

[image: image]




 


 


John Lutz published his first short story in 1966 in Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine and has been publishing regularly ever since. His work includes political suspense, private-eye novels, urban suspense, humour, occult, crime caper, police procedural, espionage, historical, futuristic, amateur detective – virtually every mystery sub-genre. He is the author of more than thirty-five novels and 250 short stories and articles. His SWF Seeks Same was made into the hit movie Single White Female, starring Bridget Fonda and Jennifer Jason Leigh, and his novel The Ex was made into the HBO original movie of the same title, for which he co-authored the screenplay.




 


 


Also by John Lutz


Chill of Night
Fear the Night
Night Victims
The Night Watcher The Night Caller
Final Seconds (with David August)
The Ex
Single White Female


Titles featuring Frank Quinn


Darker Than Night
In for the Kill
Night Kills
Urge to Kill
Mister X
Serial
Pulse
Twist





Night Kills


John Lutz


[image: Image]




 


Constable & Robinson Ltd
55–56 Russell Square
London WC1B 4HP
www.constablerobinson.com


First published in the US by Pinnacle Books,
an imprint of Kensington Publishing Corp., 2008


First published in the UK by C&R Crime,
an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd., 2014


Copyright © John Lutz, 2008


The right of John Lutz to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988


All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events or locales is entirely coincidental.


A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in
Publication Data is available from the British Library


ISBN: 978-1-78033-183-6 (paperback)
ISBN: 978-1-78033-184-3 (ebook)


Printed and bound in the UK


1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2




 


 


Women and birds are able to see without turning their heads, and that is indeed a necessary provision, for they are both surrounded by enemies.


– James Stephens, The Demi-Gods
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Madeline was on the run.


She should have known better. She really should have.


An insect—a large bee or wasp—whizzed past close to her ear as she skidded around a corner, her right foot almost slipping out of her low-cut sneaker. An instant later came a flat Blam! She knew he was shooting at her.


No doubt now as to what he’d had in mind in the car.


He’s trying to kill me!


Why? What did I do?


She was gasping for breath now, beginning to stumble from exhaustion as she ran down the dark street. Even late as it was, even in this neighborhood, somebody must be awake who would help her. Anyone!


Terror propelled her. Terror and the steady, relentless pounding of his footsteps behind her.


What caused this?


What’s this about?


If he gets close enough to take another shot . . .


Her right side was aching now. The pain was an enemy trying to bend her body forward so she could no longer run, no longer live. Her legs weren’t merely tired. They were becoming so numb that she could hardly feel any contact with the sidewalk.


Madeline was ready to surrender to the inevitable, and then she saw a shifting of shadow and a brightening at the next dark intersection.


A car’s coming!


Behind her, closer, the gun fired again. It sounded like the flat of one huge palm slapping against another. There was a finality to the sharp report.


It signaled the end of something.
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Retired homicide detective Frank Quinn was having strong black coffee after his breakfast at the Lotus Diner on Amsterdam when a saggy-jowled man who looked like a well-tailored bloodhound sat down opposite him.


“I know I’m late,” the bloodhound growled.


“How so?” Quinn asked, sipping his coffee.


“If it were up to you, I’d have been here much sooner.”


Quinn didn’t answer. Overconfident people bored him.


The two men were almost exact opposites. The bloodhound, who was New York Police Commissioner Harley Renz, was not only saggy jowled but saggy bodied. He’d put on about forty pounds in the past few years, and the expensive chalk-stripe blue suit didn’t disguise it as workable muscle. All vertical stripes did for Renz was zigzag.


Quinn, on the other hand, was tall and rangy, with a firm jaw, a nose broken once too often, and disconcerting flat green eyes. His straight, gray-flecked dark hair was cut short, and recently, but, as always, looked as if a barber should shape it to suit a human head. If Renz was the bloodhound, there was something of the wolf in Quinn.


“You’re glad to see me,” Renz went on, “because you don’t like rotting in retirement at the age of fifty-five.”


Thel the waitress came over and Quinn said, “A coffee for my antagonist.”


“I haven’t had breakfast,” Renz said. “I’ll have a waffle, too. Diet syrup.”


“Stuff tastes like tree sap,” Thel said. She was a dumpy, middle-aged woman who’d never been pretty, so substituted being frank. It worked pretty well for her.


“The real stuff, then,” Renz said, grateful to be nudged off his diet.


Quinn listened for a moment to Upper West Side traffic flowing past on Amsterdam. Somebody just outside shouted an obscenity. Somebody leaned on a car horn and shouted back. New York.


“I’m rotting fast,” he said. “Why don’t you get to the point?”


“Sure. I need you and your team again.”


Quinn and the two detectives Renz had assigned to him on his last case had become media darlings by tracking down a serial killer aptly called the Butcher. Their success had also resulted in Renz’s swift climb up the promotional ladder to commissioner. He was, in fact, one of the most popular commissioners the city had ever known. In New York that meant he could do just about as he pleased, including yanking three detectives temporarily back into the NYPD as long as they were willing. He knew Quinn would be willing. And if Quinn was willing, so would be his two detectives. Like Renz, Quinn was a hard man to refuse.


“Why do you need us?”


Renz smiled. Still looked like a bloodhound. “In this city, Quinn, you’re Mister Serial Killer.”


“I’m not sure I like the way you put that.”


“You know what I mean.”


“Last time we went to work for you, you got promoted all the way to commissioner.”


“And you got your good name back and became a big hero. There’s something in this for both of us, Quinn. This for that. Tit for tat. That’s how the world works.”


“Your world.”


“Well, that’s the one I live in.”


“What’s next for you, Harley, mayor?”


Renz shrugged. “Who knows?” He seemed serious. Quinn couldn’t see Harley as mayor. But then he hadn’t been able to see him as police commissioner, and there he sat. Police commissioner.


“What are the terms?” Quinn asked.


“Work for hire. It won’t interfere with your settlement or interrupt your retirement pay.”


Quinn wasn’t worried about the pay. Soon after the Night Prowler case, he’d gotten a large settlement from the city after having been falsely accused of raping a fourteen-year-old girl. Another cop had done it, and Quinn proved it. There was noplace Quinn could go to get his reputation back, so he settled for enough money to pay his attorneys and support himself comfortably with or without his pension.


“If I’m going to do it,” he said, “it’s got to interest me.”


“Oh, it will.”


Thel came over with Renz’s coffee and waffle, and maple syrup in a container that looked like one of those little liquor bottles the airlines give you.


“This,” Thel said, tapping the bottle’s cap with a chipped, red-enameled nail, “is good stuff. Straight from the tree.”


“I believe you, sweetheart,” Renz said.


When she’d walked away, he slathered his waffle with butter, then poured the little bottle’s entire contents over it.


“We’ve got us a serial killer,” he said to Quinn, “but the media’s not onto it yet. Except for Cindy Sellers, who’s sitting on it.”


“How many victims?”


“Two women.”


“Doesn’t sound like enough to make a serial killer.”


“They were both killed in identical, distinctive ways.”


“Then you have the bodies.”


It wasn’t a question. Renz picked up knife and fork and attacked his breakfast. “Parts of them,” he said. “Well, that’s not quite accurate,” he amended through a mouthful of waffle. “We’ve got just their torsos.”


He swallowed, then smacked his lips together in appreciation. “This stuff is yummy.”


Which seemed a strange thing for a bloodhound to say, especially one who was police commissioner, but there it was.


