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   THE MIDNIGHT CLUB is the
 novel I wrote just before
 Along Came a Spider. I’m
 certain that both Alex Cross
 and Sampson originated in
 ideas I had while writing
 this story. It’s one of my
 favorites, and I believe it
 could make the best movie
 of all my novels.
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      PROLOGUE


      	Night of the Detective
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      Long Beach, New York, March 1986


      THE NIGHT THAT John Stefanovitch was shot couldn’t have been colder, or the stars more dazzling in high winter skies.

      


      Shortly past midnight, Stefanovitch tramped down the creaking, solidly frozen boardwalk at Long Beach. He was humming “Surfer

         Girl,” one of those awful beach-town ditties that could usually bring a smile to his lips.

      


      Stefanovitch’s eyes stayed sharply focused. They very carefully swept the silent, gritty beachfront neighborhood.


      The Grave Dancer was nearby. Stefanovitch felt it all through his body. It was a second sense he had sometimes, almost a paranormal gift. The scumbucket

         he had been tracking for almost two years was so close it made his skin crawl.

      


      He finally arrived back on Florida Street, the desolate side lane where he and his detectives had agreed to gather. Actually,

         he’d been there ten minutes ago, then walked down to New York Avenue and the funkytown boardwalk to clear his head.

      


      The full team of fourteen Narcotics detectives was assembled. This was a joint Nassau County and N.Y.P.D. strike force, each

         of them handpicked to go after the Grave Dancer.

      


      Stefanovitch said his hellos, patting the backs of down parkas, playing the crowd.


      Stefanovitch fit in, which was unusual for a lieutenant. Maybe it was because he’d never seemed overly impressed with himself,

         never felt making “Loo” meant that much anyway. Or maybe it was because he was more cynical, and funnier about his perspective

         on the world, than any of the detectives working under him.

      


      True to form, he was wearing a weathered black leather coat, over a hooded gray sweatshirt. The outfit made his six feet two

         inches seem more compact, more physically impressive. Underneath a crushed black fedora, his hair was long and brown, and

         unruly. His eyes were a cool, dark brown, but could warm up once he got comfortable with someone. People said Stefanovitch

         looked like some kind of flaky film star, and he thought that wasn’t all bad. Flaky film stars seemed to be running the world

         these days.

      


      In the electrified darkness of Florida Street, car trunks sprung open with almost no sound. Out came .357 Magnums, twelve-gauge

         shotguns, N.Y.P.D.- and Nassau County-issue guns. Also, full ammo pouches.

      


      The beachfront neighborhood felt as if it were about to explode.


      The dope raid was going to be bigger than the celebrated French Connection. As much as two hundred kilograms; over a million

         and a half fixes for New York’s 250,000 addicts.

      


      They were closing in on Alexandre St.-Germain, the animal called the Grave Dancer; the man who had been Stefanovitch’s obsession

         during the past twenty-two months. That was no accident either. Stefanovitch regularly got the most important narcotics cases

         in the N.Y.P.D. He was talented, and he thrived on challenges. For the past few years he’d been the department’s “big play

         man.” Nothing but the fast track for him.

      


      Stefanovitch finally turned to his second in command, a 260-pound detective named Bear Kupchek. “You all ready, Charlie Chan?”

         he asked.

      


      “Ah. Wise man never ready to walk down dark alleyway at night.” Kupchek grinned like the portly Chinese detective.


      “Fuck you, Charlie,” said Stefanovitch.
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      John and Anna Stefanovitch; Brooklyn Heights


      HOURS BEFORE, Stefanovitch and his wife, Anna, had gone out to dinner. He had taken her to the glittery River Cafe, tucked like an expensive

         tiara beneath the Brooklyn Bridge.

      


      After dinner, they had gone back to their apartment in Brooklyn and snuck up to the indoor pool on the roof. It was closed

         after nine, but Stefanovitch had a key. He brought a tape deck, and they danced on the rooftop, first to Robert Cray and his

         blues, then to the romantic Brazilian Laurindo Almeida.

      


      “We’re breaking the law that you’re sworn to uphold,” Anna whispered against his cheek. She was so soft and fine to hold;

         a great slow dancer, too. Elegant and totally desirable.

      


      “Bad law. Unenforceable,” Stefanovitch whispered back.


      “Some policeman you are. No respect for authority.”


      “You bet. I know too many authority figures.”


      He started to unbutton Anna’s dress, which picked up the green of her eyes, the gold of her hair, and which felt like the

         smoothest silk under his fingers.

      


      “You going to try for indecent exposure now?” Anna smiled softly.


      “For starters maybe. I have some other felonies in mind, too.”


      After they slipped out of their dinner clothes, they did a few slow laps; then they floated languorously in the moonlit pool,

         under the glass rooftop, the twinkling stars.

