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New York was sweltering through the worst heat wave in years. The descending sun reflected off a million windows in orange fire, turning the asphalt and concrete oven hot. Heat shimmered over the streets like an enormous translucent ocean—but felt more like a swamp.


As any cop will tell you, tempers fray when the temperature rises. The normal aggravations of life in the Big Apple are all a little more aggravating when it’s 90 degrees Fahrenheit and ninety percent humidity—especially when the air-conditioning quits, or was never there in the first place.


A disagreement that would end in a quick apology or a grumbled curse in February isn’t so easy to stop in August, when the thick hot air is holding the traffic fumes and the stench of uncollected garbage close around your face. Little things that wouldn’t mean much on a calm spring day get in there with the sweat that’s sticking your shirt to your back, and itch and itch and itch and they just won’t go away until you find a way to scratch.


It was all just the little things that finally got to Al Napolitano that drove him over the edge. They were nothing, really—the last beer gone from the fridge, the unwashed dinner dishes, the noise and stink of the city spilling in through the wide-open windows, Rose sitting there in front of the TV with the remote in one hand and that last can of beer in the other, and Christ, she wasn’t even finishing it, she was letting it get warm, what a goddamn waste that was… they were nothing, really, just little meaningless annoyances, Al could have handled it, he was pretty sure he could have handled it, they were adding up all right, they were getting on his nerves, but they weren’t too much for him, even with the heat. He could have handled it—if it weren’t for what she was watching as she sat there letting the beer get warm.


If she’d been watching the Home Shopping Network, he could have taken it, no problem. Her bowling shows, hell, those would’ve been just fine, he’d have maybe even pulled up a chair himself.


But she was watching Green Acres, some goddamn idiot cable channel had programmed reruns of Green Acres back to back, and she wouldn’t switch channels or even turn down the sound, she wanted to hear it over the traffic, and it was when the second one came on, with that idiot theme song, that Al Napolitano couldn’t take it anymore, and scratched that awful itch with a twelve-gauge shotgun at point-blank range.


Both barrels. One for Rose, one for the TV.


Detective Rasche, there to collect Al and otherwise do his bit toward keeping the peace, looked over the blood-spattered wreckage of the TV, and of Rose, after Al had explained it all to him.


“Dumb son of a bitch,” Rasche muttered to himself. “I like Green Acres.”


Then the uniforms cuffed Al and led him down to the street, Rose’s blood still red on his sweat-soaked undershirt, and the ambulance crew collected what was left of Rose on a stretcher and followed.


Rasche had given Al his Miranda rights, not that it made a whole hell of a lot of difference in a case like this, so he walked alongside and listened to whatever Al had to say, just in case the poor bastard said something that could be used to screw the inevitable insanity plea—anything Al said now was admissible.


“First time we’d had decent reception all week,” Al shouted as they left the old brownstone, “and she had to watch that, for God’s sake! I mean, Jesus, when I heard the part about ‘fresh air, Times Square,’ something just went!”


Rasche mopped sweat from the back of his neck with a thoroughly saturated handkerchief. No question, there wasn’t any goddamn fresh air within twenty miles of Times Square, but so what?


“Everybody’s a goddamn critic,” he said.


He hated homicide work. So much of it was like this—no mystery, no suspense, just some poor son of a bitch who lost it for a moment. There was nothing for a detective to do but try to clean up the mess—and who needed a detective for that?


He hated Homicide.


Narcotics, now—he’d liked narcotics work. There you were doing something positive, stopping the stuff from reaching the street, not just mopping up when it was too damn late to help anyone. You were saving kids, maybe kids like his own two boys, you were saving lives, not just watching the victims get carried out in a bag or under a blanket.


And you were up against people who fought back, not some poor schmuck with a glazed look in his eye who’d barely had the wits to drop the shotgun when the cops burst in. It took some real detecting to move up the chain following the drugs back to the source, to know what was going down, to know who was important and who was nothing, to know where to be when; it took guts, too.


Of course, you could get carried away in narcotics work. Rasche knew that, no question. He’d seen it. He’d been there when his partner had pitched the district chief of the Cali cartel off the roof of that fancy brownstone apartment house, and he had to admit that Schaefer had been just a bit over the line, doing that.


Schaef hadn’t been out of control or anything; Rasche didn’t think he’d even been angry. Heaving the guy over the parapet had seemed like a good idea at the time, under the circumstances, and the switchblade that was still in the smarmy bastard’s hand when he landed, despite all the bones in that hand being broken, had convinced the powers that be in the NYPD that it wasn’t that much of an overreaction.


But it had gotten Schaefer and Rasche transferred to Homicide, because that little incident had struck a nerve in the coke-dealing community, and things had gotten just a little too hot—even before the stinking heat wave began. The two detectives were on the hit list of every ambitious dealer or desperate doper in the city; anyone who wanted an in with the Colombians and could point a gun would be only too happy to blow them both away.


The captain had figured that if they stayed on the street working narco, it was just a matter of time before someone got lucky, and though losing Schaefer might simplify Captain McComb’s life in some ways, it wouldn’t be good PR, and it wouldn’t help morale.


So Rasche and Schaefer were working homicide and hating every minute of it. At least Rasche was; Schaefer had no comment. Generally speaking, Schaefer wasn’t much for unnecessary comments on anything. Rasche respected that.


Rasche got Al Napolitano properly on his way, safely tucked into the back of a prowl car, then found his own unmarked vehicle and climbed into the passenger side. Shadows had stretched across the streets and were climbing the buildings; the streetlights were coming on. Schaefer and Rasche were on the evening shift at the moment; they wouldn’t be getting off for another five hours, and that was assuming they didn’t pull any overtime.


Schaefer was behind the wheel, staring straight ahead. He hadn’t bothered to come up to the Napolitano apartment.


Rasche didn’t mind. Schaefer was always there for the important stuff, and he did his share on the paper pushing, so Rasche didn’t care if he blew off some of the little things on occasion.


“Yo, Schaef,” Rasche said. “You want to take care of the paperwork now, or let it wait and get some coffee?”


“Coffee,” Schaefer said, putting the car in gear.


Rasche nodded. He sat back in the seat, wishing he’d never seen Al Napolitano, and wondering what was happening on their old beat a little farther south on the Lower East Side. What were the druggies, the gangs, the dealers, the importers up to since Schaefer and Rasche’s transfer? Had the Colombians managed to take any turf from the local outfits, the way the word on the street had said they wanted to? Had that slimy little cipher Lamb patched things up with his chief rival, Carr, to keep the Colombians out? The two had been fighting over market share for two years now, Lamb running his organization with calm, cool precision, Carr keeping up his side through sheer psychotic violence.


Carr had always been a lunatic.


Rasche wondered where Lamb and Carr and the rest were, at that very moment.


And as he wondered, Carr and four of his lieutenants were marching down a fifth-floor corridor six blocks farther downtown, in a boarded-up tenement. A holstered .357 hung on Carr’s hip; three of the others carried sawed-off pump-action shotguns, while the last cradled an M-16.


The two men who met them at the door to the meeting room were armed as well—one with a .38-caliber semi-auto, the other with an Uzi. The weapons were all conspicuously visible, but not aimed at anyone.


Yet.


Carr stopped, his garishly painted face inches from the guard with the .38.


“Tell that pussy Lamb I’m here for the peace talks,” he said.


The two figures were a striking contrast—the guard stood almost as tall as Carr’s six foot three, but weighed perhaps half as much; where Carr wore a sweat-soaked sleeveless T-shirt, jeans, and black biker boots, the guard was nattily dressed in a blue pinstripe suit and red power tie, his only concession to the heat being the lack of a vest. Lines of red war paint that might have just been lipstick were slashed across Carr’s face, and gold rings gleamed in his nose and left ear; his red hair was receding, but what was left was pulled back into a foot-long braid. The guard’s face was clean and redolent of expensive aftershave, his hair in a hundred-dollar razor cut. Carr’s eyes gleamed with madness; the guard’s were cool and dark.


The guard was a man who’d seen dealing drugs as a way to earn money and respect; Carr, so far as anyone could figure out, had gotten into the drug business, with its guns, money, and violence, purely for the guns and violence.


For fun, in other words.


The guard nodded to his partner without turning away from Carr for an instant.


The man with the Uzi knocked twice on the door.


“Carr’s here,” he called.


A muffled voice answered, and a moment later the door swung open.


The room beyond was large, but as ruinous as the rest of the building; shards of glass were scattered on the floor, mixed with fallen ceiling plaster. Three empty windows were sloppily boarded over, with light from the lingering twilight and the remaining streetlights spilling in through three-inch gaps between planks. Enough air seeped in to layer the city’s distinctive petroleum-based stench on top of the building’s own dusty, mildewed reek.


An overturned stove sat in the center of the room, and a dapper young man leaned casually on the stove. Four others stood ranged behind him, all of them armed.


“Carr,” the young man said coolly, “I’m glad you could make it.”


“Cut the shit, Lamb,” Carr said, striding into the room. “We got nothin’ to talk about. I’m just here because I figured you might want to surrender.”


“Wrong, Carr,” Lamb replied. “We’ve got everything to talk about. We’ve got the whole damn city to talk about—not to mention our own survival.”


Carr stopped a yard or so away from Lamb, planted his feet, and folded his arms across his chest. His four men straggled in behind him and took up positions around the room, dividing it into two armed camps. Edgie and Bonamo took a corner near the door, Hatcheck stood at Carr’s right hand, and Crazy Charlie settled himself onto an ancient radiator, his back to a glassless window.


“Carr, just look at the situation,” Lamb continued. “The cops are taking us down piece by piece, and what they miss, we finish for them with this stupid turf war. We’re both pulling down serious money with our street operations, and throwing most of it away on this crap—there’d be enough for both of us if we stopped shooting at each other. There’s enough that the Colombians would just love to step in and grab it all.”


Even with the boards there was a faint whiff of a breeze there in the window, and Crazy Charlie was enjoying the feel of it on his back under his vest as he listened to Lamb’s speech. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, not in this heat, and even the vest was hot, and that air felt good. He was paying more attention to that, and to the taste of the Camel he was smoking, than to the little wimp’s spiel. He could see sweat on Lamb’s forehead, but he had to give the runt credit—it was probably the heat that did that, not fear. Lamb might not be much of a man, but Charlie knew he didn’t get control of half the local drug traffic by being scared.


And Charlie knew that if he were in Lamb’s position, he’d be scared—anyone who wasn’t scared of Carr had to be crazy. Crazy Charlie was crazy, but not in that particular way.


“So?” Carr said. He looked bored.


“So we can do better, Carr,” Lamb replied. “We can have it all.”


“Yeah?” Carr grinned briefly. “You got any suggestions as to just how that might work, Lamb?”


Charlie took a drag on his cigarette and tapped ash on the floor.


“Yeah, Carr, as it happens, I do,” Lamb said. “I know we’re never going to agree on boundaries, not and make it stick—you know that, too, and I’m impressed that you’re here. It shows that maybe you’re as sick of this fighting as I am, and you’re looking for another way. And there is another way, Carr!”


