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PROLOGUE


WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 8, 1:12 A.M.


Penny Dawson woke and heard something moving furtively in the dark bedroom.


At first she thought she was hearing a sound left over from her dream. She had been dreaming about horses and about going for long rides in the country, and it had been the most wonderful, special, thrilling dream she’d ever had in all of her eleven and a half dream-filled years. When she began to wake up, she struggled against consciousness, tried to hold on to sleep and prevent the lovely fantasy from fading. But she heard an odd sound, and it scared her. She told herself it was only a horse sound or just the rustle of straw in the stable in her dream. Nothing to be alarmed about. But she couldn’t convince herself; she couldn’t tie the strange sound to her dream, and she woke up all the way.


The peculiar noise was coming from the other side of the room, from Davey’s bed. But it wasn’t ordinary, middle-of-the-night, seven-year-old boy, pizza-and-ice-cream-for-dinner noise. It was a sneaky sound. Definitely sneaky.


What was he doing? What trick was he planning this time?


Penny sat up in bed. She squinted into the impenetrable shadows, saw nothing, cocked her head, and listened intently.


A rustling, sighing sound disturbed the stillness.


Then silence.


She held her breath and listened even harder.


Hissing. Then a vague, shuffling, scraping noise.


The room was virtually pitch-black. There was one window, and it was beside her bed; however, the drape was drawn shut, and the alleyway outside was especially dark tonight, so the window provided no relief from the gloom.


The door was ajar. They always slept with it open a couple of inches, so Daddy could hear them more easily if they called for him in the night. But there were no lights on in the rest of the apartment, and no light came through the partly open door.


Penny spoke softly: ‘Davey?’


He didn’t answer.


‘Davey, is that you?’


Rustle-rustle-rustle.


‘Davey, stop it.’


No response.


Seven-year-old boys were a trial sometimes. A truly monumental pain.


She said, ‘If you’re playing some stupid game, you’re going to be real sorry.’


A dry sound. Like an old, withered leaf crunching crisply under someone’s foot.


It was nearer now than it had been.


‘Davey, don’t be weird.’


Nearer. Something was coming across the room toward the bed.


It wasn’t Davey. He was a giggler; he would have broken up by now and would have given himself away.


Penny’s heart began to hammer, and she thought: Maybe this is just another dream, like the horses, only a bad one this time.


But she knew she was wide awake.


Her eyes watered with the effort she was making to peer through the darkness. She reached for the switch on the cone-shaped reading lamp that was fixed to the headboard of her bed. For a terribly long while, she couldn’t find it. She fumbled desperately in the dark.


The stealthy sounds now issued from the blackness beside her bed. The thing had reached her.


Suddenly her groping fingers found the metal lampshade, then the switch. A cone of light fell across the bed and onto the floor.


Nothing frightening was crouched nearby. The reading lamp didn’t cast enough light to dispel all the shadows, but Penny could see there wasn’t anything dangerous, menacing, or even the least bit out of place.


Davey was in his bed, on the other side of the room, tangled in his covers, sleeping beneath large posters of Chewbacca the Wookie, from Star Wars, and E.T.


Penny didn’t hear the strange noise any more. She knew she hadn’t been imagining it, and she wasn’t the kind of girl who could just turn off the lights and pull the covers over her head and forget about the whole thing. Daddy said she had enough curiosity to kill about a thousand cats. She threw back the covers, got out of bed, stood very still in her pyjamas and bare feet, listening.


Not a sound.


Finally she went over to Davey and looked at him more closely. Her bedside light didn’t reach this far; he lay mostly in shadows, but he seemed to be sound asleep. She leaned real close, watching his eyelids, and at last she decided he wasn’t faking it.


The noise began again. Behind her.


She whirled around.


It was under the bed now. A hissing, scraping, softly rattling sound, not particularly loud, but no longer stealthy, either.


The thing under the bed knew she was aware of it. It was making noise on purpose, teasing her, trying to scare her.


No! she thought. That’s silly.


Besides, it wasn’t a thing, wasn’t a boogeyman. She was too old for boogeymen. That was more Davey’s speed.


This was just a . . . a mouse. Yes! That was it. Just a mouse, more scared than she was.