Thel sashayed over with some more coffee immediately when Renz had forked in his last bite of waffle, probably because he’d called her sweetheart.


She returned to behind the counter.


“Shot with the same gun,” Renz said, pushing away his empty plate. He dipped a finger into the residue of syrup and licked, then took a sip of coffee. Not in a rush. Relishing his tale. “Twenty-two-caliber hollow point, through the heart.”


“Small gun.”


“Big enough. The M.E. says the wounds were fatal, but the victims might have taken a while to die. Could be they were finished off with shots to the head. Not having the heads, we wouldn’t know.”


“Professional?”


“Nah. Pro wouldn’t go to all the trouble of dismembering the bodies.”


Quinn figured that was true. Then he cautioned himself not to come to any conclusions so soon.


“The other thing,” Renz said, “is that both women were sexually violated by a long, sharply pointed instrument. Not a knife, more like a stake.”


“Tell me that happened after they died,” Quinn said.


“It did according to Nift.” Nift was Dr. Julius Nift, a skillful but verbally brutal medical examiner. “Nift seemed disappointed by this glimmer of mercy in the killer.”


“More like convenience,” Quinn said. “Easier to bring down a victim with a bullet before going to work with a sharp instrument.”


“That’s why you the man,” Renz said. “You can slip right into the minds of these sick creeps.”


“Into yours, too.”


“You figure he does that thing with the sharp stake or whatever ’cause he can’t get it up?”


“There you go.”


Renz licked some more syrup off a finger and smiled at Quinn. “So whaddya say?”


“We’re on,” Quinn said. “I’ll call Feds and Pearl.”


Feds was retired homicide detective Larry Fedderman.


Pearl was . . . well, Pearl.


And that could be a problem.
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Pearl was short and curvaceous, buxom, and even in her gray uniform looked almost too vivid to be real. Perfect pale complexion. Black, black hair and eyes. White, white perfectly even large teeth. And there was a kind of energy about her that seemed as if it might attract paper clips if she got close to them.


She watched the man over at the table where the deposit and withdrawal slips were filled out. He seemed to be taking a long time filling out whichever he’d chosen, and he kept glancing around the bank.


Sixth National Bank was an older institution and boasted lots of marble, walnut paneling, and polished brass. Behind the long row of tellers’ cages the great vault’s open door was visible, like the entrance to the nineteenth century. This was the kind of bank where if anything changed it was with the slowness of molasses dripping on a cold day, and you just knew your money was safe.


Pearl liked being a bank guard at Sixth National. It was like a relaxed version of being a cop. The uniform might be gray instead of blue, but it was a uniform. You spent a lot of time on your feet, and many of the required skills were the same. If only the pay were better. But she wasn’t complaining. She’d probably never remove the gun on her hip from its holster. Even if one of these days somebody like the dork at the walnut writing table really was casing the bank, or about to present a teller with a note informing him or her of a stickup.


And if it ever did happen, hell, Pearl was ready.


The guy who’d been writing so laboriously, a skinny dude with a sleeveless shirt and lots of tattoos—the washed-out blue kind they got in prison—finally left the table and sauntered over to one of the tellers. He handed the teller what looked like a deposit slip and some cash.


Pearl relaxed and moved back to stand against the wall, out of the way of the customers. She did keep a wary eye on Mr. Tattoos, though.


Her cell phone, on a belt clip near her nine millimeter, buzzed and vibrated. She tucked in her chin and glanced down at it, holding it at an angle so she could see the display.


Quinn’s number.


She unclipped the phone and flipped up the lid so she could speak.


“Hello, Quinn,” she said simply.


“I’ve got a proposition,” said the voice on the phone.


“Been there, done that,” Pearl said.


Her gaze returned to the tattooed guy and the teller, a woman named Judy. Judy was twentyish and chubby and had a round, pretty face that usually didn’t display much emotion except at lunchtime. She was frowning now at Mr. Tats. Were they arguing?


“What kind of proposition?” Pearl asked, trying to hurry this along.


“Renz came by to see me. Seems there’s a serial killer operating in the city. The news hasn’t reached the media yet, but it’s about to pop. Cindy Sellers of City Beat is sitting on it and about to release it.”


Pearl remembered Cindy Sellers, a hard-ass little brunette who tended to move fast in straight lines.


Well, maybe the same could be said of Pearl.


“A serial killer could be harmful to Renz’s career,” Pearl said.


“Not if he’s responsible for nailing the killer. Or seems to be. Then his career gets a major boost. He wants me to reassemble the team and try to achieve that result.”


“He’s already police commissioner. What more does he want?”


“Long term, I don’t think we want to know. Whatever his motivation, he wants us on the hunt again.”


Throughout the conversation, Pearl had kept watching Mr. Tattoo and Judy. They were arguing. Judy’s round face was pale and she looked uncharacteristically furious, obviously trying to keep her cool. The guy with the tats was leaning toward her doing most of the talking.


“Pearl?”


“Yeah,” she said, angling over and beginning to move toward Judy and the skinny guy with the tattooed arms. Dozens of tattoos, kind of connected, what they called full sleeve. “Serial killer. Sounds interesting.”


“All the good guys have to work with are the victims’ torsos. He also sexually mutilates the women with a sharply pointed object like a stake. I haven’t called Feds yet. You in?”


“Just their torsos, you say?”


“Right. Both women shot through the heart, and with the same gun.”


“Damn,” Pearl said.


Mr. Tattoo said something that made Judy flinch, then he wheeled and made for the door at a fast walk.


Pearl looked at Judy.


Judy looked at Pearl.


Judy looked at Mr. Tattoo and silently mouthed, “Stop him!”


“You in, Pearl?”


Pearl took two long strides, shoved a woman in a teller’s line aside, and made for the tattooed guy. “You,” she said softly but firmly, so as not to cause instant bedlam. “Stop right where you are.”


“What’s that, Pearl? What’s going on?”


She slipped the cell phone into a side pocket of her gray uniform pants and caught up with the tattooed guy. He glanced at her and broke into a run. Pearl tackled him and brought him down on the hard marble floor, bumping her elbow hard enough that her right arm went numb. Customers were moving fast, like dancing shadows, on the periphery of her vision. A woman screamed.


“Hey, you bitch!” yelled the tattooed guy, scrambling to get up.


Pearl kicked his legs out from under him.


“Hey!” he yelled again and scooted backward out of her reach. Didn’t try to get up, though.


She fumbled for her gun and couldn’t get it out of its holster. Hell with it. She crawled over and turned Mr. Tats on his belly and reached around for her handcuffs. He wasn’t resisting. The kick in the legs she’d given him might have sprung one of his knees.


“Miss Kasner!” a woman’s voice was saying. “Miss Kasner, don’t hurt him! Please!”


Pearl looked up to see Judy standing over her. Behind Judy, all around the lobby, the bank’s customers were frozen by fear. Some of them were on the floor like Pearl and the tattooed guy.


“You asked me to stop him,” Pearl said to Judy. “Didn’t he try to rob the bank?”


“No. He just robbed me by refusing to give me my child support money. He’s my ex-husband, is all, not a bank robber.”


Pearl struggled to her feet, furious. The pain in her elbow flared. “Why the hell did you ask me to stop him?”


“I dunno. I just did.” Judy began to cry.


“I’m gonna goddamn sue you!” snarled the tattooed guy, sitting up now and glaring at Pearl.


“Sue me? You’re lucky I didn’t—”


“Miss Kasner.”