Carr just stared at his rival. Charlie allowed himself a grin. He knew that stare.


“I’m talking about a merger,” Lamb continued. “We put it all together, combine our organizations, you and I split the net even. Together we can set prices, consolidate the police payoffs—the savings on that alone will be enormous! And the Colombians—the only way the Colombians can get a toehold in New York is by pitting the gangs against each other. If we merge, we can keep them out until hell freezes over!”


Carr shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Only one small problem,” he said.


Lamb stopped, hands spread questioningly.


Carr smiled. “One problem, Lambikins,” he said. “I don’t give a shit about the Colombian muchachos, and I couldn’t care less about maximizing profits or cutting overhead or any of that crap. Screw your merger. I’m in this for the kicks, and you and your suits are boring—if I had to work with you, I’d go batfuck in a week.”


Lamb’s hands dropped.


“So,” Carr said, “why don’t we just cut this ‘peace’ shit and get on with it? What say we have us a dainty little game of winner-take-all…”


As Carr spoke, Lamb’s hands were behind his back, and Crazy Charlie didn’t think it was just so he could twiddle his thumbs, he’d have bet his eye-teeth that the sneaky son of a bitch had a piece back there, and besides, it sounded like Carr wanted to make this one big shooting gallery in here, which Charlie didn’t think was that great an idea, if the truth be known, but Carr was the Man, and Charlie was just muscle.


If there was going to be any shooting, Charlie intended to be on the sending end, not receiving; he started to bring his shotgun around, but as he did, he sensed something, he wasn’t sure what. He turned and glimpsed three little spots of some kind of red light, like those laser beams in the checkout at the 7-Eleven, crawling across the window frame and onto his back.


“What the…” he began, interrupting Carr.


And then white fire flashed and Crazy Charlie’s chest exploded, spraying gore across the room as the blue-white blast tore through him.
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Everyone whirled at the sound of the blast; everyone saw Crazy Charlie’s body twitch convulsively and fall to the floor, chest blown apart, bits of rib and heart and lung scattered like confetti in the plaster dust.


“It’s a setup!” Carr bellowed as he drew his Magnum; a streamer of Crazy Charlie’s blood had drawn a dark red line across his boot.


“It’s not, Carr, I swear…!” Lamb began.


“Someone’s outside,” Lamb’s second in command shouted. “Cover me!” He kicked a half rotted board off the nearest window and leaned out, assault rifle ready in his hands. “I’ll take care of it, Lamb,” he said. “Whoever the shooter is…”


That was as far as he got; the sentence ended in a gurgle and a grunt as the man was yanked out, tearing more boards away as he was dragged upward, legs kicking wildly, spine arching unnaturally.


Half a dozen weapons were cocked and ready now, searching for targets as Carr grabbed Lamb’s tie and shoved the .357 up under his rival’s chin.


“You son of a bitch!” Carr roared. “We’re five floors up! Who the hell is out there?”


“I don’t know!” Lamb shrieked. “Not my men!”


Then realization dawned in Lamb’s eyes. “Colombians!” he said.


“Fuck the Colombians!” Carr replied. He shoved Lamb away and looked over his men, Hatcheck and Edgie and Bonamo, standing with their weapons ready, aimed at the windows, just waiting the word.


Lamb’s men were looking at him expectantly, and their weapons were aimed at the windows, too.


“You and me’ll finish up later, Lamb,” Carr said. “Right now I’m for blowing the balls off whoever’s out there, and I don’t give a shit if it’s the Colombians or the cops or fuckin’ Santa Claus.” He waved to his men. “Do it!”


The room exploded in gunfire, in an unbearable chaos of sound and flash, as Carr’s and Lamb’s men all opened fire on the room’s outer wall. Splinters flew; planking shredded under the hail of gunfire, and plaster showered from the ancient walls. Window frames cracked, sagged, collapsed, lath and studding shattered, and the brick veneer beyond crumbled as the barrage continued, round after round of high-caliber ammo blasting at the aging structure. Carr’s delighted yelling as he pumped rounds from his Magnum was almost inaudible over the noise.


At last, as ammunition was exhausted, fire ceased; the echoes died away, booming down through the streets below, and the last fragments of wood, plaster, and masonry rattled to rest.


When his ears stopped ringing and he could hear again, Carr exclaimed happily, “That was fun.” He blinked drifting dust and gun smoke from his eyes and looked at the gaping hole where two of the three windows had been; they were gone completely, leaving a hole seven feet high and ten feet wide through which New York’s famous skyline glowed in outline, black against the fading sunset.


“Nice view,” he remarked.


“Jesus,” Lamb said, surveying the destruction.


There was no sign of the man who had been yanked out the window, he noticed; the body must have fallen to the street, along with the remains of whoever had done the yanking. Nothing could have lived through that firestorm.


Edgie, Bonamo, and Hatcheck looked at the wreckage, at their leaders, and began reloading; Lamb’s men did the same. Crazy Charlie’s corpse lay ignored under a coating of debris, in a surprisingly small pool of blood.


Each side had lost a man, but the leaders were still talking; nobody aimed anything. Lamb stepped forward, toward the hole, with the intention of looking down at the sidewalk to count the bodies; Carr’s heavy hand on his shoulder held him back.


“Now, about that treaty…” Carr began, grinning.


Lamb didn’t turn; he still stared at the hole, at the broken line of bricks where a window had been. “Oh, my God,” he whispered.


Carr glanced at the hole. Just like that sorry excuse for a man to be impressed by a blown-out wall. He and his men carried guns; hadn’t they ever seen what they could do before?


Then Carr saw where Lamb was staring.


There was a hand holding on to the bricks—or was there? It seemed to flicker as Carr looked; at first he saw a big yellowish hand with long black nails, then a ghostly blue flicker like faint sparks jumping, and then the hand was gone, and there were just the bricks and a shimmering in the hot air.


“What is that?” Lamb asked.


The hand was back, and this time it stayed—a big, strong hand, bigger than Carr’s own, with nails like claws, and Carr realized it wasn’t human, it had to be a fake, one of those costume gloves you could buy in the discount stores.


It was moving; someone was trying to climb up into the room. Somehow, someone had lived through the barrage.


Whoever it was must have been on the floor below, out of the line of fire. Carr let go of Lamb’s shoulder and stepped back, .357 at ready.


Whoever it was in the monster gloves must’ve thought he was being cute with those things.


“Son of a bitch thinks it’s Halloween,” Carr said as the fingers flexed and a shadowy shape rose into view. “Hey, bozo!” He pointed the heavy pistol. “Trick or treat!”


He pulled the trigger.


Then the world fell in on him.


Six blocks away Rasche handed Schaefer a plastic cup that was not steaming. Ordinarily, that might have pissed Rasche off, but in this heat he didn’t think he cared if the coffee was cold. At least something was.


He took a gulp from his own cup and almost spat it out again. The stuff tasted like raw liver.


“Jesus,” he said, “why would anyone pay gang prices for drugs? A cup of this’ll make ’em feel just as awful for half a buck.” When Schaefer didn’t respond, Rasche glanced at him and saw that Schaefer was sitting motionless, staring up out the car window, the coffee untasted in his hand.


“What is it?” Rasche asked uneasily. Schaefer had been acting weirder than usual lately, and while Rasche didn’t believe in any of that psychic shit, he knew Schaef could pick up on stuff other people missed; his weird moods usually meant trouble. Worried, Rasche leaned over and looked out past Schaefer’s shoulder.


All he saw was empty sky, darkening to indigo. The first few stars were appearing.


“Something’s wrong,” Schaefer said. “The city doesn’t feel right.”


Rasche snorted and straightened up. “That’s like saying battery acid doesn’t taste right, Schaef. This is New York, remember? The city where we busted a satanic cow cult last month? Where good ol’ Al Napolitano blew away his wife a couple of hours ago because she wouldn’t change the channel?”


“I know that,” Schaefer said, “but this is something else. Was that thunder a few minutes ago?”


“I didn’t hear anything,” Rasche said. “I was in there.” He jerked a thumb at Bud’s Deli and Diner.


“I thought you might’ve heard it anyway. Loud. Didn’t sound right.”


Rasche stared at his partner in disgust.


They’d been together for six years, but every so often Rasche still forgot just how weird Schaefer could be when he started getting mystical, “How the hell could thunder not sound right? It was probably heat lightning or something.”


“Sounded like guns,” Schaefer said. “Like a fucking army. But it must’ve been thunder, right? Who’d be firing that much at once?”


Before Rasche could reply, the car radio crackled. “All units in vicinity respond—shots fired, corner of Beekman and Water.”


“That was it,” Schaefer said, and Rasche almost thought he could see Schaefer’s face relax in relief. “Like a fucking army. Roll.”


That would figure, Schaef being relieved that the sound really was guns. Anyone else would be scared, but Schaef was more concerned that he might be losing his feel for the city than that they were about to drive into a war zone.


Rasche climbed into the driver’s seat and slammed the door. “At least it’ll be that much longer before we have to write up Al the TV critic,” he muttered as he turned the key.


The streets were running the wrong way, and traffic and the junk along the curbs were thicker than usual but not bad enough to make Rasche use the lights or siren, so by the time they arrived on the scene, four other cars were already there, uniforms cordoning off the area around an abandoned five-story walk-up tenement. One of them jumped in front of Schaefer as he climbed out of the car.


“Sorry, Detective Schaefer,” the officer said, “I’ve got orders to keep the building clear of all personnel until Captain McComb arrives. He wants to handle this one himself.”


Schaefer nodded once, slowly, but Rasche didn’t like the set of his partner’s shoulders. He knew that Schaef wanted to get in there, get after whoever it was had put out that roar like thunder.


Well, he’d have to wait.


Rasche looked up at the building, just a casual glance, but he found himself staring.


A chunk of brick wall on the fifth floor had been blown out, littering the sidewalk with debris; it looked as if a bomb had gone off, not like anything done with firearms. And he could hear distant thumping somewhere in that direction—not guns, something else. “What the hell,” he said. “Shots fired? Not an explosion?”


One of the uniforms heard him. “Yessir,” he said. “A lot of shots.”


“That wasn’t a bomb did that?” Rasche asked, pointing at the hole.


The patrolman glanced up. “We don’t know,” he admitted, “but we heard shots. Lots of ’em. Like a gang war or something.” He shrugged. “So far we’ve got ’em tagged for reckless endangerment, illegal discharge of a firearm within city limits, God only knows how many violations of the Sullivan Act, disorderly conduct… Hell, we can thrown in exceeding noise restrictions…”


Just then a sharp crack sounded as boards burst, out from one of the fifth-floor windows, followed by a gurgling scream as the man whose body had burst them out sailed across the street and plummeted to a hard landing atop a police cruiser, shattering light bar and windshield spectacularly.


Shocked into silence, the cops all stared for a moment as shards of glass and plastic tinkled to the pavement and across the cruiser’s hood, and as broken boards thumped and clattered to the neighboring sidewalk.


