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There was another step. Somehow, it didn’t sound like Nora: it was too slow and heavy, and it seemed to be shambling, as if uncertain.


Smithback sat up on the couch. A figure loomed in the small foyer, framed in the light of the corridor beyond. It was too tall and broad-shouldered to be Nora.


‘Who the hell are you?’ he said.


Quickly, Smithback reached for the lamp on the adjoining table, snapped it on. He recognized the figure almost immediately. Or he thought he did – there was something wrong with the face. It was ashen, puffy almost pulpy. It looked sick … or worse.


‘Colin?’ Smithback said. ‘Is that you? What the hell are you doing in my apartment?’


That was when he saw the butcher knife.


In an instant he was on his feet. The figure shuffled forward, cutting him off. There was a brief, awful moment of stasis. Then the knife darted forward with terrible speed, slashing at air Smithback had occupied less than a second before.


‘What the fuck?’ Smithback yelled.


The knife shot forward again, and Smithback fell over the coffee table in a desperate attempt to avoid the blow, overturning the table as he did so. He scrambled to his feet again and turned to face his assailant, crouching low, hands apart, fingers spread and ready. Quickly, he glanced around for a weapon. Nothing. The figure stood between him and the kitchen – if he could get past, he could grab a knife, even the odds.
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‘Can you believe it, Bill? I still can’t. They told me almost twelve hours ago and I still can’t believe it.’


‘Believe it, sweet thing.’ William Smithback, Jr., unfolded his lanky limbs, stretched out on the living room couch, then draped one arm over his wife’s shoulders. ‘Any more of that port?’


Nora filled his glass. He held it up to the light, admiring its garnet color. Cost him a hundred bucks – and well worth it. He sipped, exhaled. ‘You’re a rising star at the museum. Just wait. In five years, they’ll make you dean of science.’


‘Don’t be silly.’


‘Nora, this is the third straight year of budget cuts – and here they’ve given your expedition a green light. That new boss of yours is no fool.’ Smithback nuzzled Nora’s hair. After all this time, he still never failed to find its smell – a touch of cinnamon, a hint of juniper – arousing.


‘Just think: next summer, we’ll be back in Utah on a dig. That is, if you can get the time off.’


‘I’ve got four weeks coming to me. They’ll miss me desperately at the Times, but they’ll just have to make do.’ He took another sip, swirled the liquid around in his mouth. ‘Nora Kelly: expedition number three. You couldn’t have asked for a better anniversary present.’


Nora glanced at him sardonically. ‘I thought tonight’s dinner was my anniversary present.’


‘That’s right. It was.’


‘And it was perfect. Thanks.’


Smithback winked back. He’d treated Nora to his favorite restaurant, Café des Artistes on West 67th. It was the perfect place for a romantic meal. The soft, seductive lighting; the cozy banquettes; the titillating artwork of Howard Chandler Christy – and then, on top of everything else, the sublime food.


Smithback realized Nora was looking at him. There was a promise, in those eyes and that sly smile, of another anniversary present to come. He kissed her cheek, pulled her closer.


She sighed. ‘They gave me every dime I asked for.’


Smithback mumbled his response. He was content to snuggle with his wife and perform a mental postmortem on the meal he’d just consumed. He’d sharpened his appetite with a brace of dirty martinis, followed by a charcuterie plate. And for a main course he could never resist the steak béarnaise, rare, accompanied by pommes frites and a savory dollop of creamed spinach – and, of course, he’d had a hearty helping of Nora’s loin of venison …


‘… And you know what that means? I’ll be able to complete my analysis of the spread of the Kachina Cult through the Southwest.’


‘That’s fantastic.’ Dessert had been chocolate fondue for two, accompanied by a plate of delightfully malodorous French cheeses. Smithback let his free hand settle lightly over his stomach.


Nora fell silent and they lay there a moment, satisfied to enjoy each other’s company. Smithback stole a glance at his wife. A feeling of contentment settled over him like a blanket. He wasn’t a religious man, not exactly; and yet he felt blessed to be here, in a classy apartment in the world’s greatest city, holding down the job he’d always dreamed of. And in Nora, he’d found no less than the perfect companion. They’d been through a lot in the years since they’d first met, but the trouble, and the danger, had only served to bring them closer. She was not only beautiful, svelte, gainfully and eagerly employed, immune to nagging, empathetic, intelligent – she’d also proven to be the ideal soul mate. Looking at her, he smiled despite himself. Nora was, quite simply, too good to be true.


Nora roused herself. ‘Can’t let myself get too comfortable. Not yet, anyway.’


‘Why not?’


She disentangled herself and walked into the kitchen to grab her purse. ‘There’s one more errand I have to run.’


Smithback blinked. ‘At this hour?’


‘I’ll be back in ten minutes.’ She returned to the couch and leaned over him, one hand smoothing his cowlick as she kissed him. ‘Don’t go anywhere, big boy,’ she murmured.


‘Are you kidding? I’ll be a regular Rock of Gibraltar.’


She smiled, stroked his hair again, then headed for the front door.


‘Be careful,’ he called after her. ‘Don’t forget those weird little packages we’ve been getting.’


‘Don’t worry. I’m a grown-up girl.’ A moment later, the door closed and the lock turned.


Smithback put his hands behind his head and stretched out on the sofa with a sigh. He heard her footsteps recede down the corridor; heard the chime of the elevator. Then all was quiet save for the low hum of the city outside.


He could guess where she’d gone – to the patisserie around the corner. They made his favorite specialty cakes and were open until midnight. Smithback was particularly partial to their praline génoise with calvados buttercream; with any luck, that was the cake Nora had ordered for tonight’s celebration.


He lounged there, in the dimly lit apartment, listening to Manhattan breathe. The cocktails he’d consumed had slowed everything down just a little. He recalled a line from a Thurber short story: drowsily contented, mistily contented. He had always felt an unreasoning fondness for the writings of fellow journalist James Thurber. Along with those of pulp fictioneer Robert E. Howard. One, he felt, had always tried too hard; the other, not hard enough.


For some reason, he found his thoughts spiraling back to the summer day when he’d first met Nora. All the memories returned: Arizona, Lake Powell, the hot parking lot, the big limo he’d arrived in. He shook his head, chuckling at the memory. Nora Kelly had seemed like a bitch on wheels, a freshly minted PhD with a chip on her shoulder. Then again, he hadn’t exactly made a good impression, acted like a perfect ass, that was for sure. That was four years ago, or was it five … oh, God, had the time really gone that fast?


There was a shuffling outside the front door, then the rattle of a key in the lock. Nora, back so soon?


He waited for the door to open, but instead the key rattled again, as if Nora was having trouble with the lock. Maybe she was balancing a cake on her arm. He was about to rise to open it for her when the door creaked open and he heard steps cross the entryway.


‘As promised, I’m still here,’ he called out. ‘Mr. Gibraltar. But hey, you can call me Rock.’


There was another step. Somehow, it didn’t sound like Nora: it was too slow and heavy, and it seemed to be shambling, as if uncertain.


Smithback sat up on the couch. A figure loomed in the small foyer, framed in the light of the corridor beyond. It was too tall and broad-shouldered to be Nora.


‘Who the hell are you?’ he said.


Quickly, Smithback reached for the lamp on the adjoining table, snapped it on. He recognized the figure almost immediately. Or he thought he did – there was something wrong with the face. It was ashen, puffy, almost pulpy. It looked sick … or worse.