Another voice. That of Copperthwaite, the bank manager. “When Judy calms down I’d like to see both of you in my office.”


“I-I’m okay.” Judy sniffled and used the back of her wrist to wipe her eyes, which were blackened by running mascara, making her look like a distraught raccoon. She kneeled low and brushed a lock of hair from Mr. Tats’s forehead.


“Jesus H. Christ!” Pearl swore, dusting herself off and rubbing her sore elbow.


“Pearl . . . ?”


Yet another voice. Very faint. Familiar.


Oh, yeah. Quinn.


Pearl fished the cell phone out of her pocket and held it to her ear.


“I’m in,” she said.


Fedderman wondered if he’d retired too soon. He was the youngest of the golf foursome from the Coral Castle condo project on Florida’s serene and scenic southwest coast. It was like paradise here except for hurricane season, and Fedderman knew he should be happy despite the fact that his wife, Blanche, had left him . . . what, a year ago now. It seemed much shorter. All he had to do in life was collect his pension and lie around the condo or play golf. Being retired, he was supposed to like just lying around. He was supposed to like golf.


He was supposed to like fishing, too, but frankly some of the things he’d caught in the ocean while deep-sea fishing scared him. Not to mention the seasickness.


“Hit the damned ball, Larry!” Chet, one of his foursome, shouted.


Fedderman looked back at him and waved. His drive had taken him off the fairway and into the rough, which was to say high saw grass that would cut your hand if you tried to pull up a clump. It was a miracle he’d even found the damned ball.


Never a man whose clothes quite fit, Fedderman’s tall and lanky yet potbellied form even made his golf outfit look like it belonged on someone else. One sleeve of his blue knit pullover seemed longer than the other, and his muted plaid slacks made him look as if he were standing in a brisk wind even though the weather was calm. And hot. And humid.


As he approached the ball, Fedderman slapped at a mosquito and missed. His seemingly mismatched body parts made for an interesting golf swing as he took a practice swish, then moved closer and slashed the ball out of the rough. It rose neatly toward the green, carrying Fedderman’s hope with it, then suddenly veered right as if it had encountered the jet stream and landed among some trees.


“You missed the sand trap, anyway!” Chet shouted. Fedderman was learning to dislike Chet.


Fedderman’s shot again. His three fellow golfers were already on the green. He was isolated in what seemed a forest of palm trees near a running creek. There was his ball. Not a bad lie, on a stretch of grass that wasn’t so high, because the sun never reached it beneath the closely grouped palms.


Something moved near the creek. Fedderman stared but saw nothing in the tall grass. He’d heard about alligators on the golf course but had never seen one, even on his frequent journeys into the rough. Still, he was sure he’d seen some kind of movement not human and it gave him the creeps.


He quickly approached his ball and set himself. He’d have to keep the shot low and get the ball between the trunks of two palm trees if he even had a chance to get near the barely visible green.


“Shoot the ball!” Chet yelled. “Shoot the ball, Larry!”


Shoot you, you dumb bastard!


Movement again, in the corner of his vision. There sure as hell was something over there in the shadows.


Fedderman took a quick practice swing, then hurried his shot.


He really nailed this one. Solid. It felt great.


The ball flew about ten feet, bounced off a palm trunk, and rocketed straight back and hit Fedderman in the head.


He threw down his club and clutched his skull, then staggered out into the searing sunlight. His cleated golf shoes snagged in the tall grass and he almost fell. Chet was yelling something, maybe laughing.


Damn Chet!


Damn golf!


Damn Florida!


He had to get out of here! Had to!


Fedderman’s cell phone chirped.
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Two months earlier


Shellie Marston paced in the vast glass and marble atrium of the CitiGroup Building at Third Avenue and Fifty-third Street. She walked again past a display window and tried to glance at her reflection without attracting attention. She saw a woman in her late twenties with medium-cut blond hair, a definitely filled-out but not too fat figure in a new maroon Avanti sweat suit and startlingly white New Balance jogging shoes. She wore a white scarf around her neck. Too much? Not considering that she was wearing no jewelry other than small gold hoop earrings, and her very practical-looking wristwatch with its black Velcro band. This was supposed to be a casual first meeting with . . . David Adams. It took her a second to recall his name. A meeting in a public place arranged by E-Bliss.org.


The atrium wasn’t very crowded, but all the hard surfaces created an echoing effect that made it seem that way. Voices and shuffling soles created a constant background buzz. New Yorkers and tourists alike were strolling along the lines of shops or hurrying to and from the escalators.


As she looked away from the display window, Shellie saw that one of the small round tables set outside the shops was available. She’d bought an egg cream in a foam cup so she’d have something to do with her hands. Carrying it carefully so it wouldn’t spill, she quickly laid claim to the tiny table and sat down. She placed the cup just so on the napkin she’d been provided.


His first impression would be of her seated. Was that okay?


If she sat gracefully enough. She made sure her thighs were together and placed one New Balance jogger slightly in front of the other, rested her left hand in her lap. That should present a reasonably graceful picture.


She raised her left hand briefly to glance at the watch on her wrist. He was five minutes late. She nervously took a sip of egg cream. Was he actually going to show up? Or was she going to sit here another—how long—fifteen minutes? The two old men playing chess at the nearest table had stolen looks at her; they knew she was waiting for someone.


Shellie tried not to feel embarrassed. It didn’t matter if she was stood up, she told herself, not in New York. This city was full of improbable and unpredictable characters.


None of whom she knew more than casually, however. Shellie had been in the city a little more than a month. She was still operating on the inheritance she’d brought with her from Bluebonnet, Nebraska. All her mother had in the world, plus her mother’s life insurance money. Shellie’s dad had died ten years ago. A distant aunt had died only a few months ago, and Shellie had no siblings. She was on her own in the world, which was one reason why she’d decided to start a new life in New York.


Why not the biggest, most interesting city in the country? Shellie had her nerve, and her college degree in general education. Always a loner, there was no one she was particularly friendly with in Bluebonnet. There was nothing in the romance area, certainly, now that she’d broken off her affair with Mark Drucker. Hulking and ever-smiling Mark. Big high school football hero, college dropout, and TV addict. All Mark wanted to do was have sex and watch movies and shows on TV. Old The Dukes of Hazzard episodes. My God! Well, Shellie hoped that by now he’d found someone to share his passions, both in front of the TV and in the backseat of his meticulously restored ’69 Camaro (his real true love). For her it was time for something more challenging and promising. Time to see if she could make it on her own.


And she could—she was sure of it. But she was so damned lonely. New York could do that to you. There you were, swimming in an ocean of humanity, and if you knew no one well, you were as isolated as if you were a castaway on a remote island.


Shellie had finally given in to something she’d been long considering. Using a matchmaking service to alleviate her loneliness hadn’t seemed like the best idea she’d ever had, but she’d finally decided to give it a try. Sometimes in life you had to take a chance.


After spending weeks visiting the website of E-Bliss.org, she’d filled out the detailed questionnaire that allowed the agency to match her with the best possible bet as a future mate. Then she’d waited.


After slightly more than a week, the nervously anticipated e-mail had appeared on her computer screen. The attached profile hadn’t revealed much about her prospective soul mate, David Adams. It hadn’t even included his photo. Well, that was okay. Shellie remembered how hesitant she’d been to send her photo to E-Bliss.org. After all, once your image was on the Internet, who knew where it might pop up? Someone might even superimpose her head on the body of another woman doing God knew what. Maybe even committing unnatural acts. Shellie had heard of it happening.


