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				PRAISE FOR CAROL O’CONNELL

				

				‘There’s never been a fictional detective like Kathy Mallory’ Val McDermid

				‘Sustained by the unforgettable personality of its heroine’ Guardian

				‘Carol O’Connell proves once again the enduring power of Mallory’ Karin Slaughter

				‘Mallory is one of the most original and intriguing detectives you’ll ever meet’ Carl Hiaasen

				‘Mallory grips us like a hand on the throat’ The Times

				‘Kathy Mallory is a marvellous creation’ Jonathan Kellerman

				‘Highly readable’ Daily Mail

				‘Mallory is both mysterious and as real as a fist in the face’ Harper’s Bazaar

			

		

	
		
			
				

				ABOUT THE BOOK

				A very egalitarian killer.

				The nun is dead, her body lies on the mayor’s lawn. And it isn’t alone. There are four of them altogether. They’ve been killed at different times, in different places, and dumped there. There should be five – but the boy is missing.

				One second he was there . . .

				Jonah Quill, blind since birth, sits in a car driven by a killer and wonders where they are going. Though he is blind, Jonah sees more than most people do. It is his secret, and he is counting on that to save his life.

				Then gone.

				Detective Kathy Mallory is counting on herself to save his life. It takes her a while to realise that the missing-person case she is pursuing is so intimately connected to the massacre on the mayor’s lawn. But there’s something about the boy she is searching for that reminds her of herself, all those years ago. She will find him – she just hopes it will be in time.
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				PROLOGUE

				The unusual was common here, yet the heads of local people did turn to stare as she walked by. Others, the sightseers, only looked at landmarks for the way life used to be. They had little interest in life ongoing all around them, and so the woman robed in black moved past them. In plain sight. Unseen.

				Shops and cafés opened under a blue sky over St Marks Place, and the first wave of tourists, a dozen or so, gathered round their guide as he spoke of a bygone era when this neighborhood was edgy, dangerous, drugged up – and fun, when the nights had reeked of marijuana for three city blocks. ‘No need to score reefer in those days,’ he said. ‘You’d just breathe deep and get stoned. It was a party that went on for years.’

				‘Decades,’ said a portly, white-haired New Yorker, who had lived all his long life in an apartment above the family bodega. He turned his back on the tourists to work a squeaky crank on the wall. With a few swift turns, he lowered a striped awning to give his flower stall some shade. The stall was shallow, sized to fit a narrow sidewalk that was choked with sneakers and sandals as the walking tour walked on.

				Cars were forced to share the roadbed with two aging rock ’n’ rollers on foot. The bodega’s proprietor had a good eye for such people. Pilgrims, he called them. They stopped to snap pictures of their shrine, a brownstone that had appeared on an album cover dating back to music on vinyl and songs that were old when those two were young.

				Stepping out from the shade of his awning, the elderly man looked up at the sky. Cloudless. How he loved these early summer days when shoplifting children were still jailed in their classrooms. By a movement caught in the corner of one eye, he knew something dark was coming his way, and this, the first shock of the morning, brought out his widest smile.

				‘Angie!’ How many years had gone by? Too many. ‘So grown up!’ Such a liar he was. Angela Quill had not aged a day. She was in her twenties now, but those big gray eyes were the eyes of a child who had yet to grow into them.

				When he released the girl from a bear hug, he stepped back to stare at what she wore, what she had become. The veil – even that was no longer common in her trade. But what of the rest? A white wimple framed her face. The wide black robe had enough material to clothe three of her. And there was length enough to hide her feet – so out of place in this age of raised hemlines for holy women.

				He plucked out his hearing aid to fiddle the volume and cure a squeal in the works. ‘What? Say again?’ Oh, she was a cloistered nun? He never would have chosen that path for her. Such women were shut away from the world, sealed up behind walls until they died.

				Yet here she was – out and about in the city. How could that be? What—

				She wanted to buy flowers, but the ones in his stall were all wrapped by the dozen in bouquets. Would he sell her only two roses? She had money for two.

				‘For you? Here.’ He loaded her arms with two dozen red blooms – so happy was he to see her again. ‘And I won’t take your money.’ They talked awhile, and his every sentence began with ‘I remember when—’ When she was only ten years old, Angie had been his flower girl, his inspiration for the stall. After an early killing frost, the little girl had taken dead rosebushes from his upstairs window box. Come spring, she had given the fruit of their seedpods to him as tender potted plants. Nowadays, all his plants and cut flowers arrived on a truck. It was not the same – not so charming as a canny child who could bring roses back to him from the dead.

				Did he know the time?

				‘You have to go? So soon?’ His attention was called away by a customer – only for a moment. When he turned back to speak with Angie, she was not beside him anymore and nowhere to be seen. How could she leave him with no goodbye? And she had not taken her roses with her. Not all of them. Only two. And a few dollar bills had been left behind. His eyes searched the street. Her long black robe should have made her a standout in this season of bare-legged people.

				But no. Poof. Gone. And so fast. How had she—

				A woman screamed.

				Angie? Oh, God, no!

				Coming his way was a gaggle of teenage girls with high-pitched shrieks of laughter. So loud. He turned down the volume of his hearing aid. And the scream was blamed upon them. Damn kids. They could stop a man’s heart.

				‘Heads up, everybody.’ The walking tour came to a halt in front of a vacant store, and the guide pointed to the apartment house on the other side of the street.

				The resident of the second floor, an elderly shut-in, thought this man might be pointing up at her, but no, he sang out the name of a long-dead poet who had once lived here.

				She wished the tourists would go away. They impeded her view.

				The woman in the wheelchair was a creature of the clock, and precisely fifty minutes remained of her customary hour at the window, time enough for a bit of breakfast and her crossword puzzle. Also, she secretly kept company with the old man down on the sidewalk across the street. Though she had not spoken to him in years, she was that rare old-timer of St Marks Place who knew him by name and could recall a day when Albert Costello was a lively, talkative man. Now he was a hermit. However, he did have ritual outings, and so she knew right where to find him every morning at nine o’clock, when she would wheel her chair to the window, and there—

				Oh! Where was that skinny old fool?

				She had looked away from the window to fill in a few blank squares of her puzzle. In only those few seconds, her companion had disappeared, abandoning his post down there by the streetlamp – and long before their shared hour had ended.

				Where could he have wandered off to? Albert was as old as she was. He could not move that fast, not even if he had traveled only as far as the door to his apartment building. She scanned the river of tourists on the sidewalk below, but his dear balding head was not there in the swim with them.

				Well, that was different. She liked her puzzles, but this one was disturbing.

				A woman’s scream from the street was less interesting.

				The tour guide faced a clothing store. ‘That used to be a jazz club. Charlie Parker played there. Greatest sax man who ever lived.’ His group paused to snap photographs of the famous nightspot that was not there anymore.