‘Colin?’ Smithback said. ‘Is that you? What the hell are you doing in my apartment?’


That was when he saw the butcher knife.


In an instant he was on his feet. The figure shuffled forward, cutting him off. There was a brief, awful moment of stasis. Then the knife darted forward with terrible speed, slashing at air Smithback had occupied less than a second before.


‘What the fuck?’ Smithback yelled.


The knife shot forward again, and Smithback fell over the coffee table in a desperate attempt to avoid the blow, overturning the table as he did so. He scrambled to his feet again and turned to face his assailant, crouching low, hands apart, fingers spread and ready. Quickly, he glanced around for a weapon. Nothing. The figure stood between him and the kitchen – if he could get past, he could grab a knife, even the odds.


He ducked his head slightly, extended an elbow, and charged. The figure fell back under this attack, but at the last moment the knife hand came around, slashing at Smithback’s arm and cutting a deep stripe from elbow to shoulder. Smithback wrenched to one side with a cry of surprise and pain – and as he did so he felt the exquisitely cold sensation of steel being driven deep into his lower back.


It seemed to keep sinking forever, plucking at his innermost vitals, piercing him with a pain that had been matched only once before in his life. He gasped, staggered to the floor, trying to get away; he felt the knife slip out, then plunge in again. There was a sudden wetness on his back, as if someone were pouring warm water on him.


Summoning all his strength, he rose to his feet, grabbing desperately at his attacker, pummeling him with his bare hands. The knife slashed again and again at his knuckles but Smithback no longer felt it. The figure fell back under the ferocity of his charge. This was his opportunity, and Smithback wheeled around, ready to retreat to the kitchen. But the floor seemed to be tilting crazily under his feet, and there was now a strange boiling in his chest with every breath he took. He staggered into the kitchen, gasping, fighting for balance, slick fingers scrabbling at the knife drawer. But even as he managed to pull it open, he saw a shadow fall over the counter … and then another terrible blow landed deep between his shoulder blades. He tried to twist away, but the knife kept rising and falling, rising and falling, the crimson gleam of its blade dimming as the light began to fail him …


All fled, all done, so lift me on the pyre; the feast is over and the lamps expire …


The elevator doors slid back, and Nora stepped out into the corridor. She’d made good time, and with any luck Bill would still be on the couch, perhaps reading that Thackeray novel he’d been raving about all week. Carefully, she balanced the cake box in her hands as she reached for her key; he’d no doubt guessed where she’d gone, but it was hard to mount a surprise on somebody’s first anniversary …


There was something wrong. She’d been so preoccupied with her thoughts that it took her a moment to realize what it was: the door to her apartment was wide open.


As she stared, somebody stepped out. She recognized him. His clothes were smeared and soaked with blood, and he held a large knife in his hand. As he stood looking toward her, the knife dripped copiously onto the floor.


Instinctively, without thought, she dropped the cake and the key and rushed at him. Neighbors were coming out of their apartments now, their voices raised in fear and terror. As she ran toward the figure he raised the knife, but she knocked his hand aside, punching him in the solar plexus as she did so. He lashed out, throwing her against the opposite wall of the corridor, slamming her head against the hard plaster, and she fell to the floor. Spots danced before her eyes as he shambled toward her, knife raised. She threw herself out of the way as it slashed downward; he kicked her viciously in the head, knife rising again. The sound of screaming echoed in the hall. But Nora couldn’t hear it; there was no longer any sound, only blurry images. And then those disappeared, as well.
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Lieutenant Vincent D’Agosta stood in the crowded hallway outside the door to the two-bedroom apartment. He moved his shoulders inside the brown suit, trying to unstick his damp arms from his polyester shirt. He was very angry, and angry wasn’t good. It would affect everything he did, detract from his powers of observation.


He took a long breath and released it, trying to let the anger flow out with the air.


The apartment door opened and a thin, stooped man with a tuft of hair on his pate emerged, lugging a bundle of equipment behind and pushing ahead an aluminum case strapped to a luggage roller. ‘We’re done, Lieutenant.’ The man took a clipboard from another officer and logged out, followed by his assistant.


D’Agosta glanced at his watch. Three AM. The scene-of-crime team had taken a long time. They were being extra careful. They knew he and Smithback went back a long ways. It irritated him the way they went head-ducking past him, eyeing him sideways, wondering how he was taking it. Wondering if he’d recuse himself from the case. A lot of homicide detectives would – if only because it raised issues at the trial. It didn’t look good when the defense put you on the witness stand. ‘The deceased was a friend of yours? Well now, isn’t that a rather interesting coincidence?’ It was a complication a trial didn’t need, and the DA hated when it happened.


But D’Agosta had no intention of letting this one go. Never. Besides, it was an open-and-shut case. The perp was as good as convicted, they had him cold. All that was left was to find the bastard.


The last of the SOC team came out of the apartment and logged out, leaving D’Agosta alone with his thoughts. He stood for a minute in the empty hallway, trying to settle his frayed nerves. Then he snapped on a pair of latex gloves, pulled the hairnet close around his balding pate, and moved toward the open door. He felt faintly sick. The body had been removed, of course, but nothing else had been touched. He could see, where the entryway took a dogleg, just a sliver of the room beyond and a lake of blood on the floor; bloody footprints; a handprint streaked across a cream-colored wall.


He stepped carefully over the blood, pausing before the living room. Leather sofa, pair of chairs, overturned coffee table, more clots of blood on the Persian rug. He slowly walked into the center of the room, rolling his crepe-soled feet down, one after the other, stopped, turned, trying to reconstruct the scene in his mind.


D’Agosta had asked the team to take extensive samples of the bloodstains; there were complex overlapping splatter patterns that he wished to untangle, footsteps tracked through the blood, handprints layered on handprints. Smithback had fought like hell; there was no way the perp escaped without leaving DNA at this scene.


The crime, on the surface, was simple. It was a disorganized, messy killing. The perp had let himself in with a master key. Smithback was in the living room. The killer got in a good blow with his knife, right away putting Smithback at a severe disadvantage, and then they fought. The fight carried them into the kitchen – Smithback had tried to arm himself: the knife drawer was halfway open, bloody handprints on the knob and counter. Didn’t get a knife, though; too damn bad. Got stabbed again from behind while at it. They fought a second time. He had been cut pretty bad by then, blood all over the floor, skid marks of bare feet. But D’Agosta was pretty sure the perp was also bleeding by this time. Bleeding, shedding hair and fibers, blowing and snorting with the effort, perhaps scattering saliva and phlegm. It was all there, and he had confidence that the SOC team had found it. They’d even cut out and taken away some floorboards, including several with knife marks; they’d cut pieces of drywall, lifted prints from every surface, collected every fiber they could find, every lint ball and piece of grit.


D’Agosta’s eyes continued to roam, his mind continuing an interior film of the crime. Eventually, Smithback lost so much blood that he weakened sufficiently for the killer to deliver the coup de grâce: according to the M.E., a knife through the heart that went half an inch into the floor. The perp had twisted it violently to get it out, splintering the wood. At the thought, D’Agosta felt himself flushing with a fresh mixture of anger and grief. That board had been cut out, too.


Not that all this attention to detail would make much difference – they already knew who the perp was. Still, it was always good to pile on the evidence. You never knew what kind of jury you might draw in this crazy town.