      


      With Anna, Stefanovitch had a way of doing wonderfully romantic things. He’d become a master of the unexpected: a dozen American

         roses arriving at the grade school where Anna taught fourth grade; a weekend ski trip to Stowe, in Vermont; gold shell earrings

         he spent an hour at Saks picking out himself.

      


      He reached out and pulled her body closer in the deep end of the pool. Her green eyes were warm and wise—spectacular eyes.

         Her body seemed glazed in the moonlight. She was a fantasy he’d had since he’d been a kid in school. The two of them fit together

         perfectly.

      


      “Sometimes I can’t believe how much I love you,” he whispered, his breath catching slightly on the words. “Anna, I love you

         more than all the rest of my life put together. I’d be lost without you. Sad but true.”

      


      “Not so sad, Stef.”


      They made tender, then passionate love in the still, blue-green water of the swimming pool. In the middle of the coldest March

         in years.

      


      At the moment, John Stefanovitch was sure he had everything he had ever wanted out of life. Getting St.-Germain would be the

         icing on his cake.
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      The Grave Dancer; Long Beach


      UNTIL PAST MIDNIGHT, Alexandre St.-Germain had been at a black tie affair given at a Fifth Avenue penthouse in Manhattan. The party-goers were

         mostly investment bankers and other Wall Street power brokers; their wives; assorted young playthings. A very good black combo

         played, and seemed particularly out of place in the setting.

      


      St.-Germain himself fit in splendidly: he was sophisticated; wittier than any of the bankers; a wealthy and respected European

         investor with seemingly unlimited capital…

      


      Now, the Grave Dancer was approaching Long Beach Island, cruising along in a dark sports car. He was feeling particularly

         sanguine about the past few weeks. He had been mapping out a strategy that would ultimately change the face of organized crime.

         He had financial backing, both in New York and abroad. He simply had to make certain nothing went wrong during the next few

         critical months.

      


      One man has been interfering lately, St.-Germain was thinking as he crossed the bridge onto Long Beach. A detective named

         Stefanovitch had taken it upon himself to make St.-Germain’s life in America difficult, if not impossible. He was a master

         at harassment. He was persistent, and cleverer than most policemen. He had already caused more trouble and embarrassment than

         St.-Germain could allow.

      


      Twice he had trailed St.-Germain to Europe. He had conducted surveillance watches outside his apartment on Central Park West.

         One evening, he had followed St.-Germain into Le Cirque, practically interviewing the restaurant’s owner, Sirio Maccioni.

      


      This desire to prevail against the odds, to tilt against windmills, seemed to be an American trait. St.-Germain had watched

         it fail miserably in Southeast Asia during the early seventies; he would watch it fail again now in New York. Stefanovitch

         was challenging him, and that couldn’t be permitted.

      


      His sports car finally entered Long Beach, and he gunned it toward his rendezvous. An important lesson had to be taught tonight.
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      John Stefanovitch; Long Beach


      FOURTEEN N.Y.P.D. and Nassau County detectives walked single file, making uneven lines on either side of Ocean View Street in Long Beach.

      


      They passed forty-year-old tract houses and a few Irish bars on the narrow street. Occasionally, there was a pizza stand or

         ramshackle novelty store, boarded up for the winter.

      


      “I could use a slice of pizza,” Bear Kupchek cracked. “Pepperoni and onions, extra cheese.”


      “I could use a sane partner,” John Stefanovitch whispered back.


      They continued walking until they reached an even narrower street, called Louisiana. Nothing but parked cars were visible

         there, dented and rusting like the dank beach cottages themselves.

      


      At the far end of Louisiana, the detectives entered a sharp bend, which opened into a wide fork. Two large beach houses stood

         at either end, like sentinels.

      


      Stefanovitch knew everything about Alexandre St.-Germain: that he was the current drug star in Europe, the largest narcotics

         dealer in years; that he was also known as a businessman in parts of the world, a legitimate financier and investor—which

         made tripping him up that much more difficult. Stefanovitch knew that St.-Germain and his organization were moving very impressively

         into the United States; that St.-Germain had masterminded a Byzantine, highly effective system to control organized crime

         throughout Europe, known as the “street law.”

      


      This street law applied to criminals and to the police alike. There were strict rules, and they were known to everyone. Rival

         crime lords, but also policemen, prosecuting attorneys, even judges who came into conflict with St.-Germain’s system, were

         dealt with ruthlessly. Murder and sadistic torture were the usual forms of retribution. Revenge against friends and family

         members was common. Alexandre St.-Germain said that he refused to live by the rules of the weak.

      


      Tonight, Stefanovitch and his Narcotics detectives were breaking the street law. They were striking a major St.-Germain drug

         factory inside the United States.