She’d been permitted to choose the public place that was to be the scene of their first meeting, so here she was at the agreed-upon time.


Now it was ten minutes past that time, and here was Shellie still waiting to share conversation and perhaps another egg cream with the first date she’d had since moving to New York. (She didn’t count the scuzzy guy who’d stuck out his tongue at her and tried to pick her up outside Starbucks last week.)


On the other side of the atrium, pretending now and then to look into the show window of a luggage shop, David Adams watched her. Shellie Marston. From Nebraska, no less. He smiled. Maybe he’d been expecting too much. She wasn’t perfect, but she’d do.


Adams was wearing neatly pressed khakis, a blue pullover shirt with a collar, white jogging shoes. Even from this distance he could see that Shellie was also wearing white joggers. His smile widened. Already they had something in common. Maybe this would really work.


He was a handsome man with regular features not easily remembered from a glance. It took a while for his bland but masculine visage to register as attractive. His hair was dark brown, wavy, and worn a bit long to disguise the fact that his ears stuck out. He was slightly under six feet tall and moved with athletic ease. His body was compact and muscular, his waist narrow. His was the sort of physique that wore clothes well. He was all in all nonthreatening, and there was certainly nothing not to like about him. Easy manner, nice smile, clean, and well groomed. He was the sort who’d fit well in most women’s romantic fantasies. And of course when he did finally bed them, they saw him as the ideal from the desires and dreams they’d carried since their first kiss.


He took another longer and bolder look at Shellie Marston and decided she was a go. He moved toward her with an easy grace, gaze fixed on her.


She’d spotted him now. These first few minutes were important. He watched her face.


It was, as usual, good strategy to be late. For an instant, relief that he’d shown up at all flooded her features. Then she had her mask on again.


He smiled at her and she managed to smile back.


Shellie made herself smile at the man she was now sure was approaching her table. He must be David Adams. She didn’t know why she’d had to make herself smile. There was nothing wrong with this guy. Not that she could see, anyway. He didn’t look like the type who’d need a matchmaking service. But then Shellie didn’t see herself as that type, either.


She told herself again that there was nothing disreputable or dangerous about Internet hookups. Not anymore. This was a competitive and busy world, especially here in the largest and busiest of cities. People didn’t have time to move tentatively in finding and developing relationships, as they often still did in Nebraska. She’d even known a girl in high school whose prospective suitors had to ask her parents’ permission to date her.


Quaint, Shellie thought. And even if someone wanted to ask Shellie’s father for her hand, she didn’t have a father. She had only herself. And she could make up her own mind.


The closer David Adams got to her table, the more sure she was that she’d made the right decision in contacting E-Bliss.org.


“Shellie?” he asked when he was within a few feet of her. Even that one word—her name—was smooth and softly modulated. This was a gentle man, obviously. A bit hesitant and shy, like herself. A gentle man, but not at all effeminate.


“Shellie,” she confirmed, then smiled and stood up. She felt the sole of one New Balance slide over the toe of the other. Not noticeable. “You must be David.”


They shook hands. Gentle again.


Flesh upon flesh. Shellie hoped there might be some electricity there. Some arc of emotion that suggested a future truly meaningful. Physical attraction wasn’t everything, except at first.


She wasn’t disappointed.
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The present


Cindy Sellers sat alone at a corner table in P.J. Clarke’s on Third Avenue and Fifty-fifth Street. Around her were muted voices, the occasional clink of flatware on china, and laughter from the adjoining bar. The mingled scents of spices hung in the air.


The restaurant part of the venerable tavern was dim, with dark wood paneling, and there was something about the young woman seated in isolation before her bowl of stew and a Guinness that discouraged any of the rogues and business types at the bar or some of the other tables from approaching her. She was reasonably attractive, with inquisitive large brown eyes, short brown hair, and a trim figure, but there was an intensity about her that sometimes drove people away. She was very good at going after those people, overcoming their reluctance, and getting them to talk about matters they wouldn’t have dreamed of telling anyone else.


It was still too early for the dinner crowd, and the place was quiet enough for her to think, which was why she’d come here. Before her on the table were her notes on what she’d chosen to call the Torso Murders, as well as a revised draft of what would be her story.


And a hell of a story it was. The time was near when she’d no longer feel obligated to keep it all off the record, as she’d promised Renz.


In fact, maybe the time was here.


Cindy took a sip of Guinness and allowed that the public had a right to know if a sadistic killer was in its midst and might kill again. It was, in fact, her professional obligation to inform the people, as long as it would sell papers and advance her journalism career. But Renz was police commissioner now, not just another workaday cop with rank, and he was riding a political high. Of course, he didn’t know that he wasn’t her only source, and that she was aware he’d called in retired homicide captain Frank Quinn, along with his detective team, that pushy bitch Pearl and the hapless but occasionally shrewd Fedderman, to work the case. There were people in the NYPD hierarchy who didn’t like the prospect of semioutsiders covering themselves and Renz with glory so Renz could advance to an even higher office. These dissatisfied cops were people Cindy Sellers could and did use.


Certainly Renz wouldn’t like it if the quasi-official presence of Quinn and his team was revealed too soon. On the other hand, he knew they’d be media subjects sooner or later—that was even the idea. They were, after all, part of Renz’s team—working for him in particular as well as for the city. And Renz wouldn’t be shocked by the fact that the NYPD had more than one leak.


Still, he was the commissioner. Cindy understood and respected power. She would give it its due, up to a point.


She took a long pull of Guinness and fished her cell phone from her purse on the chair beside her. Renz’s direct number was on her speed dial.


No answer.


She tried his cell phone.


Apparently it was turned off.


Cindy dialed the general number of the Puzzle Palace, her term for One Police Plaza, and was politely put on ignore. She sighed and drummed her fingers. Waiting patiently for anything wasn’t in Cindy’s nature.


Hell with him, she thought, cutting the connection. She’d tried to give him a heads-up before releasing the story every other media outlet in the city probably knew about anyway but couldn’t confirm. The clock was ticking and she’d done what she could.


Cindy had been here before and knew how it worked. When City Beat hit the newsstands and vending machines tomorrow morning, the hounds would be loosed. Renz as well as the killer would have to play the fox. Quinn and his detectives would occupy the area between hounds and foxes, perilous ground.


Keyed up as she was with anticipation, Cindy wasn’t hungry. She took another long sip of Guinness and pushed aside her barely touched bowl of stew. Placing her half-rim reading glasses low on the bridge of her nose, she arranged the draft of her story—which was jotted down in her own custom shorthand that only she could read—before her on the table. Then she flicked down the menu on her cell phone and pressed the button that dialed her editor at City Beat.


“Are you sitting down?” she asked when he picked up.


Without waiting for an answer, she told him what she had and began reading aloud into the phone, but not so loud that anyone in the restaurant might overhear.


Just as she’d thought, he loved it.


By the time she flipped down the lid of her phone, Cindy’s appetite had magically returned. She pulled the still-warm bowl of stew back close to her from across the table and ordered another Guinness.


He’d sawn the broomstick in half. Now he finished sharpening one end and began the sanding. He enjoyed this part. He would use increasingly more finely grained sandpaper as he shaped the end into a gradually tapered fine point.