Then there was the bizarre shit the killer left behind. A mashed-up bundle of feathers, tied with green twine. A piece of a garment covered with gaudy sequins. A tiny parchment bag of dust with a weird design on the outside. The killer had floated them in the lake of blood, like offerings. The SOC boys had taken them all away, of course, but they were still fixed in his mind.


Still, there was the one thing the SOC boys couldn’t take away: the hurriedly drawn image on the wall, two snakes curled around some strange, spiky, plant-like thing, with stars and arrows and complex lines and a word that looked like DAMBALAH. It had clearly been drawn with Smithback’s blood.


D’Agosta walked into the main bedroom, taking in the bed, bureau, mirror, window looking southeast onto West End Avenue, rug, walls, ceiling. There was a second bathroom at the far end of the bedroom and the door was shut. Funny, last time he was in here the door was open.


He heard a sound from the bathroom. The water turned on and off. Somebody from the forensic team was still in the apartment. D’Agosta strode over, grasped the door handle, found it locked.


‘Hey, you in there! What the hell you think you’re doing?’


‘Just a moment,’ came the muffled voice.


D’Agosta’s surprise turned to outrage. The idiot was using the bathroom. In a sealed crime scene. Unfrigging-believable.


‘Open the door, pal. Now.’


The door popped open – and there stood Special Agent A. X. L. Pendergast, rack of test tubes in one hand, tweezers in the other, a jeweler’s loupe on a headband.


‘Vincent,’ came the familiar buttery voice. ‘I’m so sorry we have to meet again under such unhappy circumstances.’


D’Agosta stared. ‘Pendergast – I had no idea you were back in town.’


Pendergast deftly pocketed the tweezers, slid the rack of tubes into a Gladstone doctor’s bag, followed by the loupe. ‘The killer wasn’t in here, or the bedroom. A rather obvious deduction, but I wanted to make sure.’


‘Is this now an FBI matter?’ D’Agosta asked, following Pendergast as the agent moved through the bedroom into the living room.


‘Not exactly.’


‘So you’re freelancing again?’


‘You might say that. I would appreciate it if we kept my involvement to yourself for the moment.’ He turned. ‘Your take, Vincent?’


D’Agosta went through his reconstruction of the crime while Pendergast nodded in approval. ‘Not that it makes much difference,’ D’Agosta summed up. ‘We already know who the dirtbag is. We just have to find him.’


Pendergast gave a quizzical rise to his eyebrows.


‘He lives in the building. We got two eyewitnesses who saw the killer enter, and two who saw him leave, all covered with blood, clutching the knife. He attacked Nora Kelly on the way out of the apartment – tried to attack, I should say, but the fight had attracted neighbors and he ran away. They got a good look at him, the neighbors I mean. Nora’s in the hospital now – minor concussion, but should be all right. Considering.’


Another faint incline of the head.


‘He’s a creep named Fearing. Colin Fearing. Out-of-work British actor. Apartment two fourteen. He’d hassled Nora once or twice in the lobby. Looks to me like a rape gone bad. He probably hoped he’d find Nora home alone, got Smithback instead. Chances are he lifted the key from the super’s key locker. I’ve got a man checking on that.’


This time there was no confirming nod. Just the usual inscrutable look in those deep, silvery eyes.


‘Anyway, it’s an open-and-shut case,’ D’Agosta said, starting to feel defensive for some unknown reason. ‘Wasn’t just Nora’s ID. We got him on the building’s security tapes, too, an Oscar performance. Coming in and going out. On the way out we got a full-frontal shot, knife in hand, covered with blood, dragging his sorry ass through the lobby, threatening the doorman before splitting. Gonna look beautiful in front of a jury. This is one bastard who is going down.’


‘Open and shut, you say?’


D’Agosta felt another twinge at the doubtful note in Pendergast’s voice. ‘Yeah,’ he said firmly. ‘Open and shut.’ He checked his watch. ‘They’re holding the doorman downstairs, waiting for me. He’s going to be a star witness, a reliable, solid family man – knew the perp for years. Want to ask him any questions before we send him home?’


‘Delighted to. But before we go downstairs …’ The agent’s voice trailed off. A pair of spidery white fingers reached into the breast pocket of his black suit and withdrew a folded document. With a flourish of his wrist, he proffered it to D’Agosta.


‘What’s this?’ D’Agosta took it and unfolded it, taking in the red notary stamp, the Great Seal of New York, the elegant engraving, the signatures.


‘It is Colin Fearing’s death certificate. Signed and dated ten days ago.’
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D’Agosta entered the security nook of 666 West End Avenue, followed by the spectral figure of Pendergast. The doorman, a plump gentleman from the Dominican Republic named Enrico Mosquea, sat on a metal stool, hammy legs spread. He sported a pencil mustache and a marcel wave. The man sprang to his feet with surprising nimbleness as they came in.


‘You find this son bitch,’ he said passionately. ‘You find him. Smithback, he was a good man. I tell you – ’


D’Agosta gently laid a hand on the man’s neat brown uniform. ‘This is Special Agent Pendergast of the FBI. He’s going to help us out.’


His eyes took in Pendergast. ‘Good. Very good.’


D’Agosta took a deep breath. He hadn’t quite absorbed the ramifications of the document Pendergast showed him. Maybe they were dealing with a twin. Maybe there were two Colin Fearings. New York was a big city, and half the Brits in town seemed to be named Colin. Or maybe the M.E.’s office had made a hideous mistake.


‘I know you’ve already answered a lot of questions, Mr. Mosquea,’ D’Agosta went on, ‘but Agent Pendergast has a few more.’


‘No trouble. I answer questions ten times over, twenty times, if it help get this son bitch.’


D’Agosta pulled out a notebook. What he really wanted was for Pendergast to hear what the man had to say. He was a very credible witness.


Pendergast spoke softly. ‘Mr. Mosquea, describe what you saw. From the beginning.’


‘This man, Fearing, he arrive when I was putting someone in a cab. I saw him come in. He didn’t look too good, like he been in a fight. Face swollen, black eye maybe. Skin a funny color, too pale. He’s walking kind of funny, too. Slow.’


‘When was the last time you saw him – before this?’


‘Maybe two weeks. I think he been away.’


‘Go on.’


‘So he walk past me and into the elevator. A little later, Ms. Kelly come back to the building. Maybe five minutes pass. Then he is coming back out. Unbelievable. He all covered with blood, holding knife, lurching along like he been hurt.’ Mosquea paused for a moment. ‘I try to grab him, but he swing at me with knife, then turn and run. I call police.’


Pendergast slid an ivory hand across his chin. ‘I imagine when you were putting the person in the cab – when he came in – you got a fleeting glimpse of him.’


‘I get good, long look. Not fleeting. Like I said, he was walking slow.’


‘You said his face was swollen? Could it have been someone else?’


‘Fearing live here six years. I open door for that son bitch three, four times a day.’


Pendergast paused. ‘And then, when he came back out, his face was covered with blood, I imagine.’


‘Not face. No blood on face, or maybe just a little. Blood all over hands, clothes. Knife.’


Pendergast was silent for a moment, and then said, ‘What if I were to tell you that Colin Fearing’s body was found in the Harlem River ten days ago?’


Mosquea’s eyes narrowed. ‘Then I say you wrong!’


‘I’m afraid not, Mr. Mosquea. Identified, autopsied, everything.’


