instructed, the two detectives began to look the apartment over, starting with the living room. The furniture there was mismatched and inexpensive. On a bookshelf there were stacks of magazines, which Sal examined and found to be mostly fashion and food publications, along with the weekly Times review of books. There were a few dog-eared mystery novels by writers like Sara Paretsky, Sue Grafton, and Joanne Fluke. There was a book by Stephen Hawking about . . . well, Sal couldn’t understand it. What the hell was a quark? He figured at least one of the roommates for the intellectual type. Maybe the victim.


Near a window was a tiny wooden desk, its top bare except for a banker’s lamp with a green shade. Next to the lamp was a chipped white mug stuffed with pens and pencils. The shallow top drawer was full of mostly unpaid bills, some of them weeks overdue. The rest of the drawers contained nothing of interest—scissors, a box of yellow file folders, some blank paper and envelopes, a flashlight that didn’t work, colored pencils and a blank sketch pad, an unused or brand-new paperback dictionary, rubber bands, a stapler without staples. . . . Sal saw it as the desk of a procrastinator, not the intellectual roommate’s desk. He moved on.


Harold switched on the TV to see what channel the victim had last been watching. A free movie channel—no clue there. A TV Guide sat on top of the TV. Harold leafed through it to see what movies had been playing on that channel the previous night: They Drive by Night, starring Humphrey Bogart. If victim and killer had been here during that time, had the movie been the victim’s choice, or the killer’s? Or had the TV been switched off before the killer entered the apartment? Or had it been on mute and used as a night-light while love was being made? Or something like love.


Harold joined Sal in the kitchen. The refrigerator held some basic foods like milk, a head of lettuce, a white foam box containing some tired-looking pasta. No meat. Had the victim been a vegetarian?


All in all, it was the kind of apartment you’d picture four young women sharing. A comfortably sloppy, temporary kind of place. A stopover on the road to the good life.


The bathroom was a mess. Bloody towels were on the floor and in the bathtub. The faucets were smeared with blood. Here must be where the killer had seriously cleaned up after the murder in the park.


“No point in both of us going in there,” Sal said. “Why don’t you start on the bedrooms?”


Harold nodded and moved on down the hall. He was holding his hand cupped over his nose.


Sal left the bathroom as they’d found it. Maybe Macy had fought back, and some of this blood was the killer’s. It might be enough to establish his DNA profile. Even if his DNA wasn’t in any of the data banks and couldn’t identify him, it could be matched with a sample from the suspect himself—if they could find him.


Sal went into the first bedroom he came to after leaving the bathroom. Harold was in there. Sal noticed that Harold held a hand on his stomach as they examined the bedroom. There was blood smeared here and there, too, as if deliberately. Nothing like the bathroom. Sal hoped Harold wasn’t going to be sick or make some kind of fuss.


“Why don’t you look around the other rooms some more?” Sal growled. “I’ll check out the drawers and closets in here.”


“I’ll be okay,” Harold said, swallowing hard and crossing the room to open a closet door.


Harold, Harold, Sal thought.


“These clothes,” Harold said, with his head still in the closet, muffling his words, “they’re pretty good-sized. And here’s something, Sal. She wore a lift in one shoe.”


“That’s her roommate’s closet,” Sal said.


“Ah!”


“You notice something’s missing?” Sal asked.


“The lift in the other shoe?”


“No, Harold. A computer. How many people do you know who don’t own a computer? Especially if they’re the victim’s age.”


“I could count them on one thumb,” Harold said. Then he thought. “Maybe CSU took it.”


“It wasn’t on the list,” Sal said, though he hadn’t seen any list. It was just that Harold was beginning to irk him.


“Ah,” Harold said.


They finally left the apartment with some sense of who the victim had been—which was part of their purpose. They also hadn’t discovered anything in the nature of a clue that Quinn, Pearl, and Q&A’s fifth associate, Larry Fedderman, might have overlooked during a previous visit. No surprise there. They were an effective trio; even the lanky, potbellied Fedderman, who dressed like a bewildered refugee in a suit he had found, had a mental gear for every problem.


Now for the main purpose of their visit to the building: interviewing the dead woman’s neighbors.


That could be a waste of time, but not always.


