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Agnes Torres parked her white Ford Escort in the little parking area outside the hedge and stepped into the cool dawn air. The hedges were twelve feet high and as impenetrable as a brick wall; only the shingled peak of the big house could be seen from the street. But she could hear the surf thundering and smell the salt air of the invisible ocean beyond.


Agnes carefully locked the car—it paid to be careful, even in this neighborhood—and, fumbling with the massive set of keys, found the right one and stuck it into the lock. The heavy sheet-metal gate swung inward, exposing a broad expanse of green lawn that swept three hundred yards down to the beach, flanked by two dunes. A red light on a keypad just inside the gate began blinking, and she entered the code with nervous fingers. She had thirty seconds before the sirens went off. Once, she had dropped her keys and couldn’t punch in the code in time, and the thing had awakened practically the whole town and brought three police cars. Mr. Jeremy had been so angry she thought he would breathe fire. It had been awful.


Agnes punched the last button and the light turned green. She breathed a sigh of relief, locked the gate, and paused to cross herself. Then she drew out her rosary, held the first bead reverently between her fingers. Fully armed now, she turned and began waddling across the lawn on short, thick legs, walking slowly to allow herself time to intone the Our Fathers, the Hail Marys, and the Glory Bes in quiet Spanish. She always said a decade on her rosary when entering the Grove Estate.


The vast gray house loomed in front of her, a single eyebrow window in the roof peak frowning like the eye of a Cyclops, yellow against the steel gray of the house and sky. Seagulls circled above, crying restlessly.


Agnes was surprised. She never remembered that light on before. What was Mr. Jeremy doing in the attic at seven o’clock in the morning? Normally he didn’t get out of bed until noon.


Finishing her prayers, she replaced the rosary and crossed herself again: a swift, automatic gesture, made with a rough hand that had seen decades of domestic work. She hoped Mr. Jeremy wasn’t still awake. She liked to work in an empty house, and when he was up, everything was so unpleasant: the cigarette ashes he dropped just behind her mop, the dishes he heaped in the sink just after she had washed, the comments and the endless swearing to himself, into the phone or at the newspaper, always followed by a harsh laugh. His voice was like a rusty knife—it cut and slashed the air. He was thin and mean and stank of cigarettes and drank brandy at lunch and entertained sodomites at all hours of the day and night. Once he had tried to speak Spanish with her but she had quickly put an end to that. Nobody spoke Spanish to her except family and friends, and Agnes Torres spoke English perfectly well enough.


On the other hand, Agnes had worked for many people in her life, and Mr. Jeremy was very correct with her employment. He paid her well, always on time, he never asked her to stay late, never changed her schedule, and never accused her of stealing. Once, early on, he had blasphemed against the Lord in her presence, and she had spoken to him about it, and he had apologized quite civilly and had never done it again.


She came up the curving flagstone path to the back door, inserted a second key, and once again fumbled nervously with the keypad, turning off the internal alarm.


The house was gloomy and gray, the mullioned windows in front looking out on a long seaweed-strewn beach to an angry ocean. The sound of the surf was muffled here and the house was hot. Unusually hot.


She sniffed. There was a strange smell in the air, like a greasy roast left too long in the oven. She waddled into the kitchen but it was empty. The dishes were heaped up, and the place was a mess as usual, stale food everywhere, and yet the smell wasn’t coming from here. It looked like Mr. Jeremy had cooked fish the night before. She didn’t usually clean his house on Tuesdays, but he’d had one of his countless dinner parties the prior evening. Labor Day had come and gone a month before, but Mr. Jeremy’s weekend parties wouldn’t end until November.


She went into the living room and sniffed the air again. Something was definitely cooking somewhere. And there was another smell on top of it, as if somebody had been playing with matches.


Agnes Torres felt a vague sense of alarm. Everything was more or less as she had left it when she went away yesterday, at two in the afternoon, except that the ashtrays were overflowing with butts and the usual empty wine bottles stood on the sideboard, dirty dishes were piled in the sink, and someone had dropped soft cheese on the rug and stepped in it.


She raised her plump face and sniffed again. The smell came from above.


She mounted the sweep of stairs, treading softly, and paused to sniff at the landing. She tiptoed past Grove’s study, past his bedroom door, continued down the hall, turned the dogleg, and came to the door to the third floor. The smell was stronger here and the air was heavier, warmer. She tried to open the door but found it locked.


She took out her bunch of keys, clinked through them, and unlocked the door. Madre de Dios—the smell was much worse. She mounted the steep unfinished stairs, one, two, three, resting her arthritic legs for a moment on each tread. She rested again at the top, breathing heavily.


The attic was vast, with one long hall off which were half a dozen unused children’s bedrooms, a playroom, several bathrooms, and an unfinished attic space jammed with furniture and boxes and horrible modern paintings.


At the far end of the hall, she saw a bar of yellow light under the door to the last bedroom.


She took a few tentative steps forward, paused, crossed herself again. Her heart was hammering, but with her hand clutching the rosary she knew she was safe. As she approached the door, the smell grew steadily worse.


She tapped lightly on it, just in case some guest of Mr. Jeremy was sleeping in there, hungover or sick. But there was no response. She grasped the doorknob and was surprised to find it slightly warm to the touch. Was there a fire? Had somebody fallen asleep, cigarette in hand? There was definitely a faint smell of smoke, but it wasn’t just smoke somehow: it was something stronger. Something foul.


She tried the doorknob, found it locked. It reminded her of the time, when she was a little girl at the convent school, when crazy old Sister Ana had died and they had to force open her door.


Somebody on the other side might need her assistance; might be sick or incapacitated. Once again she fumbled with the keys. She had no idea which one went to the door, so it wasn’t until perhaps the tenth try that the key turned. Holding her breath, she opened the door, but it moved only an inch before stopping, blocked by something. She pushed, pushed harder, heard a crash on the other side.


Santa María, it was going to wake up Mr. Jeremy. She waited, but there was no sound of his tread, no slamming bathroom door or flushing toilet, none of the sounds that signaled his irascible rising.


She pushed at the door and was able to get her head inside, holding her breath against the smell. A thin screen of haze drifted in the room, and it was as hot as an oven. The room had been shut up for years—Mr. Jeremy despised children—and dirty spiderwebs hung from the peeling beadboard walls. The crash had been caused by the toppling of an old armoire that had been pushed up against the door. In fact, all the furniture in the room seemed to have been piled against the door, except for the bed. The bed, she could see, was on the far side of the room. Mr. Jeremy lay on it, fully clothed.


“Mr. Jeremy?”


But Agnes Torres knew there would be no answer. Mr. Jeremy wasn’t sleeping, not with his charred eyes burned permanently open, the ashy cone of his mouth frozen in a scream and his blackened tongue—swelled to the size of a chorizo sausage—sticking straight up from it like a flagpole. A sleeping man wouldn’t be lying with his elbows raised above the bed, fists clenched so hard that blood had leaked between the fingers. A sleeping man wouldn’t have his torso scorched and caved in upon itself like a burned log. She had seen many dead people during her childhood in Colombia, and Mr. Jeremy looked deader than any of them. He was as dead as they come.


She heard someone speaking and realized it was herself, murmuring En el nombre del Padre, y del Hijo, y del Espíritu Santo . . . She crossed herself yet again, fumbling out her rosary, unable to move her feet or take her eyes from the scene in the room. There was a scorched mark on the floor, right at the foot of the bed: a mark which Agnes recognized.


In that moment, she understood exactly what had happened to Mr. Jeremy Grove.


A muffled cry escaped her throat and she suddenly had the energy to back out of the room and shut the door. She fumbled with the keys and relocked it, all the while murmuring Creo en Dios, Padre todopoderoso, creador del cielo y de la tierra. She crossed herself again and again and again, clutching the rosary and holding it up to her chest as she backed down the hall, step by step, sobs mingling with her mumbled prayers.


The cloven hoofprint burned into the floor told her everything she needed to know. The devil had finally come for Jeremy Grove.
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The sergeant paused from stretching the yellow police tape to take in the scene with a jaundiced eye. It was a mess that was about to become a fucking mess. The barricades had been set up too late, and rubberneckers had overrun the beach and dunes, ruining any clues the sand might have held. Then the barricades had been set up in the wrong places and had to be moved, trapping a matched set of his-and-hers Range Rovers, and the two people were now out of their cars, yelling about important appointments (hairdresser, tennis) and brandishing their cell phones, threatening to call their lawyers.


That wet sound over his shoulder was the shit already hitting the fan. It was the sixteenth of October in Southampton, Long Island, and the town’s most notorious resident had just been found murdered in bed.


He heard Lieutenant Braskie’s voice. “Sergeant, you haven’t done these hedges! Didn’t I tell you I wanted the whole crime scene taped?”


Without bothering to respond, the sergeant began hanging the yellow tape along the hedge surrounding the Grove Estate. As if the twelve-foot hedge with the concertina wire hidden within wasn’t enough to stop a reporter, but the plastic tape was. He could see the TV trucks already arriving, vans with satellite uplinks, and could hear the distant dull thud of a chopper. The local press were piling up against the Dune Road barricade, arguing with the cops. Meanwhile, backup squad cars were arriving from Sag Harbor and East Hampton along with the South Fork homicide squad. The lieutenant was deploying these newcomers along the beaches and dunes in a failing attempt to keep the public at bay. The SOC boys were arriving, and the sergeant watched them entering the house, carrying their metal crime lab suitcases. There was a time when he would have been with them, even directing them—but that was a long time ago, in another place.


He continued hanging tape on the hedges until he reached the dunes along the beach. A few cops were already there, keeping back the curious. They were pretty much a docile crowd, staring like dumb animals toward the shingled mansion with its peaks and turrets and funny-looking windows. It was already turning into a party. Someone had fired up a boom box and some buffed-up guys were cracking beers. It was an unusually hot Indian summer day and they were all in shorts or swimming trunks, as if in denial over the end of summer. The sergeant scoffed, imagined what those cut bodies would look like after twenty years of beer and chips. Probably a lot like his.


He glanced back at the house and saw the SOC boys crawling across the lawn on hands and knees, the lieutenant striding alongside. The guy didn’t have a clue. He felt another pang. Here he was, pulling crowd control, his training and talent wasted while the real police work went on somewhere else.


No use thinking about that now.


Now the TV trucks had unpacked, and their cameras were set up in a cluster, with a good angle on the mansion, while the glamour-boy correspondents yammered into their microphones. And wouldn’t you know it: Lieutenant Braskie had left the SOC boys and was heading over to the cameras like a fly to a fresh pile.


The sergeant shook his head. Unbelievable.


He saw a man running low through the dunes, zigzagging this way and that, and he took off after him, cutting him off at the edge of the lawn. It was a photographer. By the time the sergeant reached him, he’d already dropped to his knee and was shooting with a telephoto as long as an elephant’s dick toward one of the homicide detectives from East Hampton, who was interviewing a maid on the veranda.


The sergeant laid a hand on the lens, gently turning it aside.


“Out.”


“Officer, come on, please—”


“You don’t want me to confiscate your film, do you?” He spoke kindly. He’d always had a soft spot for people who were just trying to do their job, even if they were press.