The man drew himself up to his full five foot three inches, his voice assuming a grave dignity. ‘If you don’t believe, I ask you: look at the tape. The man on that tape is Colin Fearing.’ He stopped, giving Pendergast a challenging stare. ‘I don’t care about any body in river. The murderer is Colin Fearing. I know.’


‘Thank you, Mr. Mosquea,’ said Pendergast.


D’Agosta cleared his throat. ‘If we need to speak to you again, I’ll let you know.’


The man nodded, keeping a suspicious eye on Pendergast. ‘The killer is Colin Fearing. You find that son bitch.’


They stepped out into the street, the crisp October air refreshing after the sickening confines of the apartment. Pendergast gestured toward a ’59 Rolls-Royce Silver Wraith idling at the curb, and D’Agosta could see the stolid outline of Proctor, Pendergast’s chauffeur, in the driver’s seat. ‘Care to take a ride uptown?’


‘Might as well. It’s already half past three, I won’t be getting any sleep tonight.’


D’Agosta climbed into the leather-fragrant confines, Pendergast slipping in beside him. ‘Let’s have a look at the security tape.’ The agent pressed a button in the armrest, and an LCD screen swung down from the ceiling.


D’Agosta removed a DVD from his briefcase. ‘Here’s a copy. The original already went down to headquarters.’


Pendergast slid it into the drive. A moment later, the lobby of 666 West End sprang into wide-angle view on the screen, the fish-eye lens covering the area from the elevator to the front door. A time stamp in the corner ran off the seconds. D’Agosta watched – for perhaps the tenth time – as the doorman went outside with one of the tenants, where he presumably flagged down a cab. As he was outside, a figure came pushing in through the doors. There was something ineffably chilling about the way he walked – strangely shambling, almost rudderless, heavy-footed, with no trace of hurry. He glanced up once at the camera, his eyes glazed, seemingly sightless. He was wearing a bizarre outfit, a gaudy, sequined garment over his shirt, multicolored designs on a field of red, with curlicues, hearts, and rattle-shaped bones. His face was bloated, misshapen.


Pendergast fast-forwarded it until a new person entered the camera’s field of view: Nora Kelly, carrying a cake box. She walked to the elevator, disappearing again. Another fast-forward, and then Fearing lurched out of the elevator, suddenly wild. His outfit was now torn and smeared with blood, the right hand clutching a massive, ten-inch scuba knife. The doorman came forward, tried to grab him; Fearing slashed at him instead and shambled through the double doors, disappearing into the night.


‘The bastard,’ D’Agosta said. ‘I’d like to rip his nuts off and feed them back to him on toast.’


He glanced at Pendergast. The agent appeared to be deep in thought.


‘You have to admit, the tape is pretty damn clear. You sure the body in the Harlem River was Fearing?’


‘His sister identified the corpse. There were a couple of birthmarks, tattoos, that confirmed it. The M.E. who handled the case is reliable, if a bit difficult.’


‘How’d he die?’


‘Suicide.’


D’Agosta grunted. ‘No other family?’


‘The mother is non compos mentis, in a nursing home. No one else.’


‘And the sister?’


‘She went back to England after identifying the body.’ He fell silent, and then D’Agosta heard him murmur, sotto voce: ‘Curious, very curious.’


‘What?’


‘My dear Vincent, in an already puzzling case, there is one thing about that tape that strikes me as especially baffling. Did you notice what he does when he enters the lobby for the first time, on his way in?’


‘Yeah, what?’


‘He glances up at the camera.’


‘He knew it was there. He lived in the building.’


‘Precisely.’ And the FBI agent lapsed once more into contemplative silence.
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Caitlyn Kidd sat in the driver’s seat of her RAV4, balancing a breakfast sandwich from Subway in one hand and a large black coffee in the other. Her nose was buried in the issue of Vanity Fair that lay propped against the steering wheel. Outside, the morning rush-hour traffic on West 79th Street hooted and blared in an uncomfortable ostinato.


A police radio set into the dashboard crackled to life, and Caitlyn glanced down at it immediately.


‘… Headquarters to 2527, respond to a 10-50 at corner of One Eighteenth and Third …’


As quickly as it had flared up, her interest vanished again. She took another bite of her sandwich, flipped the pages of the magazine with a free fingertip.


As a reporter covering Manhattan’s crime beat, Caitlyn found herself spending a lot of her time hanging out in her car. Crimes often occurred in out-of-the-way corners of the island, and if you knew your way around, your own car beat the hell out of riding the subway or hailing a cab. It was a business where the scoop was everything, where minutes counted. And the police-band radio helped make sure she stayed on top of the most interesting stories. One big scoop – that’s what she was hoping for. One really big scoop.


On the passenger seat, her cell phone blared. She picked it up and snugged it between chin and shoulder, performing a complex three-way juggle involving sandwich, phone, and coffee. ‘Kidd.’


‘Caitlyn. Where are you?’


She recognized the voice: Larry Bassington, an obituary writer with the West Sider, the daily throwaway tabloid where they both worked. He was always hitting on her. She’d agreed to let him buy her lunch, mostly because money was short and payday wasn’t until the end of the week.


‘In the field,’ said Kidd.


‘This early?’


‘I get my best calls around dawn. That’s when they find the stiffs.’


‘I don’t know why you bother – the West Sider ain’t exactly the Daily News. Hey, don’t forget –’


‘Hold a sec.’ Once again, Kidd turned her attention to the police radio.


‘… Headquarters to 3133, reports of a 10-53 at 1579 Broadway, please respond.’


‘3133 to Headquarters, 10-4 …’


She tuned it out, went back to the phone. ‘Sorry. You were saying?’


‘I was saying, don’t forget about our date.’


‘It’s not a date. It’s lunch.’


‘Allow me my dreams, okay? Where do you want to go?’


‘You’re buying, you tell me.’


A pause. ‘How about that Vietnamese place on Thirty-second?’


‘Um, no thanks. Ate there yesterday, regretted it all afternoon.’


‘Okay, what about Alfredo’s?’


But once again, Kidd was listening to the police radio.


‘… Dispatch, dispatch, this is 7477, on that 10-29 homicide, note that victim Smithback, William, is at present en route M.E.’s office for processing. Supervisor leaving the scene.’


‘10-4, 7477 …’


She almost dropped her coffee. ‘Holy shit! Did you hear that?’


‘Hear what?’


‘It just came over the car-to-car channel. There’s been a murder. And I know the victim – Bill Smithback. He’s that guy who writes for the Times – I met him at that journalism conference at Columbia last month.’


‘How do you know it’s the same guy?’


‘How many people you know with a name like Smithback? Look, Larry, gotta go.’


‘Gee, how awful for him. Now about lunch –’


‘Screw lunch.’ She nudged the phone closed with her chin, let it drop to her lap, and fired up the engine. Lettuce, tomato, green peppers, and scrambled egg went flying as she popped the clutch and scooted out into traffic.


It was the work of five minutes to get to West End Avenue and 92nd. Caitlyn was an expert at urban driving, and her Toyota had just enough dings and scrapes to warn off anyone who might think that one more wouldn’t matter. She nudged the car into a spot in front of a fire hydrant – with any luck, she’d get her story and be gone before a traffic cop spotted the infraction. And if not, well, screw it, she owed more in tickets on the car than it was worth.