For almost an hour he sanded, idly watching television as he worked. An old spaghetti Western starring Clint Eastwood was playing. The TV was on mute, so he could only read Eastwood’s taut dialogue in closed caption at the bottom of the screen. That was okay. He’d seen the movie half a dozen times and could practically fill in the dialogue himself. The rhythmic sound of the sandpaper on wood was soothing as he felt the tapering broomstick take shape in his hands.


Finally, when his hands and forearms began to ache from the effort, he set the broomstick and sandpaper aside. He ran a finger along the shaft of the broomstick, all the way to its point. The wood was smooth now and would require only about an hour’s more sanding with the finely grained paper. Then he would go over it with tack cloth, and later he’d apply a good oil and rub it in well. Not too much oil. He wanted the sharpened broomstick smooth, but not too smooth. Feeling the resistance, that was part of it.


It wasn’t supposed to excite him; that hadn’t been part of the plan. But it did. There was no denying it. And it made him wonder, did they have to be dead?


His throat was tight. He swallowed.


Amazing, he thought, the things you discovered about yourself. It was his job that kept opening doors in his mind. He was so good at what he did, sometimes it scared him.


Eastwood chewed on his stubby cigar and squinted at him from the TV screen.


Eastwood, or at least the characters he usually played in his movies, wouldn’t approve of him. But when the actor was younger, he might well have been handed altogether different kinds of scripts and would now be seen in an altogether different light. The man was an actor; his public image and probably his personal image had been shaped by the scripts he was given, written by someone he might never have met. In a way, we were all in the movies, whether we knew it or not.


He smiled at Eastwood, then went over to an antique rolltop desk and removed a drawer. Reaching into the cavity left by the missing drawer, he worked a wooden lever that opened a secret compartment in the side of the desk. From the compartment he withdrew a gray metal lockbox with the key in it. He turned the key, opened the lid, and reached in and got out a small Colt semiautomatic, holding the gun by its checked handle. It fired hollow-point twenty-two-caliber bullets and made little more noise than a loud slap. Not a powerful weapon, but the hollow points would penetrate a human being and break into pieces that would rip and tumble through bone and tissue and cause a great deal of localized damage. One careful shot to the heart was enough to bring someone down. If the wound itself wasn’t sufficient to kill, the person would lie there in shock. And while the person lay stunned and dis-believing, almost certainly dying, two shots to the head would be enough to make sure. That’s what the little Colt was—sure. He had a fondness for the gun.


He glanced at the silent TV screen. Eastwood was on a horse now, raising a lot of dust while galloping hell for leather over terrain that looked like Arizona but was probably in Italy.


What must that be like, flying across a purpling plain on a white and brown speckled horse? It must really impress the ladies. The ones in Rome and Milan, anyway.


He’d heard or read somewhere that Eastwood bought his cigars in a shop in Beverly Hills and cut them in half for his movie scenes. So much in life was an act.


Ignoring the TV, he removed a cleaning kit and some gun oil from the metal lockbox, along with a soft white cotton cloth.


He was about to clean and oil the gun when his cell phone, on top of the rolltop desk, played the first few bars of “Get Me to the Church on Time.”


He glanced at the Caller ID before answering the phone. “I was hoping you’d call,” he said, smiling.


A pause.


“Yes,” he said, still smiling. “Of course. Of course. Yes. Yes. You know I do. Yes.”


He put down the gun and wandered the room as he talked, as if motion would lend import to his words. Whoever was on the other end of the connection was receiving his full attention.


“Okay,” he said, “I’ll see you there. You can’t know how much I’m looking forward to it.” He idly picked up the broomstick and observed its sharpened point as he listened to the caller.


“See you there,” he said again. “Love you.”
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Death had drawn them together again. They met at Quinn’s first-floor apartment on West Seventy-fifth off Columbus in the room he’d converted into a den. Quinn sat behind his big cherrywood desk, his rough-hewn features sidelighted by the shaded lamp, making his oft-broken nose seem even more crooked. One of the Cuban cigars he had illegally supplied to him was propped at a sharp angle in a glass ashtray. The cigar wasn’t burning. It was pointless to start things off with Pearl already bitching.


She was seated cross-legged in an armchair to the left of the desk, facing Quinn, wearing faded jeans, a blue Mets T-shirt, gray socks. The loafers she’d slipped off lay askew on the floor near the chair. Her raven-black hair was pulled back and wound in a knot. She wore her usual dark eyeliner, which made her almost black eyes appear even darker. Quinn thought she looked fabulous.


Fedderman, perched on the less comfortable wood and leather casual chair, looked his usual discombobulated self. Though his face had gotten thinner, it still had its expectant, hangdog look, as if he’d just committed some transgression and now needed forgiveness. He’d lost a bit more of his graying hair since Quinn had last seen him and was now almost bald on top. Quinn was sure he recognized the baggy brown suit Fedderman was wearing, and noticed that his right white shirt cuff was unbuttoned and hanging out of his coat sleeve. For some reason that often happened to Fedderman’s cuffs when he used a pen or pencil for any length of time. Quinn almost smiled, seeing the frayed, loose cuff peeking out of the coat sleeve at him. Old times.


Fedderman looked over at Pearl. “I heard you had some trouble at the bank.”


“Screw you,” she said, dismissing Fedderman. She turned her attention to Quinn. “Lauri’s no longer living with you?”


Lauri was Quinn’s daughter, now almost twenty. “She and Wormy are living in California, trying to promote his music career.” Lauri’s lover, Wormy, so called because he was tall and painfully thin and kind of undulated when he walked, was front man for his band, The Defendants. Lauri’s last letter said the group was close to a record contract. Her next-to-last letter had said that, too.


“I thought the boy had talent,” Fedderman said.


“But what about his music?” Pearl asked.


“What about these murders?” Quinn said, reminding them why they were here. He picked up four green binders, then moved out from behind his desk and handed two to each of his detectives. “Renz supplied copies of the murder books. I made copies for you two.”


“You must already have looked yours over,” Fedderman said. “Any conclusions?”


Quinn sat back down behind his desk, automatically reached for his cigar, then drew his hand back when he noticed Pearl giving him a look. “I already told you some of the basics: two torsos, female Caucasian, each shot through the heart, no prints on file, and no way to identify them. Twenty-two-caliber hollow-point bullets. Both of them separated when they entered the victims, but the pieces stayed in the bodies and the lab managed to reconstruct them enough to be sure they were fired by the same gun. Both victims were sexually penetrated by what seems to have been a long, sharp stake of some kind that left a residue of oil.”


“A sexual lubricant?” Pearl asked.


“Furniture oil,” Quinn said.


“He polished them off,” Fedderman said. He seemed obviously pleased by his humor.


“Shut up with that kind of stuff,” Pearl said.


Fedderman noticed his shirt cuff was unbuttoned and fastened it. “Where were they found?” Mr. Serious now.


“The first in a Dumpster behind a restaurant on the Upper West Side. The second in a vacant building in lower Manhattan.”


“Vacant why?” Pearl asked.


“Being renovated.”


“Actively?”


“Yeah. A condo conversion.” Quinn knew where she was going with this and was pleased.


“Found on a Monday?” Pearl asked.


“You guessed it.”


“The workmen would be bound to find it, then. And the torso in the Dumpster would be found next trash pickup.”


“Which was scheduled for the morning after it was placed there,” Quinn said. “Restaurant employees said they would have seen it during working hours, so it must have been put in the Dumpster the night before.”


Pearl uncrossed her legs and placed her stockinged feet on the floor, wriggling her toes. “The killer wanted the torsos found soon after they were dumped. Any idea why?”