The man got up, walked a few paces, turned for one final quick shot, and then scurried off. The sergeant walked back up toward the house. He was downwind of the rambling old place, and there was a funny smell in the air, like fireworks or something. He noticed the lieutenant was now standing in the middle of the semicircle of TV cameras, having the time of his life. Braskie was planning to run for chief in the next election, and with the current chief on vacation, he couldn’t have gotten a better break than if he’d committed the murder himself.


The sergeant took a detour around the lawn and cut behind a small duck pond and fountain, keeping out of the way of the SOC team. As he came around some hedges he saw a man in the distance, standing by the duck pond, throwing pieces of bread to the ducks. He was dressed in the gaudiest day-tripper style imaginable, complete with Hawaiian shirt, Oakley Eye Jacket shades, and giant baggy shorts. Even though summer had ended over a month ago, it looked like this was the man’s first day in the sun after a long, cold winter. Maybe a dozen winters. While the sergeant had some sympathy for a photographer or reporter trying to do his job, he had absolutely no tolerance for tourists. They were the scum of the earth.


“Hey. You.”


The man looked up.


“What do you think you’re doing? Don’t you know this is a crime scene?”


“Yes, Officer, and I do apologize—”


“Get the hell out.”


“But, Sergeant, it’s important the ducks be fed. They’re hungry. I imagine that someone feeds them every morning, but this morning, as you know—” He smiled and shrugged.


The sergeant could hardly believe it. A guy gets murdered, and this idiot is worried about ducks?


“Let’s see some ID.”


“Of course, of course.” The man started fishing in his pocket, fished in another, then looked up sheepishly. “Sorry about that, Officer. I threw on these shorts as soon as I heard the terrible news, but it appears my wallet is still in the pocket of the jacket I was wearing last night.” His New York accent grated on the sergeant’s nerves.


The sergeant looked at the guy. Normally he would just chase him back behind the barriers. But there was something about him that didn’t quite wash. For one thing, the clothes he was wearing were so new they still smelled of a menswear shop. For another thing, they were such a hideous mixture of colors and patterns that it looked like he’d plucked them randomly from a rack in the village boutique. This was more than just bad taste—this was a disguise.


“I’ll be going—”


“No, you won’t.” The sergeant took out his notebook, flipped back a wad of pages, licked his pencil. “You live around here?”


“I’ve taken a house in Amagansett for a week.”


“Address?”


“The Brickman House, Windmill Lane.”


Another rich asshole. “And your permanent address?”


“That would be the Dakota, Central Park West.”


The sergeant paused. Now, that’s a coincidence. Aloud, he said, “Name?”


“Look, Sergeant, honestly, if it’s a problem, I’ll just go on back—”


“Your first name, sir?” he said more sharply.


“Is that really necessary? It’s difficult to spell, even more difficult to pronounce. I often wonder what my mother was thinking—”


The sergeant gave him a look that shut him up quick. One more quip from this asshole, and it would be the cuffs.


“Let’s try again. First name?”


“Aloysius.”


“Spell it.”


The man spelled it.


“Last?”


“Pendergast.”


The pencil in the sergeant’s hand began writing this down, too. Then it paused. Slowly the sergeant looked up. The Oakleys had come off, and he found himself staring into that face he knew so well, with the blond-white hair, gray eyes, finely chiseled features, skin as pale and translucent as Carrara marble.


“Pendergast?”


“In the very flesh, my dear Vincent.” The New York accent was gone, replaced by the cultured southern drawl he remembered vividly.


“What are you doing here?”


“The same might be asked of you.”


Vincent D’Agosta felt himself coloring. The last time he had seen Pendergast he had been a proud New York City police lieutenant. And now here he was in Shithampton, a lowly sergeant decorating hedges with police tape.


“I was in Amagansett when the news arrived that Jeremy Grove had met an untimely end. How could I resist? I apologize for the outfit, but I was hard-pressed to get here as soon as possible.”


“You’re on the case?”


“Until I’m officially assigned to the case, I can do nothing but feed the ducks. I worked on my last case without full authorization, and it, shall we say, strained some high-level nerves. I must say, Vincent, running into you is a most welcome surprise.”


“For me, too,” said D’Agosta, coloring again. “Sorry, I’m really not at my best here—”


Pendergast laid a hand on his arm. “We shall have plenty of time to talk later. For now, I see a large individual approaching who appears to be suffering from emphraxis.”


A low-pitched, menacing voice intruded from behind. “I hate to break up this little conversation.” D’Agosta turned to see Lieutenant Braskie.


Braskie stopped, stared at Pendergast, then turned back to D’Agosta. “Perhaps I’m a little confused here, Sergeant, but isn’t this individual trespassing at the scene of a crime?”


“Well, uh, Lieutenant, we were—” D’Agosta looked at Pendergast.


“This man isn’t a friend of yours, now, is he?”


“As a matter of fact—”


“The sergeant was just telling me to leave,” interjected Pendergast smoothly.


“Oh, he was, was he? And if I may be so bold as to inquire what you were doing here in the first place, sir?”


“Feeding the ducks.”


“Feeding the ducks.” D’Agosta could see Braskie’s face flushing. He wished Pendergast would hurry up and pull out his shield.


“Well, sir,” Braskie went on, “that’s a beautiful thing to do. Let’s see some ID.”


D’Agosta waited smugly. This was going to be good.


“As I was just explaining to the officer here, I left my wallet back at the house—”


Braskie turned on D’Agosta, saw the notebook in his hand. “You got this man’s information?”


“Yes.” D’Agosta looked at Pendergast almost pleadingly, but the FBI agent’s face had shut down completely.


“Did you ask him how he got through the police cordon?”


“No—”


“Don’t you think maybe you should?”


“I came through the side gate in Little Dune Road,” Pendergast said.


“Not possible. It’s locked. I checked it myself.”


“Perhaps the lock is defective. At least, it seemed to fall open in my hands.”


Braskie turned to D’Agosta. “Now, at last, there’s something useful you can do. Go plug that hole, Sergeant. And report back to me at eleven o’clock sharp. We need to talk. And as for you, sir, I will escort you off the premises.”


“Thank you, Lieutenant.”


D’Agosta looked with dismay at the retreating form of Lieutenant Braskie, with Pendergast strolling along behind him, hands in the pockets of his baggy surfer shorts, head tilted back as if taking the air.
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Lieutenant L. P. Braskie Jr. of the Southampton Police Department stood beneath the trellis of the mansion’s grape arbor, watching the SOC team comb the endless acreage of lawn for clues. His face wore a stolid mask of professionalism as he thought of Chief MacCready playing golf in the Highlands of Scotland. He pictured in his mind the links of St. Andrews in autumn: the narrow doglegs of greensward, the grim castle, the barren moors beyond. He’d wait until tomorrow to give the chief a call, let him know what was going on. MacCready had been chief for twenty years, and this golf trip was one more reason why Southampton needed fresh blood. Braskie was a local boy with roots in the town and friends in City Hall, and he’d also managed to build up some powerful relationships among the summer people. A favor here and a favor there worked wonders. A foot in both worlds. He’d played his cards well.


And now this. They’d have the perp in the bag in a week or two, and come November and the elections, he’d be a shoo-in. Maybe he’d call MacCready the day after tomorrow: Gee, Chief, I really hesitated to interrupt your hard-earned vacation . . .


Braskie knew, from long experience in South Fork homicide, that the first twenty-four hours of a murder investigation were often the most crucial. Fact was, if you didn’t get on the trail and follow it right away, you might as well hang up your hat. Find ingress and egress, and everything that followed—forensic evidence, murder weapon, witnesses, motive—would form a chain leading to the perp. Braskie’s job wasn’t to do the work himself but to make sure everyone else did theirs. And there was little question in his mind that the weak link in this chain was Sergeant Vincent D’Agosta. He didn’t do what he was told. He knew better. Story was, D’Agosta had once been a homicide lieutenant himself in the NYPD, and a good one. Quit to write mystery novels, moved to Canada, went broke, and had to come back with his tail tucked firmly between his butt cheeks. Couldn’t get a job in the city and ended up out here. If Braskie were chief, he’d never have hired someone like that in the first place—the guy might know his stuff, but he was guaranteed trouble. Not a team player. Had a chip on his shoulder the size of Manhattan.


Braskie checked his watch. Eleven o’clock, and speak of the devil. He watched D’Agosta approach the trellis—a real type, fringe of black hair hanging over his collar, growing gut, attitude oozing from his pores like B.O. Here in Southampton, he stuck out like a bunion. No great surprise the man’s wife had decided to stay behind in Canada with their only kid.


“Sir,” said D’Agosta, able to make even that single word a trifle insolent.


Braskie shifted his gaze back to the SOC team combing the lawn. “We’ve got an important case here, Sergeant.”


The man nodded.


Braskie narrowed his eyes, looked toward the mansion, toward the sea. “We don’t have the luxury of screwing it up.”


“No, sir.”


“I’m glad to hear you say that. I have to tell you, D’Agosta, that ever since you came on the force, you’ve made it pretty clear that Southampton isn’t where you want to be.”


D’Agosta said nothing.


He sighed and looked straight at D’Agosta, only to find the pugnacious face staring back at him. His “go ahead, make my day” face. “Sergeant D’Agosta, do I really need to spell it out? You’re here. You’re a sergeant in the Southampton Police Department. Get over it.”


“I don’t understand what you mean, sir.”


This was getting irritating. “D’Agosta, I can read your mind like a book. I don’t give a shit what happened before in your life. What I need is for you to get with the program.”


D’Agosta didn’t answer.


“Take this morning. I saw you talking to that intruder for a good five minutes, which is why I had to intervene. I don’t want to be riding your ass, but I can’t have one of my sergeants eating up his time explaining to some shitcake why he has to leave. That man should’ve been ejected immediately, no discussion. You think you can do things your way. I can’t have that.”


He paused, scrutinizing Sergeant D’Agosta carefully, thinking he might have detected a smirk. This guy really had a problem.


The lieutenant caught the glimpse of a loudly dressed presence to his right. It was that same scumbag in the Hawaiian shirt, baggy shorts, and expensive sculpted shades, approaching the grape arbor as cool as could be, once again inside the police cordon.


Braskie turned to D’Agosta, speaking calmly. “Sergeant, arrest that man and read him his rights.”


“Wait, Lieutenant—”


He couldn’t believe it: D’Agosta was going to argue with him. After everything he’d just told him. His voice became even quieter. “Sergeant, I believe I just gave you an order.” He turned to the man. “I hope you brought your wallet with you this time.”


“As a matter of fact, I did.” The man reached into his pocket.


“No, I don’t want to see it, for chrissakes. Save it for the booking sergeant down at the station.”


But the man had already extracted the wallet in one smooth movement, and as it fell open, Braskie caught the flash of gold.


“What the—?” The lieutenant stared.


“Special Agent Pendergast, Federal Bureau of Investigation.”


The lieutenant felt the blood rush to his face. The man had set him up. And there was no reason, none, for the FBI to justify their involvement. Or was there? He swallowed. This needed to be dealt with carefully. “I see.”