She walked quickly down the block, pulling a digital recorder from her pocket. A bunch of vehicles were double-parked outside 666 West End Avenue: two patrol cars, an unmarked Crown Vic, and an ambulance. A morgue wagon was just pulling away. Two uniformed cops were standing on the top step of the building’s entrance, limiting access to residents only, but a knot of people huddled below on the sidewalk, talking in tense whispers. Their faces were uniformly pinched and drawn, almost – Kidd observed wryly – as if they’d all seen a ghost.


With practiced efficiency, she inserted herself into the restless, muttering group, listening to half a dozen conversations at once, deftly filtering out extraneous chatter and homing in on those who seemed to know something. She turned to one, a bald, heavyset man with a face the color of pomegranate skin. Despite the fall chill in the air, he was sweating profusely.


‘Pardon me,’ she said, coming up to him. ‘Caitlyn Kidd, press. Is it true William Smithback was killed?’


He nodded.


‘The reporter?’


The man nodded again. ‘Tragedy. He was a nice guy, used to bring me free newspapers. You a colleague?’


‘I work the crime desk for the West Sider. So you knew him well?’


‘Lived down the hall. I saw him just yesterday.’ He shook his head.


This was just what she needed. ‘What happened, exactly?’


‘It was late last night. Guy with a knife cut him up real bad. I heard the whole thing. Awful.’


‘And the murderer?’


‘Saw him, recognized him, guy who lives in the building. Colin Fearing.’


‘Colin Fearing.’ Kidd repeated it slowly, for the recorder.


The man’s expression changed to something she couldn’t readily identify. ‘See, there’s a problem there, though.’


Kidd leapt at this. ‘Yes?’


‘It seems Fearing died almost two weeks ago.’


‘Oh yeah? How so?’


‘Found his body floating up near Spuyten Duyvil. Identified, autopsied, everything.’


‘You sure about this?’


‘The police told the doorman all about it. Then he told us.’


‘I don’t understand,’ Kidd said.


The man shook his head. ‘Neither do I.’


‘But you’re sure the man you saw last night was also Colin Fearing?’


‘Not a doubt in my mind. Ask Heidi here, she recognized him as well.’ And the man gestured at a bookish, frightened-looking woman standing beside him. ‘The doorman, he saw him, too. Struggled with him. There he is now, coming out of the building.’ And he gestured toward the door where a short, dapper Hispanic man was emerging.


Quickly, Caitlyn got their names and a few other relevant details. She could only imagine what the headline guy back at the West Sider would do with this one.


Other reporters were arriving now, descending like buzzards, arguing with the cops who had roused themselves and were beginning to shoo the residents back into the building. Reaching her car, she found a ticket tucked under one wiper.


She couldn’t have cared less. She had her big scoop.
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Nora Kelly opened her eyes. It was night and all was quiet. A faint city breeze came through the window of her hospital room and rustled the modesty curtains drawn around the empty bed next to her.


The fog of painkillers was gone, and when she realized sleep would not return she lay very still, trying to hold back the tide of horror and sorrow threatening to overwhelm her. The world was cruel and capricious, and the very act of drawing breath seemed pointless. Even so, she tried to master her grief, to focus on the faint throbbing of her bandaged head, the sounds of the great hospital around her. Slowly, the shaking of her limbs subsided.


Bill – her husband, her lover, her friend – was dead. It wasn’t just that she’d seen it; she could feel it in her bones. There was an absence, an emptiness. He was gone from the earth.


The shock and horror of the tragedy only seemed to grow with each passing hour, and the clarity of her thoughts was agonizing. How could this have happened? It was a nightmare, the brutal act of a pitiless God. Just last night they had been celebrating the first anniversary of their marriage. And now … now …


Once again she struggled to push back the wave of unbearable pain. Her hand reached for the call button and another dose of morphine, but she stopped herself. That was not the answer. She forced her eyes closed again, hoping for the grateful embrace of sleep but knowing it would not come. Perhaps it would never come.


She heard a noise, and a fleeting sense of déjà vu told her this same noise was what had woken her up. Her eyes flew open. It was the sound of a grunt, and it had come from the next bed in the double room. The sudden stab of panic subsided; someone must have been put into the bed while she was sleeping.


She turned her head toward it, trying to make out the person on the other side of the curtains. There was a faint sound of breathing now, ragged, stertorous. The curtains swayed and she realized it wasn’t from the movement of air in the room after all, but rather from the shifting of the person in the bed. A sigh, a rustle of starched sheets. The semi-translucent curtains were backlit by the window, and she could just make out a dark silhouette. As she stared, it slowly rose up with another sigh and a wheezing grunt of effort.


A hand reached out and touched the curtains lightly from within.


Nora could see the faint shadow of a hand stroking and sliding along the gauzy folds, setting the curtains swaying. The hand found an opening, slipped through, and grasped the edge of the curtain.


Nora stared. The hand was dirty. It was mottled with dark, wet streaks – almost like blood. The longer she stared in the faint light, the more certain she became that it was blood. Perhaps this was someone just back from the OR, or whose stitches had opened. Someone very ill.


‘Are you all right?’ she asked, her voice loud and hoarse in the silence.


Another grunt. The hand began drawing back the curtain very slowly. There was something horrible about the deliberation with which the steel loops of the curtain slid back along the runner. They rattled with a cold, palsied cadence. Once again, Nora fumbled along the rail of her bed for the call button.


As the curtain drew back, it revealed a dark figure, draped in ragged clothing and covered with dark splotches. Sticky, matted hair stood up from its head. Nora held her breath. As she stared, the figure slowly turned its head to look at her. The mouth opened and a guttural sound came out, like water being sucked down a drain.


Nora found the button and began pressing it, frantically.


The figure slid its feet to the floor, waited a moment as if to recover, and then stood unsteadily. For a minute, it swayed back and forth in the dim light. Then it took a small, almost experimental step toward her. As it did so, the face came into a shaft of pale light from the door transom, and Nora had the briefest glimpse of muddied, lumpen features, puffy and moist. Something about the features, about the shambling movements, brought a dreadful feeling of familiarity to her. Another unsteady step forward, the shaking arm now reaching up for her …


Nora screamed, flailing desperately at the figure, scrambling back to get away from it, her feet tangling in the bedsheets. Crying out, stabbing at the call button, she struggled to free herself from the linens. What was taking the nurses so long? She freed herself with a brutal tug, swung out of bed, knocking over the IV stand with a crash, and tumbled to the floor in a daze of horror and panic …


After a long moment of fog and confusion, she heard running feet, voices. The lights came on and a nurse was bending over her, gently raising her from the floor, speaking soothingly into her ear.


‘Relax,’ came the voice. ‘You’ve just had a nightmare –’


‘It was there!’ she cried, struggling. ‘Right there!’ She tried to lift her arm to point but the nurse had her arms around her, gently but firmly restraining her.


‘Let’s get you back into bed,’ the nurse said. ‘Nightmares are very common after a concussion.’


‘No! It was real, I swear!’


‘Of course it seemed real. But you’re all right now.’ The nurse eased her back into the bed and drew up the covers.


‘Look! Behind the curtain!’ Her head was pounding, and she could hardly think.


Another nurse came running in, hypodermic at the ready.


‘I know, I know. But you’re safe now …’ The nurse gently dabbed at her forehead with a cool cloth. Nora felt a brief needle sting in her upper arm. A third nurse arrived, righting the IV stand.


‘… Behind the curtain … in the bed …’ Despite her best efforts, Nora could feel her whole body relaxing.