Then the silence broke as men hurried to check on the condition of the fallen figure, and someone called in for an ambulance—no, several ambulances.


The patrolman who had been talking to Rasche swallowed and said, “Guess we can add destruction of police property to the list.”


Somewhere above, gunfire rattled, and a shrill scream was suddenly cut off short.


Calmly, Schaefer drew his 9mm service pistol and chambered a round.


“Screw McComb,” he said.


The officer who had met him at the car door stepped back. “I guess we can make an exception on that no-admittance thing, Detective Schaefer, if you feel it’s warranted—I mean, you’re here, the captain isn’t.”


He was still babbling when Schaefer pushed past and trotted into the building, pistol ready.


Rasche followed, grumbling and tugging his own piece from its holster.


The door was open, the ground-floor hallway empty and dim; Rasche followed Schaefer to the stairwell, pistol gripped firmly in both hands. Up above he could hear hoarse shouts and loud thumps.


“Sounds like a ninja movie up there,” he said quietly. “Who the hell do you think’s up there, Schaef? Isn’t this Lamb’s turf?”


Schaefer grunted affirmatively. “Gang-bang central,” he said. “Lamb uses it when he takes his goddamn meetings.” He took a look up into the darkness, then headed up the stairs, weapon ready.


The middle floors were dark and silent; Rasche took a quick glance down each hallway, pistol aimed at nothing, and saw only garbage and emptiness.


Schaefer didn’t bother even to look; he was headed where the action was.


On the fifth floor dim light spilled into the hallway from an open door; the thumping had stopped, but someone was screaming steadily, a scream of pain and terror like nothing Rasche had ever heard before. Gun smoke was drifting in the air, and the whole place reeked of it.


“Jesus, you hear that?” Rasche asked, crouching on the top step.


“Yeah,” Schaefer said, standing in the hallway. “They’re really starting to piss me off in there.”


The scream ended in a choking gurgle.


“Cover me,” Schaefer said as he approached the door, his back to the wall. “I’m going in.”


Rasche didn’t bother to reply; Schaefer didn’t give him time, anyway. Almost as soon as he’d finished speaking, Schaefer was around the door frame, charging into the room with his gun ready.


Rasche moved cautiously up the corridor, back to the wall, trying to ignore the fact that there were a dozen goddamn bullet holes in that wall, and his back was sliding right across them, begging for another few high-velocity rounds to come punching out.


He heard Schaefer’s footsteps go in, then stop somewhere in the middle of the room.


And then he didn’t hear anything but a thick dripping sound, like steak sauce going on.


“Oh, Christ,” Rasche muttered to himself, very quietly. He imagined that he could feel that wrongness now, the same thing Schaefer had mentioned back at Bud’s Deli. Something wasn’t right. The all-out firefight, the blown-out wall, now that heavy silence, and something intangible and indefinably wrong, in a way the city had never been wrong before, in all the years Rasche had lived there.


Just as Schaefer had said.


“Schaef?” Rasche called quietly.


Schaefer didn’t answer; Rasche heard his boot scuff on grit, but Schaefer didn’t say anything at all.


Rasche stepped forward, pistol ready, and swung around the door frame.


Then he stopped, frozen, staring into the room beyond.


It’s odd, what goes through a person’s head at certain times—or at least Rasche thought so, as he took in what lay beyond the doorway. Because what he immediately thought of, upon seeing it, was his mother.


He remembered her holding him, crooning soothingly to him, when he was maybe four, five years old. He remembered the soft touch of her hands, and how long and thin her fingers seemed, and how one curl of her hair brushed against his forehead as she held him close.


The rest of the memory came back, and he decided that maybe it wasn’t so very odd after all.


Because the reason she’d been holding him and comforting him is that he had woken up screaming in the darkness, shaking uncontrollably with nameless terror, after some nightmare he couldn’t remember, something about monsters in the night, about suffocating in his own blood, about the things that wanted to hurt him.


And she had rocked him gently in her arms and had told him softly, “Those bad things are just dreams, they’re not real. They can’t hurt you. There are no monsters in the night, not really.”


As he looked at the big room on the fifth floor, the room where one wall had been party shot away, the room littered with broken glass and spattered blood and plaster dust, the room where his unflappable partner Schaefer was standing dumbstruck, Rasche knew that his mother had lied.


Because the monsters had to be real. Nothing else could have done this.


The two cops stared silently for a long moment.


Finally Schaefer spoke.


“Gang war, my ass,” he said.
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The bodies were swaying gently in the breeze from the blown-out wall, and the blood that dripped from their dangling red fingertips drew loops and whorls on the floor.


There were eight of them in all, hanging by their feet; something had smashed away most of the ceiling and tied the corpses to a joist. Even in the dim light of the city outside they were all bright red, from heel to head.


It was obvious what had been done to them, what the monsters in the night had done, but Rasche had to say it anyway.


“They’ve been skinned,” he said.


Schaefer nodded.


“Some of them are Lamb’s men,” he said, “and some are Carr’s. An equal-opportunity massacre, that’s what we have here.”


Rasche stared at him—which was better than staring at the bodies, anyway. “Jesus Christ, Schaef,” he said, “how can you tell? They don’t have their goddamn faces anymore!”


“They don’t have the skin, the faces are still there,” Schaefer said. “That’s Edgie, and Hatcheck—Carr’s boys. That’s Fiorello, one of Lamb’s—and here’s the real kicker, Lamb himself. Look at the eyes, they’re still there.”


Rasche looked before he could stop himself, before he could remind himself that maybe he didn’t want to, and he felt a sudden surge of nausea. Sweat dripped down his face, cold sweat despite the heat, and he couldn’t make himself move to wipe it away. He couldn’t take his eyes off the bloody bodies. He couldn’t move his feet, either; if he stepped forward, he’d be walking in blood, and he couldn’t step back, he wasn’t sure why but he couldn’t, it felt as if the monsters in the night would get him if he stepped back.


And there were cartridge casings everywhere, and guns were lying in the blood, covered with blood, blood coating the grips and barrels, and the room stank of gun smoke and meat. These men hadn’t died without a fight.


“Jesus,” he said again. “Schaef, who… It would’ve taken an army to…”


He didn’t finish the sentence, because there was a sound, and in Rasche’s condition just at that moment any sound he couldn’t account for had to be monsters, and you didn’t talk to monsters. He crouched and whirled, gun ready.


A fallen section of ceiling was moving, a broad chunk of lath and plaster that had been torn away and flung aside to uncover the beam that held the hanging bodies.


And when a bloody figure rose slowly out of the fallen plaster, it was all Rasche could do not to fire, his finger was squeezing down on the trigger but he stopped it, it was like stopping a runaway truck, it was the hardest struggle of his life to keep from squeezing that last fraction of an inch, but the figure was a human being, it wasn’t the monsters, and he was a good cop, a good cop didn’t shoot the last survivor of a massacre, not without knowing who it was and what was happening, not unless it was the only way.


This was a man, a man with long red hair tied back in a thick braid, but he was so covered with blood and bits of debris stuck to the blood that Rasche couldn’t make out his face at first.


He rose to his knees, dazed, staring wildly about, and then his eyes focused on Schaefer.


Schaefer’s 9mm was hanging at his side unthreateningly, and Rasche thought to himself that maybe he should lower his own weapon, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.


White teeth gleamed through the bloody ruin of the man’s face; he coughed, then said, in a voice thick with dust and emotion, “Well, if it isn’t my old pal, Detective Schaefer.” He groped for something in the wreckage. “You missed one, Schaefer. The wrong one.”


“Carr?” Rasche asked, wonderingly.


Carr was looking around at the dangling bodies and the debris, but all the time one hand was still searching for something.


“Hey, Schaefer,” he said conversationally, “I’ve seen you cops pull a lot of crude shit, but nothing like this. Man, I’m impressed.”


“You’re crazy, Carr, you’re fuckin’ insane,” Rasche said, unspeakably relieved to have a human opponent to shout at. “Cops didn’t do this, cops couldn’t begin to do this…”


“You didn’t see them?” Schaefer asked, his flat, calm voice cutting Rasche off short. “You didn’t see who it was that did this?”


“All I saw was some geek in a trick-or-treat mask climbing in through the window, then someone brought the ceiling down on me,” Carr said. “Maybe it was cops and you’re covering, maybe it wasn’t, I don’t know—and you know, Schaefer, I don’t give a shit. It doesn’t really matter. ’Cause I may be crazy, I may be fuckin’ crazy as a bedbug, but while I’m crazy, you’re just plain dead!”


And his hand finally came up with what he’d been looking for, and the sawed-off pump-action shotgun came up fast, Carr pushed himself to his feet and brought the gun to his hip and fired all in one motion.


Rasche had been on a hair-trigger since he’d first set foot in the building, he didn’t need to have the ceiling fall in on him; he dived the instant he saw Carr’s hand come up full, he was rolling for cover in the shattered plaster before Carr’s finger could tighten on the trigger.


The roar of the shotgun seemed to shake the weakened building right down to its foundation, and Rasche’s ears rang even before the second blast put buckshot through a space where Schaefer had been standing a fraction of a second before. He couldn’t hear Carr’s footsteps as the gang leader started running, couldn’t hear if Carr had said anything else, couldn’t hear him curse when he ratcheted the pump and got an empty click and realized the goddamn shotgun had only had two shells left in it.


Then Rasche’s hearing began to come back, and he did hear Schaefer bellow, “Freeze, you son of a—”


Schaefer’s 9mm barked three times, and by that time Rasche had finally gotten himself turned over and headed back to being upright, and how the hell had Carr gotten so far down the corridor already, and how’d Schaefer get into that solid shooting stance?


But Schaefer wasn’t as calm and in control as he looked, because he missed with all three shots, and while Schaefer wasn’t exactly Annie Oakley, he didn’t generally miss three times at that range, and it sure as hell wasn’t due to any worries about wanting to hit his target, not when Carr had just tried to blow him away.


Carr was yelling when he went through the window at the far end of the corridor, but he wasn’t hit, it was pure adrenaline, a scream of challenge, not pain, and Schaefer was already running after him, and Rasche wondered as he often did, how the hell did Schaef do that? How could anyone be that strong, that fast, when he spent his time at a desk or in a car, instead of working out at the gym?


Rasche got to his own feet and trotted heavily down the passage, to find Schaefer standing in a shattered window frame, his hands on either side of the sash and one foot on the fire escape beyond, staring up the street.


Rasche stepped up beside him and watched as Carr dodged the four cops assigned to watch that particular alley, watched as they hesitated, conferred among themselves, and didn’t leave their post to pursue.


“…son of a bitch!” Schaefer said, stepping out onto the fire escape.


“Damn! We lost him!” Rasche said as Carr vanished around a corner.


“Not lost,” Schaefer corrected him, “just misplaced. There’s nowhere he can hide that we can’t get him eventually.” He leaned over the rail of the fire escape and called after Carr, “To be continued, punk!”


He stood like that for a moment, then started to turn back to the building…


…and froze.