      


      Stefanovitch’s eyes were drawn suddenly to the far left of the cul-de-sac. The house lights there had blinked out.


      “Uh-oh. The left. See that?” Bear Kupchek pointed.


      Stefanovitch and everyone else stopped, their legs and feet suddenly frozen in step.


      The wind from the ocean held a sibilant, almost ominous whistle in the background.


      “What’s that all about?” Kupchek whispered. “I hope somebody’s just going beddy-bye late.”


      “I don’t know. Hold tight.” Stefanovitch was slowly raising his Remington. He had a sick feeling, the beginning of an adrenal

         rush.

      


      Through the trees the moon had cast everything in a pattern of strange black and white shapes.


      “Hey, detectives! Big fucking surprise, huh?”


      A voice suddenly boomed.


      “Hey!…Over here!”


      More gruff voices came from the opposite side of the narrow street. Several men were hiding in the darkness.


      “No! Over here, cocksuckers!”


      A row of blinding white floodlights went on. Bright crisscrossing lights bloomed in every direction.


      Then heavy gunfire exploded from both sides of the street; a deadly commotion of noise and blazing light commenced on signal.


      “Get down. Everybody get down!” Stefanovitch yelled as he pressed the safety, pumped his own shotgun, and felt his body shift into automatic.

      


      “Get down!” he screamed as he fired at the beaming lights. “Everybody, down!”
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      ALL OVER THE STREET there was pandemonium. Detectives were screaming and cursing. Stefanovitch finally dropped on his stomach. He was gasping

         for breath. He had a flashing thought about Anna: the idea of never seeing her again.

      


      He pressed his body against the freezing cold concrete. He didn’t know whether he’d been hit or not. He genuinely didn’t know.

         The odors of motor oil and gasoline stuffed his nose.

      


      Down on his stomach, Stefanovitch wiggled until he was underneath the rear end of a parked car. He ripped his hands and knees

         as he struggled forward. Where the hell was the backup? What could he do now?

      


      He made it to a second parked car. As he did, his head cracked against the undercarriage. He cursed. His lungs ached horribly.

         The submachine guns kept giving fire.

      


      For a moment, he was hidden under a third parked car.


      He wondered if he should stay there. The auto’s body was so low that his face scraped the ground. His mind screamed.


      A fourth car was parked up tightly against the third vehicle, cheek to cheek. He kept straining to hear the sound of approaching

         police sirens.

      


      Nothing. No one in the neighborhood had called the police.


      He kept moving from parked car to car. Away from the killers and the massacre. Did they know where he was? Had anyone seen

         him?

      


      He stopped counting how many cars he’d gone under. He was numb all over from the cold.


      The last parked car was anchored at the corner of Ocean View. The attackers’ voices were fading down the street. He needed

         a breath, before he got up and tried to run.

      


      Stefanovitch finally pushed himself from underneath the last car.


      Then he ran as fast as he could, sprinting to his left.


      He was numb and sweaty-cold, so otherworldly and out of it. He was running, though, and nobody was going to catch him. He

         zigzagged as he went, feeling like a ground missile released from its cramped vault.

      


      Everything was unreal. His feet had never struck against the pavement quite like this before. His breathing was labored and

         very painful.

      


      Just keep running.


      It was a disembodied thought. It held him together.


      Nothing else was important.


      He finally saw the side street where he and his men had parked their cars. The cars, Mustangs and Camaros, Stingrays, BMWs,

         were sitting up ahead, silent and empty.

      


      Stefanovitch rounded the corner onto Florida Street. He saw his black van. Call for help, his mind screamed.

      


      He fumbled to get the keys out of his pocket as he ran. Finally, a siren screeched in the distance.


      The wind and sweat-soaked clothes were biting cold against his skin. His hair threw off water.


      Five yards from the van a shotgun thundered loudly in his ears. It went off directly behind him. The explosion reverberated

         against the bone of Stefanovitch’s skull. It rattled his insides.

      


      The first shotgun blast passed clearly through his right side. It seemed so simple to say, to think—shot in the side.


      The first hit turned John Stefanovitch around, the way a caroming, speeding truck would have, the way a grown person can easily

         manhandle a small child.

      


      The second shotgun blast exploded almost on top of the first brutal assault. The blast shattered the vertebrae on the left

         side of Stefanovitch’s spinal column. A jagged shard of bone broke through the flesh, like antlers on a wall.

      


      The bullet actually ricocheted inside his body, twisting, turning, like an oblong object under water. Then it burst out his

         side, leaving a huge hole.

      


      Shot in the back.


      Stefanovitch was lying facedown. He was half on, half off the gritty, iced sidewalk pavement.