‘In here?’ the nurse asked, rising. She drew back the curtain with one hand, revealing a neatly made bed, as tight as a drum. ‘You see? Just a dream.’


Nora lay back, her limbs growing heavy. It hadn’t been real, after all.


The nurse leaned over her and smoothed down the covers, tucking her in more firmly. Vaguely, Nora could see the second nurse hanging a new bottle of saline and reattaching the line. Everything seemed to be going very far away. Nora felt tired, so tired. Of course it was a dream. She found herself not caring anymore and thinking how wonderful it was not to care …
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Vincent D’Agosta paused at the open door of the hospital room, giving a timid knock. The morning sun streamed down the hall, gilding the shiny hospital equipment arrayed against the tiled walls.


He didn’t expect the strength of voice that answered. ‘Come in.’


He entered, feeling awkward, put his hat down on the only seat, then had to pick it up again to sit down. He was never good at this. He glanced at her a little hesitantly and was surprised by what he saw. Instead of the injured, distraught, grieving widow he expected, he found a woman who looked remarkably composed. Her eyes were red but bright and determined. A bandage covering part of her head and a faint shadow of blackening under the right eye were the only marks of the attack two nights before.


‘Nora, I’m so sorry, so damn sorry …’ His voice faltered.


‘Bill considered you a good friend,’ she replied. She chose her words slowly, carefully, as if somehow knowing what needed to be said without really understanding any of it.


A pause. ‘How are you doing?’ he asked, knowing even as he said it how lame it must sound.


Nora’s response was simply to shake her head and return the question. ‘How are you doing?’


D’Agosta answered honestly. ‘Shitty.’


‘He would be glad you were handling … this.’


D’Agosta nodded.


‘The doctor will see me at noon, and if all is well I’ll be out of here soon thereafter.’


‘Nora, there’s something I want you to know right up front. We’re going to find the bastard. We’re going to find him and lock him up and throw away the key.’


Nora gave no response.


D’Agosta rubbed his hand over his bald spot. ‘To do that, I’m going to have to ask you some more questions.’


‘Go ahead. Talking … talking actually helps.’


‘Okay.’ He hesitated. ‘Are you sure it was Colin Fearing?’


She gazed at him levelly. ‘As sure as I’m here, right now, in this bed. It was Fearing, all right.’


‘How well did you know him?’


‘He used to leer at me in the lobby. Once asked me for a date – even though he knew I was married.’ She shuddered. ‘A real pig.’


‘Did he give any sign of mental instability?’


‘No.’


‘Tell me about the time he, ah, asked you on a date.’


‘We happened to get on the elevator together. He turned to me, hands in his pockets, and he asked – with that smarmy British accent of his – if I wanted to come to his digs and see his etchings.’


‘He really said that? Etchings?’


‘I guess he thought he was being ironic.’


D’Agosta shook his head. ‘Had you seen him around in, say, the last two weeks?’


Nora did not reply right away. She seemed to be making an effort to remember, and D’Agosta’s heart went out to her. ‘No. Why do you ask?’


D’Agosta wasn’t ready to go there yet. ‘Did he have a girlfriend?’


‘Not that I know of.’


‘Ever meet his sister?’


‘Didn’t even know he had a sister.’


‘Did Fearing have any close friends? Other relatives?’


‘I don’t know him well enough to say. He seemed a bit of a loner. He kept strange hours – an actor type, you know, worked in theater.’


D’Agosta referred to his notepad, where he’d scribbled some routine questions. ‘Just a few more formalities, for the record. How long have you and Bill been married?’ He couldn’t bring himself to put the question in the past tense.


‘That was our first anniversary.’


D’Agosta tried to keep his voice calm, neutral. There seemed to be an obstruction in his throat, and he swallowed. ‘How long has he been employed at the Times?’


‘Four years. Before that he was with the Post. And before that he was a freelancer, writing books about the museum and the Boston Aquarium. I’ll send you a copy of his résumé –’ Here her voice went very low. ‘If you want.’


‘Thank you, that would be helpful.’ D’Agosta made a notation. Then he glanced up at her again. ‘Nora, I’m sorry, but I have to ask. Do you have any idea why Fearing did this?’


Nora shook her head.


‘No run-ins? Bad blood?’


‘Not that I know of. Fearing was just someone who lived in the building.’


‘I know these questions are difficult, and I appreciate –’


‘What’s difficult, Lieutenant, is knowing that Fearing is still free. You ask what you need to know.’


‘Okay. Do you think his intention was to molest you?’


‘It’s possible. Although his timing was bad. He came into the apartment right after I left.’ She hesitated. ‘Can I ask you a question, Lieutenant?’


‘Of course.’


‘At that time of night, he would have expected us both to be home, right? But all he had was a knife.’


‘That’s right, just a knife.’


‘You don’t break into someone’s apartment with a knife if you expect to confront two people. Anyone can get a gun these days.’


‘Quite right.’


‘So what do you think?’


D’Agosta had been thinking about that quite a lot. ‘It’s a good question. And you’re sure it was him?’


‘That’s the second time you’ve asked me that question.’


D’Agosta shook his head. ‘Just making sure, that’s all.’


‘You are looking for him, aren’t you?’


‘Damn right we are.’ Yeah, like in his grave. They had already started the paperwork for an exhumation. ‘Just a few more questions. Did Bill have any enemies?’


For the first and only time, Nora laughed. But there was no humor in it; just a low, mirthless snort. ‘A New York Times reporter? Of course he did.’


‘Anyone in particular?’


She thought a moment. ‘Lucas Kline.’


‘Who?’


‘He runs a software development company here in the city. Likes to shag his secretaries, then intimidate them into keeping their mouths shut. Bill wrote an exposé on him.’


‘So what makes him stand out?’


‘He sent Bill a letter. A threatening letter.’


‘I’d like to see it, please.’


‘No problem. Kline isn’t the only one, though. There were these animal rights pieces he was working on, for example. I’ve been making a list in my head. And there were those strange packages …’


‘What strange packages?’


‘He’d gotten two in the last month. Little boxes with strange things in them. Tiny dolls sewed out of flannel. Animal bones, moss, sequins. When I go home …’ Her voice broke, but she cleared her throat and resumed doggedly. ‘When I get home, I’ll go through his clips and collect all the recent stories that might have angered someone. You should talk to his assignment editor at the Times to find out what he was working on.’


‘That’s already on my list.’


She went quiet for a minute, looking at him with those red, determined eyes. ‘Lieutenant, doesn’t it strike you that this was a particularly inept crime? Fearing walked in and out without any regard for witnesses, with no attempt to disguise himself or avoid the security camera.’


This was another point that D’Agosta had been mulling over: was Fearing really that stupid? Assuming it was him to begin with. ‘There’s still a lot to clear up.’


She held his gaze a moment longer. Then her eyes dropped to the bedcovers. ‘Is the apartment still sealed?’


‘No. Not as of ten o’clock this morning.’


She hesitated. ‘I’m being released this afternoon and I … I want to get back in as soon as possible.’


D’Agosta understood. ‘I’m already having the – having it prepared for your return. There’s a company that does this sort of thing at short notice.’


Nora nodded, turning her head away.


This was his cue to leave, and D’Agosta rose. ‘Thank you, Nora. I’ll keep you informed of our progress. If you think of anything more, will you let me know? You’ll keep me in the loop?’


She nodded again without looking at him.