“What?” Rasche said, looking down, expecting to see Carr coming back.


“Shut up,” Schaefer said. “Listen.”


Rasche shut up and listened.


“I don’t hear anything,” he said—which wasn’t literally true, because of course he heard the wind and the distant traffic and the voices of the cops surrounding the building and all the other noises of New York by night, but he didn’t hear anything that could account for Schaefer’s behavior.


“Something’s out there,” Schaefer said.


“Like what?” Rasche asked.


“I don’t know,” Schaefer said.


Rasche looked around at the empty alleyways, the waiting cops, the broken glass and rotten wood of the shattered window, the dim corridor that led back to that bloody scene straight out of hell.


He didn’t see anything wrong—except the obvious, of course, the broken window and the room where the monsters had done whatever it was they did.


But he didn’t see anything that might begin to explain it, and he didn’t hear anything that could mean anything, while at the same time he could almost feel whatever Schaefer was talking about.


Something was out there. Something wrong.


“This is starting to scare me, man,” he said.


“I’ve got a feeling that’s the whole idea,” Schaefer answered, stepping back into the building.


And then there were footsteps pounding up the stairs, but neither Schaefer nor Rasche bothered to raise a weapon, because that was the familiar sound of police boots; no one else stomped quite like a squad of cops.


“Seal it up!” a voice shouted, a voice that Schaefer and Rasche both recognized. They looked at each other with expressions of resignation.


“All of it!” the voice continued. “Seal everything! Nobody gets in here!”


“McComb,” Rasche said. He grimaced. “I mean, Captain McComb.”


Then a stream of blue-clad men burst out of the stairwell, rifles at ready, fanning out through the building.


One tugged at another’s sleeve and pointed, and Captain McComb turned to see Schaefer and Rasche standing in the end of the corridor, in front of the demolished window.


For a moment McComb just glared; then he stepped forward and growled, “You stepped in it this time, Schaefer—orders were to secure the building from outside, not cowboy around like some damn TV supercop! I heard shots—if you fired that piece of yours, you better be able to write up a convincing report of why. I want it on my desk by midnight, and I want it in triplicate.”


Schaefer pointed down the corridor. “Have you seen those bodies, McComb?”


“So there’s some dead punks? You think that justifies disobeying my orders?”


“It’s not just some dead punks, McComb. This was a slaughter. It’s like a butcher shop in there.”


“So the gangs play rough—”


Schaefer cut McComb off. “Don’t give me any crap about a gang war,” he said. “You go take a look in there and tell me what kind of weapon these gangs have that’ll do that kind of damage. You look at those holes and tell me that was just a riot gun or an Uzi did that.”


McComb stared at Schaefer for a moment, then shook his head and said through gritted teeth, “You don’t have a clue, do you? I don’t give a shit what’s in there—that’s not the point. The point is, I told you to keep the fuck out, and you didn’t. This isn’t your case, and don’t you worry your pretty blond head about it, Schaefer. You just stay the hell out of this one, you got it?”


Schaefer didn’t answer; Rasche patted him on the back and said, “Come on, Schaef.”


Together, the two detectives pushed past McComb and started down the stairs.


When they were out of earshot, Rasche muttered, “If they sold stupidity on the stock exchange, we could bust McComb for illegally cornering the market.”


Schaefer grunted.


Rasche looked at him; the grunt seemed to mean something.


“You think he’s hiding something, maybe?” Rasche asked. “You think he got paid off by someone to let this happen?”


Schaefer shook his head. “Not his style,” he said. “Someone might be hiding something, but not that.”


As they stepped out of the building, Schaefer added, “And whatever it is, I don’t think it’s gonna stay hid.”
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It was two o’clock in the goddamn morning, but the streets outside were still sweltering hot.


McComb wasn’t on the streets, but he was still sweating. The air-conditioning in his office was working just fine, but he was sweating all the same as he dialed the number he’d been given.


“Yes?” said the voice on the other end. No name, no greeting—just “Yes?”


“This is Captain McComb,” McComb said. “Let me talk to General Philips.”


“Just a moment,” the voice said.


After a pause a new voice, one McComb recognized, barked, “Philips.”


“McComb here, General,” the police captain said.


“Go on.”


“You were right, General,” McComb said. “There was an attack.” He swallowed.


Philips heard the swallow, noted the pause. “Bad?” he asked.


“Yessir,” McComb replied. “Real bad. Eleven men dead. Eight of them were skinned alive and hung upside down inside the building, one was thrown out a window, and the other two were on the roof. The two on the roof had been decapitated and badly mangled—we haven’t found the heads.”


“You won’t,” Philips said.


McComb was silent for a moment, taking that in.


“Who are they?” Philips asked. “Your men?”


“No,” McComb said. “A bunch of hoodlums. Gang members, worked in drugs.”


“No great loss, then,” Philips said. “They were heavily armed?”


“We found enough weapons lying around… Yes, heavily armed.”


“That fits.”


For a moment McComb sat silently in his office, staring at the closed door, trying unsuccessfully to think; then he asked, “General, what the hell is going on? What happened to those men?”


“I told you before, Captain,” Philips replied, “I can’t tell you that. It’s a federal matter, and out of your hands—all you do is keep us posted and keep everyone else out, and we’ll take care of it.”


“So…” McComb hesitated. “So there are going to be more attacks?”


“Maybe,” Philips said. “We don’t know, not for sure—but there could be, yes.”


“You don’t know?”


“No, Captain, we don’t. This isn’t something we’re responsible for, it’s just something that we saw might be coming.”


“But if you saw it coming, couldn’t you… can’t you see whether it’s going to happen again?”


Philips sighed. “Look, Captain, I can’t explain why, but it’s damn near a miracle we know as much as we do about this, and it’s just dumb luck that we spotted… that we got a hint something like this might happen in New York. We have no idea whether it’ll happen again, or how often, or for how long—and it’s not your job to worry about it. It’s your job to keep everyone away from the scene, and to keep everything quiet, and that’s all. We don’t want any of your men involved, and we sure as hell don’t want the press to get even the slightest whiff of this.”


“Just keep it quiet,” McComb said.


“That’s right,” Philips agreed. “Other than that, we’ll handle it ourselves. I’ll be coming up there tonight with my people, and we’ll be conducting the investigation. You just keep your men clear.”


“Yessir,” McComb said.


He hung up and sat back, the sweat starting to dry.


He didn’t like being ordered out, he didn’t like being told what to do by the feds—but this was a special case. It wasn’t the FBI or some of the other Treasury boys this time—Philips was army, some kind of special unit, and McComb’s instructions to listen to him had come from the mayor, who’d said that his instructions came from the White House.


And this wasn’t just some drug bust. At first McComb had thought that was it, that the feds had decided to turn the whole goddamn army loose on the drug traffic; but then he’d seen what was in that tenement on Beekman.


The army hadn’t done that. Not the U.S. Army, anyway. Some third-world terrorists might do something like that, if they had the time and were mad enough, but McComb sure hoped that American soldiers wouldn’t.


And it hadn’t been a gang war, either. Drug traffickers killed each other, sure, and they’d mutilate each other sometimes, whack off an ear for a souvenir, maybe even cut off some poor guys’ balls to make a point; but they didn’t skin people and hang them up to dry.


And even if some lunatic had decided to skin his competition, gang-bangers didn’t kill eleven heavily armed people without putting any bullet holes in them.


Oh, there might have been bullet holes in the two on the roof—they were so chewed up no one could tell without a microscope. The eight inside the building, though, had been killed with blades.


They’d all been armed, they’d fired off thousands of rounds, and they’d been killed with blades.


And the forensics boys who had gotten a look before the feds chased everyone out said that it looked as if one of those eight had still been alive when he was skinned.


Even drug dealers didn’t do that. Not even the crazy new bunch out of Jamaica.


Who the hell did?


Philips had contacted him the day before and told him there might be some kind of unusually vicious massacre about to happen, one that didn’t seem to make any sense. He’d said it would probably be somewhere that wasn’t air-conditioned, that the victims would probably be armed, that it would probably be well above street level.


And that’s all he would say.


How had Philips known? What the hell was going on?


McComb didn’t have any idea, but the more he thought about it, the more relieved he was that it was out of his hands.


Let Philips and his feds have this one—God knew that McComb didn’t want it!


About 240 miles to the south, Philips stared at the phone.


Maybe he should have told McComb what was going on—but the reports on McComb, and Philips’s own impression of the man, weren’t encouraging about how he’d take it.


It wasn’t as if it was easy to believe. Hell, Philips hadn’t wanted to believe it himself when Dutch Schaefer had told him what had happened out there in the jungle eight years ago, even though Philips knew and trusted Dutch.


Eventually, though, he’d been convinced, and he’d convinced his superiors. The evidence had been there.


He wasn’t sure McComb was the sort who’d believe the evidence.


And if he was, Philips wasn’t sure he wanted McComb to know. This had to be kept quiet. If the news ever leaked out to the general public…


Nobody paid any attention to the tabloids when they raved about space aliens, but if the U.S. government was to announce that monsters from outer space were hunting humans in the streets of New York—well, Philips wasn’t sure how it would go over, but he knew he didn’t want to find out. He imagined panicking crowds, crazed cultists, conspiracy theorists—half the people wouldn’t believe the official story and would assume it was covering up something illicit, while the other half would probably see it as the end of the world.


And it wouldn’t do any good. Unless Dutch had lied, the things, whatever they were, had technology that made good old U.S. know-how look like kids playing with sticks and pebbles. The aliens had invisibility screens, energy cannon, pocket nukes. They could do whatever they wanted to Earth, to the whole human race, and the best thing humanity could do was ignore it, bear up under it, and wait for the bastards to get bored and go away again.


They sure didn’t want to get the aliens angry. People were no match for those things.


Sure, Dutch had fought one and killed it and lived to tell about it—but Dutch was about the toughest specimen the human race had ever produced, and he’d been damn lucky, as well. Philips had listened to the whole story several times and knew how much to adjust for Dutch’s downplaying of his own talents—and even so, he knew Dutch had been lucky.


If the scientists could get their hands on some of those gadgets the creature had had, maybe things would be different, but so far that hadn’t happened, and it didn’t look as if it was going to anytime soon.


After they’d picked up Dutch and heard his report, Philips and his group had started studying anything and everything that had seemed as if it might be related. They had traced the legends in the area, had looked at everything from star charts to missing-pet reports, had gone looking for anything they could find.


They’d found plenty of evidence of the things, all right, had learned a little more about their habits and patterns—but nothing of their technology. The bastards were apparently very, very careful with their gadgetry—they didn’t leave any cosmic equivalent of tossed beer cans lying around, let alone anything really important.


But there hadn’t been any real urgency to the studies. The creatures had been coming to Earth to hunt people for centuries, and they always hunted in hot, harsh climates, in the back country, never in any place important.


Until now.


Now the things were loose in New York. The Air Force had picked up unfamiliar radar interference and had put word out to Philips’s group in hopes of finding an explanation; he’d theorized it might be the radar equivalent of the shimmer effect the creatures’ invisibility gadgets caused, and had asked where it had been found.