      His eyes were watering, so that he seemed to be crying. He wanted to crawl away, to do something, but he couldn’t move an

         inch.

      


      The hidden gunman finally appeared from the shadows. The gunman walked forward, stopping over the sprawled, spreadeagled body,

         staring down for a long silent moment.

      


      Stefanovitch could hear the man’s breathing, the inhuman calmness…He could hear exactly what the gunman was doing. Suddenly

         everything was clear and distinct inside his mind. He was about to witness his own murder.

      


      To hear the killer actually pump a third shell into the chamber. To hear him pause for a long, breathless second, then hear

         him fire again.

      


      One final shot, point-blank into Stefanovitch’s back.


      Then the Grave Dancer walked away from his supposed pursuer.
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      Alexandre St.-Germain; Brooklyn Heights


      ALEXANDRE ST.-GERMAIN drove a Porsche Turbo Carrera, sleek and midnight blue. Nothing but black glove leather and dim red control lights were visible

         inside. The only sound was the racing tires against the pavement, a noise like tape being pulled away from an uneven surface.

      


      Lessons, he thought to himself as he drove. The world needed object lessons, but especially the police detective who had come

         after him; who had stubbornly trailed him for two years.

      


      The apartment building in front of which St.-Germain finally parked seemed all wrong. It was faded red brick, rising maybe

         nineteen or twenty stories. It was the kind of place where mothers on the high floors throw change wrapped in tinfoil down

         to their kids for ice cream.

      


      The Grave Dancer followed a black woman inside the apartment building, some kind of nurse from the look of the white spongies

         and stockings showing below her cloth coat.

      


      The hallway of the floor where he got off the elevator was like all the others in the building. The night’s stale cooking

         smells. A clicking in the heating system. Pale blue walls; a worn blue and black hallway runner.

      


      Alexandre St.-Germain rang the bell for 9B. He rang the doorbell insistently, seven times.


      Finally, a woman’s voice came from inside, sounding very hollow and distant.


      “I’ll be right there. I’m coming. Who is it?”


      The dark blue door for 9B swung open. The look on Anna Stefanovitch’s face instantly revealed her lack of comprehension.


      “Something happened to Stef,” she said. A statement of fact, not a question.


      “Yes. And now something is happening to you.”


      There was no pain. Anna definitely heard the hollow, muffled shotgun blast from less than three feet away. She saw the bright streak of light illuminate the hallway,

         a little like a photographer’s flash camera going off. Anna Stefanovitch was dead before she hit the floor inside the foyer.

      


      Alexandre St.-Germain, the Grave Dancer, left the apartment building as confidently as he had arrived.


   

      PART ONE


      The Grave Dancer
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      Isiah Parker; 125th Street, June 1988


      THE ORANGE JULIUS stand tucked on the corner of 125th Street and Frederick Douglass Boulevard had at least one advantage over many of the other

         stores in the area—an open, lively view onto the street. A view of the changing, or rather, the decaying neighborhood: the

         sealed-off and abandoned buildings, like Blumstein’s, Harlem’s last department store, and the Loews Victoria, both shut down

         now. The Hotel Teresa, where Fidel Castro had once stayed while visiting New York, now an office building. The Apollo—where

         Basie, and Bessie Smith, Bill Eckstein and Ellington had played—closed, and now opened up again. Who knew for how long?

      


      Isiah Parker stood behind the brightly colored counter of the Orange Julius stand. He was dutifully wiping it down, while

         he watched the fascinating panorama of 125th Street stretch out before him. He had the thought that squalor and misery had

         never been so interesting; he had no idea why that was so.

      


      He heard his name being called by the juice-stand boss. “Hey, man, you deaf or what? Two fucking banana Julius, man.”


      Isiah Parker wasn’t deaf. As far as his hearing went, he was discovering lately that he had rabbit ears. He was like the professional

         athletes whose hearing seemed to magnify personal insults and jeers from the grandstands. Parker thought briefly about making

         an Orange Julius concoction out of the juice-stand boss’s face. He thought better of it, for the moment, anyway.

      


      “Yes sir, two Julies on the way,” he muttered in a low growl directed at the boss.


      “Two banana Julius.”

      


      “Yes sir, two banana Julies coming up.”


      All this time, he had kept his attention beaconed out onto the street. Specifically, he was watching the crumbling over-pass

         that supported the ancient New York Central Railroad tracks.

      


      He’d been waiting almost a week for this very moment… and now he wasn’t sure what to look for. So he watched real closely,

         while he fixed the Julies: crushed ice, fresh banana, special sugary powder from the parent company, godawful sweet-and-sour

         taste, in his opinion.

      


      Then suddenly, Isiah Parker was sure what he was watching. The two dealers got sloppy, and he saw the exchange. He saw the

         briefest flash of dollar green out on the street.