				And now they had the attention of a young man in blue jeans, who stood on the sidewalk, tying an apron around his waist. The local trade never amounted to much before noon, but he was in need of a smoke before all those freaking tourists descended on the café. Aw, they were turning his way. Too late? Well, still time for a puff, maybe two. A cigarette dangled from the waiter’s mouth as he leaned against the brick wall and struck a match. He watched a child come round a corner, a blind boy tapping a white cane on the pavement – and ditching school. Good for you, kid. Then, with a flick of the wrist, the boy’s cane collapsed to a short wand in a conjuror’s sleight of hand.

				Neat trick. Was the kid even blind? So sure-footed was this little boy that he was either a faker or very much at home on St Marks Place.

				A woman screamed. But no heads in the approaching tour group were turning to point the way to any trouble. No, these people were focused. Hungry. And screaming that could not be backed up with blood was written off to street noise. Nothing more.

				The tour group no longer blocked his view of the—

				The blind boy had disappeared. One second he was there – then gone. He must have ducked into a doorway. But the illusion of a vanishing act remained with the waiter as yet another neat trick.

				Incredibly, the troop of sightseers had witnessed nothing, every pair of eyes turned elsewhere as they spilled into the narrow street and crossed over.

				The lady from Bora Bora watched them file into the café. Though she was hungry, breakfast could wait until her son arrived. She looked to the west, the direction of his university. No sign of him. Where was her student prince? She spoke Tahitian, French and a smattering of Japanese, but she had no words that Americans might understand. And so, for the past week, her eldest child had been her guide through this part of the world. He was late to join her for a last meal and a kiss goodbye before she must leave for the airport.

				She did not mind the wait. Her homeland in the South Pacific was a place of great beauty and deep peace, but this other island, Manhattan, was an intoxicating display of action – theater of the street. Without her son to translate, some acts would always be inexplicable. And the most recent one had been over in a snatch of seconds when two people had disappeared.

				At the end of her long journey home, she would speak of the drama that had unfolded on the sidewalk. She would retell it as a fabulous fable for her youngest child, a little boy who loved nothing better than a scary story. ‘Flying down the street,’ she would say to him, ‘a running woman’s long black robe became dark wings spread upon the wind.’

				In a fury, the Bird Woman of St Marks Place had attacked a muscular man and ridden his back – and that part was true. ‘Claws dug in. Her black wings flapping. His arms flailing.’ The tense battle of man and giant bird had just begun when they vanished – in seconds – disappearing behind a brief curtain drawn in the form of sightseers passing by, and so it seemed that Bird Woman had flown up and away with her prey clutched in talons.

				Though, in truth, at the sound of the great bird’s victory scream, the lady from Bora Bora had never turned her eyes to the sky. The scream had not come from up there. But, for the sake of the story, she would only rely on the magical logic of the moment.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				ONE

				If they knew why he had come here, all these men would turn him away.

				The odyssey had begun in the morning on St Marks Place, not half a mile from this SoHo police station, and now it was night. A bank of tall, grimy windows worked poorly as mirrors, reflecting his white hair and face, but not his black cassock, and so Father Brenner’s head appeared to float across the squad room – slowly – though his mission here was urgent.

				Long fluorescent tubes of light spanned the high ceiling, some of them twitchy, blinking off and on with a nervous sputter, and telephones glowed with red lights, the tiny alarms of those left hanging on the line. Half the desks were occupied by tired detectives drinking coffee, tapping keyboards and talking among themselves.

				All conversation stopped.

				Heads lifted here and there to note his passage, and one man winced when it was apparent that the elderly priest was heading for Kathy Mallory’s desk.

				Understood.

				Father Brenner reminded himself to address her as Detective Mallory, having lost the right to any familiarity when she was a child in his parish school, enrolled there by her foster mother, Helen Markowitz. That good woman had suspected that Kathy was born a Catholic, but suspicion was all that Helen and her husband ever had to work with. The little girl had told them nothing useful, not even her right age. So she might have been ten years old at that first meeting in his office, but certainly not eleven, the age on her application.

				The child had been presented to him in the guise of a small Botticelli angel. Backlit by sunlight that day, her blond curls had gleamed like a damned halo.

				Here, he paused in his recollection and his steps.

				Yes, damned was a fitting word for that early impression. A second look at her had pretty much killed his angel analogy. The long slants of her eyes held a shade of green not found in nature, not God’s work. Even then, long before she would grow up to carry a gun, he had intuited that she was dangerous. Another early indicator was a teaching nun, who had been left with a rather bad limp to mark the close of Kathy’s final semester.

				The priest still carried guilt for his blindness to Sister Ursula’s eccentricity. No, call it cruelty. Crazy old woman.

				Upon his first visit to this police station, he had brought Inspector Markowitz’s foster child along to explain the plaster cast on her wrist – and the nun in the hospital. The meeting had not gone well. Guided by a schoolgirl code of Thou shalt not rat, Kathy had refused to confirm Sister Ursula’s assault on her. Honoring the child’s resolve, the inspector had called it a breakeven day, ‘My kid’s broken wrist for the nun’s mangled leg.’ But outside of Kathy’s hearing, Louis Markowitz had offered the priest the angry choice of ‘Put that nun in a bughouse, or put her down like a dog. Pick one!’

				Father Brenner had selected the bughouse option.

				Tonight, his eyeglasses sweated down the bridge of his nose. It was taking him such a long time to cross this room and meet with the grown-up Kathy Mallory; he was that anxious to see her again. He had spoken with her commanding officer in passing at the downstairs door, and Lieutenant Coffey had waived the protocol of a visitor’s badge and pointed the way up the staircase to the Special Crimes Unit. And so the priest might believe that he was coming upon this young woman unannounced – catching her unawares.

				Foolish idea? Oh, yes.

				As a child, she had given him the eerie sense that her vision extended to the back of her head – and spookier still – to the inside of his head. He kept this illusion saved away with others in his mythology of her, a book of many pages.

				Not a holy book.

				So far, the young detective in blue jeans appeared normal enough, though rather well dressed for a civil servant. As a boy, he had worked in his father’s tailor shop, and he well knew the quality of the wonderful linen blazer draped on the back of her chair. So good was his sartorial eye, he could even attest to her T-shirt’s fine grade of silk.

				Kathy Mallory’s eyes were focused on the glowing screen of a computer, and the light of a desk lamp gave her another halo, but the priest was long past that deception. As he approached, she did not turn to him in any natural fashion. The golden head swivelled – machinelike – and she did not look up to meet his eyes. No recognition at all. He might well be a piece of furniture with a clerical collar. This was an old, cold quirk of hers, one that used to unhinge him with the thought that she was not quite like the other children, not human, no heart, no pulse.

				In a more worldly sense, she was not much changed in her mid-twenties. The high cheekbones were more pronounced, but she was otherwise a taller replica of the child with the cream-white skin and cupid’s bow lips. He often wondered if that lovely face had been the chief complaint of Sister Ursula, the ugly antithesis of Kathy. Yes, that would have set the old woman off. The nun would have regarded the infliction of pain as tempering temptations of the flesh, punishing a little girl for the crime of—

				‘Sit down, Father Brenner.’ Kathy Mallory’s half-smile welcomed him to hell. It was a given that if she seemed at all happy to see him, it was only because she liked the diversion of toying with his soul – as if she had that power over him.