The wallet shut with a slap and disappeared.


“Any particular reason for the federal interest?” asked Braskie, trying to control his voice. “We’ve been treating it as a simple murder.”


“There’s a possibility that the killer or killers might have come and left by boat from across the sound. Perhaps Connecticut.”


“And?”


“Interstate flight.”


“That’s a bit of a stretch, isn’t it?”


“It’s a reason.”


Yeah, right. Grove had probably been laundering money or dealing drugs. Or maybe he was even involved in terrorism. These days, with all the shit going down in the world, you couldn’t break wind without a phalanx of feds dropping down on you like a ton of manure. Whatever the case, this put a whole new spin on things, and he had to make the best of it.


The lieutenant swallowed, held out his hand. “Welcome to Southampton, Agent Pendergast. If there’s anything I or the Southampton P.D. can do for you, just let me know. While the chief is on vacation, I’m acting chief, so you just come to me for anything. We’re here to serve.”


The man’s handshake was cool and dry. Just like the man himself. Braskie hadn’t seen a fed quite like him before. He looked even paler than that artist who used to come out here—what was his name?—the weird blond guy who did the Marilyn Monroes. Autumn or not, by the end of the day, this guy was going to need a quart of Solarcaine and a pitcher of martinis before he could even sit down.


“And now that we’ve straightened things out,” the man named Pendergast said pleasantly, “may I ask you for the courtesy of a tour? I trust the immediate workups have been completed, clearing the way for us.” He looked at D’Agosta. “You will accompany us, Sergeant?”


“Yes, sir.”


Braskie sighed. When the FBI arrived, it was like getting the flu: nothing you could do about it but wait for the headache, fever, and diarrhea to go away.
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Vincent D’Agosta followed Pendergast and Braskie across the lawn. Over in the shade of a vast patio, the South Fork homicide squad had set up an impromptu interrogation center with a video camera. There weren’t too many people to interview beyond the domestic who’d found the body, but it was toward this shady spot that Pendergast directed his footsteps, walking so swiftly that D’Agosta and Braskie almost had to jog to keep up.


The chief detective from East Hampton rose. He was a guy D’Agosta had never seen before, small and dark, with large black eyes and long lashes.


“Detective Tony Innocente,” said Braskie. “Special Agent Pendergast, FBI.”


Innocente rose, held out his hand.


The domestic sat at the table, a short, stolid-looking woman. For someone who had just discovered a stiff, she looked pretty composed, except for a certain unsettled gleam in the eyes.


Pendergast bowed to her, held out his hand. “Agent Pendergast.”


“Agnes Torres,” she said.


“May I?” Pendergast looked inquisitively at Innocente.


“Be my guest. Videotape’s rolling, FYI.”


“Mrs. Torres—”


“Miss.”


“Thank you. Miss Torres, do you believe in God?”


Innocente exchanged a glance with the other detectives. There was an awkward silence.


“Yes,” she said.


“You are a devout Catholic?”


“Yes, I am.”


“Do you believe in the devil?”


Another long pause.


“Yes, I do.”


“And you have drawn your own conclusions from what you saw upstairs in the house, have you not?”


“Yes, I have,” said the woman, so matter-of-factly it sent an odd shudder through D’Agosta.


“Do you really think the lady’s beliefs are relevant?” Braskie interjected.


Pendergast turned his pale eyes on the man. “What we believe, Lieutenant, shapes what we see.” He turned back to her. “Thank you, Miss Torres.”


They continued to the side door of the house. A policeman opened it for them, nodding at the lieutenant. They gathered in the foyer, where Braskie paused.


“We’re still trying to get a handle on ingress and egress,” he said. “The gate was locked and the grounds were alarmed. Circuit breakers and motion sensors, activated by keypad. We’re checking out who had the codes. The doors and windows to the house were also locked and alarmed. There are motion detectors throughout the house as well as infrared sensors and lasers. We’ve tested the alarm system and it’s working perfectly. As you can see, Mr. Grove had a rather valuable collection of art, but nothing seems to be missing.”


Pendergast cast an admiring glance toward one of the nearby paintings. To D’Agosta, it looked like a cross between a pig, a pair of dice, and a naked woman.


“Mr. Grove had a party last night. It was a small party, five in all.”


“Do you have the guest list?”


Braskie turned to D’Agosta. “Get the list from Innocente.”


Pendergast stayed D’Agosta with a hand. “I should prefer that the sergeant stay here and listen, Lieutenant, if you could spare another officer.”


Braskie paused long enough to cast a suspicious glance at D’Agosta, then gestured to another cop in the room.


“Pray continue.”


“By all accounts, the last guest was gone by 12:30. They all pretty much left together. From that point until 7:30 this morning, Grove was alone.”


“Do you have a time of death?”


“Not yet. The M.E. is still upstairs. We know he was alive at 3:10 A.M. because that’s when he called a Father Cappi.”


“Grove called a priest?” Pendergast seemed surprised.


“It seems Cappi had been an old friend, but he hadn’t seen Grove in thirty, forty years. They had some kind of falling-out. Anyway, it didn’t matter: all Grove got was the answering machine.”


“I’ll need a copy of the message.”


“Certainly. Grove was hysterical. He wanted Father Cappi to come over right away.”


“With a Bible, cross, and holy water, by chance?” Pendergast asked.


“I see you’ve already heard about the call.”


“No, it was just a guess.”


“Father Cappi arrived at eight this morning. He came straight after getting the message. But, of course, by then it was too late, and all he could do was give the body the last rites.”


“Have the guests been questioned?”


“Preliminary statements. That’s how we know when the party broke up. It seems Grove was not in good form last night. He was excited, garrulous, some say frightened.”


“Could anyone have stayed behind, or perhaps slipped back inside after the guests had left?”


“That’s a theory we’re working on. Mr. Grove had, ah, perverse sexual tastes.”


Pendergast raised his eyebrows. “How so?”


“He liked men and women.”


“And the perverse sexual tastes?”


“Just what I said. Men and women.”


“You mean he was bisexual? As I understand it, thirty percent of all men have such tendencies.”


“Not in Southampton they don’t.”


D’Agosta stifled a laugh with a burst of coughing.


“Excellent work so far, Lieutenant. Shall we move on to the scene of the crime?”


Braskie turned, and they followed him through the house. The peculiar smell that D’Agosta had caught a whiff of out on the lawn was much stronger here. Matches, fireworks, gunpowder—what exactly was that? It mingled with a smell of burned wood and a gamy roast of some kind. It reminded D’Agosta of the bear meat he had once tried roasting at his house outside Invermere, British Columbia, brought to him by a friend. His wife had walked out in disgust. They’d ended up ordering pizza.


They mounted one set of stairs, threaded a winding hallway, came to a second staircase.


“This door was locked,” said Braskie. “The housekeeper opened it.”


They climbed the narrow, creaking staircase to the attic floor. At the top was a long hall with doors left and right. At the far end, one door was open and a bright light shone out. D’Agosta breathed through his mouth.


“The door to that far room and its window were also locked,” Braskie continued. “The deceased, it appears, piled furniture up against it from the inside.” He stepped across the threshold, Pendergast and D’Agosta following. The stench was now overpowering.


It was a small bedroom tucked beneath the eaves of the house, with a single dormer window looking out toward Dune Road. Jeremy Grove lay on the bed at the far side of the room. He was fully dressed, although the clothes had been slit in places to accommodate the M.E.’s investigations. The M.E. was standing beside the bed, back turned, writing on a clipboard.


D’Agosta dabbed his brow. Maybe it was the sun on the roof, maybe the bright lights in the room, but it was stifling. The smell of badly baked meat clung to him like greasy perspiration. He waited near the door while Pendergast circled the corpse, his body tensed like an eagle, examining it from every angle, the look on his face so eager it was unsettling.


The dead man lay on the bed, eyes goggled with blood, his hands clenched. The flesh was a strange tallow color, and its texture seemed off somehow. But it was the expression on the man’s face, the rictus of horror and pain, that forced D’Agosta to look away. In his long years as a New York cop, D’Agosta had accumulated a small, unwelcome library of images stored in his mind that he’d never forget as long as he lived. This added one more.


The M.E. was putting away his tools, and two newly arrived assistants were getting ready to bag the body and load it onto a stretcher. Another cop was kneeling on the floor, cutting out a piece of floorboard that had a mark burned into it.


“Doctor?” Pendergast said. The M.E. turned and D’Agosta was surprised to see it was a woman, hair hidden under her cap, a young and very attractive blonde. “Yes?”


Pendergast swept open his shield. “FBI. May I trouble you with a few questions?”


The woman nodded.


“Have you established the time of death?”


“No, and I can tell you that’s going to be a problem.”


Pendergast raised his eyebrows. “How so?”


“We knew we were in trouble when the anal probe came back at one hundred eight degrees.”


“That’s what I was going to tell you,” said Braskie. “The body’s been heated somehow.”


“Correct,” said the doctor. “The heating took place most strongly on the inside.”


“The inside?” Pendergast asked.


D’Agosta could have sworn he’d heard a note of disbelief in the voice.


“Yes. It was as if—as if the body was cooked from the inside out.”


Pendergast looked closely at the doctor. “Was there any evidence of burning, surface lesions, on the skin?”


“No. Externally, the body is virtually unmarked. Fully dressed. Aside from a single, rather unusual burn on the chest, the skin appears unbroken and unbruised.”


Pendergast paused a moment. “How could that be? A fever spike?”


“No. The body had already cooled from a temperature greater than one hundred twenty degrees—far too high to be biological. At that temperature, the flesh partially cooks. All the usual things you use to establish time of death were completely disrupted by this heating process. The blood’s cooked solid in the veins. Solid. At those temperatures, the muscle proteins begin to denature, so there’s no rigor—and the temperature killed most bacteria, so there’s been no decomposition to speak of. And without the usual spontaneous enzymatic digestion, there’s no autolysis, either. All I can say now is he died between 3:10 A.M., when he apparently made a telephone call, and 7:30, when he was discovered dead. But, of course, that’s a nonmedical judgment.”


“That, I assume, is the burn you referred to earlier?” Pendergast pointed at the man’s chest. There, burned and charred into the sallow skin like a brand, was the unmistakable imprint of a cross.


“He was found wearing a cross around his neck, very expensive by all appearances. But the metal had partially melted and the wood burned away. It seemed to have been set with diamonds and rubies; they were found among the ashes.”


Pendergast nodded slowly. After a moment, he thanked the doctor and turned his attention to the man working on the floor. “May I?”


The officer stepped back and Pendergast knelt beside him.


“Sergeant?”


D’Agosta came over and Braskie hastened to follow.


“What do you make of that?”


D’Agosta looked at the image burned into the floor. The finish around it was blistered and cracked, but there was no mistaking the mark of a huge cloven hoof, deeply branded into the wood.


“Looks like the murderer had a sense of humor,” D’Agosta muttered.


“My dear Vincent, do you really think it’s a joke?”


“You don’t?”


“No.”