“Not as yet,” Quinn said.


“I take it there’s been a missing persons check on the two victims,” Fedderman said.


“Sure. No women their sizes, ages, or ethnicity have been reported missing lately in and around New York. Both were in their early thirties.” Quinn leaned back slightly in his desk chair and began swiveling gently an inch or so each way. He’d oiled the chair recently and it didn’t make a sound. “Another thing. A journalist, Cindy Sellers of City Beat, knows everything I just told you and is sitting on the story as a favor to Renz.”


“I remember her,” Pearl said. “She’s an asshole.”


“No more so than the other media wolves,” Quinn said, thinking Pearl would have made a good investigative reporter.


“Pearl’s right,” Fedderman said. “The Cindy Sellers I remember won’t sit on the story for long. Not unless Renz has got something on her.”


“If he does,” Quinn said, “it isn’t enough to keep the lid on very long. That’s why he activated us. He wants to be out in front of the story.”


“Wants to be mayor,” Pearl said.


Still astute, Quinn thought.


Pearl suddenly wondered what she was doing here. Why had she chosen this option? She seemed unable to escape Quinn’s presence and influence. Another appeal from Renz to Quinn, another critical case, another psychopath, the call to her from Quinn, and here she was again. This held the repetition of madness. It was as if she were on a masochistic treadmill that she couldn’t get off because some part of her didn’t want to leave. This case . . . she felt in her bones it was something special. She had to be in on it.


“Go over the files on both killings,” Quinn said, “and we’ll meet back here tomorrow and brainstorm.”


“We gonna keep meeting here?” Pearl asked. She had lived here with Quinn and wasn’t comfortable with the idea. Their bedroom had been right across the hall.


“Renz has promised to get us office space, as usual. He won’t want us in a precinct house. The idea is we can be NYPD, but at the same time more independent than ordinary homicide detectives. We’ll be reporting only to him.”


“It’ll be a roach-infested dump, as usual,” Pearl said. “But anyplace is better ’an here.” Maybe not. She remembered the last office space Renz had found for them, and the shrill scream of the drill from the dental clinic on the other side of the wall.


Quinn looked at his watch. It was almost midnight. Fedderman’s flight out of Florida had been delayed, so the meeting had started late. “Nine o’clock tomorrow morning okay?”


Both detectives agreed to the hour, then stood up. Quinn got up to show them out.


As they passed the bedroom, Pearl couldn’t help herself and glanced in at the bed. It was made, but not very neatly. A book lay on the table by the reading lamp on what she still thought of as Quinn’s side, but she couldn’t make out the title. Nothing seemed to have changed since she’d moved out two years ago. Quinn caught her looking and she glared at him.


She knew he was still in love with her, and it was a damned inconvenience. They’d tried to live together and found it impossible. Pearl didn’t want to repeat the experience. It was obvious what the trouble was. Quinn was self-controlled, deliberate, and quietly obsessive. Pearl was impulsive, combative, and volatile. They clashed. Another difference was that Pearl knew when to give up on their relationship and Quinn didn’t. He didn’t know when to give up on anything.


At the street door, Fedderman said, “I’ve still got my rental. I’ll drive you home, Pearl.”


“Okay. Better than a subway.”


“Better company, too,” Fedderman said.


“If you don’t count dress, manners, and intelligence.”


Quinn was glad to hear them bickering. That was how it worked when they were a team, questioning and challenging each other, wearing away what wasn’t solid or didn’t fit, until only the truth remained.


Even if they might not like the truth.


Compared to most of the other New York papers, large and small, City Beat didn’t have much of a circulation. But Deputy Chief Wes Nobbler always picked up a copy, because he knew of the relationship between Commissioner Renz and Cindy Sellers. More than once Sellers had been Renz’s conduit to the larger media.


Nobbler, a large, portly man with squinty blue eyes and a complexion that made him always appear to have been out in the sun too long, was thinking about City Beat now. His bedroom was still dark, but he couldn’t sleep, and the red numerals on the clock by his bed glowed the time to him: 5:02 A.M. Too early to get up, and too late to bother going back to sleep. And his bladder was swollen, though not to the point of urgency. Why get up, switch on the light, relieve himself in the bathroom, and then go back to bed?


He couldn’t think of a good reason.


Ten minutes passed. Now getting up or not wasn’t the question. He had to take a leak.


With City Beat still on the periphery of his thoughts, he struggled to a sitting position on the squeaking bed, turned on the lamp, and plodded into the bathroom.


Might as well stay up now. He put on his wrinkled uniform pants from yesterday, knowing a freshly pressed uniform just back from the dry cleaners hung in the closet. He’d change into the clean uniform later, after he’d showered and shaved. He slipped bare feet into his shoes and left on the gray T-shirt he’d slept in. He went back into the bathroom, splashed cold water on his face, and used wet fingers to slick back red hair that hadn’t a trace of gray in it.


Awake all the way now, he went into the kitchen and set up his Mr. Coffee to brew. Then he took a look out the window to make sure it wasn’t raining and left the apartment to walk to the end of the block and get a Times and City Beat from their respective vending machines.


By the time he got back it was starting to get light out and traffic was just beginning to pick up. The apartment smelled of freshly brewed coffee, and he felt hungry and wished he’d found someplace open and bought some doughnuts. Not that he needed the calories.


He poured a cup of coffee, added a dash of cream from the refrigerator, and sat down at the kitchen table.


Nobbler glanced at the Times first. There was rioting in France, Congress was calling for an investigation into something Nobbler didn’t understand, and beneath the paper’s fold there was great consternation over the Yankees’s seven-game losing streak.


The usual, Nobbler thought. All the money the Yankees had, you’d think they could buy some pitchers who didn’t have arms ready to fall off. He put the Times aside, took a sip of coffee, and looked at City Beat.


Holy Christ!


Nobbler forgot all about his appetite, the Yankees, and his coffee as he read.


He’d known about the first female torso being found, and the second dead woman. He hadn’t known that, like the first victim, only the torso of the second victim was at the morgue. And he hadn’t yet seen the results of the ballistics tests. Commissioner Renz had certainly thrown a blanket of secrecy over the second woman, so it wouldn’t be obvious right away that a serial killer was at work. And the thing with the pointed stake or whatever it was—Nobbler hadn’t known about that, only that the first woman had been sexually penetrated. He had to admit he admired the way Renz had been able to maintain even partial secrecy over matters like this. Renz wasn’t shy about working the levers of power.


Well, neither was Nobbler. And Renz had done something that really pissed him off. Frank Quinn was back on the scene, and on the Torso Murders case, along with his two detectives Kasner and Fedderman. Nobbler wasn’t crazy about the three of them, and in his mind they were no longer NYPD. Especially Quinn, who shouldn’t be able to get anywhere near the department. They gave him a ton of money and cut him loose, so what the hell else did he want? Nobbler didn’t so much resent Quinn because he was bent, more because he was bent in the wrong direction. He turned his thoughts to Kasner and Fedderman, but only briefly. Couple of losers.


What power did Renz have, to call these three retreads in as his private detective squad to solve a case that would benefit him politically?


But Nobbler knew what power—that of position and popularity. No one in or out of city government wanted to cross Renz, and strictly speaking, it wasn’t illegal for the NYPD to hire outside contractors or temporarily reactivate former cops. Especially if they were acting under the auspices of the commissioner.