‘And remember what I said. We’re going to find Fearing – you have my word.’
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Special Agent Pendergast glided silently down the long, dimly lit central hallway of his West 72nd Street apartment. As he walked, he passed an elegant library; a room devoted to Renaissance and Baroque oil paintings; a climate-controlled vault stacked floor-to-ceiling with vintage wines in teakwood racks; a salon with leather armchairs, expensive silk carpets, and terminals hardwired to half a dozen law enforcement databases.


These were the public rooms of Pendergast’s apartment, although perhaps fewer than a dozen people had ever seen them. He was headed now toward the private rooms, known only to himself and Kyoko Ishimura, the deaf and mute housekeeper who lived in and looked after the apartment.


Over several years, Pendergast had discreetly purchased two additional adjoining apartments as they came on the market and integrated them with his own. Now his residence stretched along much of the Dakota’s 72nd Street frontage and even part of the Central Park West frontage as well: an immense, rambling, yet exceedingly private eyrie.


Reaching the end of the corridor, he opened the door of what appeared to be a closet. Instead, the small room beyond was empty save for another door in the far wall. Disengaging its security apparatus, Pendergast opened the door and stepped into the private quarters. He walked quickly through these as well, nodding to Miss Ishimura as she stood in the spacious kitchen, preparing fish intestine soup over a restaurant-grade stove. Like all spaces in the Dakota, the kitchen had an unusually high ceiling. At length he reached the end of another corridor, another innocuous-looking door. Beyond lay his destination: the third apartment, the sanctum sanctorum into which even Miss Ishimura entered only infrequently.


He opened the door into a second closet-size room. This time, there was not another door at the far end, but rather a shoji, a sliding partition of wood and rice-paper panels. Pendergast closed the door behind him, then stepped forward and gently drew the shoji aside.


Beyond lay a tranquil garden. Sounds of gently trickling water and birdsong freighted air already heavy with the scents of pine and eucalyptus. The light was dim and indirect, suggesting late afternoon or early evening. Somewhere in the green fastness, a dove cooed.


A narrow path of flat stones lay ahead, flanked by stone lanterns and winding sinuously between evergreen plantings. Pulling the shoji shut, Pendergast stepped over the pebbled verge and made his way down the path. This was an uchi-roji, the inner garden of a teahouse. The intensely private, almost secret spot exuded tranquility, encouraged a contemplative spirit. Pendergast had lived with it so long now that he had almost lost his appreciation for just how unusual it was: a complete and self-sufficient garden, deep within a massive Manhattan apartment building.


Ahead, through the bushes and dwarf trees, a low wooden building came into view, simple and unadorned. Pendergast made his way past the formal washbasin to the teahouse entrance and slowly pulled its shoji aside.


Beyond lay the tearoom itself, decorated with elegant spareness. Pendergast stood in the entrance a moment, letting his eyes move over the hanging scroll in its alcove, the formal chabana flower arrangements, the shelves holding scrupulously clean whisks, tea scoops, and other equipment. Then, closing the sliding door and seating himself seiza-style on the tatami mat, he began performing the exacting rituals of the ceremony itself.


The tea ceremony is at heart a ritual of grace and perfection, the serving of tea to a small group of guests. Though Pendergast was alone, he was nevertheless performing the ceremony for a guest: one who was unable to attend.


Carefully, he filled the caddy, measured in the powdered tea, whisked it to a precise consistency, then poured it into two exquisite seventeenth-century tea bowls. One he placed before himself; the other he set on the opposite side of the mat. He sat a moment, staring at the steam as it rose in gossamer curls from his bowl. Then – slowly, meditatively – he raised the bowl to his lips.


As he sipped, he allowed certain memories to form pictures in his mind, one at a time, lingering over each before moving to the next. The subject of each memory was the same. William Smithback, Jr., assisting him in a race against time to blast open the doors of the Tomb of Senef and rescue the people trapped within. Smithback, lying horrified in the backseat of a purloined taxi as Pendergast careened through traffic, trying to elude his brother, Diogenes. Now, further back in time, Smithback looking on in outrage and dismay as Pendergast burned the recipe for the Arcanum at Mary Greene’s grave site. And still further back, Smithback once again, standing at his side during the terrible struggle with the strange denizens of the Devil’s Attic, far below the streets of New York City.


By the time the tea bowl was empty, there were no more memories to reflect on. Pendergast placed the bowl back on the mat and closed his eyes a moment. Then, opening them again, he gazed at the other bowl, still full, that sat across from him. He sighed quietly, then spoke.


‘Waga tomo yasurakani,’ he said. Farewell, my friend.
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Noon. D’Agosta punched the elevator button again with a muttered curse. He checked his watch. ‘Nine minutes. No shit – nine frigging minutes we been here.’


‘You must learn to put your spare time to good use, Vincent,’ murmured Pendergast.


‘Yeah? It seems to me that you’ve been cooling your heels, too.’


‘On the contrary. Over the last nine minutes, I’ve reflected – with great pleasure – on Milton’s invocation in the third book of Paradise Lost; I’ve reviewed the second-declension Latin nouns – certain Latin declensions can be an almost full-time occupation – and I’ve mentally composed a choice letter I plan to deliver to the engineers who designed this elevator.’


A creaking rumble announced the elevator’s arrival. The doors groaned open and the packed interior disgorged its contents of doctors, nurses, and – finally – a corpse on a gurney. They got in and D’Agosta punched the button marked B2.


A long wait and the doors rumbled closed. The elevator began to descend so slowly that there was no perception of movement. After another interminable wait, the doors creaked open to reveal a tiled basement corridor, bathed in greenish fluorescent lighting, the air redolent of formaldehyde and death. A gatekeeper behind a sliding glass partition guarded a pair of locked steel doors.


D’Agosta approached, slipping out his shield. ‘Lieutenant D’Agosta, NYPD Homicide, Special Agent Pendergast, FBI. We’re here to see Dr. Wayne Heffler.’


‘Documents in the tray,’ came the laconic voice.


They put their shields in a sliding tray. A moment later, they came back with two passes. The steel doors sprang ajar with a metallic snap. ‘Down the hall, second corridor, left at the T. Check in with the secretary.’


The secretary was busy, and it took another twenty minutes to see the doctor. By the time the door finally opened and they were ushered into the elegant office, D’Agosta was spoiling for a fight. And as soon as he saw the arrogant, annoyed face of the assistant medical examiner, he knew he was going to get his wish.


The M.E. rose from his desk and pointedly did not offer them seats. He was a handsome older man, lean and spare, dressed in a cardigan with a bow tie and starched white shirt. A tweed jacket hung on the back of his chair. His thinning silver hair was combed back from a high forehead. The Mr. Rogers look stopped at the eyes, which were as blue and cold as ice behind horn-rimmed spectacles. There were hunting prints on the wood-paneled walls, along with a collection of yacht racing pennants in a large glass case. A frigging country gentleman, D’Agosta thought sourly.


‘What can I do for you?’ the M.E. asked, unsmiling, hands on the desk.


D’Agosta pointedly took a chair, moving it this way and that before sitting down, taking his time about it. Pendergast slipped smoothly into a seat nearby. D’Agosta peeled a document out of his briefcase and slid it over the half-an-acre of desk.


The man didn’t even look at it. ‘Lieutenant – ah, D’Agosta – fill me in on the details. I don’t have time to read reports right now.’