      


      “Hey you, Parker. Parker!” he heard once again.

      


      “Hey you, man,” Parker talked back. “You shut the fuck up. Just shut your mouth, understand?”

      


      Perhaps for the first time in his life, the bullying Orange Julius boss shut up. There was something about the look on Parker’s

         face that said he was a lot more serious than any ordinary counter guy ought to be.

      


      Suddenly, Isiah Parker vaulted up and over the counter. There was a powerful animal spring in his body.


      The usual loiterers inside the juice stand looked up as he burst out of the scarred Plexiglas doors. He was holding a .22-caliber

         revolver up toward the sky and the molded stone rooftops of nearby buildings.

      


      Across 125th Street, one of the cocaine dealers had already seen him coming.


      Damn, Parker thought to himself.

      


      The drug dealer and his buddy suddenly began to sprint down Frederick Douglass Boulevard. They went due east on 125th Street.

         Then south. And east again.

      


      A cabbie honked at him angrily. Parker’s hand whacked down hard on the yellow cab’s hood. Take absolutely nobody’s shit on the street. That was the lesson he’d learned a long time ago in Harlem.

      


      Then Parker was running at full speed. He was running wildly, like yet another hyped-up junkie or thief. He was doing what

         he had once loved to do, in another time and place. Something he’d done well enough to get into a Texas college on a track

         scholarship. College, where he learned to deal with his anger a little, learned to mask it better, anyway, talk around it.

      


      At thirty-five years old, he could still run. Maybe not any record-breaking hundred-yard dashes, but he could run faster than

         two pitiful drug pushers who had just tried to sell a slab of coke to fourteen-year-old kids on 125th.

      


      Faster than two total scumbags who strolled the Harlem neighborhood with no respect for anybody or anything. Like the people

         here were nothing, and not a single thing mattered except their making money off the sadness, off the need for a little flash

         of hope and painless escape.

      


      Parker started to smile as he ran. Wild sense of humor up in Harlem these days. One of the dope dealers must have pulled a

         muscle, because he started limping and grabbing at his left thigh. Now that was hilarious.

      


      Isiah Parker flashed by him as if he were standing still on a relay block. He pistol-butted the drug dealer on the side of

         his head as he went by. The dealer went down in the gutter in a heap of flashy clothes.

      


      Parker was almost sure the other dealer was named Pedro Cruz, a Colombian cowboy who had been slumming in the 125th Street

         neighborhood for the past few months. Pedro Cruz could really run.

      


      As if to underscore that fact, Parker felt a fire exploding inside his chest. His thighs were starting to burn. His heart

         was slamming around, and things were getting congested and painful. Eight blocks already. C’mon, man, get tired.

      


      Some people standing along 124th Street recognized Parker. Isiah Parker had been around the neighborhood for a long time.

         A lot of people knew Isiah. Even more of them had known his brother, Marcus.

      


      Familiarity aside, nobody was going to stop the scum dealer he was chasing. You stopped some South American-looking guy in

         Harlem, you could wind up dead, or in even worse trouble.

      


      Besides, chase scenes were fun to watch on a slow-moving summer afternoon, better than a Sylvester Stallone movie at the Loews

         Theatre.

      


      One Hundred Twenty-fourth Street was like a graveyard for old, busted-up Plymouths, Chevys, Fords. A few neighborhood dudes

         clapped for the footrace going down on the otherwise hot and boring afternoon. Nobody seemed to care why the chase had started.

      


      Finally, Parker was running almost side by side with the Colombian drug pusher. He looked over at the other man—almost like

         he wanted to pass, instead of catch him.

      


      The drug dealer was Pedro Cruz, all right. The bearded Colombian tough didn’t even know how to look frightened. He was trying

         to figure how to go for his gun and keep running full speed at the same time.

      


      His right hand was clawing furiously inside the flapping nylon vest, which he wore over the bare, brown skin of his chest.


      Parker finally took a full-stride lead on Cruz.


      Suddenly, Isiah Parker seemed to be floating backward in time and space…

      


      His arm came up, his elbow bent, and it smashed full force into the drug dealer’s chin.


      Cruz toppled over in a complicated three-point cartwheel. He ended up in a crumpled heap against a sagging cyclone fence that

         was full of holes, so that everybody in the neighborhood could get in and out of the yard as they wished.

      


      Isiah Parker was pleased that he hadn’t shot the drug dealer. He took out his .22 revolver and pointed it up at the hunched-over,

         snooping superintendent on a nearby brownstone porch. The superintendent cringed, and tried to slime away.