D’Agosta found Braskie staring at him. The “my dear Vincent” hadn’t gone down well at all. Meanwhile, Pendergast had gotten down on his hands and knees and was sniffing around the floor almost like a dog. Suddenly a test tube and tweezers appeared out of his baggy shorts. The FBI agent picked up a brownish particle, held it to his nose a moment; then, sniffing, stretched it out toward the lieutenant.


Braskie frowned. “What’s that?”


“Brimstone, Lieutenant,” said Pendergast. “Good Old Testament brimstone.”



















{ 5 }


The Chaunticleer was a tiny six-table restaurant, tucked into an Amagansett side street between Bluff Road and Main. From his narrow wooden seat, D’Agosta looked around, blinking. Everything seemed to be yellow: the yellow daffodils in the window boxes; the yellow taffeta curtains on the yellow-painted windows; the yellow linen tablecloths. And what wasn’t yellow was an accent of green or red. The whole place looked like one of those octagonal French dinner plates everybody paid so much money for. D’Agosta closed his eyes for a moment. After the musty dark of Jeremy Grove’s attic, this place seemed almost unbearably cheerful.


The proprietress, a short, red-faced, middle-aged woman, bustled up. “Ah, Monsieur Pendergast,” she said. “Comment ça va?”


“Bien, madame.”


“The usual, monsieur?”


“Oui, merci.”


The woman turned her gaze on D’Agosta. “And you, Officer?”


D’Agosta glanced at the menu—scrawled in white chalk on a slate near the door—but half the dishes he didn’t recognize, and the other half held no interest for him. The reek of Jeremy Grove’s flesh was still strong in his nostrils. “Nothing for me, thanks.”


“Anything to drink?”


“A Bud. Frosty.”


“So sorry, monsieur, but we have no liquor license.”


D’Agosta licked his lips. “Then bring me an iced tea, please.”


He watched the woman depart, then glanced across the table at Pendergast, now dressed in his usual black suit. He still couldn’t get over the shock of running into him like this. The man looked no different than the last time he’d seen him, years before. D’Agosta, embarrassed, knew the same couldn’t be said for himself. He was five years older, ten years heavier, and two stripes lighter. What a life.


“How’d you find this place?” he asked.


“Quite by accident. It’s just a few blocks from where I’m staying. It may well be the only decent restaurant in the Hamptons undiscovered by the beautiful people. Sure you won’t change your mind about lunch? I really do recommend the eggs Benedict. Madame Merle makes the best hollandaise sauce I’ve tasted outside Paris: light yet silky, with the merest hint of tarragon.”


D’Agosta shook his head quickly. “You still haven’t told me why you’re out here.”


“As I mentioned, I’ve taken a house here for the week. I’m—what is that phrase?—location scouting.”


“Location scouting? For what?”


“For the, shall we say, convalescence of a friend. You’ll meet her in due course. And now I’d like to hear your story. The last I knew, you were in British Columbia, writing novels. I have to say, I found Angels of Purgatory to be readable.”


“Readable?”


Pendergast waved his hand. “I’m not much of a judge when it comes to police procedurals. My taste for sensational fiction ends with M. R. James.”


D’Agosta thought he probably meant P. D. James but let it pass. The last thing he wanted to do was have a “literary conversation.” He’d had more than enough of those the last few years.


The drinks arrived. D’Agosta took a big gulp of iced tea, found it was unsweetened, tore open a packet of sugar. “My story’s soon told, Pendergast. I couldn’t make a living at writing, so I came home. Couldn’t get my old place back on the NYPD. The new mayor’s downsizing the force, and besides, I’d made more than my share of enemies on the job. I was getting desperate. Heard about the opening in Southampton and took it.”


“I imagine there are worse places to work.”


“Yeah, you’d think so. But after spending a summer chasing people whose dogs have just left a steaming load on the beach, you’d think different. And the people out here—you give a guy a speeding ticket, and the next thing you know, some high-priced lawyer’s down at the station with writs and subpoenas, raising hell. You should see our legal bills.”


Pendergast took a sip of what appeared to be tea. “And how is working with Lieutenant Braskie?”


“He’s an asshole. Totally political. Gonna run for chief.”


“He seemed competent enough.”


“A competent asshole, then.”


He found Pendergast’s cool gaze on him, and he fidgeted. He’d forgotten about those eyes. They made you feel like you had just been stripped of your secrets.


“There’s a part of your story you left out. Back when we last worked together, you had a wife and son. Vincent Junior, I believe.”


D’Agosta nodded. “Still got a son. He’s back in Canada, living with my wife. Well, my wife on paper, anyway.”


Pendergast said nothing. After a moment, D’Agosta fetched a sigh.


“Lydia and I weren’t that close anymore. You know how it is: being on the force, working long hours. She didn’t want to move to Canada to begin with, especially a place as remote as Invermere. When we got there, having me in the house all day long, trying to write . . . well, we got on each other’s nerves. And that’s putting it mildly.” He shrugged, shook his head. “Funny thing was, she grew to like it up there. Seems my moving back here was just about the final straw.”


Madame Merle returned with Pendergast’s order, and D’Agosta decided it was time to change the subject. “What about you?” he asked almost aggressively. “What have you been up to? New York keeping you busy?”


“Actually, I’ve recently returned from the Midwest. Kansas, to be precise, where I was handling a case—a small case, but not without its, ah, interesting features.”


“And Grove?”


“As you know, Vincent, I have an interest—some might call it an unhealthy interest—in unusual homicides. I’ve traveled to places far more distant than Long Island in pursuit of them. A bad habit, but very hard to break.” Pendergast pierced an egg with his knife, and yolk flooded out over the plate. More yellow.


“So, are you official?”


“My freelancing days are over. The FBI is a different place. Yes, I’m official.” And he patted the cell phone in his pocket.


“What’s the hook? I mean, for the feds. Drugs? Terrorism?”


“Just what I told Lieutenant Braskie—possibility of interstate flight. It’s weak, but it will have to serve.” Pendergast leaned forward, lowering his voice slightly. “I need your help, Vincent.”


D’Agosta looked over. Was he kidding?


“We made a good team once.”


“But I’m . . .” He hesitated. “You don’t need my help.” He said it more angrily than he meant. He found those damn eyes on him again.


“Not as much as you need my help, perhaps.”


“What do you mean? I don’t need anybody’s help. I’m doing fine.”


“Forgive the liberty, but you are not doing fine.”


“What the hell are you talking about?”


“You’re working far below your capacity. Not only is that a waste of your talents, but it’s all too clear in your attitude. Lieutenant Braskie seems to be basically decent, and he may be somewhat intelligent, but you do not belong under his supervision. Once he’s chief, your relationship will only grow worse.”


“You think that asshole is intelligent and decent? Christ, if you could spend a day working for him, you’d change your tune.”


“It’s you, Vincent, who needs to change your tune. There are far worse policemen than Lieutenant Braskie, and we’ve worked with them.”


“So you’re going to save me, is that it?”


“No, Vincent. It’s the case that will save you. From yourself.”


D’Agosta stood up. “I don’t have to take this shit from you or anyone.” He pulled out his wallet, dropped a crumpled five on the table, and stalked out.


Ten minutes later D’Agosta found Pendergast in the same place he’d left him, the crumpled bill still sitting there. He pulled out the chair, sat down, and ordered another iced tea, his face burning. Pendergast merely nodded as he finished the last bite of his lunch. Then he removed a piece of paper from his jacket pocket and laid it gently on the table.


“This is a list of the four people who attended Jeremy Grove’s last party, and the name and number of the priest who received his final phone call. It’s as good a place to start as any. Considering how short the list is, there are some rather interesting names on it.” He pushed the paper across the table.


D’Agosta nodded. The burning sensation began to ebb as he looked at the names and addresses. Something began to stir in him: the old excitement of working a case. A good case.


“How’s this going to work, with me being on the Southampton P.D. and all?”


“I will arrange with Lieutenant Braskie to get you assigned as the local FBI liaison officer.”


“He’ll never go for it.”


“On the contrary, he will be only too happy to get rid of you. And in any case, it won’t be presented as a request. Braskie, as you pointed out, is a political animal, and he will do as he is told.”


D’Agosta nodded.


Pendergast checked his watch. “Almost two. Come on, Vincent, we’ve got a long drive ahead of us. Priests dine early, but we might just catch Father Cappi if we hurry.”
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D’Agosta felt like he’d been swallowed by Ahab’s white whale, cushioned as he was in the white leather interior of a ’59 Rolls-Royce Silver Wraith. Chauffeured, no less. Pendergast had certainly come up in the world since the bad old days of the museum murders, when he drove a late-model Buick from the Bureau pool. Maybe a relative died and left him a few billion. He glanced over. Or maybe the time for dissembling had simply passed.


The car was cruising up Route 9, along a beautiful stretch of the middle Hudson Valley north of Poughkeepsie. After months spent among low sand dunes and beach scrub, D’Agosta found the lush greenery and rolling hills a relief to the eyes. Here and there, old mansions could be seen: set far back from the road, overlooking the river or tucked in among copses of trees. Some had signs identifying them as monasteries or retreats; others still seemed to be in private ownership. Despite the warmth of the day, there were already strong traces of fall coloring in the trees that marched up the gentle slopes.


The car slowed, then slid into a long cobbled driveway, coming at last to a noiseless stop beneath a red-brick porte-cochère. As he stepped out of the car, D’Agosta found himself before a rambling, Flemish-style mansion. A narrow bell tower at the flank of the building appeared to be a later addition. Beyond, well-tended greensward swept down toward the Hudson. A plaque screwed into the facade announced that the structure was built in 1874 and was now designated a historic site on the National Register of Historic Places.


Their knock was answered by a cowled monk in brown robes, a silken rope tied around his waist. Without a word, he ushered them into an elegant interior smelling of time and wax polish. Pendergast bowed and presented the monk with a card; in turn, the monk nodded and beckoned. They followed him through several turnings and twistings of corridors to a spartan room, whitewashed and bare save for a single crucifix and two rows of hard wooden chairs along opposite walls. A single window near the exposed rafters let in a bar of light.


The monk bowed and withdrew. Moments later, another figure appeared in the door. He, too, was dressed in a monk’s habit, but when he drew back the collar, D’Agosta was surprised to find a man well over six feet, broad-shouldered, square-jawed, with black eyes that sparkled with vigor. In the background, he could hear the faint peal of bells as the changes began to ring in the tower. Somehow it gave him the shivers.


“I’m Father Bernard Cappi,” the man said. “Welcome to the Hyde Park Carthaginian Monastery. Here we’re under a vow of silence, but we meet in this particular room once a week to talk. We call it the Disputation Chamber, because this is where we piss and moan. You build up a lot of resentments in a week of silence.” He swept his robes back, taking a seat.


“This is my associate, Sergeant D’Agosta,” Pendergast said, following the monk’s lead. “He may want to ask questions as well.”


“Pleased to make your acquaintance.” The priest crushed his hand in greeting. This is no gentle lamb of God, thought D’Agosta. He eased down in the chair, shifting, trying hard to get comfortable. He failed. The room, despite the sunny day outside, felt cold and damp. God, he would never make a good monk.