				Well . . . did she not? Obediently, he settled into the wooden chair beside her desk.

				‘What brings you out tonight?’ Her silken voice gave him no clue of inflection. Her red fingernails were more telling, drumming the desktop, prompting him to get on with his reason for bothering her.

				He might begin with the news that her old nemesis, Sister Ursula, had died, but before he could open his mouth, she read his mind to say, ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’ Her condolences on the dead nun were delivered with an expression of pure pleasure, the way a cat might smile with a mouse in her teeth – at the moment before she bit down hard to break the creature’s back. No mercy, no forgiveness.

				No surprise there.

				‘I’ve come about another nun,’ he said. ‘A young one, close to your age. I’m afraid for her.’ No sympathy was expected on this account. He could only hope to intrigue. ‘Sister Michael disappeared yesterday. She’s already been reported to Missing Persons. They said they’d look into it . . . I know what that means.’ Goodbye, Sister, and best of luck to you. ‘But I believe she was kidnapped.’

				‘So there’s a ransom demand.’ Hardly intrigued, the detective turned back to the screen of her laptop, a sign of dismissal even before she said, ‘Go talk to Major Case. They handle that. We do homicides here.’

				And it would take more than one homicide to interest her. Over the years spent following her career with the NYPD, he had learned that the Special Crimes Unit was best known for cases with a high body count, the bloodiest carnage in New York City.

				‘Ransom?’ He scratched his head in a calculated show of vagueness. ‘Well, I don’t know about that.’

				‘No note? No phone call?’ She faced him again, eyes narrowed. ‘Then why would you think it’s a kidnapping?’ Clearly, she did not believe him.

				Good. That should hold her attention. Oh, just the chance to catch him in a lie, to make him twist and squirm – how she would love that. ‘This is all I know,’ he said. ‘Sister Michael was on the way to visit her mother on St Marks Place. She started out in the morning, but never got there. That was yesterday. And we both know that Missing Persons is not out looking for her.’

				‘They’re swamped with runaways.’ Her eyes closed in the slow blink of a contented cat, and he knew he had her now, for she was playing harmless when she tossed off the afterthought that ‘People are always walking away from their old lives.’

				‘If she wanted to leave her order, she would’ve worn street clothes, not this.’ He set a snapshot on the desk. It was a bit damp from his hand. He had carried it all through this day into night. It pictured a young woman in the long robe and veil of a cloistered nun. ‘And I know she bought two red roses in her mother’s neighborhood. I talked to the man who sold—’ Oh, no, he was boring her. Well, on to the bit he had saved for last. ‘I can promise you that Sister Michael’s mother does not have the mayor’s ear . . . but that man knew about the disappearance before the Missing Persons report was filed.’

				He thought she might like that part, but it was hard to tell. She was tensing, as if wound by a spring and set to—

				She leaned far forward. And, whiplash fast, he sat well back.

				‘What else did you hold out on Missing Persons? They’re not idiots over there. If you’d told them—’

				‘I wasn’t the one who made that report . . . I don’t even know Sister Michael.’

				Her eyes flickered. A eureka moment?

				‘So the church is cop-shopping,’ she said. ‘Reaching out for a detective who’ll play nice with the ugly parts . . . That’s why they picked you? Because they think we had a warm, cozy relationship when I was a kid?’

				A good guess in some respects.

				‘I did go to Major Case,’ he said. ‘Their detective sent me away after five minutes. I had no proof of kidnapping. That’s what he told—’

				‘You think there is proof. You think I can get it for you. So there was a ransom demand.’ Her tone accused him of lying. Fair warning. It was confession time at the police station. ‘Where’d you get your information, Father? I know Mayor Polk won’t play golf with any priest lower than a bishop. Who told you he already knew about—’

				‘I can’t give you a name.’

				‘You can!’ Her fist hit the desk as punctuation. ‘Nobody sent you here under the Seal of the Confessional.’ Her sudden expression of anger fell away in the flip of a switch to one of resignation, which must be an equally false mask. ‘All right, just tell me what church politician talks to the city politicians. Does that make it less like ratting out another priest?’

				Yes, that would do. ‘Father DuPont is on the cardinal’s staff. He’d be the one to—’

				‘And what’s the nun’s name?’ She turned away from him to face her computer.

				‘I told you. Sister—’

				‘Her real name.’

				Not the saint’s name taken with her final vows. The archangel had been a fierce choice for a nun – a name that was the battle cry of the good angels in the War of Heaven. ‘In her former life, she was known as Angela Quill.’

				The detective tapped her keyboard. ‘So this woman disappears, and you jump to the conclusion of . . . what? A satanic nun collector?’ She tilted her head to one side, her face a parody of innocence when she asked, ‘Why is that?’

				‘Hey, Mallory.’ A man with hooded eyes slouched up to the desk. His dark hair was silvered with enough gray to make him at least twice her age. Raising one hand, he warded off her response. ‘I know. Half a day shot. I went home for lunch and walked in on a stickup. Took me forever to get through the booking.’ He turned an affable smile on the priest. ‘I live over a bar. The owner’s my landlord. If I’d let the perp walk outta there with the cash, my rent would’ve gone up.’ The man sloughed off his wrinkled suit jacket and sat down at the desk that faced and adjoined Kathy Mallory’s. The garment slid from his lap to the floor, and he left it there.

				Not a tidy man.

				Though the cheap suit did have an odor of spot remover, those shoes had not been polished in recent decades. This wardrobe-challenged detective introduced himself as Riker. ‘I’m her partner. What can we do for you, Padre?’

				Not a Catholic.

				Father Brenner pulled a folded sheet of paper from his cassock pocket. The bold type above the nun’s grainy portrait asked, HAVE YOU SEEN HER? This was his mission statement at a glance, and he handed it to the man. ‘That’s my last one. I’ve been taping them up in store windows.’ Sister Michael’s photograph was, more accurately, a picture of what she wore. Her face was the smallest element in the frame, and not what he had counted upon to stand out in the memory of the public. But her long robe and veil would be a rare sight on city streets.

				‘A dress-code nun,’ said Riker. ‘Wearing that getup of hers must be hell in this heat. Is she from the Brooklyn convent?’

				‘No, she’s from the Monastery of Saint Bernardine. It’s about sixty miles upstate. The nuns have a website and a tractor, but otherwise, their traditions are centuries old. We have no pictures of Sister Michael in other clothes, and no family members to help with—’

				‘But her mother’s alive.’ Kathy Mallory smiled to say that she had caught him in another lie, though he had yet to make even one false statement. ‘You told me the nun was on the way to visit her—’

				‘The mother only had the same photo I used for my poster. I called on the woman this morning.’

				Detective Riker held the nun’s poster at arm’s length, the distance for a man who ought to wear bifocals. Brows knit together, eyes squinting, he asked, ‘Is that face—’ The man looked to his partner, as if she might have an answer to that half a question.