As Harold was fond of saying, it was surprising what they didn’t know they knew.
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Central Florida, 2002


Daniel was finishing topping off the SUV’s tank at the gas pump he’d managed to get working at the storm-damaged service station. The few people who drove past glanced at him but saw nothing unusual in what he was doing. The station obviously wasn’t open, but this wasn’t an ordinary time. People did what they must in order to survive.


“Have you seen a brown and white dog?” a female voice asked, causing Daniel to jump.


“Didn’t mean to scare you, mister.”


Daniel finished replacing the nozzle and turned around to see a thin girl about fourteen standing around ten feet from him. She was wearing a thin white T-shirt with MARLINS lettered on it, cut-off Levi’s, and brown leather sandals. The T-shirt was wet and her nipples were visible as dark nubs pressing out against the fabric.


“You didn’t scare me, sweetheart,” Daniel said. “Just startled me, is all. What’s wrong, you lost your dog?”


“Candy. I haven’t seen her since . . .” Her eyes teared up and her breath caught in her throat. “. . . since me and my mom got under the bed at home.”


“Where is your mom?”


“She wasn’t moving when I left her. I’m sure she’s—”


“That’s okay, sweetheart.” Daniel went to her and hugged her. “And now you’re looking for Candy.”


“I saw her run away when the hurricane hit.”


“How far away did—do you live?”


“A good ways.” She pointed toward some wrecked houses that had been lined like soldiers on a side street.


Daniel looked at the girl more closely. “You never did tell me your name.”


“I’m Gretchen.”


“Nice name.”


“Whatever your name is, I think you get used to it.”


Daniel shrugged and smiled. “I’m Dan. Pleased to meet you.” He rubbed the back of his hand over his mouth and glanced around. “When a dog runs away in a storm, it’s usually the same way the wind was blowing. They do that to survive. You say Candy ran that way?” He pointed west.


Gretchen nodded.


“I’ll tell you what. I’m going that direction. You wanna hop in the SUV and I’ll drive you that way? Maybe up and down some of these streets where houses used to be, we can spot Candy.”


The girl didn’t hesitate. She smiled. “That’d be good.”


“Might work,” Daniel said.


He climbed in on the driver’s side and unlocked the door for Gretchen, then helped her climb up into the SUV.


“You keep a sharp eye out,” Daniel said, starting the engine. “So will I.”


He drove west, meandering some to get a closer look at a ruined building, or simply a pile of wreckage.


After about ten minutes he saw a house that was leveled, near a barn that was damaged but still standing. Nobody was in sight in any direction.


“Think I might have caught a look at a brown and white dog,” Daniel said, stopping the SUV. “Mighta gone behind that barn. Why don’t we—”


But Gretchen was out of the vehicle and running toward the barn.


Daniel drove after her, making sure he didn’t run over anything sharp. He parked the truck where it couldn’t be seen from the highway.


He was smiling.


“I don’t see her,” Gretchen said. “She mighta gone inside the barn.”


“Then let’s go in and look,” Daniel said.


He got down out of the SUV and followed Gretchen into the barn. It was dim inside, and there was nothing there but some old rusty tools and a tractor that looked as if it hadn’t run in years. And a length of rope draped over a peg in a supporting beam.


“Take a look there behind the tractor,” he told Gretchen.


While she was doing that, he went to the broad wooden door and tried to pull it shut. It wouldn’t move much, and jammed a couple of feet short of closing. That was okay, if there was a little light beyond what was leaking in through the separated wooden slats.


“How come you’re shutting the door?” Gretchen asked.


“If Candy’s in here, we wouldn’t want her running outside,” Daniel said.


Something in his voice must have alerted Gretchen. She gave him a wide-eyed look and bolted for the barn door.


Daniel tripped her, then lifted her and held her upright by her hair and marched her toward one of the stalls. She was surprisingly light and it was no effort.


He snatched the rope off the peg with his free hand along the way.


Gretchen was trembling with fear.


Daniel with anticipation.
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New York, the present


The city was still in the sweaty grip of summer heat and humidity. Sal and Harold didn’t find much relief inside Macy Collins’s apartment building, but it was better than outside.


Macy had lived in 5E. Harold knocked on the door of 5D, and Sal took 5F. They would work their way in opposite directions around the hall. Usually old apartment buildings like this one smelled like urine, disinfectant, and over-fried bacon, in various mixture and degree. This building made a different and less offensive olfactory impression that Sal couldn’t quite place.