“I sincerely apologize for this intrusion,” said Pendergast.


“Quite all right. I just hope I can be of help. This is a tragic business.”


“We’ll take as little of your time as possible. Perhaps we should begin with the telephone call.”


“As I told the police, the call came to my home at 3:10 in the morning—the answering machine registered the time—but every year I take a two-week retreat here, and so I wasn’t home to receive it. I check my messages upon rising—it’s a violation of the rules, but I’ve got an elderly mother. I immediately headed out to Long Island, but, of course, it was too late.”


“Why did he call you?”


“That’s a complicated question requiring a long answer.”


Pendergast nodded at him to proceed.


“Jeremy Grove and I go way back. We met at Columbia as students many years ago. I went on to the priesthood, and he went to Florence to study art. In those days, we were both—well, I wouldn’t call us religious in the usual sense of the word. We were both spiritually intrigued. We used to argue to all hours of the morning about questions of faith, epistemology, the nature of good and evil, and so forth. I went on to study theology at Mount St. Mary’s. We continued our friendship, and a few years later I officiated over Grove’s marriage.”


“I see,” murmured Pendergast.


“Grove stayed in Florence and I visited him several times. He was living in a beautiful villa in the hills south of the city.”


D’Agosta cleared his throat. “Where’d he get his money?”


“An interesting story, Sergeant. He bought a painting at an auction at Sotheby’s that was billed as being by a late follower of Raphael. Grove was able to prove it as the hand of the master himself, turned around and sold it for thirty million dollars to the Met.”


“Nice.”


“Indeed. Anyway, while living in Florence, Grove had become quite devout. In an intellectual kind of way, as some people do. He loved to engage me in discussion. There is, Mr. Pendergast, such a thing as a Catholic intellectual, and that was Grove.”


Pendergast nodded.


“He was very happily married. He adored his wife. And then, quite abruptly, she left him, ran off with another man. To say that Grove was devastated is not saying enough. He was destroyed. And he focused his anger on God.”


“I see,” Pendergast replied.


“Grove felt betrayed by God. He became . . . well, you certainly couldn’t call him an atheist or an agnostic. Rather, he picked a fight with God. He deliberately embarked on a life of sin and violence against God, which in reality was a life of violence against his own higher self. He became an art critic. Criticism is a profession which allows one a certain license to be vicious outside the bounds of normal civilized behavior. One would never tell another person in private that his painting was a revolting piece of trash, but the critic thinks nothing of making the same pronouncement to the world as if he were performing a high moral duty. There is no profession more ignoble than that of the critic—except perhaps that of the physician presiding at an execution.”


“You’re right there,” said D’Agosta with feeling. “Those who can’t do, teach, and those who can’t teach, critique.”


Father Cappi laughed. “Very true, Sergeant D’Agosta.”


“Sergeant D’Agosta is a writer of mysteries,” explained Pendergast.


“Is that so! I love detective stories. Give me a title.”


“Angels of Purgatory is his latest.”


“I’ll buy it immediately.”


D’Agosta mumbled his thanks. For the second time that day, he found himself feeling embarrassed. He would have to talk to Pendergast about sounding off about his abortive writing career.


“Suffice to say,” the priest continued, “Grove made a splendid critic. He surrounded himself with the most degraded, selfish, and cruel people he could find. Everything he did was excessive—drinking, eating, sex, money, gossip. He gave dinner parties like a Roman emperor, and he was often on television, savaging this person or that—in the most charming way, of course. His articles in the New York Review of Books were avidly read. Naturally he was a huge hit in New York City society.”


“And your relationship to him?”


“He couldn’t forgive me for what I represented. Our relationship simply couldn’t continue.”


“When was this?” D’Agosta asked.


“Grove’s wife ran off in 1974, and we had our falling-out shortly thereafter. I haven’t heard from him since. Not until this morning, that is.”


“The message?”


The priest removed a microcassette recorder from his pocket. “I made a copy before turning it over to the police.”


Holding it up in one hand, he pressed the play button. There was a beep. Then:


Bernard? Bernard! It’s Jeremy Grove. Are you there? Pick up the phone, for God’s sake!


The voice was high, strained, tinny.


Listen, Bernard, I need you here, now. You’ve got to come. Southampton, 3001 Dune Road. Come immediately. It’s . . . it’s horrible. Bring a cross, Bible, holy water. My God, Bernard, he’s coming for me. Do you hear? He’s coming for me! I need to confess, I need forgiveness, absolution . . . For the love of God, Bernard, pick up the phone—


His voice was cut off by the message machine using up its allotted time. The harsh voice echoed into silence in the bare, whitewashed room. D’Agosta felt a shiver of horror.


“Well,” said Pendergast after a moment. “I’d be curious to hear your thoughts on that, Father.”


Father Cappi’s face was grim. “I believe he felt damnation was upon him.”


“Damnation? Or the devil?”


Cappi shifted uncomfortably. “For whatever reason, Jeremy Grove knew his death was imminent. He wanted to obtain forgiveness before the end. That was even more important to him than calling the police. Grove, you see, never stopped believing.”


“Are you familiar with the physical evidence at the scene of the crime: the burned hoofprint, the traces of sulfur and brimstone, the peculiar heating of the body?”


“I was told, yes.”


“How do you explain it?”


“The work of a mortal man. Grove’s killer wished to make a statement about what kind of man Grove was. Hence the hoofprint, brimstone, and all the rest.” Father Cappi slid the tape recorder back into his cassock. “There’s nothing mysterious about evil, Mr. Pendergast. It’s here all around us, I see it every day. And I somehow doubt the real devil, whatever form he might take, would wish to draw such unwelcome attention to his way of doing business.”
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In the first darkness following sunset, the man known only as Wren walked up the broad, trash-strewn thoroughfare of upper Riverside Drive. To his left lay the black outlines of Riverside Park and the Hudson River beyond; to his right, the vast hulks of once-great mansions, now empty and decaying. Wren’s shadow flitted from streetlamp to streetlamp as the last touch of red left the incarnadine sky. Despite the gentrification creeping up from southern Manhattan, this remained a dangerous neighborhood, one in which few would wish to be caught after dark. But there was something about Wren—the cadaverousness of his features, perhaps; or his quick, stealthy scuttle of a walk; or the wild shock of white hair, unnaturally thick for a man of his years—that kept predators at bay.


Now Wren stopped before a large Beaux Arts mansion that fronted Riverside Drive from 137th to 138th Streets. The four-story pile was surrounded by a tall spiked-iron fence, furred in rust. Beyond the fence, the lawn was overgrown with weeds and ancient ailanthus bushes. The mansion itself seemed in decrepitude: windows securely boarded up with tin, slate roof tiles chipped, widow’s walk missing half its metal posts.


The iron gate blocking the entrance was ajar. Without pausing, Wren slipped through the opening and down the cobbled drive to the porte-cochère. Here, trash had accumulated in the corners, blown by the wind into fantastic shapes. In the blackness beneath the carriageway entrance was set a lone oaken door, festooned with graffiti but solid-looking nonetheless. Wren raised his bony hand, rapped once, then again.


The echo of his knock was lost in the vast spaces within. For a minute, perhaps two, all remained still. Then there was the rasp of a heavy lock being turned, and the door slowly creaked open. Yellow light filtered out. Pendergast stood in the doorway, one hand on the knob, the paleness of his features enhanced by the incandescent glow of the hallway. Without a word, he ushered Wren in, then closed and locked the door behind them.


Wren followed the FBI agent through the marbled entranceway and into a long, wood-paneled gallery. Then he stopped abruptly. The last time he had seen this house was during the summer, when he’d spent several weeks cataloging the mansion’s vast collections while Pendergast was taking his vacation in Kansas. At the time, the inside of the house had been as much a ruin as the outside: paneling torn away, floorboards ripped up, plaster and lath exposed, the by-products of an intense search. Along with Pendergast, Wren was one of only four—no, that would be five—living beings who knew the results of that search, and what those results meant.


But now the chestnut wainscoting shone with fresh polish; the walls had been replastered and covered in muted Victorian wallpaper; and everywhere, brass and copper fittings glowed in the dim light. In dozens of inlaid nooks and on marble plinths sat specimens from a magnificent collection: meteorites, gemstones, rare butterflies, fossils of long-extinct species. Within this house, a cabinet of curiosities unmatched by any other had been restored to a magnificence it had not enjoyed in a hundred years. Yet it was a cabinet destined to remain hidden from the world.


“I love what you’ve done with the place,” Wren said, waving his hand around the room.


Pendergast inclined his head.


“I’m amazed you accomplished it so quickly. Just two months ago the house was a shambles.”


Pendergast began leading the way down the gallery. “Cajun craftsmen and carpenters from south of the Bayou Têche served my family well in earlier years. They proved themselves invaluable once again. Though they did not approve of the—shall we say—environs?”


Wren chuckled faintly, tunelessly. “I have to agree with them. It seems odd, you taking up residence here, when you have such a delightful place down at the Dakota that’s—” He stopped in midsentence, eyes widening in understanding. “Unless . . . ?”


Pendergast nodded. “Yes, Wren. That is the reason. One of them, anyway.”


They were now passing into a vast reception hall, its domed ceiling repainted a Wedgwood blue. Rippled glass cabinets lined the walls, full of more artifacts, beautifully displayed. Small mounted dinosaur skeletons and taxidermied animals were arrayed around the parquet floor. Wren plucked at Pendergast’s sleeve. “How is she?”


Pendergast stopped. “She is well. Physically. Emotionally, as well as could be expected. We’re making slow progress. It’s been so long, you see.”


Wren nodded his understanding. Then he reached into his pocket and withdrew a DVD.


“Here it is,” he said, passing it to Pendergast. “A complete inventory of the collections within this house, cataloged and indexed to the best of my ability.”


Pendergast nodded.


“It still amazes me that the world’s preeminent cabinet of curiosities is housed under this roof.”


“Indeed. And I trust you found the pieces I gave you from it payment enough for your services?”


“Oh, yes,” Wren whispered. “Yes, yes, they were definitely payment enough.”


“As I recall, you were so long on restoring a certain Indian ledger book I was afraid the rightful owner would get restive.”


“One can’t hurry art,” Wren sniffed. “And it was such a beautiful ledger book. It’s just that . . . it’s just time, you know. Time bears away all things, as Virgil said. It’s bearing away my books right now, my lovely books, faster than I can restore them.” Wren’s domicile was the seventh and deepest sub-basement of the New York Public Library, where he held court over uncataloged legions of decaying books, their endless stacks navigable by no one but himself.


“Indeed. Then it must be a relief to know that your work here is done.”


“I’d have inventoried the library as well, but she seems to retain everything about it in her head.” And Wren allowed himself a bitter laugh.


“Her knowledge of this house is remarkable, and I’ve found uses for it already.”


Wren glanced at him inquiringly.


“I’m planning to ask her to examine the library’s holdings on Satan.”


“Satan? That’s a broad topic, hypocrite lecteur.”


“As it happens, I’m interested in just one aspect. The death of human beings at the hand of the devil.”