				And she did. As her laptop was angled toward Riker, Father Brenner saw the full-screen display of Sister Michael clad in a torn red camisole that hung from one bruised shoulder by a flimsy string. The makeup was garish. The dark hair was spiked and streaked with purple dye.

				It was an old police mug shot.

				Kathy Mallory raised her eyebrows, as if only mildly curious. ‘One of your more interesting nuns?’

				Detective Riker stared at the screen image that gave up the name in bold capital letters. ‘Quill!’ He looked down at the poster and tapped the date of the nun’s disappearance. ‘Two Quills go missing on the same day?’

				Almost there.

				Detective Riker had cadged a ride out of SoHo in the backseat of a patrol car, and now he rolled north past the skyscrapers of Midtown, heading for the Upper East Side, the heart of the search for a kidnapped schoolboy.

				How long had his partner intended to toy with Father Brenner before mentioning Jonah, the other missing Quill? Riker wasted no pity on the priest. That old man had known what he was dealing with before he walked in the door of Special Crimes.

				Kathy Mallory was also – special.

				As the car rounded a corner, he saw a familiar face on the street and leaned toward the patrolmen in the front seat. ‘Guys? I’m gettin’ out here.’

				The driver pulled to the curb half a block from this precinct’s station house, and Riker stepped out on the sidewalk to shake hands with an old friend, a sergeant like himself, but not in the Detective Bureau. Murray was still in uniform and now in charge of the officers canvassing Jonah Quill’s neighborhood.

				After their exchange of Good to see your ugly face and What’s up, Riker was told why the kidnap story had not been fed to reporters. ‘The kid’s uncle is loaded with money,’ said Murray. So, on good odds of a ransom demand, the crime had not gone public. And there were no worries about leaks to the press corps. The police commissioner had menaced news outlets all over town with naked threats to people’s private parts, a time-honored practice officially known as media cooperation.

				Riker slung his suit jacket over one arm as he walked down East Sixty-seventh Street alongside Sergeant Murray. They passed by a woman with a Great Dane on a leash, and the detective had to wonder how large the lady’s apartment might be to accommodate a dog the size of a pony. How many acres of floor space? Downtown, south of Houston Street, Riker was considered a social climber because his bathtub was not in the kitchen.

				He gave the nun’s poster to Murray as they entered the local police station, a landmark building from the late 1800s. Though Riker’s own station house was also more than a century old, it was less grand. This one, disguised as an oversized town house, had been built to blend in to a patch of the 19th Precinct that was filthy with millionaires. But the neighborhood had no flavor, no music. There might be some history to it; the detective did not know or care. No rockers had ever sung songs about this part of town, and that said it all for Riker.

				Sergeant Murray, not so vain as the SoHo detective, put on his bifocals, the better to study the small face on the poster. ‘I’ll be damned. Nobody told us about any nun . . . She looks just like Jonah.’ He led Riker up the stairs to the second floor, saying over one shoulder, ‘Tell you what we got. Cops downtown reported sightings of a blind kid tapping his way up a street with a white cane. They can place him in the East Village that morning. But we got other sightings in the Bronx and Queens.’

				‘The East Village fits with Sister Michael,’ said Riker. ‘We know she bought flowers on St Marks Place around nine that morning.’

				‘Well, this’ll get us some leads.’ Sergeant Murray held up the poster for a second look. ‘What’s up with those dicks at Missing Persons? We should’ve had a copy of this. The nun’s even got the kid’s smile.’

				‘Shit happens.’

				The sergeant nodded to say, Amen, brother, and then he stopped by a closed door at the top of the stairs. ‘We keep him in here.’

				The door opened by a few inches to give Riker a covert look at a civilian half his age, who sat at the far end of a conference table that was littered with paper cups and take-out cartons, pens and yellow pads. The young man’s head was bowed, and his hands were clenched together in a white-knuckle prayer.

				Murray kept his voice low, saying, ‘That’s the kid’s uncle, Harold Quill. He won’t go home. Don’t expect much, okay? The guy’s punchy. No sleep since his nephew disappeared.’

				The lean, dark-haired Quill sported a stubble of beard, and the wrinkles in his expensive suit were also a few days in the making. When the detective and the sergeant entered the room, the man looked up with the eyes of the boy and the nun, large and gray and ringed with black lashes, but his had a vacant look of no one home. His skin was bloodless. And a puff of air might push him over, not that he would notice.

				Riker had seen this before – what was left of a man when a child went missing.

				After Sergeant Murray made the introductions, the detective sat down beside the distraught uncle. ‘So . . . you got a family connection to Angela Quill. Is that right?’

				No response? Was this guy debating whether or not he should answer that simple question without legal advice? Rich people – could they even answer a damn phone without a lawyer?

				‘Angie’s my sister,’ said Harold Quill. ‘She’s a—’

				‘A nun, yeah. Was she meeting up with your nephew yesterday morning?’

				‘No! Why would you—’ Quill covered his face with both hands, as if that could make a cop disappear, and he shook his head. ‘I drove Jonah to school . . . He should’ve been in class.’

				‘The nun’s gone missing, too. My partner’s downtown talkin’ to your mother. Do you—’

				‘No!’ Harold Quill grabbed Riker’s arm, and the detective pretended not to notice that this man’s fingernails were digging into him. ‘Promise me,’ said Quill, ‘promise you won’t tell my mother where I live!’

				Detective Mallory was Mrs Quill’s only visitor from the NYPD. Evidently, her son had failed to tell police that his kidnapped nephew had a grandmother on the Lower East Side. Less surprising, no one had even telephoned for a statement on the disappearance of her daughter, the nun. Most surprising? This woman had taken the dwindling of her family members quite well – as if one or two of them might vanish on a typical day.

				‘I called the prioress to tell her what I thought of my daughter for standing me up.’ In a lower voice, the mother muttered, ‘That bitch. That whore.’

				And would the nice detective like some tea?

				Statuettes of saints cluttered every surface in this stuffy parlor that stank of scented, votive candles, the odor of cinnamon warring with rosemary and lavender. All the walls were lined with portraits of Jesus: a laughing Christ and a weeping one, but predominantly bloody, suffering Christs nailed up by hand and foot, and these images had set the tone of the interview with Mrs Quill, whose mouth was forever frozen in the downturned arc of the righteous, whose eyes were way too wide and laser bright with the light of the Lord.

				Mallory sat on the sofa, flipping through the family photograph album. Useless. Most of the faces pictured here had been scratched out, though not all of these erasures were done with the same tool. Some cuts were sharper than others. Beside her sat the scrawny matriarch of the family, dressed in a prim white nightgown. The loudmouthed crone guided the detective, page by page. And so Mallory discovered that images of the husband had been the first mutilations.

				‘May he rot in hell! He left me with three damn kids.’

				Next in the order of abandonment came the scratched-out face of a blond daughter.

				‘Gabriel. Gabby, we called her. She was fifteen when that picture was taken. That’s when she ran away from me. A year later, she died giving birth to a bastard.’ Mrs Quill said this with great satisfaction, as if that death might have been payback for a child born out of wedlock. The woman lowered her voice and leaned closer to share another happy confidence. ‘Gabby’s son was born blind.’