And the Air Force had told him.


New York.


Philips had had a whole platoon of radar analysts and stealth specialists put on it, and they’d confirmed the Air Force report.


If the radar was picking up what it appeared to be picking up, the things were in New York.


What the hell were they doing that far north? If they wanted a city to play in, why not someplace like Rio, or Mexico City?


Maybe there was something special about New York, something in particular they wanted there—but what?


It hadn’t seemed likely that they wanted something specific, something that could be found only in New York. And it hadn’t seemed reasonable that after centuries of confining their hunts to hot places they’d suddenly go north.


Philips had considered all that, and he’d thought maybe it wasn’t the intruders after all, maybe the radar signal was a false alarm, but he’d talked to McComb yesterday morning, just in case—and sure enough, the attack had happened, the hunt had come.


The hunters of men, the predators on human prey, were loose on the streets of New York.


And Philips didn’t know why.


He still had some time before his flight; he pulled out the faxed report he’d gotten an hour before and began reading through it again, looking for some clue, some hint of what the things wanted in New York.
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For the next few days the heat wave continued; the thick, hot blanket of tropical air that smothered the city showed no sign of going anywhere.


The investigation of the massacre at Beekman and Water showed no sign of going anywhere, either, as far as Schaefer and Rasche could tell—but they weren’t on the inside. They were banned from the scene, and no one they spoke to knew who was handling the case. There were rumors that some special federal task force was involved.


Schaefer made it plain that he didn’t like the sound of that.


“Hey, it isn’t necessarily a cover-up,” Rasche reminded him. “For all we know, the whole thing could be taped and ready to go. The feds do the job sometimes.”


“Since when is this their job?”


“Since they said it is,” Rasche answered. “Come on, Schaef, let it go.”


“It’s not their city,” Schaefer said.


“It’s not just yours, either.”


“When some asshole comes in and massacres the punks I’ve been trying to nail for the past three years…”


“Schaef, you’re not in narco anymore.”


“You think that means it’s over?”


“I think that means it’s not our problem.”


Schaefer was clearly not convinced of that, but he stopped arguing.


It wasn’t their problem. The feds had taken over, and plain old NYPD homicide detectives were not welcome.


Rasche wasn’t very happy about that either; for one thing, he knew that whenever something this weird and violent went down once and the cops weren’t all over it, it was likely to happen again.


The idea of looking at another scene of carnage like the fifth floor of that tenement made Rasche sick to his stomach, and he had to admit that he didn’t see much sign that the feds were doing anything. No G-men were combing the NYPD files, or questioning the cops who patrolled that beat, or talking to any of the guys in either homicide or narco.


He considered calling in the press, maybe making an anonymous call to Newsday, just to goose the feds a little—but reporters were a pain in the ass, pretty nearly as much his natural enemies as the feds were.


And it wasn’t as if he had nothing better to do. He and Schaefer were keeping busy.


The day after the massacre, for example, a tourist from Missouri took a wrong turn, wound up on the Staten Island ferry instead of the boat to Liberty Island, and went berserk, taking three commuters hostage; one of the hostages knifed another, and Schaefer and Rasche got to clean up the mess.


Rasche got to spend the evening listening to lawyers argue over whether the tourist could be charged as an accomplice to attempted murder, while Schaefer tried to get the tourist’s family back in Missouri on the phone and worked through a maze of cousins and friends.


The day after that the big event came when a complicated deal between Jamaican drug dealers, Somali gunrunners, and Serbian terrorists went bad in TriBeCa, of all places, when the Jamaicans decided to keep everything for themselves. After the dust settled and most of the participants were hauled away to either the lockup or the morgue, Rasche got to help haul a truckload of confiscated heavy weapons to the police lab on West Twentieth for investigation.


Rasche didn’t even recognize some of the stuff. The plain old automatic weapons he knew, and the rocket-propelled grenades—though he had no idea why the Jamaicans would have wanted them—but some of the contraband looked more like spare jet parts than weapons.


And maybe, given the Serbian connection, it was spare jet parts.


Schaefer was ordered to stay away from the scene on that one—apparently Captain McComb didn’t trust him within reach of three tons of military ordnance. Instead, he spent his time interviewing survivors, trying to figure out just who had shot who with what.


That night two punks eager to impress someone tried to drop Schaefer from ambush; the first shot missed, and they never got a second. Both lived; one went straight to the Tombs, the other did a month in the hospital first.


All that stuff was ordinary enough—at least by the standards of NYPD homicide—but then the next day there was the police firing range.


Rasche and Schaefer weren’t there when it happened; they hadn’t had time to worry about their marksmanship.


Rasche probably wouldn’t have bothered anyway, in this heat, even if his backlog of paperwork had vanished and the whole damn city had gone a week without so much as a jaywalking.


And Schaefer, Rasche sometimes thought, used the whole damn city as his firing range.


The range was in the basement of the police academy on West Twentieth, downstairs from the police lab. It was open to anyone licensed to carry a gun inside the city limits; officers were expected to practice there occasionally. Most of them did, including Rasche and Schaefer.


But neither of them was there when it happened.


It was late afternoon, and half a dozen assorted law enforcement personnel and civilian big shots were on the firing line, blowing away paper targets and griping about the heat whenever the noise level dropped enough to allow conversation. Fresh targets fluttered wildly in the breeze from the ventilators as they were cranked downrange, but the place was a steam bath, all the same. Tailored jackets lay in heaps on the floor at civilian feet, and none of the blue uniform shirts were buttoned all the way up.


Probation officer Richard K. Stillman rattled down the stairs from the street and marched happily along the basement corridor, untroubled by the heat. Life was good. He’d hit big at OTB yesterday, and he had a hot date lined up, with an hour to loll.


Something seemed to shimmer in the corridor ahead of him, but he paid no attention; he’d seen plenty of odd effects from the heat the last few days, and the air in this place was dusty enough for them.


He swung easily through the glass door and waved to Joe Salvati, who was manning the cash register. He glanced at the display cases and ammunition safe, and watched through the windows for a moment.


He didn’t notice that the door took much longer than usual to close behind him.


“Hey, Joe,” Stillman said as he pulled back his jacket, revealing the butt of a .45 in a shoulder holster. “How’s it going?”


“Not bad,” Salvati said.


Stillman drew the automatic. “Figured I’d get in a little practice,” he said.


The other man smiled. “Can’t hurt,” he said.


Stillman hesitated; he wasn’t in any hurry. He was taking it easy today.


The muffled sounds of shooting could be heard from the range; Stillman glanced at the windows again—just in time to see one of the doors to the range shatter spectacularly.


The firing suddenly stopped as everyone turned to look at this unexpected phenomenon.


Stillman’s jaw dropped. “What in the hell did that?” he asked.


Then someone screamed, and blood sprayed across the carpeted shooting platform at one position.


“Hey!” Stillman shouted. He charged through the ruined door, pistol raised. “What the…” he began.


He never finished that sentence—or any other sentence, ever again. He went down, blood spraying.


Salvati stepped back, startled, trying to see what was going on, but he couldn’t find a clear view. He could hear screams, and he saw blood on one of the windows, but half the lights in the range seemed to have gone out suddenly, and all he could make out was frantic movement, he couldn’t see who was doing what.


Was it some kind of brawl? Was someone going for the cash register? He couldn’t imagine a stupider crime to attempt than robbing the police shooting range—but thieves could be amazingly stupid.


After all, Salvati thought, he was probably the only guy in there who wasn’t armed.


He hesitated. He had his choice of several weapons, if he wanted one, but he hesitated. He couldn’t see what was happening, but he heard shots now, and more screams, and loud thumping.


What the hell was going on in there?


The guys back there had guns, they were shooting, at least half of them were trained professionals—what could he do that they couldn’t, except maybe walk into a cross fire?


But maybe something heavier than handguns would help. He turned to look at the display cases.


Something hit him on the back of the head, and Joe Salvati went down.


Down and out.


The next thing he knew was the sound of boots crunching on broken glass, flashlights moving in the darkness, and someone leaning over him and shouting, “This one’s alive!”


And then they were all around him, telling him to lie still, the paramedics were coming, and had he seen what had happened?


He didn’t know what to tell them. He tried to ask who was hurt in there, who was dead, but no one would give him a straight answer.


“This one’s alive,” the voice had said; he waited for the words to be repeated, for someone to say there was another survivor, but he hadn’t heard anything of the kind by the time he was carried out.


He’d heard a man retching, he’d heard hardened cops saying, “Oh, my God,” in shocked tones, but he hadn’t heard anyone mention other survivors.


Detective Rasche had gone off duty at six o’clock that day, on time for once, and he was at home alone, relaxing. His wife Shari had taken the kids to a park concert; Rasche hadn’t made it in time to go with them, but he’d found a note and a microwave dinner waiting for him when he got home.


He’d thought about going after them, but trying to find three people in the mob at the park just sounded like too much effort right now. Instead he’d decided to stay home and enjoy the quiet.


The quiet was good, but he’d really have preferred seeing Shari. It seemed like weeks since he’d seen her for more than a few minutes over breakfast; even on his days off she was usually out doing temp work somewhere, doing her bit to help catch up on some of the bills.


When the heat wave broke and tempers cooled, maybe he’d be home more and get to see more of her—or maybe he wouldn’t. Maybe it wasn’t the heat; maybe it was just city living getting to everyone, the way it was getting to him.


He sipped tepid coffee and tossed the remains of a Healthy Gourmet herbs-and-chicken entrée into the trash.


Rasche had eight years to go till his pension—eight more years of living in New York City on a cop’s pay, in a neighborhood in Queens that had been pretty decent when they’d bought the house but was now just the best they could afford, eight more years of microwaved dinners and mismatched work schedules.


This evening was one of those times when he wondered whether it was all worth it. New York cops generally still had a pretty good rep, despite the latest round of scandals—not like some big-city departments he could name. If he decided to move out, he could probably land a high-ranking job with some small-town force or with the county mounties in one of those big square states out west.


The Pacific Northwest might be nice.


Shari evidently thought so, too, as the swarm of stupid plastic magnets on the refrigerator no longer held a display of the kids’ homework; instead, they supported a growing constellation of real-estate ads and travel brochures from Alaska and Washington State.


The hint wasn’t lost on Rasche, but he’d been in New York for so long, damn near his entire life, and he’d put so much into the job here, trying to save a little bit of the city from itself, that it was hard to think about giving it up, even for his family.


His family that he almost never saw.


At least he had a family, though; there on the fridge, in an upper corner that Shari hadn’t yet got to with her brochures, a yellow plastic smiley-face held up a photo of Rasche and Schaefer, taken on the occasion of nailing a particularly vicious drug kingpin from uptown, a punk called Errol G.


In the picture Rasche was smiling so broadly his mustache looked as if it were upside down, but Schaefer was playing Old Stone Face as usual, standing stiff as a lamppost, his face like an undertaker’s nightmare.