“You mean, as in selling one’s soul? Payment for services rendered, that kind of thing?”


Pendergast nodded.


“It’s still a broad topic.”


“I’m not interested in literature, Wren. I’m interested solely in nonfiction sources. Primary sources. Preferably first-person and eyewitness accounts.”


“You’ve been in this house too long.”


“I find it’s beneficial to keep her occupied. And, as you said yourself, she knows the library’s holdings so well.”


“I see.” And Wren let his gaze stray toward a set of doors in the far wall.


Pendergast followed his gaze. “You wish to see her?”


“Are you surprised? I’m practically her godfather, after what happened here this summer. You forget my role.”


“I forget nothing, and will always be in your debt for that, if nothing else.” And without another word, Pendergast stepped forward and noiselessly opened the doors.


Wren peered through them. His yellow eyes grew bright. On the far side lay a large and sumptuously appointed library. Case after case of richly bound books rose to the ceiling, firelight warming their leather spines. A dozen small sofas and wing chairs were arranged across a thick Persian carpet. In one of the chairs, sitting before the fire, was a young woman, paging through an oversize book of lithographs. She was wearing a pinafore over a white dress and black stockings, and as she turned another page, the firelight shone on her slender limbs, her dark hair and eyes. On a low table nearby sat a tea service, laid out for two.


Pendergast cleared his throat gently and the girl looked up. Her eyes went from the FBI agent to Wren, and for a moment, fear flashed through them. But then recognition spread across her features. She put the book aside, stood up, smoothed her pinafore, and waited for the two men to approach.


“How are you, Constance?” Wren asked in as soothing a croak as he could manage.


“Very well, Mr. Wren, thank you.” Constance gave a small curtsy. “And yourself?”


“Busy, very busy. My books take up all my time.”


“I shouldn’t think one would speak grudgingly of such a noble occupation.” Constance’s tone was grave, but the faintest of smiles touched her lips—in amusement? condescension?—and was gone again before Wren could be sure.


“No, no, of course not.” Wren tried not to stare. How, in such a short time, could he have forgotten that studied voice with its quaint constructions? How could he forget those eyes, so very ancient, yet set in such a young and beautiful face? He cleared his throat. “So tell me, Constance, how you pass your days.”


“Rather tranquilly. In the mornings, I read Latin and Greek, under the direction of Aloysius. My afternoons are my own, and I generally spend them browsing the collections, correcting the occasional inaccurate label I happen to come across.”


Wren darted a quick look at Pendergast.


“We have a late tea, during which Aloysius generally reads to me from the newspapers. After dinner, I practice the violin. Wretchedly. Aloysius suffers me to believe he finds my playing bearable.”


“Dr. Pendergast is the most honest of people.”


“Let us say Dr. Pendergast is the most tactful of people.”


“Be that as it may, I’d love to hear you play sometime.”


“I would be delighted.” And Constance curtsied again.


Wren nodded, turned to leave.


“Mr. Wren?” Constance called after him.


Wren turned, beetled eyebrows raised in query.


She looked back at him. “Thank you again. For everything.”


Pendergast quietly shut the doors to the library and accompanied Wren back down the echoing galleries.


“You read her the newspapers?” Wren asked.


“Just selected articles, of course. It seemed the easiest form of—how best to put it?—social decompression. We’re now up to the 1960s.”


“And her nocturnal, ah, rambles?”


“Now that she’s under my care, there’s no need for foraging. And I’ve decided on the site of her recuperation: my great-aunt’s estate on the Hudson. It’s deserted these days. It should be a good reintroduction to sunlight, if handled gently enough.”


“Sunlight.” Wren repeated the word slowly, as if tasting it. “It still seems impossible she was there all that time, after what happened, in those tunnels down by the river access. I keep wondering why she revealed herself to me.”


“Perhaps she’d grown to trust you. She’d watched you at work long enough, over the summer. You clearly loved the collections, which are precious to her as well. Or perhaps she had just reached the point where human contact was necessary, no matter what the risk.”


Wren shook his head. “Are you sure, really sure, she’s only nineteen years old?”


“That question is more difficult than it sounds. Physically, her body is that of a nineteen-year-old.”


They had reached the front door, and Wren waited for Pendergast to unlock it. “Thank you, Wren,” the FBI agent said, opening the door. Night air rushed in, carrying with it the faint sounds of traffic.


Wren stepped through the door, paused, turned back. “Have you decided what you’re going to do about her?”


For a moment, Pendergast did not reply. Then he nodded silently.
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The Renaissance Salon of the Metropolitan Museum of Art was one of the museum’s most remarkable spaces. Taken piece by piece, stone by stone, from the ancient Palazzo Dati of Florence and reassembled in Manhattan, it re-created in perfect detail a late Renaissance salone. It was the most imposing and austere of all the grand galleries in the museum, and for this reason, it was chosen for the memorial service of Jeremy Grove.


D’Agosta felt like an idiot in his cop’s uniform, with its Southampton P.D. patch in gold and blue and its lowly sergeant’s stripes. People turned toward him quickly, stared as if he was some kind of freak, and then just as quickly dismissed him as hired help and turned away.


As he followed Pendergast into the hall, D’Agosta was surprised to see a long table groaning with food, and another sporting enough bottles of wine and liquor to lay low a herd of rhinos. Some memorial service. More like an Irish wake. D’Agosta had been to a few of those during his NYPD days and felt lucky to have survived them. They’d obviously set this whole thing up with remarkable speed—Grove had been dead only two days.


The room was crowded. There were no chairs: people were meant to mingle, not sit reverentially. Several television crews had set up their gear near a carpet-covered stage, which was bare save for a small podium. A harpsichord stood in a far corner of the salon, but it was barely audible over the noise of the crowd. If there was anybody shedding tears over Grove, they were hiding it pretty well.


Pendergast leaned over. “Vincent, if you are interested in any comestibles, now is the time to act. With a crowd like this, they won’t last long.”


“Comestibles? You mean that food on the table? No, thanks.” His dalliance with the literary world had taught him that events like these served things like fish eggs and cheese that smelled so bad it encouraged you to check the bottom of your shoes.


“Then shall we circulate?” Pendergast began moving sylphlike through the crowd. Now a lone man mounted the stage: impeccably dressed, tall, hair carefully groomed back, face glistening with a professional makeup job. The crowd hushed even before he reached the microphone.


Pendergast took D’Agosta’s elbow. “Sir Gervase de Vache, director of the museum.”


The man plucked the microphone from the podium, his elegant figure straight and dignified.


“I welcome you all,” he said, apparently feeling it unnecessary to introduce himself. “We are here to memorialize our friend and colleague Jeremy Grove—but as he would have wanted it: with food, drink, music, and good cheer, not long faces and lugubrious speeches.” He spoke with a trace of a French accent.


Although Pendergast had stopped the moment the director gained the stage, D’Agosta noticed that the FBI agent was still scouring the room with his restless eyes.


“I first met Jeremy Grove some twenty years ago, when he reviewed our Monet exhibition for Downtown. It was—how shall I say it?—a classic Grove review.”


There was a ripple of knowing laughter.


“Jeremy Grove was, above all else, a man who told the truth as he saw it, unflinchingly and with style. His rapier wit and irreverent sallies enlivened many a dinner party . . .”


D’Agosta tuned out. Pendergast was still ceaselessly scanning the room, and now he began moving again, slowly, like a shark that has just scented blood in the water. D’Agosta followed. He liked to watch Pendergast in action. There, at the liquor table, pouring himself a stiff drink, was a striking young man dressed entirely in black, with a neat goatee. He had exceptionally large, deep, liquid eyes, and fingers that were even more spidery than Pendergast’s.


“Maurice Vilnius, the abstract expressionist painter,” Pendergast murmured. “One of many beneficiaries of Grove’s ministrations.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“I recall a review Grove wrote of Vilnius’s paintings some years back. The phrase that best sticks in my mind is: These paintings are so bad they inspire respect, even awe. It takes a special kind of talent to produce mediocrity at this level. Vilnius has such talent in abundance.”


D’Agosta swallowed a laugh. “That’s worth killing over.” He hastily put his face in order; Vilnius had turned to see them approach.


“Ah, Maurice, how are you?” Pendergast asked.


The painter raised two very black eyebrows. As a fellow sufferer of bad reviews, D’Agosta had expected to see anger, or at least resentment, on the flushed face. Instead, it wore a broad smile.


“Have we met?”


“My name’s Pendergast. We met briefly at your opening at Galerie Dellitte last year. Beautiful work. I’ve been considering acquiring a piece for my apartment in the Dakota.”


Vilnius’s smile grew broader. “Delighted.” He spoke with a Russian accent. “Come by anytime. Come by today. It would make my fifth sale this week.”


“Indeed?” D’Agosta noticed Pendergast was careful to keep surprise from his voice. In the background, the director’s voice droned on: “. . . a man of courage and determination, who did not go gently into that good night . . .”


“Maurice,” Pendergast continued, “I’d like to speak with you about Grove’s last—”


Suddenly, a middle-aged woman came up to Vilnius, her cadaverous figure draped in a sequined dress. In tow was a tall man in a black tuxedo, his bald head polished to gemstone brilliance.


The woman tugged at Vilnius’s sleeve. “Maurice, darling, I just had to congratulate you in person. That new review is simply wonderful. And so long overdue.”


“You’ve seen it already?” Vilnius replied, turning toward these new arrivals.


“Just this afternoon,” the tall man replied. “A proof copy was faxed to my gallery.”


“. . . and now, one of Jeremy’s beloved sonatas by Haydn . . .”


People continued talking, ignoring the man at the podium. Vilnius glanced back toward Pendergast for a moment. “Nice to have met you again, Mr. Pendergast,” he said, drawing a card from his pocket and handing it to the FBI agent. “Please drop by the studio anytime.” Then he turned back to the woman and her escort. As they walked away, D’Agosta could hear Vilnius saying, “It’s remarkable to me how quickly news spreads. The review isn’t even due to be published for another day.”


D’Agosta looked at Pendergast. He, too, was watching Vilnius walk away. “Interesting,” he murmured under his breath.


They drifted back into the crowd. De Vache had concluded his speech, and the noise level had risen once again. The harpischord had resumed but was now completely inaudible over the drinking, eating, and gossiping.


Suddenly, Pendergast took off at high speed, arrowing through the crowd. D’Agosta realized his aim was the director of the Met, stepping down from the stage.


De Vache paused at their approach. “Ah, Pendergast. Don’t tell me you’re on the case.”


Pendergast nodded.


The Frenchman pursed his lips. “Is this official? Or were you perhaps a friend of his?”


“Did Grove have any friends?”


De Vache chuckled. “True, very true. Friendship was a stranger to Jeremy, something he kept at arm’s length. The last time I met him was—let me see—at a dinner party. I recall he asked the man across from him—a perfectly harmless old gentleman with dentures—to stop clacking his front incisors while he ate; that he was a man, not a rat. Someone later dripped sauce on his tie, and Jeremy inquired if perchance he was related to Jackson Pollock.” Sir Gervase chuckled. “And that was just one dinner party. Can a man who routinely talks this way have friends?”