				Even a more seasoned detective would have flinched. Mallory only looked down at one more photo of a faceless girl, and this one had dark hair.

				‘Oh, that’s my Angie, the other goddamn whore.’ Mrs Quill reached out one bony hand to turn to the next page, and there was the only unscarred picture of this daughter, a recent addition that had yet to be pasted in with album corners. Sister Michael was posed in the robes of a nun. ‘She redeemed herself . . . with the church.’ Sarcasm suggested that the nun had yet to be redeemed here at home.

				Every picture of Mrs Quill’s son, Harold, had the face scratched out in the year he had sued her for custody of his nephew, Gabby’s blind child. ‘Poor little Jonah. They stole him from me – Harry and that bitch social worker. By now, the boy’s drowning in sin.’ A photograph of this child as a toddler, who had yet to commit any known sin against his grandmother, had survived the knife cuts of omission from the family.

				Given more than a nodding acquaintance with Crazy, Mallory had to ask how this woman fancied chances for the survival of Sister Michael and Jonah. ‘Are they dead or alive?’

				‘Dead!’ This firm vote revealed no guilt, but perhaps the opinion that a nun and a little boy could deserve to lose their lives. Then Mrs Quill added, ‘Dead and gone to God,’ a slightly better outcome, though offered up with less enthusiasm.

				The walls were brick. The door was metal. The grown-ups were dead.

				Jonah had stepped on their flung-out arms and legs while mapping this chilly room that was fifteen steps square. A queasy horror. And now the stink of them was dulled by clogs of snot brought on by the boy’s crying. He had found his aunt among the corpses.

				By touch, he had recognized a long robe and veil, but he knew it was Aunt Angie by the smallest finger of her right hand, broken in her childhood and crooked out at the knuckle. Jonah had held this hand so many times. He could never mistake it for any other.

				She had gone away when he was seven years old. For five years, he had waited for her in the fantasy of She Comes Back – and here she was.

				He kissed her crooked finger.

				High on the wall and beyond his reach, the loud motor started up again with the death rattle of an old machine, its parts clacking, broken or breaking down, but still churning out more blasts of cold air. Shivering, Jonah laid his body down beside his aunt. She gave him comfort – and warmth. Her wide robe was generous enough to cover him, too. ‘Thank you.’

				Pieces of a day were missing. Or was it two days? His internal clock was broken. There was a rumble in his stomach, but the thought of food made him want to puke. Was his brain busted, too? Dumbed down? Only now he thought to wonder what had happened to him – to her.

				How could she be dead?

				Aunt Angie knew how to fight. On her way out of his life, she had taught him that fingernails could draw blood, thumbs could gouge out eyes, and a kick to the balls could put a man in a world of hurt. And then she had walked out the door to catch a bus to God’s house.

				Had she known then what was coming – who was coming?

				Her killer would never suspect him until it was too late. He could walk right up to that sick bastard and play helpless – just a kid, right? – and then nail him. Kill him? Yes! Beneath the blanket of the shared robe, Jonah’s fists made one-two punches. No fear. Aunt Angie was with him, keeping him warm, teaching him how to draw blood and bring on pain. His aunt’s side of this conversation was made up from saved-away memories of her, the sound of her, but all the words had the ring of true things. He knew what she would say to every—

				The air conditioner shut down. Now a new sound. Metal on metal. A squeak to a door hinge. And the dead woman’s voice inside his head screamed, That’s him!

				The boy shook off the robe and sat up.

				Footsteps. Heavy ones. Aunt Angie sang out, Get ready!

				Jonah was shaking and shot through with freaking cold, heart-a-banging panic.

				The footsteps stopped a few paces into the room. Jonah rocked his body like a toddler with a wooden horse between his legs. The hardsoled shoes were crossing the floor, coming for him. They were here! Now the smell of cigarette breath. So close. Puffs of stinky air on his face.

				Close enough! yelled Aunt Angie.

				A man’s deeper voice, a real one, said, ‘You can’t see.’

				Jonah, get him!

				Sorry, so sorry, but he could not do that. He was crazy scared. A small bottle of sloshing liquid was pressed into his hands – a reward for getting the rules right in a world where twelve-year-old boys were always outmatched by grown men. Sorry.

				The bottled water tasted odd. No matter. So thirsty. Jonah drank it, gulped it down. All gone now. His rocking slowed – and stopped. His fear ebbed away, dulling down to nothing. Sleep was creeping up on him.

				Behind him was the man’s hard-sole step. Stepping over the other bodies? Light plops. Dull scrapes. A quick shuffle of shoes. The door opened and closed, shoes leaving and coming back again – and again. More steps and shuffles, rustles and – what?

				No! Jonah shook his head, shaking off a mind-muddling fog.

				He reached for Aunt Angie’s hand. No, no, no – she was sliding away, leaving him. Her body was dragged across the floor faster than he could crawl after her. Not fair! He rose up on his knees, as much of a stand as he could manage, and his hands balled into fists. ‘Give her back!’

				The door went BANG!

				And the boy fell, toppling to one side. Sleep came on so fast. He never felt the pain of hard ground rushing up to meet him with a knock to the head that said, Good night!

			

		

	
		
			
				

				TWO

				The trees of Carl Schurz Park gave cover to Gracie Mansion, the official residence of the mayor. In the small hours of the morning, an alarm had sounded, and now this eighteenth-century landmark and its adjoining wing were surrounded by sheets of plastic tied off on ten-foot poles. Above this curtain, only the upper half of the extension building could be seen by civilians on East End Avenue. They saw nothing of the more secluded yellow mansion that overlooked the channel waters of Hell Gate – and the corpses stacked up on the lawn.

				Members of the hazmat team were visible through the cloudy plastic as they moved about in helmets and bulky white suits that were sealed to protect them against deadly gasses and flesh-eating viruses or come what may.

				On the broad sidewalk across the street, their audience was sporting Sunday-best T-shirts, shorts and summer dresses. The atmosphere turned festive as the crowd applauded the first sighting of bright-colored umbrellas attached to rolling carts. Food vendors had turned out to cater this new threat to public health and safety. Men in aprons hawked their wares along the roadbed, first servicing the front lines. Then hungry buyers at the rear sent their money forward, hand-to-hand, and bags of bagels and coffee were handed back to them.

				Men and women in dark suits held up the IDs of Homeland Security, and they yelled at the civilians, ordering them to move on. Predictably, these federal agents were ignored. The menace implied by moon suits had scared off out-of-towners, but not blasé natives who always formed a crowd for the prospect of sudden death in New York City. And, damn it, it was time for brunch.

				Behind the backs of the shouting agents, a cadre of uniformed police officers stood in a line down the center of the avenue, and they all wore smirks of We told you so, you stupid bastards. The NYPD knew how to do crowd control. And, clearly, the federal government did not.

				Some civilians with curbside views sat on canvas camp stools sold from a cart with merchandise that included paper fans and sun visors. Most of the crowd remained standing, growing restless as they watched the slow, blurry movements of the hazmat team. New York attitude was in the air, and it demanded, Hey, let’s get on with the show!