      


      “I’m a police officer…,” Parker said between gasping breaths. “Call the Nineteenth Precinct…”


      The superintendent grinned as if he had just won on Family Feud or Wheel of Fortune. He shuffled back inside his building and called the police. He appreciated a good chase scene on Miami Vice, or on his front porch, for that matter. Harlem was still pretty good for that, at least.

      


      At three in the afternoon, New York undercover detective Isiah Parker was still wearing the Orange Julius T-shirt and his

         stained juice-stand apron. He’d lost the leather hat somewhere, a nice chapeau, too.

      


      The strange outfit made him seem like a regular New York workingman. It made him feel like part of the gritty neighborhood;

         it didn’t matter which neighborhood.

      


      This neighborhood was in southern Harlem, between Broadway and West End Avenue. Parker stood on the street corner, sucking

         on an orange Italian ice, checking out the scene. He was noting little things he would need to remember tonight, this night

         of revenge.

      


      Finally, Isiah Parker headed back to the Nineteenth Precinct in Harlem, where he was still on duty until four-thirty.


   

      8


      West Ninety-ninth Street; Midnight


      ON THE SOUTHERNMOST border of Harlem, the summer night had turned sticky-hot, almost fetid. A few blocks away, families were sleeping out on

         fire escapes and on tenement rooftops.

      


      A battered black Ford Escort was parked halfway between Riverside Drive and West End Avenue on Ninety-ninth Street. Three

         men were cramped inside the car, waiting in the darkness.

      


      At twenty past twelve they were rewarded for their diligence and patience.


      “That’s them now. They’re here. Blue Mercedes.”


      A man named Jimmy Burke spoke softly inside the Escort. He straightened himself behind the car’s steering wheel. He gestured

         down Ninety-ninth Street, toward a town house known to the men in the Escort as Allure.

      


      The four-story town house was overshadowed by the neighborhood’s taller and more stately apartment buildings. Discreet and

         inconspicuous, its midblock location allowed visitors to slip in and out with a minimum of notice.

      


      A dark blue Mercedes stretch limousine had eased to a stop in front of the elegant town house. A steep gray-stone stoop led

         the way to oak double doors, illuminated by antique gaslight lamps.

      


      Two men in dark business suits stepped out of the limousine. The men carefully peered around the street before allowing a

         third passenger to follow them out into the night.

      


      “Two soldiers…A driver. He sure as hell travels light.”


      One of the men inside the Escort had been stretched across the length of the backseat. Isiah Parker leaned forward now. He

         had closely cropped black hair, and a smoothly handsome face. His rangy body strongly suggested professional athletics, though

         Parker would have said it was his skin color, not his body, that made some people think he might have been a basketball player

         once upon a time.

      


      “We’ll give the garbage an hour or so to relax and get comfortable,” Parker said, speaking calmly. “Then we go in. Why don’t

         you turn on the radio, Jimmy? Brothers on Ninety-ninth Street would be listening to a little music, you know. Ba-dahdah-deet.

         Let’s do it up right.”
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      Alexandre St.-Germain; Allure


      ALEXANDRE ST.-GERMAIN was sitting on top of the world, and he knew it. How many other men had succeeded in one business, much less two? How many

         had entrée into Wall Street boardrooms, but also the private homes of Anthony (Joe Batters) Accardo, of Carmine Persico?

      


      St.-Germain even understood the danger of personal vanity. He had seen the results again and again. And yet, he knew he was

         smarter than other men. He had read more; experienced far more. He had been educated at the Sorbonne: economics and biology.

         He preferred the school of hard knocks.

      


      At twenty-two, he had been known in Marseilles as Mercedes. Just the single name, which everyone in the demimonde seemed to

         know. Even then, he had a special quality that allowed him to buy and sell narcotics on the docks, and then mingle with the

         rich on their priceless yachts. Alexandre St.-Germain had style; he had exceptional good looks; plus the gift of charm. He

         had learned to use these qualities to unlock doors everywhere around the world.

      


      In Tripoli, he was the Butcher—the chief contact for arms deals with Syria and Libya, for any murderers willing to pay for

         the highest quality and service.

      


      Now he was known by police departments as the Grave Dancer. He was a man with many different faces, different names, different

         life-styles.

      


      So this is Allure, St.-Germain considered as he wandered through a spacious foyer, then the luxurious living room downstairs.

         He smiled as he observed the richly furnished surroundings inside the club on West Ninety-ninth Street… Elaborately carved

         double doors. Cold marble floors. A de Kooning, a Pisarro, a Klee. A piano room leading into a planted solarium.

      


      It was mostly eclectic. Art Deco here and there. A hint of Italian Renaissance. Gallic touches such as a Louis XVI buffet

         in the hallway, some antique French prints.

      


      There was a wet bar stocked with cut glass decanters, bottles of Taittinger, hock, fresh lime and lemons, ice that looked

         like assortments of diamonds. Fresh flowers: mossed roses and nosegays graced a long serving table.