Sir Gervase was called away by a group of jewelry-laden matrons. He apologized to Pendergast, nodded at D’Agosta, then turned away. Pendergast’s eyes went back to roaming the room, finally locking on a group of people near the harpsichord. “Voilà,” he said. “The mother lode.”


“Who?”


“Those three talking together. Along with Vilnius, whom you just met, they were the guests at Grove’s last dinner party. And our reason for being here.”


D’Agosta’s eye landed first on an unexceptional-looking man in a gray suit. Beside him stood a wraithlike elderly woman, covered with powder and rouge, dressed to the nines, manicured, coiffed, and no doubt Botoxed in an ultimately failed attempt to look less than sixty. She wore a necklace of emeralds so big D’Agosta feared her scrawny shoulders would tire carrying their weight. But the standout among the group was the figure at her other elbow: an enormously fat man in a gorgeous, dove-gray suit, replete with silk waistcoat, white gloves, and gold chain.


“The woman,” murmured Pendergast, “is Lady Milbanke, widow of the seventh Baron Milbanke. She is said to be a poisonous gossip, a drinker of absinthe, and an indefatigable séance organizer and raiser of the dead.”


“She looks like she needs a little raising from the dead herself.”


“Vincent, I have missed your trenchant sense of humor. The heavyset gentleman is undoubtedly Count Fosco. I have long heard of him, but this is the first time I’ve seen him.”


“He must weigh three hundred pounds if he weighs an ounce.”


“And yet observe how lightly he carries himself. And the tall gentleman in the gray suit is Jonathan Frederick, the art critic for Art & Antiques.”


D’Agosta nodded.


“Shall we venture into the lion’s den?”


“You’re the boss.”


Immediately, Pendergast strode over, smoothly and shamelessly insinuated himself into the group, and, seizing Lady Milbanke’s hand, raised it toward his lips.


The old woman blushed beneath her makeup. “Have we had the pleasure—?”


“No,” said Pendergast. “More’s the pity. My name is Pendergast.”


“Pendergast. And who is your friend? A bodyguard?” This elicited a round of titters from the group.


Pendergast chuckled along with them. “In a manner of speaking.”


“If he’s moonlighting,” the tall man named Frederick said, “he should do so out of uniform. This is, after all, a memorial service.”


D’Agosta noted that Pendergast did not bother to correct the man about the moonlighting. Instead, he shook his head sadly, ignoring the comment. “Terribly sad about Grove, don’t you think?”


Nods all around.


“I heard a rumor he gave a dinner party the night of his death.”


There was a sudden silence.


“Well now, Mr. Pendergast,” said Lady Milbanke. “What an extraordinary comment. You see, we were all at that dinner party.”


“Indeed. They say the murderer might have been a guest at the party.”


“How exciting!” cried Lady Milbanke. “It’s just like an Agatha Christie novel. As a matter of fact, we each had our own motives to do away with Grove. At least, we used to.” She exchanged brief glances with the others. “But then, we weren’t the only ones. Isn’t that so, Jason?” And, raising her voice, she beckoned a young man who was passing by, champagne flute in one hand. An orchid drooped from the buttonhole of his fawn jacket, and his hair was the color of marmalade.


The youth stopped, frowned. “What are you talking about?”


“This is Jason Prince.” She laughed teasingly. “Jason, I was just telling Mr. Pendergast here how many people in this room had cause to murder Jeremy Grove. And you’re known to be a jealous lad.”


“She’s full of crap, as usual,” said Prince, his face flushing. Turning on his heels, he strode away.


Lady Milbanke issued another tinkle of laughter. “And Jonathan here had been skewered by Grove more than once in his time. Right, Jonathan?”


The gray-haired man smiled ironically. “I joined a rather large club.”


“He called you the inflatable love doll of art critics, didn’t he?”


The man didn’t bat an eye. “Grove did have a turn of phrase. But I thought we agreed this was all behind us, Evelyn. That was more than five years ago.”


“And then there’s the count. A prime suspect. Look at him! Obviously a man of dark secrets. He’s Italian, and you know them.”


The count smiled. “We Italians are devious creatures.”


D’Agosta looked at the count with curiosity. He was struck by the man’s eyes, which were a dark gray color, with the unique clearness of deep water. The man had long gray hair, swept back, and skin as pink as a baby’s, despite his age, which had to approach sixty.


“And then there’s me,” Lady Milbanke continued. “You might think I had the best motive of all to murder him. We were once lovers. Cherchez la dame.”


D’Agosta shuddered and wondered if such a thing was physically possible.


The critic, Frederick, seemed to be equally put off by this image, because he began backing off. “Excuse me, there’s someone I need to speak with.”


Lady Milbanke smiled. “About your new appointment, I suppose?”


“As a matter of fact, yes. Mr. Pendergast, a pleasure to have met you.”


There was a brief pause in the conversation. D’Agosta found that the count’s gray eyes had settled on Pendergast and that a small smile was playing about his lips. “Pray tell, Mr. Pendergast,” said the count. “What is your official interest in this case?”


Pendergast didn’t react. By way of response, he slipped a hand into his jacket and removed his wallet, opening it slowly and reverently, as if it was a case of jewels. The gold badge flashed in the lights of the great hall.


“Ecce signum!” the count cried delightedly.


The old lady took a step back. “You? Police?”


“Special Agent Pendergast, Federal Bureau of Investigation.”


Lady Milbanke rounded on the count. “You knew and didn’t tell me? And here I’ve made all of us into suspects!” Her voice had lost its undertone of amusement.


The count smiled. “I knew the minute he approached that he was of the constabulary.”


“He doesn’t look like an FBI agent to me.”


The count turned to Pendergast. “I hope Evelyn’s information will be useful to you, sir?”


“Very,” said Pendergast. “I have heard much about you, Count Fosco.”


The count smiled.


“I believe you and Grove have been friends a long time?”


“We shared a love of music and art, and that highest marriage of the two: opera. Are you by chance a lover of opera?”


“I am not.”


“No?” The count arched his eyebrows. “And why not?”


“Opera has always struck me as vulgar and infantile. I prefer the symphonic form: pure music, without such props as sets, costumes, melodrama, sex, and violence.”


It seemed to D’Agosta the count had gone stock-still. But then he realized Fosco was laughing silently, visible only from an internal convulsion. The laugh went on for quite a long time. Then he wiped the corners of his eyes with a handkerchief and patted his plump hands together lightly, in appreciation. “Well, well. I see you are a gentleman with firm opinions.” He paused, leaned toward Pendergast, and began to sing in a low tone, his deep bass voice barely keeping above the noise of the room.


  


Braveggia, urla! T’affretta


a palesarmi il fondo dell’alma ria!


  


He paused, leaned back, beaming around. “Tosca, one of my favorites.”


D’Agosta saw Pendergast’s lips tighten a little. “Shout, braggart,” he translated. “What a rush you’re in to show me the last dregs of your vile soul!”


The group became still at what appeared to be an insult directed at the count. But the count only broke into a smile himself. “Bravo. You speak Italian.”


“Ci provo,” said Pendergast.


“My dear fellow, if you can translate Puccini that well, I should say you do much better than merely trying. So you dislike opera. I can only hope you are less of a philistine when it comes to art. Have you had a chance to admire that Ghirlandaio over there? Sublime.”


“Getting to the case,” said Pendergast, “I wonder, Count, if you could answer a few questions?”


The count nodded.


“What was Grove’s mood on the night of his death? Was he upset? Frightened?”


“Yes, he was. But come, shall we take a closer look?” The count moved toward the painting. The others followed.


“Count Fosco, you were one of the last people to see Jeremy Grove alive. I would appreciate your help.”


The count patted his hands together again. “Forgive me if I seem flippant. I want to help. As it happens, your line of work has always fascinated me. I’m an ardent reader of English mysteries; they are perhaps the only thing the English are good for. But I must confess myself unused to being the subject of detection. Not an altogether agreeable feeling.”


“It is never agreeable. What makes you think Grove was upset that night?”


“Over the course of the evening, he couldn’t sit still for more than a few minutes. He hardly drank at all, a striking departure from his usual habits. At times, he spoke loudly, almost giddily. Other times he wept.”


“Do you know why he was upset?”


“Yes. He was in fear of the devil.”


Lady Milbanke clapped her hands in an excess of excitement.


Pendergast peered at Fosco intently. “And what makes you think that?”


“As I was leaving, he asked me a most peculiar question. Knowing I was Catholic, he begged to borrow my cross.”


“And?”


“I loaned it to him. And I must admit to being a trifle alarmed about its safety since reading the morning papers. How may I retrieve it?”


“You can’t.”


“And why not?”


“It’s been entered into evidence.”


“Ah!” the count said, relieved. “But in time I may retrieve it, yes?”


“I don’t see why you’d want to, save perhaps the jewels it held.”


“And why is that?”


“It’s been burned and melted beyond all recognition.”


“No!” the count cried. “A priceless family relic, passed down for a dozen generations. And it was a present to me from my nonno, on my confirmation!” He mastered himself quickly. “Fate is a capricious thing, Mr. Pendergast. Not only did Grove die a day too soon to do me an important service, but he took my prized heirloom as partner to his destruction. So goes life.” He dusted his hands. “And now an exchange of information, perhaps? I have satisfied your curiosity, you satisfy mine.”


“I regret I can’t talk about the case.”


“My dear sir, I don’t speak of the case. I speak of this painting! I would value your opinion.”


Pendergast turned to the painting and said, in an offhand way, “I detect the influence of the Portinari Triptych in those peasants’ faces.”


Count Fosco smiled. “What genius! What foresight!”


Pendergast inclined his head slightly.


“I speak not of you, my friend, but of the artist. You see, that must have been quite a feat, since Ghirlandaio painted this little panel three years before the Portinari Triptych arrived in Florence from Flanders.” He beamed, looking around at his audience.


Pendergast coolly returned the gaze. “Ghirlandaio saw the studies for the painting which were sent to the Portinari family five years before the altarpiece arrived. I’m surprised, Count, to find you not in possession of that fact.”


The count lost his smile for only a moment. Then he clapped with genuine admiration. “Well done, well done! It seems you have bested me on my home turf. I really must get to know you better, Mr. Pendergast: for a member of the carabinieri, you are exceptionally cultivated.”
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D’Agosta listened to the distant ringing from the earpiece, so faint the other phone could have been ringing on the moon. If only his son, Vincent, would answer. He really didn’t want to talk to his wife.


There was a click and that familiar voice came on. “Yes?” She never said hello, she always said yes, as if his call was already an imposition.


“It’s me.”


“Yes?” she repeated.


Jesus Christ. “Me, Vinnie.”


“I know who it is.”


“I’d like to talk to my son, please.”


There was a pause. “You can’t.”


D’Agosta felt a flare of anger. “Why not?”


“Here in Canada we have something called school.”


D’Agosta felt stupefied. Of course. It was Friday, close to noon. “I forgot.”


“I know you forgot. Just like you forgot to call on his birthday.”


“You left the phone off the hook.”


“The dog must’ve knocked it off the hook. But you could have sent a card, a present.”