Right now Renz was on a roll and wanted to stay that way. Ambitious bastard. Not that Nobbler could hold that against him.


Disgusted, he tossed the paper on top of the Times and sat back and sipped at his coffee, which was now almost too cool to drink. The information in the City Beat article was probably all over TV and radio news, and late-edition papers would pick it up. Nobbler knew how it would go, now that the media had a hand to play, and he knew how he’d deal with them if he were in charge.


But he wasn’t in charge. He didn’t like having what he considered his turf trespassed upon. And that was exactly what was happening. He was sure as hell going to do something about it.


For a long time he sat sipping cool coffee and thought about just what it was that he could or would do. There were possibilities, always possibilities. And future opportunities to be seized.


Whatever it took, he’d figure out something so that Renz and company would find themselves in a quagmire.


No, not a quagmire. Quicksand.


* * *


“It seems to have hit the fan,” Fedderman said, as he claimed the chair he’d sat in last night in Quinn’s den. The room was brighter today, with yellow sunlight spilling in between the opened drapes. There were a lot of dust motes swirling softly in the sunlight. Just looking at them made Pearl feel as if she had to sneeze. She figured Quinn didn’t clean very often.


Pearl sat in the armchair again but didn’t draw up and cross her legs this time. Her sensible black shoes were planted firmly on the floor, her hands resting lightly on her thighs. She was dressed in dark slacks, a white blouse, and a gray blazer with black buttons. She looked like a cop.


Like Fedderman, she was carrying this morning’s edition of City Beat. “It’ll be all over the TV news, too,” she said. “Some of those talking heads read things other than their prompters.” She twisted her newspaper into a roll and wielded it as if she wanted to hit someone.


She was right. Quinn had checked New York One TV before going out and walking to the Lotus Diner for an early breakfast. They were already broadcasting from the places where the two torsos had been found. Then, when he’d returned to his apartment, he’d looked in on CNN and Fox News. The story had already gone national. He wasn’t surprised that news of the murders had hit so soon and with such impact. It was a sensational story, like one of those TV cop shows, only real. That was why political- and media-savvy Renz had been so desperate to hire them.


“Had time to go over the murder books?” Quinn asked, settling down behind his desk. The unlit Cuban cigar was still in the ashtray. He was smoking less and less these days, like other New Yorkers, being systematically backed into a physical and psychological corner by the mayor and his minions. Quinn reminded himself that the mayor had his health and well-being in mind. It kept him from disliking the mayor.


“Last night and this morning,” Fedderman said.


Pearl simply nodded. Quinn thought she looked beautiful in the bright morning light that would expose other women’s flaws.


She noticed the way he was looking at her and stared at him until he averted his gaze.


“Nothing jumped out at me that’d crack the case and make me a hero,” Fedderman said. “I’m sure the police profiler will have plenty to say about the victims being dismembered. And that impaling business. Phallic symbolism. They’re always quick to find that.”


“There’s a lot of it going around,” Pearl said. “Maybe our guy is impotent.”


Fedderman shrugged. “Just because some guy shoves something other ’an his dong up some broad doesn’t mean he can’t get it up.”


“How would you know that, Feds?”


“I’m a detective, Pearl.”


Quinn was looking at Pearl. “Something bothering you?”


“A niggling doubt.” she said. “These two murders were obviously committed by the same psycho, but still there were only two of them. It’s possible both women did something that set this guy off, maybe even together, and he doesn’t have a grudge against other women, or some kind of fixation and compulsion to kill more. Maybe the two victims and the killer shared some kind of past that led to violence. I mean, do two victims make a serial killer?”


Fedderman said, “It’s a good question.”


“The media seem to think two’s enough,” Quinn said.


Pearl said, “It’s still a good question.”


Quinn leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers behind his head. “We all know how we’ll find out the answer.”


The truth of what he’d said sobered all of them.


Pearl sniffed the air. “You been smoking in here?”


“It’s a good question,” Quinn said.
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Jill Clark sat in front of her computer staring at her screen saver of great Impressionist paintings gliding past. There went a Renoir, delicate and graceful in composition and color, so unlike the struggle and ugliness just outside her window.


She watched the painting disappear at the edge of the monitor screen.


She’d been sitting for a long time staring at the screen and had come to the conclusion that it was time to take stock.


The paintings were beautiful, but her own life seemed to be getting uglier and more of a struggle by the day. This was a hard city. Hard and merciless. If it were possible for a city to have a killer instinct, this one did.


Jill was twenty-nine years old with shoulder-length blond hair that often had a way of being enchantingly mussed. Her features were symmetrical, with perhaps too much chin. She had full lips, strong cheekbones, and an undeniably good figure, from jogging almost daily in her neighborhood or in the park. Her eyes were blue and she had a scattering of freckles on the bridge of her nose. Men seemed to find that an attractive combination.


She had a degree in accounting and a background in sales: office furniture, then insurance policies for antique and collectable cars.


Along with a nice smile, those were her assets.


Then there were her liabilities, mostly credit card debts. Revolving accounts to which she paid only interest while the balances ballooned. From time to time, Files and More, the temporary employment agency that found her part-time work, would land her a decent-paying job, but this was temporary employment. Jill would earn enough to make some headway with the charge accounts, but then there would be periods of inactivity and she’d fall further behind than ever. This seemed to be a cycle she couldn’t break.


Jill had, in fact, come to think of herself as a professional temp. That was how she might fill in job applications and various other forms under “occupation.” Temp. It at least kept prospective employers from thinking she might have just gotten out of prison. Now and then temporary jobs obtained through Files and More resulted in permanent employment—that’s what the company had told her—but Jill soon learned it didn’t happen very often. And she’d become convinced it wasn’t going to happen for her.


Not only was the work temporary, but no matter where you were assigned the other employees treated you differently. You would never be one of them. They knew you’d simply fail to come in someday and that would be the last they’d see of you. They wouldn’t exactly be rude to temporary workers, but no one wanted to form anything like a fast or permanent friendship. And romance seemed to be out of the question. Sex was always possible with the geeks she ran into who saw her as temporary in more ways than one, but romance, connecting with someone she might eventually love and depend on, that was as distant as the farthest star. Romance was, of course, what Jill wanted desperately. That and an infusion of cash.


A Monet smoothly crossed the screen. A garden scene: water lilies; muted, beautiful colors; lush green at the edges but subdued, like the green of a faded dollar bill.


Romantic, but the painting had made her think of money.


If she didn’t find steady employment soon, Jill would have real money problems. She had no family, hadn’t since her brother in Missouri died last year, and she was only four months in New York.


It had seemed the longest four months of her life. There was no one she could turn to for a personal loan, or even a reassuring hug. What people said about New York was so true: It took a lot of money to exist here. And if you were by yourself in the city, the loneliness could crush you.


Jill was determined not to be crushed, not to return to Wichita, Kansas. That way lay defeat as well as more loneliness.


On one of her jobs, helping to label and box catalogs, a woman named Billie had told her about Internet dating, how she’d started to do it and it had turned out well for her. Sure, she’d met a lot of losers, but a few winners. Nothing permanent, but guys who wanted more than drinks, laughs, and a quick go-round and see you later.


At the time, Jill had been almost horrified by the idea. Having to resort to the Internet for romance seemed so wrong, and it was embarrassing. High tech meets the heart. She sure as hell didn’t need that.