‘It’s about the autopsy of Colin Fearing. You were in charge. Remember?’


‘Of course. The body found in the Harlem River. Suicide.’


‘Yeah,’ said D’Agosta. ‘Well, I got five good witnesses swearing he was the killer on that West End Avenue murder last night.’


‘That’s quite impossible.’


‘Who identified the body?’


‘The sister.’ Heffler shuffled impatiently through a file open on his desk. ‘Carmela Fearing.’


‘No other family?’


More impatient shuffling. ‘Just a mother. Non compos mentis, in a nursing home upstate.’


D’Agosta shot a glance toward Pendergast, but the special agent was studying the sporting prints with evident distaste, seemingly oblivious to the line of questioning.


‘Identifying marks?’ he continued.


‘Fearing had a very unusual tattoo of a hobbit on his left deltoid, and a birthmark on his right ankle. We verified the former with the tattoo parlor – it was very recent. The latter was verified by his birth certificate.’


‘Dental records?’


‘We couldn’t locate dental records.’


‘Why not?’


‘Colin Fearing grew up in England. Then, before moving to New York City, he lived in San Antonio, Texas. His sister stated he had all his dental work done in Mexico.’


‘So you didn’t call the clinics in Mexico or London? How long does it take to scan and e-mail a set of X-rays?’


The M.E. expelled a long, irritated sigh. ‘Birthmark, tattoo, sworn and notarized eyewitness identification from reliable next-of-kin – we’ve more than satisfied the law, Lieutenant. I’d never get my work done if we went after international dental records every time a foreigner killed himself in New York City.’


‘Did you keep any samples of Fearing’s tissue or blood?’


‘We only take X-rays and keep tissue and blood if there’s a question surrounding the death. This was a open-and-shut case of suicide.’


‘How do you know?’


‘Fearing jumped off the rotating bridge opposite Spuyten Duyvel into the Harlem River. His body was found in the Spuyten Duyvel by a police boat. The jump ruptured his lungs and fractured his skull. And there was a suicide note left on the tracks. But you know all this, Lieutenant.’


‘I read it in the file. Not the same as knowing it.’


The doctor had remained standing, and now he pointedly closed the file on his desk. ‘Thank you, gentlemen, will that be all?’ He looked at his watch.


At this, Pendergast at last roused himself. ‘To whom did you release the body?’ His voice was slow, almost sleepy.


‘The sister, of course.’


‘What kind of ID did you check on the sister? A passport?’


‘I seem to recall it was a New York State driver’s license.’


‘Did you keep a copy of it?’


‘No.’


A small sigh rose from Pendergast. ‘Any witnesses to this suicide?’


‘Not that I’m aware of.’


‘Was a forensic examination done to the note, to ascertain it was indeed in Colin Fearing’s handwriting?’


A hesitation. The file opened again. The M.E. scanned it. ‘It seems not.’


D’Agosta picked up the line of questioning. ‘Who found the note?’


‘The police who recovered the body.’


‘And the sister – did you interview her?’


‘No.’ Heffler turned away from D’Agosta, no doubt in hopes of shutting him up. ‘Mr. Pendergast, may I ask what the FBI’s interest is in the case?’


‘You may not, Dr. Heffler.’


D’Agosta continued. ‘Look, Doctor. We’ve got Bill Smithback’s body in your morgue, and if we’re to continue our investigation we need it autopsied, fast. We also need DNA tests on the blood and hair samples, equally fast. And a test of Fearing’s mother’s DNA for comparison, since you neglected to keep any samples from the autopsy.’


‘How fast would that be?’


‘Four days, tops.’


A small smile of contemptuous triumph twitched across the doctor’s lips. ‘So sorry, Lieutenant, that is impossible. We’re quite backed up here, and even if we weren’t, four days is out of the question. It’ll be at least ten days, perhaps even three weeks, for the autopsy. As for DNA results, that’s not even my jurisdiction. You’ll have to get a court order to take blood from the mother, which could take months. And with the backups at the DNA lab, you’ll be lucky to get final results in less than half a year.’


Pendergast spoke again. ‘How very inconvenient.’ He turned to D’Agosta. ‘I suppose we’ll just have to wait. Unless Dr. Heffler can manage – how do you term it? – a rush job on that autopsy.’


‘If I did a rush job for every FBI agent or homicide detective who asked for it – and they all do – I’d never get anything else done.’ He slid the document back across the desk. ‘I’m sorry, gentlemen. Now if you’ll excuse me?’


‘Of course,’ said Pendergast. ‘So sorry to have taken up your valuable time.’


D’Agosta looked over with incredulity as the agent rose to leave. They were just going to accept this bullshit brush-off and walk out?


Pendergast turned and strode to the door, then hesitated. ‘Odd that you managed to work so efficiently with Fearing’s corpse. How many days did that take?’


‘Four. But that was a straightforward suicide. We have a storage problem here.’


‘Well, then! Given your storage problem, we would like the autopsy on Smithback completed in four days.’


A short laugh. ‘Mr. Pendergast, you haven’t been listening. I’ll let you know when we can schedule it. Now if you don’t mind –’


‘Make it three days, then, Dr. Heffler.’


The doctor stared at him. ‘Excuse me?’


Pendergast turned to face him. ‘I said, three days.’


Heffler narrowed his eyes. ‘You are insolent, sir.’


‘And you suffer from an egregious lack of ethics.’


‘What the devil are you talking about?’


‘It would be a shame if it became widely known that your office has been selling the brains of the indigent dead.’


There was a long silence. When the M.E. spoke again, his voice was as cold as ice. ‘Mr. Pendergast, are you threatening me?’


Pendergast smiled. ‘How clever of you, Doctor.’


‘What I presume you’re referring to is a fully sanctioned and legitimate practice. It is for a worthy cause – medical research. We harvest the unclaimed cadavers for all their organs, not just the brain. Their bodies save lives and are crucial for medical research.’


‘The operative word here is selling. Ten thousand dollars for a brain – isn’t that the going price? Who would have thought a brain could be so valuable?’


‘For heaven’s sake, we don’t sell them, Mr. Pendergast. We ask for a reimbursement of our expenses. It costs us money to remove and handle organs.’


‘A distinction that the readers of the New York Post might not appreciate.’


The man’s face whitened. ‘The Post? They aren’t writing something?’


‘Not yet. But can’t you just see the headline?’


The doctor’s face darkened, and his bow tie quivered with rage. ‘You know perfectly well this activity does no harm to anyone. The money is strictly accounted for and supports our work here. My predecessor did the same, as did the M.E. before him. The only reason we keep it quiet is because people would be uncomfortable. Really, Mr. Pendergast, this threat is beyond the pale. Beyond the pale.’


‘Indeed. Three days, then?’


The M.E. stared at him with hard, glittering eyes. A curt nod. ‘Two days.’


‘Thank you, Dr. Heffler. I’m most obliged.’ And Pendergast turned to D’Agosta. ‘And now, we really mustn’t take up any more of Dr. Heffler’s busy, busy day.’


As they exited the building onto First Avenue and walked toward the idling Rolls, D’Agosta couldn’t help but chuckle. ‘How did you pull that rabbit out of your hat?’


‘I do not know why it is, Vincent, but there are certain people in positions of power who take pleasure in obstructing others. I’m afraid I take an equally base pleasure in disobliging them. A bad habit, I know, but it is so hard at my age to rid oneself of the minor vices.’
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