“I did send a card and a present.”


“It arrived the day after.”


“I sent it ten days before his birthday, for chrissakes. You can’t blame me for slow mail.” This was insane. Once again he was letting himself get dragged into a senseless argument. Why did they feel this desperate need to fight? The best thing to do was just not respond.


“Look, Lydia, I’ll call later tonight, okay?”


“Vincent’s going out with friends.”


“I’ll call tomorrow morning.”


“You’ll probably miss him. He’s got baseball practice all day—”


“Have him call me, then.”


“You think we can afford to make long-distance calls on what you’re paying?”


“You know I’m doing the best I can. No one’s stopping you from moving back here, you know.”


“Vinnie, you dragged us kicking and screaming up here. We didn’t want to go. It was tough at first. But then something amazing happened. I made a life here. I like it here. And so does Vincent. We have friends, Vinnie. We’ve got a life. And now, just when we’re on our feet again, you want us to go back to Queens. Let me tell you, I’m never going back to Queens.”


D’Agosta said nothing. It was just the kind of declaration he hadn’t wanted to provoke. Jesus, he had really blown it with this phone call. And all he wanted to do was talk to his son.


“Lydia, nothing’s engraved in stone. We can work something out.”


“Work something out? It’s time we faced—”


“Don’t say it, Lydia.”


“I am going to say it. It’s time we faced the facts. It’s time—”


“Don’t.”


“—time we got divorced.”


D’Agosta slowly hung up the phone. Twenty-five years, just like that. He felt short of breath; almost sick. He wouldn’t think about it. He had work to do.


The Southampton police headquarters was located in a charming, if dilapidated, old wooden building that had once been the clubhouse of the Slate Rock Country Club. The police force must have labored hard, D’Agosta reflected bleakly, to turn its insides into a typical charmless linoleum, cinder-block, and puke-colored police station. It even had that universal headquarters smell: that combination of sweat, overheated photocopy machines, dirty metal, and chlorine cleaning agents.


D’Agosta felt a knot in his gut. He’d been out of the place for three days now, running around with Pendergast, reporting to the lieutenant by phone. Now he had to face the lieutenant in person. The phone call to his wife had left him a wreck. He really should have waited and called her later.


He walked through the outer offices, nodding this way and that. Nobody looked particularly glad to see him; he wasn’t popular with the regular guys. He hadn’t joined the bowling club or hung out with them at Tiny’s, tossing darts. He’d always figured he was just passing through on his way back to NYC, hadn’t thought it worth the time to make friends. Perhaps that had been a mistake.


Shaking such thoughts away, he rapped on the frosted-glass door that led to the lieutenant’s small office. Faded gold letters, edged in black, spelled out BRASKIE.


“Yeah?” came the voice.


Inside, Braskie sat behind an old metal desk. To one side was a stack of newspapers, from the Post and the Times to the East Hampton Record, all with front-page stories about the case. The lieutenant looked terrible: dark circles under the eyes, face lined. D’Agosta almost felt sorry for him.


Braskie nodded him into a seat. “News?”


D’Agosta ran through everything while Braskie listened. When he was done, Braskie wiped his hand over his prematurely thinning scalp and sighed. “The chief gets back tomorrow, and basically all we’ve got so far is jack. No entry or egress, no latents, no hair or fiber, no eyewitnesses, no nothing. When’s Pendergast coming?”


He sounded almost hopeful, he was that desperate.


“Half an hour. He wanted me to make sure it was all ready.”


“It’s ready.” The lieutenant rose with a sigh. “Follow me.”


The evidence room was housed in a series of portable, container-type structures, fitted end-to-end behind the police station, at the edge of one of Southampton’s last remaining potato fields. The lieutenant swiped his card through the door scanner and entered. Within, D’Agosta saw that Joe Lillian, a fellow sergeant, was laying out the last of the evidence on a table in the middle of the long, narrow space. On both sides, shelves and lockers stretched back into the gloom, crammed with evidence going back God knew how many years.


D’Agosta eyed the table. Sergeant Lillian had done a nice job. Papers, glassine envelopes, sample tubes—everything was tagged and laid out neat as a pin.


“Think this’ll meet with your special agent’s approval?” Braskie asked.


D’Agosta wasn’t sure if it was sarcasm or desperation he detected in Braskie’s voice. But before he could contemplate a reply, he heard a familiar honeyed voice behind them.


“Indeed it does, Lieutenant Braskie; indeed it does.”


Braskie fairly jumped. Pendergast stood inside the doorway, hands behind his back; he must’ve somehow slipped in behind them.


Pendergast strolled up to the table, hands still clasped behind his back, lips pursed, examining the evidence as keenly as a connoisseur admiring a table laden with precious art.


“Help yourself to anything,” said Braskie. “I’ve no doubt your forensics lab is better than ours.”


“And I doubt the killer left any forensic evidence beyond that which he wanted to leave. No, for the moment I’m merely browsing. But what’s this? The melted cross. May I?”


Sergeant Lillian picked up the envelope holding the cross and handed it to Pendergast. The agent held it gingerly, turning it slowly this way and that. “I’d like to send this to a lab in New York.”


“No problem.” Lillian took it back and laid it in a plastic evidence container.


“And this charred material.” Pendergast next picked up a test tube with some burned chunks of sulfur. He unstoppered it, waved it under his nose, restoppered it.


“Done.”


Pendergast glanced at D’Agosta. “Anything that interests you, Sergeant?”


D’Agosta stepped forward. “Maybe.” He swept an eye over the table, nodded toward a packet of letters.


“Everything’s been gone over by forensics,” said Lillian. “Go ahead and handle it.”


D’Agosta picked up the letters and slipped one out. It was from the boy, Jason Prince, to Grove. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a smirk growing on Lillian’s face. What the hell did he think was so funny? D’Agosta began to read.


Jesus. Oh, Jesus. Reddening, D’Agosta put the letters down.


“Learn something new every day, huh, D’Agosta?” Lillian asked, grinning.


D’Agosta turned back to the table. There was a small stack of books: Dr. Faustus by Christopher Marlowe; The New Book of Christian Prayers; Malleus Maleficarum.


“The Witches Hammer,” Pendergast said, nodding at the last title. “The professional witch-hunting manual of the Inquisition. A font of information on the black arts.”


Beside the books was a stack of Web printouts. D’Agosta picked up the top sheet. The site was called Maledicat Dominus; this particular page appeared to be devoted to charms or prayers for warding off the devil.


“He visited a bunch of sites like that in the last twenty-four hours of his life,” said Braskie. “Those were the pages he printed out.”


Pendergast was now examining a wine cork with a magnifying glass. “What was the menu?” he asked.


Braskie turned to a notebook, flipped open some pages, and passed it to Pendergast.


Pendergast read aloud. “Dover sole, grilled medallions of beef in a burgundy and mushroom reduction, julienned carrots, salad, lemon sherbet. Served with a ’90 Petrus. Excellent taste in wine.”


Handing back the notebook, Pendergast continued his prowl. He bent forward, picked up a wrinkled piece of paper.


“We found that balled up in the wastebasket. Appears to be a proof sheet of some kind.”


“It’s an advance print of an article for the next issue of Art Review. Due on the newsstands tomorrow, if I’m not mistaken.” Pendergast smoothed the paper, once again began to read out loud. “‘Art history, like any other great discipline, has its own sacred temples: places and moments any self-respecting critic would give his eyeteeth to have attended. The first impressionist exhibition on the Boulevard des Capucines in 1874 was one; the day Braque first saw Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon is another. I am here now to tell you that the Golgotha series of Maurice Vilnius—now on display in his East Village studio—will be another such watershed moment in the history of art.’”


“At the memorial service yesterday, I thought you said Grove hated Vilnius’s stuff,” D’Agosta said.


“And so he did—in years past. But he seems to have suffered a change of heart.” Pendergast replaced the paper on the desk with a thoughtful expression. “It certainly explains why Vilnius was in such a good mood last night.”


“We found another, similar article sitting beside his computer,” Braskie said, pointing to another sheet on the table. “Printed out but not signed. Appears to be by Grove, however.”


Pendergast picked up the indicated sheet. “It’s an article to Burlington Magazine, titled ‘A Reappraisal of Georges de la Tour’s The Education of the Virgin.’” He glanced over it quickly. “It’s a short article by Grove retracting his own earlier review, where he labeled the de la Tour painting a forgery.” He replaced the sheet. “He appears to have changed his mind about a lot of things in his final hours.”


Pendergast glided along the table, then stopped once again, this time before a sheaf of telephone records. “Now, these will be helpful, don’t you think, Vincent?” he said, handing them to D’Agosta.


“Just got the warrant for their release this morning,” said Braskie. “Clipped to the back are names and addresses and a short identification of each person he called.”


“Looks like he made a lot of calls on his last day,” said D’Agosta, flipping through.


“He did,” said Braskie. “To a lot of strange people.”


D’Agosta turned over the records and looked at the list. It was strange: An international call to Professor Iain Montcalm, New College, Oxford, Medieval Studies Department. Other, local calls to Evelyn Milbanke; Jonathan Frederick. A variety of calls to directory information. After midnight, calls to Locke Bullard, the industrialist; one Nigel Cutforth; and then—even later—the call to Father Cappi.


“We plan to interview them all. Montcalm, by the way, is one of the world’s experts on medieval satanic practices.”


Pendergast nodded.


“Milbanke and Frederick were at the last dinner party, and the calls were probably about organizing it. We have no idea why he called Bullard. We don’t have any evidence that he ever met the guy. Cutforth is also a cipher. He’s some kind of record producer, again no indication that he and Grove ever crossed paths. Yet in both cases, Grove had their private numbers.”


“What about all these calls to directory information?” D’Agosta asked. “He must have called at least a dozen different cities.”


“As far as we can tell, he was trying to track down somebody by the name of Beckmann. Ranier Beckmann. His Internet search activity bears this out, too.”


Pendergast laid down a dirty napkin he had been examining. “Excellent work, Lieutenant. Do you mind if we interview some of these people as well?”


“Be my guest.”


D’Agosta and Pendergast climbed into the agent’s Rolls, idling ostentatiously in front of the police station, the driver in full livery. As the powerful vehicle accelerated away from the station, Pendergast slipped a leather notebook from his pocket, opened it to a fresh page, and began making notations with a gold pen. “We seem to have an embarrassment of suspects.”


“Yeah. Like about everyone Grove ever knew.”


“With the possible exception of Maurice Vilnius. Even so, I suspect the list will shorten itself rather quickly. Meanwhile, we have our work cut out for us tomorrow.” He handed the list to D’Agosta. “You speak with Milbanke, Bullard, and Cutforth. I’ll take Vilnius, Fosco, and Montcalm. And here are some identification cards from the FBI Southern District of Manhattan Field Office. If anybody objects to the questions, give them one of these.”


“Anything in particular I should be looking for?”


“Strictly routine police work. We’ve reached the point in the case where we must regrettably put on those old-fashioned gumshoes. Isn’t that how they say it in those detective novels you used to write?”


D’Agosta managed a wry smile. “Not exactly.”
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