Schaefer didn’t have a family, so far as Rasche knew, didn’t have any close friends. He’d mentioned a brother once, but Rasche hadn’t asked about him, and Schaefer sure hadn’t volunteered anything. There were some buddies, mostly in the military or law enforcement, but none of them seemed close—certainly no closer than Rasche himself was.


And Rasche, after six years as Schaefer’s partner, wasn’t sure he knew Schaefer at all.


What the hell kept Schaefer going, anyway?


It wasn’t a woman; Rasche had seen Schaefer’s apartment once, and there wasn’t any doubt that Schaefer lived alone. No other human being could have put up with that place—stained ceilings and cracked windows and the TV blaring from next door through paper-thin walls, but the bed was made with military precision and razor-sharp creases at the corners, the floor was spotless, everything was folded and sorted and filed away. The goddamn coffee cups in the kitchen cupboard had all had their handles pointing in the same direction, for Christ’s sake.


Nobody but Schaefer could have lived there.


So what drove Schaefer? Why was he a cop? He could have landed a job somewhere else—there was always work for a big, smart, tough guy who wasn’t afraid to tackle anything. So why was he still with the department?


He wasn’t after any pension; Schaefer never gave a damn about money. If he’d wanted a pension, he could have stayed in the military instead of becoming a cop. So far as Rasche knew, it had been Schaefer’s idea to switch.


Maybe he hadn’t been seeing enough action in the army.


Or was it righteous anger that drove him, maybe? Outrage at the things people did to each other? He talked about New York as his city, but somehow Rasche couldn’t see it as his motivation. He didn’t think Schaefer meant so much that it was his city to protect, as that the city was his turf—the place where he was the boss male, and anyone else who showed up claiming to be tough was a challenge.


If that was it—it was pure macho dominance at work, not anger. Rasche and Schaefer had been partners for six years now, and Rasche wasn’t sure at all that he’d ever yet really seen Schaefer get mad.


Which, when he thought about it, made him a little nervous. What kind of man could go through the crap that Schaefer went through without losing his temper every so often?


He’d got that far when the doorbell rang.


“Damn,” he said, putting down the coffee.


The doorbell rang again.


“I’m coming, I’m coming!” he called as he trotted down the front hall.


The doorbell rang a third time.


“I’m coming, goddammit!” he shouted as he grabbed the doorknob.


Rasche yanked the front door open and found Schaefer standing on the stoop.


Schaefer’s expression was exactly the same as in the photo on the fridge, and for a moment Rasche had an odd feeling of unreality, as if the past and present were tripping over each other.


Rasche had dumped his jacket and tie the moment he got in the door of his house, and was standing there in a sweaty undershirt; Schaefer still had the crease in his pants, the knot of his tie tight and perfect.


Rasche didn’t think that was because Schaefer actually cared about his appearance; it was because the rules said what to wear, and that wasn’t a rule Schaefer cared enough about to break.


“They hit again,” Schaefer said in a growl, interrupting Rasche’s thought. “The police range on Twentieth. The goddamn police academy! You want to go, or you want to watch Green Acres?”


“You could say hello,” Rasche said. He didn’t need to ask who Schaefer meant.


He was shaken and trying to hide it; he knew guys at Twentieth Street, and the image of dangling, skinned corpses with familiar faces was growing in the back of his mind.


Schaefer didn’t bother to answer; he simply waited for Rasche to decide, in or out.


From that Rasche knew that he and Schaefer weren’t supposed to be on this case. The feds probably wanted it kept quiet. The feds probably wanted to handle it themselves.


But those imagined faces of fellow cops weren’t exactly encouraging Rasche to go along with the feds.


Rasche sighed. “Okay, okay. What the hell, Green Acres isn’t on tonight anyway. Let me get my piece.”
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Forty minutes after ringing Rasche’s doorbell, Schaefer marched over the yellow tape, past a protesting lieutenant, into the foyer of the firing range.


Rasche was close on his heels, saying, “Dammit, Schaef, the captain’s going to suspend us if he…”


Schaefer interrupted.


“Good,” he said. “I need a vacation.”


The glass door at the entrance was smeared with blood, but unbroken; even so, as soon as Schaefer walked through it, glass crunched underfoot, and Rasche noticed that the display cases along the wall had been shattered.


“No bodies?” Schaefer said.


Rasche looked around.


The devastation was thorough enough, and the blood plentiful enough, that he hadn’t even realized immediately that there were no corpses in sight.


Schaefer, of course, had never been one to let nonessentials distract him.


There were three forensics men at work in the lobby with cameras and tweezers; they were in civilian clothes, so Rasche couldn’t tell if they were NYPD or feds. He didn’t recognize any of them.


One of them looked up and said, “The bodies are in the range. We’ve ID’ed most of them. We had one survivor out here, Officer Joseph Salvati—he’s on his way to the hospital with a concussion and a broken nose.”


Schaefer nodded and studied the scene.


Rasche turned toward the firing range, peering through the windows, trying to ignore the cracks that hadn’t been there the last time he was down here.


The lights were out in the range itself, but Rasche could see enough in the spillover from the foyer.


The bodies were hanging from the ceiling girders and the broken lights, swaying gently in the breeze from the ventilators, blood still dripping here and there. An unused target was clipped to one dangling finger, a touch of surreal grotesquerie that fascinated Rasche.


Schaefer stepped up beside him with a flashlight and pointed it through the broken door at the floor of the range; the beam glittered off the polished metal of assorted firearms and cartridge casings, and lit pools and streaks of blood a vivid red.


Rasche looked at the scattered arsenal. “They were packing enough hardware.”


“Didn’t do them much good, did it?” Schaefer replied.


Rasche had meant the attackers, but now he realized that Schaefer was right—the weapons on the floor matched up with the bodies.


Struggling to keep himself from screaming, Rasche said, “I think I knew some of these guys.”


Schaefer glanced at Rasche. “So did I. This makes it personal.” His tone was flat and dead, but Rasche was too stunned to notice.


“Last time, when they hit the gangs,” Rasche said, talking to keep from screaming, “I figured maybe it was, you know, some sort of vigilante thing—but I guess not. This time it was our turn.”


“Guess whoever it is doesn’t like much of anyone,” Schaefer said.


For a moment they stood there contemplating the situation; Rasche shivered. The firing range was about a hundred feet long, but the far end was completely lost in the darkness, so that it seemed to go on forever. A darkened room full of dangling, mutilated corpses, where whatever killed them might still be lurking… what was he doing in a place like this?


This was much too close to those monsters in the night that his mother had told him weren’t real.


“Come on,” Schaefer said. He took a step through the demolished door.


Just then the door of the gunsmithing room opened, and four men stepped out, one after the other.


One of them was Captain McComb.


Schaefer turned at the sound of the door, just as McComb saw the two detectives.


“What the…” McComb spluttered. “Schaefer! Rasche! Who the hell let you in here? Who gave you authorization for this site?”


“Great,” Rasche muttered, as he stood beside Schaefer, “just great.”


“Come on, McComb,” Schaefer said, “these were our own people here! Don’t tell me you’re going to turn this one over to the feds!”


“Don’t you question me!” McComb bellowed. He glanced around for support, then shouted, “I want these two detectives removed from the premises immediately. If they won’t go peaceably, then physically eject them!”


A quiet voice from somewhere behind the police captain said, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”


McComb turned. “Why the hell not?” he demanded.


A white-haired man in a rumpled army uniform and a bedraggled mustache stepped forward and said, ”You called this man Schaefer?”


McComb glanced at Schaefer, puzzled. “That’s Schaefer, yes,” he said.


“Well, then,” the soldier said, “you don’t want to try ejecting him. Because if Detective Schaefer’s anything like his brother Dutch, he’ll probably like it, and you can’t afford the damage. Especially not here.”


Rasche threw a startled glance at Schaefer, then stared at this new arrival.


“You knew my brother?” Schaefer growled.


The white-haired man didn’t answer; instead he addressed McComb.


“All that’s left here is mop-up. Think your janitors can handle that, McComb?”


Rasche watched, amazed, as McComb nodded and said reluctantly, “Yessir.”


McComb was a jerk, and could be relied on to kowtow to authority and side with civilians against his own men, but Rasche couldn’t see why he’d be deferring so obviously to some old coot in fatigues, especially here on police turf. New York wasn’t under martial law, and while McComb was always glad to cozy up to the feds whenever the FBI or DEA wanted something, he had never shown any great fondness for men in uniform.


He and Schaefer had known that the feds were involved in investigating the massacre—or rather, the massacres, plural, now—but they had assumed that “feds” meant the FBI, not the army.


What the hell did the army have to do with it?


And who the hell was this guy?


Rasche squinted, trying to see better in the dim light, and realized the army man had two stars on his cap.


Well, at least it took a general to impress McComb.


“C’mon, son, we’ve got to talk,” the general said, pointing toward the passage that led back up to the street.


“Do we?” Schaefer asked.


The general nodded. He turned and started walking toward the stairs.


Schaefer followed.


So did Rasche. No one had invited him, but they hadn’t told him to get lost, either, and he wanted to know what the hell was going on, who this general was and what he was doing in New York, and whatever else Schaefer might be told.


No one spoke in the corridor or on the stairs; on the street the general pointed east, and Schaefer nodded an acknowledgment. They walked on to Fifth Avenue, and uptown, still not saying a word.


Together, the three men got a booth in the back of a bar a few blocks away. Rasche and the general took one side, Schaefer the other—Schaefer was big enough to rate the whole bench for himself.


Rasche had seen the general’s name on his shirt—Philips. It didn’t tell him anything. The ribbons and other hardware didn’t mean much, either. The guy had the weathered look of a field officer, not a desk man, and kept a cigarette clamped in his teeth.


What he was doing on the scene of a murder investigation—even one as bizarre as this—was something Rasche couldn’t even guess.


For his part, General Philips was considering the two detectives.


Rasche didn’t impress him. He looked good enough for a cop—a bit overweight and out of shape, but there was still some muscle in there, he hadn’t gone soft, and if Dutch’s brother had partnered with him for six years, the way the personnel files said, he had to be okay.


Still, it wasn’t Rasche who interested Philips.


Schaefer, on the other hand, was about the same size as his brother—which meant big. And it was all muscle, same as on Dutch. The voice was deeper, but with the same trace of an accent.


And the look on his face… Maybe Dutch, tough as he was, was the gentler brother. Dutch had been able to relax and smile when he wasn’t working; this Schaefer looked as if his expression had been carved out of granite.


Philips had been astonished, going through McComb’s files, to find out that Dutch’s brother was not just a cop, but a New York City homicide detective and the one who’d been first on the scene at the first massacre.


It had been Dutch who’d brought out the word on these things, these alien killers, in the first place. It was Dutch who had told Philips and his people everything they knew that was worth knowing about the hunters. If it hadn’t been for Dutch, that squad would have just vanished into the jungles without a trace, and they’d never have known what happened to it.


Hell of a coincidence, running into Dutch’s brother on this case—if it was a coincidence.