But now . . . well, it was different. Maybe because Jill hadn’t had a meaningful date in months. The last guy had taken her to a Village dive and expected oral sex right there under the table. And he’d seemed so . . . normal at first. Maybe that was the trouble. Maybe she’d lost touch and he was normal and she was living outside the real world.


No, she refused to believe that.


There went a Manet, an ordered but vivid scene of revelers, a beautiful woman wearing a low-cut dress and a large locket standing behind a bar and looking out and smiling at whoever over time might observe the painting. A Bar at the Folies-Bergère, no doubt a raunchy place in nineteenth-century Paris. Now it would seem tame. Its festive image had lost its lasciviousness and become art, and great art at that.


Jill had done some research, and it altered her opinion about Internet dating. Billie was probably right. It was a new world and things had changed. Jill would simply have to adapt. In this hectic life, in this mad city, there was nothing wrong, or particularly unusual, about using an Internet matchmaking service. Romance—possible romance, anyway—might be had at a price. Plenty of people were paying that price and finding romance. Why not Jill?


A Degas glided past, one of his poised and elegant ballerinas glowing in the limelight of the past.


Jill owed on her plastic cards, but she reminded herself that she wasn’t maxed out. Plastic and elastic. Hope. The thing that sprang eternal.


One roll of the dice, and it could be a beautiful world.


She decided to take a chance.


There went a Van Gogh.


Quinn and his team members had exchanged ideas and information and decided they needed to start at the beginning and cover ground already trod. They’d visit the places where the torsos were found and question people in surrounding buildings, try to find someone who’d heard something unusual or happened to look out a window and see something that might be pertinent. Even if they’d given previous statements, the same questions after the passage of time could sometimes trigger memories.


They were about to get up and leave Quinn’s office when they got a call from Renz saying he’d just finished taping a television interview that was about to air on a local channel.


Quinn aimed a remote at the small TV in the bookcase across from his desk and ran up the channels. Pearl got up from the armchair and closed the drapes to block the sunlight. Her motions were almost automatic, as if she still lived there and adjusted the drapes often.


By the time Quinn found the interview it was well under way. Michelle DeRavenelle, an impossibly cute local news anchor, was standing alongside Renz, holding a microphone. The interview was taking place in a sunny spot outside One Police Plaza. A slight summer breeze ruffled DeRavenelle’s hair and made her look even cuter, while making Renz’s sparse locks stand straight up so he looked as if he’d just gotten up from reading in bed.


“. . . only the nude torsos?” DeRavenelle was finishing asking. She held the microphone out toward Renz as if offering him a bite.


There was a small, lonely potted tree just behind and to the left of Renz. He shifted slightly to his left and a branch seemed to be growing out of his head. “Serial killers operate out of compulsion,” he said. “They feel they have no choice. While leaving the victims’ torsos to be found seems—and in fact is—bizarre to us, it might not seem so to him.”


DeRavenelle appeared to dismiss this answer. “Hopefully, the FBI or police profilers have analyzed this killer, Commissioner.”


“Of course.”


Quinn smiled. He didn’t recall any profiler report in the files. What could anyone really surmise with any degree of certainty about a killer from a couple of unidentifiable torsos? That was the sort of thing that happened only in mystery novels and television drama.


“Do the police have any ideas as to who he is, what kind of madman he is? If indeed he is mad.”


“Oh, he’s mad by our standards,” Renz said, “however anyone might decide to label him. Early on in a case, that’s about the only thing we can be sure of when dealing with this kind of killer. Our profiler is examining evidence and working out a hypothetical composite suspect who I’m sure will eventually turn out to be much like the real suspect when we arrest him. Sadly, at this point there simply isn’t much to work with, so it will take time.”


“Can the same be said about Captain Frank Quinn and his detectives—that it will take time for them to assemble enough information to find the killer? Unfortunately, there might not be time to waste.”


Renz wasn’t thrown. “It’s difficult to predict how this kind of investigation will go, but I’m sure that with Quinn in charge it will take the minimum amount of time to make an arrest. That’s why I partnered with him and his team and tasked them to find the killer. I know they’re the best, and in a case like this, one that impacts virtually all of our citizens who are women—or men who have lovers, wives, or daughters—the city deserves the best.”


DeRavenelle cocked her head and smiled. This guy knew how to play the game. “But no suspects so far, Commissioner?”


“Not solid suspects. Because of the deviant sexual aspect to these terrible crimes—”


“You mean the sharpened stake?”


“Yes, the sharpened stake.” It bore repeating.


“Does penetration of the victim occur before or after death, sir?” DeRavenelle grimaced, somehow prettily, and gazed out at her viewers. “Hopefully, after.”


“Sadly, before,” Renz lied.


Quinn saw Pearl and Fedderman exchange glances. They looked at him and he nodded. They approved of Renz’s lie. This was something that only the killer and police would know was untrue, and it could infuriate the killer so that he might make a mistake. He might even contact the police or media to try to set the record straight.


“Good man,” Fedderman said of Renz’s deception.


“I wouldn’t go that far,” Pearl said.


“Do the police have any clues as to the whereabouts of the rest of these poor dismembered women?” DeRavenelle asked. “I mean, their body parts.”


“I can only say at this point in time that we’re cautiously optimistic.”


“Anything more you’d like to add, Commissioner?” DeRavenelle was wearing her somber but inquisitive expression. Had one of the best in the business. She was short on time and knew this was a final rhetorical trolling for a juicy sound bite.


Renz knew it, too, and tried to oblige. “Only that I’m sure the Torso Murders will soon be part of this great city’s past. We have the best people possible working around the clock to find the pieces and put them together.”


Quinn winced.


“That would be a good start,” Pearl said.


DeRavenelle didn’t change expression as she looked somberly into the camera and returned coverage to the studio.


Deputy Chief Wes Nobbler sat behind his desk and watched the end of the Renz interview, then aimed the remote like a gun and switched off the TV just as the weather-man came on smiling.


Nobbler wasn’t smiling. His pink jowls spilled over his tight collar and exaggerated the downward arc of his thin lips. “Plenty of people wouldn’t mind seeing Renz’s investigation fall flat on its face,” he said. The bright morning sunlight searched his fleshy cheeks and couldn’t find a single beard stubble.


Detective Sergeant Ed Greeve nodded, knowing when not to speak. He was one of those average-height men who seem taller because of their gauntness and slight forward lean. His long, chiseled features, and his serious brown eyes with lids that angled down at the corners, added to the illusion of height. He was wearing an unremarkable gray suit that seemed to match his mood. His nickname was “The Ghost” because of his skill at tailing people or remaining unnoticed at observation posts. Greeve was a man going through life hiding in plain sight, making a career out of it.


He was also a man Nobbler had used before, in ways that skirted the law but advanced the cause of justice, not to mention Nobbler’s career. And Greeve was using his boss, Nobbler. What they knew about each other made them fellow travelers on the treacherous road up the ranks in the bureaucracy that was the NYPD.


“We need to monitor this situation,” Nobbler said.


Again Greeve merely nodded. A wooden toothpick protruded from the left corner of his mouth. It waggled slightly as he maneuvered it with his tongue.


“Renz has found his rent-a-cops office space to work out of over on West Seventy-ninth Street. That should make it easier to keep tabs on them.”


“We gonna need more people?” Greeve asked around the toothpick.


“Not yet, but when we do, it won’t be a problem. A loose tail should be enough for now. If they split up, choose the one who looks most interesting and follow. It shouldn’t take you long to figure out what they might know that we don’t.”
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