				Two detectives stood behind the gawkers. One wore an out-of-date suit that spoke well of him as a civil servant who lived within his means, though, truth be told, Riker hated shopping and had let it slide for years.

				He gave his partner a gallant wave that said, Ladies first, so he could use tall Mallory as a wedge to move through this tightly packed mob. People tended to get out of her way, and not because they respected the badge or her tailored threads – or the running shoes that cost more than Riker’s entire closet, shoes thrown in. The whole package said that she was somebody, but the Mallory effect on crowds was more than that. When she wanted to jangle a civilian – like right now – she dropped every pretense of being human and walked toward the poor bastard, as if she meant to walk right through him, and this was all that was needed to inspire that man’s wary backwards dance.

				Just a hint of crazy got a world of respect in this town, though there were detectives in the Special Crimes Unit who suspected that Kathy Mallory was not hinting. She might be the real deal. Riker believed she knew this and encouraged it in the same way that the clothes on her back flaunted the idea of a cop who might be dirty.

				She liked her games. She played them well.

				When they reached the street, Riker ignored the government suits – so as not to lose face with the cops on the line. He spoke to the uniform with the sergeant’s stripe, ‘What’s up, Murray? You got a body count?’

				‘Yeah, I seen four of ’em in there.’ The sergeant glanced at officers to his left and right, indicating that this was not a good time to thank him for a tip on a dead nun. ‘The security cameras are useless – blacked out with paintballs. But I know the perp was wearing NYPD blue last night. On the other side of the park, we found a cop knocked out cold and stripped down to his skivvies.’

				Mallory was distracted by an argument half a block away. It looked to be one-sided, no fists in play yet, but getting there. Riker also watched this scene as a government agent, red in the face, rose off the balls of his feet, trying so hard to be taller. The fed was outsized by the man who set a Gladstone bag down on the sidewalk at his booted feet. Chief Medical Examiner Edward Slope ripped off his protective helmet and gloves. The doctor’s anger was more dignified – and more effective. The flat of one raised hand silenced the younger, shorter man from Homeland Security. Now it was Dr Slope’s turn to vent, and the federal agent came down from his tiptoes.

				‘A scam.’ Without hearing one clear word, Mallory had the gist of the ME’s complaint. ‘Those moon suits are just for show, right?’

				‘That’s my guess,’ said Sergeant Murray. ‘What we got in there is weird, but it’s got shit to do with germs or poison gas. I figure the mayor wanted to keep people outta the park . . . on a Sunday. Well, forget that.’ With a nod toward the plastic curtain, he said, ‘So one of those clowns in there called out the hazmat team. Figured that’d scare ’em off.’ He turned back to the bagel-noshing sidewalk crowd. ‘Do they look scared to you?’

				Since diplomacy was not his partner’s forte, Riker walked down the street to join the kiddie agent in charge of false alarms and circuses. The detective offered this youngster the carrot of being addressed as a grown-up. ‘Look, pal, I know you got jerked around today, but don’t go off on anybody else, okay? We need some leverage here. Just pack up the moon suits and go.’

				‘Somebody’s gotta pay for dragging out the whole damn—’

				‘Me and my partner, we can make that happen. We can make the pack of ’em wish they’d never screwed with you.’ In the hierarchy of New York City, this was a fairy tale, but the young agent seemed to like the story.

				Edward Slope’s shed hazmat suit was carried off by Homeland Security agents, and now the chief medical examiner wore only the uniform of a Sunday backyard barbecuer. Never mind loud – his Hawaiian shirt shrieked color. Even so, he was the most distinguished man on the scene. Silver-haired and tall, he had the posture and bark of a general as he issued orders to his minions, who had been waiting on the sidelines all this time. The ME had entered the red zone alone; he thought most of his people were idiots, but they were his idiots, and he would never put them in harm’s way. At the top of the short driveway, two of them pulled aside the plastic curtain, and a gurney stacked with body bags wheeled past them.

				Dr Slope lowered his voice to speak with Riker and Mallory. ‘A very egalitarian killer. The victims are different genders, races, ages. I’d call it pointedly random.’

				The doctor marched into the tented area, and the detectives followed him past the gatehouse, beyond the extension building and along one side of the yellow mansion. At the turn of this corner, the plastic curtain was torn down to give them a view of the river beyond a wide circle of manicured grass.

				Three corpses lay facedown in a careless pile at the foot of the stairs to the veranda and the mayor’s front door. An old woman’s stark white face was pressed to the brown hand of a young man’s body, and his head was pillowed on feet that stuck out from beneath him. Most notable among the dead was the fourth corpse, Sister Michael, also known as Angela Quill. This body had been rolled over and set apart from the rest.

				Riker pulled out his notebook and pen. ‘Likely weapon?’

				‘A knife,’ said Dr Slope. ‘But when this was called in, I was told that a doctor on the scene had identified symptoms of sarin gas. In a pig’s eye. And that doctor turned out to be a press secretary. I want her charged with falsifying—’

				‘Okay,’ said Riker. ‘We’ll talk to her.’

				‘Too late. I did the honors. You’ll find that little moron locked in a bathroom. She was crying – but still alive when I was done with her.’

				‘Yeah?’ Riker suppressed a grin. Liar. A gentleman to the core, Dr Slope would never make a woman cry. Though Mallory might make the doctor’s lie come true soon enough.

				Most of the grassy land was enclosed by a tall fence of iron bars with pointed spikes, all but a section of redbrick wall that separated the mansion’s lawn from the public area of the park. This was the lowest and likeliest access. The detective reached out to snag the arm of a man he knew, a passing crime-scene investigator. ‘Hey, Rizzo. I know our perp didn’t toss the bodies over the wall. No crushed bushes, no drag marks on the grass. So what’s the deal here?’

				‘You gotta see this, or you’ll think I’m lying.’ Rizzo led him around the south corner of the mansion and pointed to a jog in the brick wall, where another CSI was photographing a narrow iron gate that joined the two sections. ‘It was secured with—’

				‘A damn padlock?’ It lay on the ground at Riker’s feet – broken. Flimsy piece of crap.

				‘Yeah. Breaking in here – that’s three second’s work with the right tool. One of the guys on park patrol tells me this is the hooker entrance. The uniforms don’t go near it after dark. Mayor Polk thinks they might scare off his call girls.’ CSI Rizzo pointed to the concrete stairwell leading down to the basement of the mansion’s wing, and no words were needed. This entry point could be seen by any visitor on the park side of the gate’s iron bars. It was an open invitation to any lunatic passing by.

				‘I see it – and I still don’t believe it,’ said Riker. ‘Did the perp get inside last night?’

				‘Nope, no sign of entry anywhere but this gate. Your guy just dumped the bodies and left.’ On their way back to the front lawn, the man from Crime Scene Unit said, ‘Here’s the real weak spot – no adults in charge of mansion security. The mayor’s protection detail answers to the commissioner, and—’

				‘And he answers to the mayor,’ said Riker. ‘Got it.’