      


      And the most beautiful women and young boys were stationed everywhere. They reminded him of models at a Paris fashion show,

         gently mouthing their hellos, affecting their effete bows. A few wore body paint, their faces streaked like artful urban savages.

      


      Some of the most respected men in the world were clients here, he knew. The overdone elegance was an attempt to pander to

         their wealth and supposed taste; to assuage middle-class American guilt, perhaps; to mask the reality that this was a highly

         expensive bordello, one of the finest in the world.

      


      He was escorted by a tall black model, who took him arm in arm up mahogany stairs to the second floor. A painted runner distinguished

         the staircase. The model was slender and long-legged, superior in every way.

      


      He was aware of a slight surge of anticipation. He wondered what surprises had been prepared for him tonight.


      Alexandre St.-Germain pushed open the heavy oak bedroom door on the second floor. The woman at his side had silently, very

         efficiently, vanished.

      


      The two women inside the bedroom suite at Allure were exquisite, far surpassing his escort upstairs, or any of the courtesans

         he’d seen so far. Both were young; both call girls captured the essence of innocent, wide-eyed American beauty.

      


      So far, so good. Very good, indeed.


      “Je m’appelle Kay,” one of them said to him.

      


      “Bienvenu à Allure. On nous a choisies de vous saluer, de dire bonjour…Il y a d’autres jeunes filles, sí vous desirez.”


      “No, I don’t desire any other women,” St.-Germain answered in English. “The two of you are very beautiful.”


      The woman who had spoken first, Kay, was dark-haired, but extremely fair-skinned. Her skin actually looked dusted with some

         kind of fine powder. Her eyes were delicately sketched. The powder accentuated her cheekbones. Her hair was combed to one

         side, softly pulled behind her ear.

      


      She communicated expressively with slender hands. Her smile was brilliant, and seemed sincere. She was very good indeed. Even

         her French was polished.

      


      “I’m Kimberly. Kim.” The second girl seemed shy, younger than the first. She was no more than eighteen, with long blond hair,

         flowing almost to the bottom of her spine.

      


      The scent of expensive perfume reached St.-Germain as he stood transfixed in the open doorway. The smell of flowers surrounded

         him. Things were done to perfection at Allure, just the way St.-Germain demanded that they be.

      


      The bedroom suite was a fantasy maze of cut glass, Italian marble, two-inch-thick carpeting, and mosaic tile. Music whispered

         from hidden speakers, a light tango-rock beat currently featured in the trendiest after-hours clubs. Drugs were laid out all

         over a chrome and glass coffee table. The atmosphere was undeniably sexy, but also romantic.

      


      The dark-haired woman, Kay, wore a Hermes gown that was delicately split up the side. The dress revealed a tease of nylon

         stockings, with silver pendants that mysteriously spiraled upward. The dress made her appear liquid, accentuating every curve,

         every nuance of her body.

      


      Kimberly was long-legged as well, with firm, sculpted breasts and a glowing tan. Her nipples were already erect. She also

         wore an evening gown, Givenchy or Yves St. Laurent, along with spike-heeled slippers and sophisticated makeup.

      


      Alexandre St.-Germain smiled and bowed. This couldn’t have been better if he had arranged each detail himself.
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      THE THREE MEN FROM THE Escort knew which buzzer to press once they entered the vestibule of Allure. One important question, which wasn’t to be answered

         for some time, was how they were admitted into the front hall of the apartment itself.

      


      The police theory was that they gained entry either through an open window that led into the garden, or by sneaking up from

         the cellar. Neither theory was correct.

      


      They came in through the oak double doors in front.


      They were wearing raincoats, ball caps, and high-top sneakers, yet they proceeded into the front hall as if they owned Allure.


      They each carried an Uzi machine-gun pistol.


      The two call girls had begun to undress Alexandre St.-Germain. They worked slowly and sensually, like an improvisational dance

         troupe.

      


      Their fingers played musical scales up and down his spine. Then, the same fingers were like delicate airbrushes on his thighs,

         biceps, and genitals. The elaborate ritual reminded him of the finest geishas in Kyoto.

      


      Naked, he was impressive, well muscled and firm. He worked on his physique with a private trainer, in New York, and had done

         the same for years in London. Like everything else in his control, his body was close to perfection.

      


      Alexandre St.-Germain stood up suddenly. He waved the girls away. Instantly, his eyes seemed flat and cold. He was somewhere

         back inside his own mind again. Who knew where he went in his private thoughts?

      


      He hurried across the bedroom without saying a word, entering a bathroom connected to the suite. The door closed and the water

         ran full force inside.

      


      The three men—Jimmy Burke, Aurelio Rodriquez, Isiah Parker—separated once they were inside the downstairs area of Allure.