Nobody answered the knock on 5F’s door. Sal moved along to 5G and heard Harold meet someone and enter 5D. “Are you baking something?” Sal heard Harold ask, after identifying himself. “It smells wonderful.”


“Carrot cake,” said the voice of an older woman.


“I love carrot cake.”


“Your nose seems to be running. Do you need a handkerchief, detective?”


“That’s not—”


The door closed. That was fine with Sal.


The door he’d just knocked on opened, and a woman in her thirties smiled out at him. She was short and plump, and her dark hair, combed straight back as if she were standing in a stiff breeze, emphasized a sweet, fleshy face. She was perspiring heavily, and her apartment didn’t smell as good as the one Harold had drawn. “You’re with the police,” she said.


“I’m usually the one who says that,” Sal said.


“But I’m not,” the woman said. “I mean, with the police. You see, if you said—”


“I understand,” Sal said, wishing Harold had knocked on this door.


“I’m Charmain Graham,” the woman said, stepping back so he could enter. “Do you want to know if I was home last night? Did I see or hear anything unusual? Did I know the dead woman well? Do I have something to say that might provide information about the murder?”


“Do you want me to sit under a bright light while you question me?” Sal asked.


She appeared puzzled. “Why would I—” A wide, wide grin. “Oh, I see. You wondered, was I going to hamburger you.”


“Hamburger?”


“You know—grill you. That’s police slang.”


“I’ve never heard that one,” Sal said.


“It was on one of those CSI programs.”


Sal knew he was going to have difficulty with this woman. She seemed to see conversation as a kind of oblique jousting with rubber lances. She motioned for Sal to sit on a small sofa with a worn green slipcover. A ginger cat glared at him and then skulked away. “I won’t do anything with a telephone directory,” she said.


She had Sal there. Again. He sat and looked at her.


Charmain grinned. “Isn’t that what the police do sometimes with a stubborn suspect? Whack him in the head with a phone directory? So there are no marks?” She acted it out, swinging hard with her arms parallel to each other.


“That’s right,” Sal said, playing along. “The more serious crimes get the biggest boroughs.”


“Now you are joking with me.” Charmain Graham laughed. She had a nice, musical laugh. Sal found himself liking her, despite the fact that she might be certifiably insane.


“So did you?” Sal asked. “See or hear anything last night?”


“Anything suspicious, you mean?” She sat down in a small upholstered chair angled toward the sofa. The chair creaked a warning, but she ignored it. There was a low wooden coffee table between them, bare except for some back issues of New York magazine fanned out like a hand of cards. The apartment was cheaply furnished but impeccably clean and ordered. There was nothing superfluous. No gewgaws, no photographs. Sal had talked to plenty of potential witnesses like this; Charmain Graham was lonely and glad for the company, even if it meant there’d been a murder next door.


Sal shrugged and smiled at her. “Tell me anything that comes to mind. I’ll figure out whether it’s suspicious.”


“The policeman who was here earlier said the murder took place in the park, but the killer came here afterward to clean up. How weird is that? They know that’s what he did because of the blood all over—”


“Yes, we’ve already established that,” Sal said, putting a little bite in his already gruff voice. He wanted some free association here, but he didn’t want the conversation to go off a cliff.


Charmain got the message. She teetered for a moment as if about to lose her balance, and then righted herself, her fingertips touching the base of her throat, and assumed a new attitude. She was an actress in one of those CSI episodes now. “At approximately seven minutes after three this morning, I heard laughter from next door.”


“You mean Macy Collins’s apartment.”


“It would be her bedroom, to be exact,” Charmain said. “I couldn’t sleep, like usual, and I woke up about quarter to three and just laid there. You know, tired but mostly awake and hoping I’d pass out altogether. But all I could do was keep changing positions. I had the air conditioner on high, but it wasn’t doing much, so I went over to adjust it and found it had frozen up, like it does sometimes. It was shooting out little flecks of ice but not much of a breeze. Well, there’s nothing to do then but switch it off and wait for it to thaw out, which it does pretty fast in this weather.”

OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘LUTZ oFFeRS.
HEART-POU!

ROLLER COASTE

OF A TALE.”
JEFFERY DEAVER

JOHN LUTZ

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF SERIAL






OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