				When the dead bodies were in sight, Rizzo stopped, and he had to ask, ‘What’s your partner doing?’ As if it were not plain enough.

				‘She’s smelling corpses,’ said Riker.

				Mallory had finished with the nun, and now, as the ME’s team rolled the other bodies, she leaned down to sniff each one in turn. Done with that, she said, ‘So . . . not a spree killing.’

				‘No,’ said the chief medical examiner. ‘All different stages of decomp. There’s signs of dehydration, too – except for the last kill. She’s the most disturbing one.’ Dr Slope looked down at the corpse in nun’s regalia. The young woman’s large gray eyes were open, and she wore a faint, sly smile. ‘I’m going to see that in my sleep for a long time.’

				Mallory and her partner stood on the veranda of Gracie Mansion in a face-off with a lanky young man who wore a bow tie and a sneer.

				The mayor’s aide, Samuel Tucker, was puffed up with all the importance of an entitled frat boy from some college of fastidious twits. He inspected their gold shields, squinting as if that might help him spot fakes – or germs. The aide then informed the detectives that they were not on the approved list for the meeting inside. He glanced at Riker’s suit with a moue of distaste. Clearly, that detective would not even make the cut for those allowed to enter by the front door on any occasion. He shrugged as if to say, Perhaps the back door? But not today.

				Riker and Mallory walked around him to enter the mansion’s foyer, a generous space with a couch and chairs and a grand staircase.

				Now that Tucker understood his true place in the world – not rising to the kneecap of a cockroach – he scrambled over the patterned floor, racing past the detectives to give the appearance of leading them into the library, a smaller room that might be misnamed, as it contained only a handful of books. It was a museum scheme of turquoise walls, white trim and period furnishings from the gaslight era. A dozen people milled around in a mix of suits and weekend wear. The aide walked through the low babble of conversations to approach one of the paired blue love seats in front of the fireplace, where he leaned down to whisper in the mayor’s ear.

				His Honor Andrew Polk was nearly fifty, but his brown hair had not one strand of gray, and Mallory pronounced it an excellent dye job. He was reported to be five-feet-four, but that might be too generous a measure for this little man with the tiny shiny eyes of a rodent. He wore the casual clothes of a Sunday sailor, and his canvas shoes tapped out the beat of nerves on the fray – or maybe this was just a sign of irritation with the man bending over him. Hands clasped together, Polk nodded at something his aide had just said.

				Seated beside the city’s top politician was a fair-haired man, a decade younger and miles better looking. He sported a suntan to match the mayor’s, though no one would peg him as a fellow yachtsman, not dressed in that suit, a very nice one – and expensive for a man of the cloth. This could only be the cardinal’s man, Father DuPont, another politician. And Mallory could put that suntan down to rounds of whacking balls on a golf green, the favored political venue of churchmen currying and bestowing favor. The priest’s expression was somber to fit the occasion of finding a dead nun on the doorstep.

				The police commissioner should have been the lone figure on the facing love seat, but there sat Chief of Detectives Joseph Goddard, a broad-shouldered man in a silk suit. Even before she saw his face, Mallory recognized the bullet-shaped head and the crew cut. He was an interesting choice of police confidant for Mayor Polk. All around them were civilian staff and NYPD bodyguards, most of them standing, others seated on chairs and a striped couch. In the next moment, all of them, except for the mayor’s aide, filed through the door, leaving in obedience to the wave of the chief’s hand and the word, ‘Out!’

				The seat of power was now made clear.

				So a deal had been struck, and the chief of detectives had a brand-new victim for his dossier collection. It was said that the use of power revealed a man’s true face, but Joe Goddard’s was on display all the time – a thug’s face. At least they had been spared his trademark entrance, a walk on leaden feet to make the floor quake. The chief liked to advertise that he was coming – and that he was dangerous to cops and felons alike. His political currency was information, and he was a master at acquiring dirty secrets.

				Did that frighten the mayor?

				It should.

				‘I didn’t send for you.’ Chief Goddard addressed Riker, showing displeasure with this gatecrasher and – the other one. Mallory easily read the man’s expression when he finally looked her way, all condescension and irritation, a warning to the puppy cop: She should not piss on the rug. He turned away from her, and she became invisible – dead to him. He wished she were dead. They had a history in a little dance of Crush Me If You Can.

				‘We ID’d one of the victims,’ said Riker. ‘Sister Michael. She ties in to another case.’ This was their passport. None could challenge it. Both cases would merge at the top of the NYPD priorities – now that the deadly virus scam had fizzled out.

				When Chief Goddard grudgingly introduced the detectives, Mallory’s name did not register with Father DuPont. Was he that good an actor? Her second thought was that this priest had instructed Father Brenner not to name the selection for pet cop. Maybe the phrase, plausible deniability, was also terminology of the church.

				‘So . . . four bodies.’ Mallory turned to Mayor Polk. ‘Four ransom notes?’ Oh, the poor man was startled – as if she had smacked him. Well, damn.

				It was Samuel Tucker who stepped forward to say, ‘We’re not aware of any ransom demands.’

				Riker ignored the aide to speak with the mayor. ‘Well, sir, you can see why we’d ask . . . That dead nun outside? You knew she’d gone missing before the cops did.’

				Good shot.

				Polk’s left hand wrapped around his right fist. Again, his aide was the one who first opened his mouth for the predictable denial, and Riker said to this younger man, ‘That’s not a question, kid. It’s a fact.’ The detective’s subtext was clear: Don’t let me catch you in a lie. And that closed Tucker’s mouth. Riker turned back to Mayor Polk. ‘About the nun. We have to wonder why you didn’t call the police.’

				In a little masterstroke of deflection, Andrew Polk turned to Chief Goddard and leaned forward, as if to ask this man the same question.

				Without a glance at the detectives, the chief said, ‘He did call it in. I knew the nun was missing. I had a detective looking into it . . . quietly.’

				‘A cop picked out by the church?’ Mallory said this with a heavy lean on incredulity. ‘That’s a roundabout way of assigning a case.’

				Joe Goddard looked up at her, quizzical at first, and then his expression changed to one reserved for stepping on a dog turd.

				‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘I was the one who got tapped to look into it. I’m the church-friendly cop you were all praying for.’

				Surprise!

				Father DuPont only widened his blue eyes, confirming her theory that he had opted not to be told which cop had won the honor of church today. And she could see that the chief of detectives had been left out of this backroom arrangement of priests. No way had Goddard known any details about Sister Michael. But he did have the makings for conspiracy.

				‘Chief, I’m guessing you never got a look at the dead nun’s face.’ Mallory thumbed keys on her cell phone to raise a crime-scene photograph of a smiling corpse. ‘Maybe the ME rolled her body after you got here. This is Sister Michael.’ She held up the small-screen image of the dead woman – who bore a twin’s resemblance to the kidnap victim, Jonah Quill. And that schoolboy’s likeness had been seen by every cop in the NYPD, including the chief, who had assigned record numbers of detectives to find him. ‘You had a detective – one cop – looking into this missing Quill . . . quietly?’