      The two bodyguards were watching television on the first floor, and were easily dispatched. In a way, it almost seemed too

         easy so far.

      


      When Alexandre St.-Germain returned, the two call girls understood that he was in complete control for the evening.


      He was wearing a black leather mask, in keeping with the current trend of danger in the world of kinky sex in New York. The

         mask had zippers that looked like jagged scars running down both his cheeks. Polished metal studs jutted across his forehead

         and chin.

      


      This was the Grave Dancer, just the way legend had him: exotic and mysterious.


      The drugs consumed upon the Grave Dancer’s arrival began to take effect. His slurred sentences dominated their attempts at

         conversation; jumbled words ran into and over more jumbled words.

      


      Expensive oils were poured, then smeared over the muscular curves of Alexandre St.-Germain’s body. High overhead, a network

         of mirror images ebbed and flowed across the ceiling. Shadows danced and fused with one another. A warm, lubricated finger

         slid into his rectum. Another entered his mouth.

      


      Then something was wrong. Suddenly, in the midst of all the pleasure, something was happening, something completely out of

         symmetry.

      


      “What’s that? The sound?”


      They all heard it. Outside in the hallway. It began with a heavy footfall… Approaching footsteps that then seemed to trail

         away.

      


      Voices were approaching upstairs. Several voices merged into a solid block of noise. Everything was happening too fast now.


      St.-Germain sat upright, fully alert, but also trapped in silk sheets and too many pillows, in the jumble of bare legs and

         arms, silk stockings and garters thrown everywhere on the bed.

      


      Both women were on their knees, their lovely mouths open in surprise.


      “Who is it? Who’s out there?” St.-Germain demanded.


      The bedroom door was flung open. A man holding a machine-gun pistol rushed inside. A black billed cap was pulled over most

         of his face. He was in a professional shooting crouch.

      


      “What?… Are you from the Midnight Club?” Alexandre St.-Germain completely lost his composure as he spoke. A burst of words

         came tumbling out of his mouth in a voice that wasn’t quite his own. “Are you from Midnight?” he screamed again.

      


      “Get out of here. Both of you,” the man with the gun said to the two call girls.


      The women frantically ran from the mirrored bedroom, tripping over one another as they tried to get into the hallway.


      At that same instant, a submachine-gun blast nearly ripped off the head of Alexandre St.-Germain. The shocked European crime

         boss was thrown back hard against the creamy white bedroom wall.

      


      “Midnight?” came a final gargled scream.
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      John Stefanovitch; West Ninety-ninth Street; Two A.M.


      NIGHTMARES.


      There were these recurring nightmares that suddenly came true in his waking hours, John Stefanovitch had begun to think. It

         was happening to him right now.

      


      The back of his neck was soaked with sweat, and his khaki sport shirt was sticking. His heart raced underneath the plastered-down

         shirt. He felt sick to his stomach, as if at any moment he could completely lose it.

      


      The tires of his van squealed as it accelerated, then curled down the hill, speeding onto West Ninety-ninth Street.


      Less than forty minutes before, he’d been awakened by the anxious voice of his captain in Homicide…


      “There’s been a multiple homicide up on West Ninety-ninth Street. It looks like a professional hit. They used sub-machine

            guns, maybe Uzis… It’s Alexandre St.-Germain.”


      “What about St.-Germain? What are you saying?” Stefanovitch had asked. His voice was groggy, his brain only partially awake.

      


      “He’s dead. Somebody got the scumbag tonight. I thought you’d want to know, Stef.”


      Once he was on Ninety-ninth Street, Stefanovitch easily spotted his partner, Bear Kupchek. He saw the Bear as his van slowly

         rolled down the steep hill toward Riverside Park. It would have been difficult not to notice the six-foot-four, 260-pound detective.

      


      “I live all the way out in Ridgewood, New Jersey,” Kupchek said in greeting. The meaning of the remark was that from almost

         thirty miles away, he had still beaten Stefanovitch to the Upper Manhattan crime scene.

      


      Stefanovitch was too preoccupied to be insulted by the Bear. He was reaching and groping into the backseat of the van, making

         noises like someone searching through pots and pans in a cluttered kitchen.

      


      “They didn’t call me right away,” he said into the backseat. “That figures, I guess.”


      “You are some kind of paranoid asshole sometimes. I mean it, Stefanovitch. Stop thinking like that.”


      “This isn’t paranoia. They didn’t call me until they found out they couldn’t get somebody else to schlep up here. They didn’t

         think I could handle this.”

      


      Stefanovitch finally shoved open the van door. He nearly hurled the folded body of a specially designed twenty-two-pound wheelchair

         out onto West Ninety-ninth Street.
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