But what else could it be? Those things couldn’t have known Dutch’s brother was in New York—not unless they were mind readers, or something.


Of course, there was no way to be sure they weren’t mind readers. Or they might have mind-reading machines. They might have any technology he could imagine, and probably some he couldn’t.


Or maybe they could just smell the Schaefers, somehow. Who knew?


“Bourbon,” he told the waitress who had arrived by the table. “Straight up.”


He waited until the woman had left, then leaned across the table.


“Look, Schaefer,” he said, “I know you think McComb’s being an asshole about this, and maybe he is, but he’s following orders. We told him to keep you out of this.”


“And who are you?” Schaefer asked.


“I can’t tell you that,” Philips replied. “And you probably guessed that. I can tell you that your brother used to work for me, back in the eighties—and you probably guessed that, too. I don’t know if you’re as smart as your brother, but you aren’t stupid, you’re a detective; you can probably guess at least half of what I could tell you, and the rest you’re better off not knowing.”


The waitress returned with the drinks; again Philips waited for her to depart.


“I’ll tell ya, Schaefer,” the general said, sitting back, trying to relax the atmosphere a little, “Dutch saved my ass on more than one occasion. He was a good man—a hell of a good man.” He swigged bourbon. “He used to talk about you sometimes, brag on his brother back in the States.”


“Where is he?” Schaefer asked. He wasn’t drinking. Rasche had ordered a beer to be sociable; Schaefer hadn’t bothered. He sat stiff and straight, staring at Philips—though he had gone so far as to loosen his tie.


“Where is he?” he repeated. “What happened to him?”


Philips didn’t answer. He looked down at his drink, took a puff on his cigarette, then looked back at Schaefer.


Schaefer had that same stubborn streak Dutch had always had, no doubt about it.


“This meeting is off the record,” he said. “It never happened. You got that?”


Schaefer didn’t answer; his expression made it plain that he was still waiting for an answer to his question and didn’t give a shit about any record.


“I’m not here, I’m not telling you this, you never saw me, all that crap,” Philips said, “but I owe you this much, for Dutch’s sake. Drop this one, son. Just back away from it. Forget about it.”


“I can’t do that,” Schaefer said. “You saw that shooting range. Those were cops. Those were my men.”


“You’ve got to drop it,” Philips replied. He reached for his hat. “You’ve got to, understand?”


He didn’t dare stay any longer; he’d let something slip if he stayed.


He was tempted to tell Schaefer all of it, but he didn’t dare.


So he had to leave, and leave quickly. He didn’t trust himself if he stayed—and he didn’t trust Schaefer. He’d read about some of Schaefer’s stunts.


Schaefer studied Philips. “You already know who these killers are, don’t you? You know who was behind both those slaughters. You came to New York to check them out, maybe to cover them up, didn’t you? And you know Dutch, he worked for you—there’s some connection there? These killers are somehow connected to Dutch?” He started to rise. “Who the hell are they?”


Philips was on his feet, straightening his hat. He didn’t answer.


“Who are they?” Schaefer demanded. He stood, clenched fists at his sides, towering over Philips. “What the hell are they doing? What do they want in New York?”


Philips shook his head. “I can’t tell you anything, Schaefer. Drop it.”


“Why now?” Schaefer asked. “Dutch has been missing for years—why are these murders happening now? Who is it killing both cops and punks? What is it killing them?” He started to reach for Philips.


The general stepped back, out of reach.


“I can’t tell you,” he said.


“What the hell can you tell me? Don’t say you can’t tell me anything, Philips—give me something.”


Philips hesitated. “They like the heat, dammit,” he said uneasily. “They want the sport. Look, leave ’em be, and in two, three weeks they’ll be gone. Mess with them, and God only knows what might happen.” He hesitated again, then added, “And that’s all. I’ve already said too much.”


He turned and walked toward the door.


Schaefer stood, his hands still clenched into fists, and watched.


In the doorway Philips turned.


“Believe me,” he called, “it’s got to be this way.”


Then he was gone.


Rasche stood up; he hadn’t said a word the entire time. Whatever was going on, it was obviously between Philips and Schaefer.


He almost missed Schaefer’s muttered, “It’s got to be this way? The hell it does.”
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They couldn’t get back into the firing range, and Rasche figured there wouldn’t have been anything to see there anyway. They couldn’t get anything more from Philips, even if they’d followed him. Rasche figured that was the end of it, at least for the moment.


But when they were rolling again, Schaefer didn’t take the turn for the bridge to take Rasche back home to Queens; instead he headed straight downtown.


Rasche looked at the expression on Schaefer’s face and decided not to argue; He remembered how he had been thinking earlier that he’d never seen Schaefer really angry, and suspected that that was in the process of changing.


“So,” he said, in hopes of lightening the atmosphere, “just what kind of… of work did your brother used to do for this General Philips?”


“Rescue operations,” Schaefer said. “Covert stuff. Their dirty jobs, the stuff they couldn’t do themselves. When they fucked up and needed someone to pull their asses out of the fire, they called Dutch.”


Rasche didn’t need to ask who “they” were.


“He kept it as clean as he could, though,” Schaefer said. “That was why he worked freelance, so he could turn down jobs he didn’t like. He’d had enough of that ‘do as you’re told’ crap in ’Nam. Worked his way up to major and still had to put up with it until he went out on his own.”


Rasche wondered where Schaefer had got his fill of that “do as you’re told” crap—he pretty obviously wasn’t any fonder of taking orders than his brother had been, even though he’d stayed in the army longer.


“There were still screwups sometimes,” Schaefer said. “He told me about a bad one in Afghanistan once.”


“Afghanistan? Did it have anything to do with these killers?”


“No.”


For a moment Schaefer drove on silently.


Then he said, “There was another thing, though.”


Rasche waited.


“Last I heard from Dutch,” Schaefer said at last, staring straight ahead as they left the avenue and turned into the narrow streets of lower Manhattan, “was when he was passing through, on his way from nowhere in particular to somewhere else. He and I went out drinking. You have any brothers, Rasche?”


“No. Two sisters.”


“That wouldn’t be the same. Dutch and I, we didn’t need to talk much.”


Rasche nodded.


“So I wasn’t expecting him to tell me all the latest shit about what he was doing or anything. It was enough to be sitting there with him drinking, watching the TV over the bar—you know. But that last time it was kind of weird. Something was different.”


Rasche knew what Schaefer meant; he also knew he didn’t need to say so.


“We sat there drinking for a long time,” Schaefer said, “and he started in telling me stuff after all—not in any particular order, you know, we were both feeling the booze by then, and he just said whatever he was thinking about, whatever was bothering him, as he thought of it.”


“What’d he say?” Rasche asked.


“He told me about this job he’d had,” Schaefer replied, “leading his squad into Central America on another rescue mission where some half-assed CIA stunt had gone wrong somehow. He didn’t tell me any details of what it was about or what he did there—he never did. Wasn’t supposed to, it was all top-secret bullshit, and besides, who cared? Anyway, he told me that this time it had gone bad, he’d lost his whole team. That was rough, and I figured that was why he’d been weird—they were good men, all of ’em.”


“Yeah,” Rasche said, to show he was still listening. He’d never met Dutch or any of his men.


“Then he stopped talking about that and started talking about hunting,” Schaefer said. “Just a bunch of crazy stuff. Talked about when we hunted deer as kids. Asked if I’d ever thought about what it would feel like to be hunted. Talked about how if you and your equipment were good enough, it’d take the sport out of it, and you’d want to make things harder for yourself sometimes, to give the prey a chance—but not much of one, you’d still want to kill it in the end, that the whole point is to show you’re better than it is by killing it. But you might take on a whole pack at once. Or you’d only tackle the ones that could fight. You’d find the toughest game you could. You’d want a challenge. I mean, you don’t go after squirrels with an elephant gun.


“And then he started talking about stuff a hunter might have someday—some sort of camouflage that would make you damn near invisible, say. Guns and knives, faster reflexes, be able to mimic sounds.


“I didn’t know what he was talking about, I thought he was just drunk.”


“You think you know now?” Rasche asked.


Schaefer shook his head. “No. But maybe there’s some connection. That was the last time I saw Dutch, seven years ago. I haven’t heard from him since. No one has. He disappeared. Never heard another word, from Dutch or anyone else.”


“Shit,” Rasche said. He tried to imagine what that would be like, losing the guy who was practically your whole family like that—just one day he’s gone, and nobody ever mentions him again…


No wonder Schaefer had an attitude.


And maybe there was some connection. Maybe the berserk killers loose in New York were the same ones that had taken out Dutch’s squad in Central America. Maybe Philips knew that, maybe he’d tracked them here.


And maybe these people killed for sport, like big-game hunters. The skinned bodies seemed horribly appropriate for that theory.


But who would do that? Why? And if they had this super hunting equipment Schaefer said Dutch had talked about, where’d they get it?


Had some secret operation of one of the government organizations that weren’t supposed to exist gone wrong somehow? Were the killers Philips’s own men, maybe, gone rogue?


But what did that have to do with the heat? Why couldn’t Philips send out better men and better equipment to stop them, instead of just covering up after them?


It didn’t make sense.


But there almost had to be some connection. Schaefer had seen it right away.


Were the killers after Schaefer? Had they gotten Dutch, and come after Schaefer in case Dutch had told him too much?


But so far they hadn’t tried for him—those two amateurs the other night couldn’t be related to whoever had taken out Lamb and his crew.


Were they taunting him, somehow?


It didn’t fit together right. There was some piece of the puzzle still missing.


“So where are we going?” Rasche asked a moment later.


“Here,” Schaefer said, pulling over to the curb.


Rasche looked up at the abandoned tenement, at the hole in the wall on the fifth floor.


“Oh, great,” he muttered to himself. “This place. Here we go again.”


He’d had nightmares about the place.


Of course, he would probably have nightmares about the police firing range, too. At least this little side trip wouldn’t be adding any new scenery to his bad dreams.


And after all, where else was there to go, with the firing range off-limits?


But there wasn’t going to be anything left to find here; there couldn’t be.


Schaefer was already out of the car, adjusting his shoulder holster; Rasche scrambled out of the passenger side as quickly as his incipient paunch would allow, and said, “Schaef, McComb must’ve had his forensics people go over this place with tweezers by now…”


“McComb’s people,” Schaefer interrupted, “couldn’t find their asses with both hands in their back pockets.”


“But the feds…”


“Screw the feds.” He marched up to the building.


The door was chained and padlocked, and crisscrossed with yellow police-line tape. For a moment Schaefer stood, fists at his sides, and stared at it.


“Whoever’s doing these killings,” he said, “they’ve messed with my city, they’ve messed with my people, they’ve messed with the cops, and maybe, just maybe, they’ve messed with my brother.” He raised one foot. “I want them.”


He kicked, hard; the chain snapped, and the rotted wood of the door shattered.


Schaefer stepped through the ruins.


“You wait outside,” he told Rasche without looking back. “Anybody tries to come after me—shoot ’em.