				The chief’s cover-up for the mayor, exposed as a lie, hung in the air, the great stinking fart in the room. Goddard glared at Polk, his eyes yelling, You screwup!

				The air conditioner clanked and whirred above him, and liquid splashed on the floor all around him. Gasoline – it burned Jonah’s nostrils.

				He was a ball of a boy, curled up and shaking, teeth clicking, his toes and fingers numbed by cold. But – odd thing – upon waking, his fear had not kicked in again. He only wondered how she could be dead, and ‘Is it my turn?’

				Still groggy, Jonah was lifted to his feet by rough hands, big hands. His mouth was dry, his head ached, and there was a wobble to his knees as he was dragged across the raised threshold of a door to a warmer place. The air beyond the room was muggy. Gone was the stink of putrid meat – except for what traveled with him, trapped in his clothes. Hands, too. The smell of corpses and—

				Smoke?

				Behind him was the crackle of fire, a sound that terrified him – but not today. He was so calm. Crazy calm.

				Weak and woozy, the boy stumble-walked as he was pulled along. Below the sleeve of his T-shirt, the flesh of one arm brushed the sandpaper texture of a wall. The man walked alongside him, gripping the other arm to yank him through another doorway. They were outside now and climbing stairs to city sounds of horns and cars. This noise was still high above him when Jonah ran out of steps. An overpass? That would kill the sunlight, the clue of radiant heat beating down on his raised face to tell him it was daytime. There was no pedestrian noise at ground level and no word of warning to be quiet. So there was no one close by who might see him or—

				Careful, Jonah. The vestige of Aunt Angie still survived in him, his homemade ghost of her, assembled from a kit of remembered things. Her soft voice whispered, No one will hear if you scream. So don’t make this maniac angry.

				A catch of metal undone for another door. Jonah was pushed through it to sprawl on a padded seat. The smell of leather. His feet were lifted and jammed in behind him and – Slam! The air in here was oven-toasty. The driver’s door opened. Slammed shut. The engine came to life. And – click. A cigarette lighter? Yes, a smell of expelled smoke. They were rolling forward, and the driver had yet to say one word.

				Throat parched, voice raspy, Jonah asked, ‘Is it my turn?’

				Mallory’s partner pretended to take down notes while the mayor pretended to tell him the truth. Again, Riker asked how His Honor knew the nun was missing, and Andrew Polk offered up Father DuPont as his source.

				The priest turned his back on them to look out a window. Hiding a guilty face?

				Mallory lost only seconds to speculation on Father DuPont. Polk was more interesting. He had not yet blamed Missing Persons for the fumble on the nun. A timely report had been filed with police, and Polk knew it.

				So why invite Chief Goddard to spin that lie?

				‘Yeah, still here.’ She had been left on hold with a cell phone to her ear, and now an officer in a neighboring state had returned to end their conversation with the transmission of a police report and a photograph. Mallory lowered her cell phone to study the new image on its screen. She looked up and raised her voice to say, ‘Jonah Quill was spotted at a tollbooth in New Jersey.’

				As every head turned her way, she saw no reason to add that there was no eyewitness, only a security camera, and all she had was a bad-to-useless picture of the passenger’s bowed head. The driver’s face was hidden by the brim of a baseball cap pulled low. She only said, ‘They got the car.’

				An SUV, stolen from a senior citizen, had been recovered from a shopping mall’s parking lot. No kidnapped boy was found inside it, no evidence at all, but when Mallory said, ‘The boy’s alive,’ perhaps they all inferred that Jonah Quill was safe in police custody.

				And maybe she should clear up that mistaken impression – or not.

				Father DuPont seemed happy with this news. But the mayor’s face went slack. A prelude to losing his breakfast on the carpet? Mallory gave this politician a tender smile from her repertoire of rarely used expressions, and so he was unprepared when she said, ‘Whatever the nun knew, the boy knows it, too. Is there anything you’d like to tell us . . . before we talk to him?’

				Mayor Polk mouthed an easy-to-read obscenity as he gave Chief Goddard a look that asked, What now?

				The chief held up one spread hand in a tempering gesture used by mothers to quiet excited children, and this said that he had the situation and the young detective under control. In response to that sign language, Mallory said to him, ‘Yeah, right.’

				Riker gave her a shake of the head, a warning that she was overstepping.

				The chief turned to face her, wary and hostile, but he said nothing about her insubordination. There could be no better test. She was bulletproof.

				Goddard would not be reassigning this case to more manageable detectives. He could not. That chance had been missed when he was caught in a lie for the mayor – as good as a confession of collusion. Though Mallory believed the chief’s involvement only extended to the hour before her arrival. It was a matter of style. In the past, this man had been careful not to step in the dirt he collected for his dossiers.

				But now he had forfeited his opportunity for a power grab.

				Wrong.

				The bastard was confidently staring her down, silently telling her that he planned to stay in the game – and Mallory should watch her back, so certain was he that she would never see the kill strike coming to end her days as a cop.

				She nodded to acknowledge that glove thrown down, and now Goddard had a startled look in his eyes, and he mouthed the word, shit! He was staring at something behind her.

				Mallory turned to catch Andrew Polk in an unguarded moment when all eyes but Joe Goddard’s were turned away. He was showing the chief his true face.

				What a big toothy smile you have, Mr Mayor. And so creepy. Were his little rat’s eyes shinier now? Yes! He was having a good time.

				What sick game was this?

			

		

	
		
			
				

				THREE

				On the New Jersey side of the George Washington Bridge, the unmarked police car was launched like a highway rocket at a hundred miles an hour. No siren – more fun that way for Mallory, but not for the man in the passenger seat. Though Riker climbed into a car with her every day on the job, he could still be startled by a near-death experience.

				His partner loved nothing better than a long stretch of dry road with no traffic lights and no rules but hers. Mallory’s only obstacles were civilians. She called them speed bumps – and fair game. So far, her fellow motorists were only fighting back with obscene hand gestures, and some of them rolled down their windows to shout colorful remarks about her driving as she sped by within inches of scraping their paint.

				Riker averted his eyes from the road, putting his faith in the gods of seat belts and airbags and—

				Prayers answered, the car slowed down to make the turnoff for the Jersey hospital where the detectives would find Ellen Cathery, the owner of a stolen car that might have transported a kidnapped child and a serial killer.

				On the Manhattan side of the bridge, an elderly mugging victim signed his discharge papers in another hospital. Days ago, Albert Costello had been found unconscious inside a vacant store. After suffering a fall that had left a bloodstain on the floor beneath his fractured skull, he had been unable to help police with the how or the why of it. Today, though he had not completed his stay for observation, he cast aside the flimsy hospital gown and pulled his own clothes from the closet, preparing to leave against medical advice.

				‘I’ll be fine,’ he said, showing his naked rump to the young man with the stethoscope. ‘All I need’s a decent night’s sleep.’ Albert glowered at the patient in the next bed, whose snoring had driven him insane for two nights. One more hour in this place and he might tear out all the white hair he had left.
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