Rasche watched Schaefer vanish into the gloom.


Yeah, he thought, I’ve finally seen him angry.


He wished he hadn’t.
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Schaefer didn’t waste any time poking around on the lower floors; he went straight up to the room where the corpses had been strung up like so many slabs of beef.


The bodies were gone, of course, carted away by either the feds or the cops; so were the guns. Some of the debris had been cleared away as well, or shoved aside.


The bloodstains were still there—some of them, anyway. They weren’t red anymore, of course; they were dried to rusty brown or powdery black.


And no one had bothered to clear away all the spent cartridges; Schaefer suspected there were just too damn many of them.


The holes in the walls and ceiling were still there, too—and that was what Schaefer wanted a good look at, at least to start.


Most of them were bullet holes, of course—automatic weapons had stitched back and forth across the room in every direction during the fight.


There were three holes, though, that weren’t right. He’d noticed them immediately when he’d come up here before—he’d mentioned them to McComb; they weren’t right.


For one thing, they were far too big for bullet holes—each was as big as a man’s head.


Each was about eye level for Schaefer—he figured that would be just above head height for most people, including the gang members who had died here. Nobody was going to be throwing punches that high up.


If someone had picked up a man, raised him over his head like a wrestler doing an airplane spin, and then rammed him against the wall…


No. These holes punched right through the wall. Do that with a man’s head, and when you pull him back out, he’ll be a bloody mess, and probably dead. The bodies, mangled as they were, hadn’t shown that particular sort of injury—Schaefer had managed to read the autopsy reports before McComb made them vanish.


Some kind of weapon? Something like a mace?


No. The holes were wrong for that. For one thing…


Schaefer stepped back out into the corridor and around into the next room, where the hole came out, and looked at it.


Then he turned and looked at the far wall.


There was another hole there; he’d thought, when he’d looked through from the other side, that he’d seen one.


And yes, the two lined up—but the second, smaller hole was below the first one.


That meant that whatever had made them had been angled downward.


Schaefer strode back to the bigger room, the room where the massacre had taken place. He looked through the opening, judged the angle, tried to guess where the killer had stood, and then estimated the height of whatever had made that hole.


It looked to him as if some son of a bitch must have been wearing a cannon on his hat, and had neatly collected the cannonballs when he was done.


Or did McComb have those cannonballs locked away somewhere? Schaefer wouldn’t put it past him.


He reached out and touched the edge of the hole.


It was charred. That wasn’t just powder burns or soot; whatever it was that had punched the hole had charred the lath for a good half inch around the opening. That had been something hot. A bullet wouldn’t do that, nor would a cannonball.


Incendiaries of some kind?


But then why was the building still standing?


This was something different, something strange.


Schaefer remembered that last conversation with Dutch, remembered some things Dutch had said that he hadn’t mentioned to Rasche in the car, about how a good enough hunter wouldn’t want to bother hunting anything as stupid as a mere animal.


He remembered Dutch talking about weapons such a hunter might use, stuff that didn’t exist yet anywhere on earth, so far as Schaefer knew. He’d thought Dutch was just rambling drunkenly.


He didn’t think so anymore.


If the killers had a weapon that would punch holes through walls like this, maybe they had the other things Dutch had talked about—perfect camouflage that made them effectively invisible, something that protected them from bullets.


Schaefer began to see why the army, or whoever General Philips worked for, might be involved.


He began to feel something else, as well—something he had felt before, something he’d been feeling off and on for days, but never as strongly as this. It was a prickly feeling of something indefinably wrong, a feeling like something brushing the hairs at the back of his neck.


He remembered Dutch asking if he’d ever wondered what it felt like to be hunted. Right now Schaefer thought he knew exactly how it felt.


He turned; the room was empty.


He looked through the hole, and the room on the other side was empty, as well.


He stepped slowly away from the wall and turned a full 360 degrees, ending up facing the hole again.


He didn’t see anything—but the light was poor.


And a good hunter used camouflage. The prey wasn’t supposed to see him.


And these hunters might have perfect camouflage.


He started to turn again—and all of a sudden it was there, just at arm’s length.


Schaefer knew this was the killer, or at least one of the killers, and that he couldn’t afford to play nice. He snatched at his automatic and pulled it from its holster as he said, “Figured you might show up. I could feel you. Can’t say I’m that impress—”


He was talking to distract it, but it wasn’t working; he was in the middle of a word, his pistol halfway drawn, when a huge yellowish fist slammed across his jaw and sent him reeling backward.


The pistol flew to one side, and Schaefer’s mouth filled with blood; the lower teeth on one side suddenly all felt loose. Blood spurted from his nose.


He landed on his hands and knees, facing away from the thing that loomed over him, outlined against the gaping hole in the wall.


“Lucky punch,” he said.


It wasn’t human. It stood on two legs and was shaped more or less like a man, but it was too big, and too fast. As he knelt, half-dazed for a fraction of a second, he saw its feet in their heavy silver sandals, saw the four toes with their curving black talons. He started to turn and saw the grayish-yellow legs, the gleaming metal greaves, the black netting that covered its body.


This was the hunter Dutch had talked about, it had to be—the thing that had killed Dutch’s squad.


It wasn’t any gang of terrorists that had done these killings—it was this, this monster, this hunter, whatever it was.


But it didn’t matter what it was, or what it looked like; he had to take it down. This killer had invaded his city, his turf. This thing had attacked him. It was big and strong and fast, it had him down, but he had to beat it.


He couldn’t afford the time to look at it, not when it was as fast as it was.


Schaefer threw his weight forward onto his hands and dove a boot upward at the thing’s belly—and if he fell short and caught it in the crotch, he wouldn’t mind that, either.


He didn’t catch it anywhere; a clawed hand caught him, instead. Black talons locked around his ankle before his foot had covered half the distance he had intended, and the glow of the streetlights outside sparkled off jagged-edged blades that projected from the complicated band of gadgetry on the thing’s wrist.


Before Schaefer could even begin to twist, to struggle, to try to escape, the thing picked him up by that one leg and flung him away.


It moved impossibly fast, but with casual ease and grace, as if this was nothing for it, as if it wasn’t even trying.


Then Schaefer slammed into the wall and stopped noticing details; he heard plaster and lath crunch on impact, and for a millisecond or so he hoped that he hadn’t heard any of his bones breaking.


Then his head snapped back and hit an exposed stud, and he wasn’t able to hope anything.


He tried not to pass out, tried to force himself back to full alertness. He was on the floor, looking up through a haze, and he saw those yellowish claws reaching for him, that blank thing that wasn’t a face looking down at him…


It wasn’t a face. It was metal. The thing was wearing some kind of mask.


Then its fingers, or claws, whichever they were, closed on Schaefer’s bruised jaw and wrenched his head sideways, exposing his neck, turning his eyes away so that he couldn’t see anymore, and Schaefer tried to force defiance out through the blood in his throat.


“Asshole,” he said as he tried to bring himself to fight, force his hands to strike at the thing.


Then something bit into his flesh below his left ear, and Schaefer screamed, not so much at the pain—it hurt like hell, like three hot knives had just punched into his neck—but he could handle pain. He screamed at the violation. The thing wasn’t killing him, it was doing something else.


“What the hell…” he gasped as the thing stood up and stepped back, “…did you do…”


Schaefer’s hand closed on a broken two-by-four, and his anger gave him strength.


“…to me!” he shouted as he came up swinging.


The blow of the two-by-four caught the thing on the side of its head, and the mask wrenched to one side. It reached up to straighten it, but Schaefer was there first, following up his attack.


The crooked mask, or helmet, or whatever it was, was blocking the thing’s vision. It was blinded.


If he could keep it blinded, he might have a chance.


He grabbed for the metal mask and got both thumbs under the edge.


The thing reached up and ripped him away, but his grip held, and the mask tore free as well.


Something sparked, and Schaefer heard a hiss like escaping gas, but he didn’t have time to worry about that; he was falling backward, toward the hole in the wall where the windows had once been.


The mask was in his hands, and he was staring at a face straight out of a nightmare, a huge mottled face framed in black snakelike locks, a face with great baleful eyes and a fang-rimmed mouth that worked in layers, like that of some unspeakable deep-sea horror.


The fangs flexed, as if reaching for him.


Schaefer landed on his feet this time, caught his balance by slamming the mask against the floor with a ringing clang, and stared at his foe.


Those mouth parts moved again, the outermost ring of fangs opening like some ghastly flower, an inner membrane vibrating, and the thing spoke.


“Trick or treat,” it said in a voice Schaefer knew, in Carr’s voice, amplified to deafening volume.


Then it came at him again, and even Schaefer knew better than to charge the thing or to stand his ground; he took a step backward, trying to dodge, and his foot landed on something hard, something that shouldn’t have been there, something that went out from under him, and as he tumbled backward out the hole in the building’s wall he realized that he’d tripped over his own dropped pistol.


And then he was out the window and falling, falling headfirst toward the street five stories below.
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Cops in New York tend to get used to things, Detective Rasche thought. There isn’t much that can faze a person after a few years on the city payroll.


The muggers, the everyday crazies, the street people, they were nothing; even the civilians were used to them. Cops got to handle stuff civilians never thought about.


Like the time some live wire tied a cow to the chairman of Federal Beef and pitched ’em both off the Chrysler Building. It was supposed to be some sort of protest against fattening up beef with antibiotics, but when that Jersey had pancaked onto Lexington Avenue, all anyone cared about was cleaning up the mess.


City sanitation must have gone through a dozen mops, but they didn’t care—it meant free steaks for Christmas. Sure, it was a mess, but they dealt with it.


It was just part of the job. When weird stuff went down, you couldn’t let it get to you. You just had to learn to deal with it.


When the real crazies were running loose, you couldn’t let it throw you, couldn’t waste time getting upset; you just had to deal with it before it got too far out of hand, and worry about what the hell it all meant later.


And when you hear a yell and you look up to see your partner come flying backward out of the fifth floor of an abandoned building, arms flailing, looking for something, anything, that would break his fall, you don’t waste your time wondering how it happened, you deal with it.


Rasche had been standing out on the sidewalk, wiping sweat from the back of his neck, trying not to smell the garbage, wondering how long Schaefer was going to be in there, thinking that he wasn’t going to find anything and that was going to make him madder than ever—and Schaefer had sailed out through that hole Carr and Lamb and the others had blown in the wall, shouting Rasche’s name.


Rasche’s mind kicked into high, and he was thinking three or four things at once the instant he saw Schaefer, up there in the sky, catching the light from the streetlamps so that he seemed to glow against the night sky.


There had been someone in there, one of the killers, which was crazy—why would anyone come back here?


But it had to be one of the killers; who else could it be?


Maybe it was a guard the feds had posted, but why would a guard throw Schaefer out of the building?


For that matter, who the hell could throw Schaefer out of the building?


And in any case, Rasche thought, he had to do something right now if he didn’t want to see his partner splatter on the sidewalk. This wasn’t exactly the Chrysler Building, but a five-story fall was more than enough to kill a man.
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