She felt somewhat relieved. She didn’t like mice, didn’t want them under her bed, for sure, but at least there was nothing too frightening about a lowly mouse. It was grody, creepy, but it wasn’t big enough to bite her head off or anything major like that.


She stood with her small hands fisted at her sides, trying to decide what to do next.


She looked up at Scott Baio, who smiled down at her from a poster that hung on the wall behind her bed, and she wished he were here to take charge of the situation. Scott Baio wouldn’t be scared of a mouse; not in a million years. Scott Baio would crawl right under the bed and grab that miserable rodent by its tail and carry it outside and release it, unharmed, in the alley behind the apartment building, because Scott Baio wasn’t just brave – he was good and sensitive and gentle, too.


But Scott wasn’t here. He was out there in Hollywood, making his TV show.


Which left Daddy.


Penny didn’t want to wake her father until she was absolutely, positively, one hundred per cent sure there actually was a mouse. If Daddy came looking for a mouse and turned the room upside-down and then didn’t find one, he’d treat her as if she were a child, for God’s sake. She was only two months short of her twelfth birthday, and there was nothing she loathed more than being treated like a child.


She couldn’t see under the bed because it was very dark under there and because the covers had fallen over the side; they were hanging almost to the floor, blocking the view.


The thing under the bed – the mouse under the bed! – hissed and made a gurgling-scraping noise. It was almost like a voice. A raspy, cold, nasty little voice that was telling her something in a foreign language.


Could a mouse make a sound like that?


She glanced at Davey. He was still sleeping.


A plastic baseball bat leaned against the wall beside her brother’s bed. She grabbed it by the handle.


Under her own bed, the peculiar, unpleasant hissing-scratching-scrabbling continued.


She took a few steps toward her bed and got down on the floor, on her hands and knees. Holding the plastic bat in her right hand, she extended it, pushed the other end under the drooping blankets, lifted them out of the way, and pushed them back onto the bed where they belonged.


She still couldn’t see anything under there. That low space was cave-black.


The noises had stopped.


Penny had the spooky feeling that something was peering at her from those oily black shadows . . . something more than just a mouse . . . worse than just a mouse . . . something that knew she was only a weak little girl, something smart, not just a dumb animal, something at least as smart as she was, something that knew it could rush out and gobble her up alive if it really wanted to.


Cripes. No. Kid stuff. Silliness.


Biting her lip, determined not to behave like a helpless child, she thrust the fat end of the baseball bat under the bed. She probed with it, trying to make the mouse squeal or run out into the open.


The other end of the plastic club was suddenly seized, held. Penny tried to pull it loose. She couldn’t. She jerked and twisted it. But the bat was held fast.


Then it was torn out of her grip. The bat vanished under the bed with a thump and a rattle.


Penny exploded backwards across the floor – until she bumped into Davey’s bed. She didn’t even remember moving. One instant she was on her hands and knees beside her own bed; the next instant she banged her head against the side of Davey’s mattress.


Her little brother groaned, snorted, blew out a wet breath, and went right on sleeping.


Nothing moved under Penny’s bed.


She was ready to scream for her father now, ready to risk being treated like a child, more than ready, and she did scream, but the word reverberated only in her mind: Daddy, Daddy, Daddy! No sound issued from her mouth. She had been stricken temporarily dumb.


The light flickered. The cord trailed down to an electrical outlet in the wall behind the bed. The thing under the bed was trying to unplug the lamp.


‘Daddy!’


She made some noise this time, though not much; the word came out as a hoarse whisper.


And the lamp winked off.


In the lightless room she heard movement. Something came out from under the bed and started across the floor.


‘Daddy!’


She could still only manage a whisper. She swallowed, found it difficult, swallowed again, trying to regain control of her half-paralysed throat.


A creaking sound.


Peering into the blackness, Penny shuddered, whimpered.


Then she realized it was a familiar creaking sound. The door to their bedroom. The hinges needed oiling.


In the gloom, she detected the door swinging open, sensed more than saw it: a slab of darkness moving through more darkness. It had been ajar. Now, almost certainly, it was standing wide open. The hinges stopped creaking.


The eerie rasping-hissing sound moved steadily away from her. The thing wasn’t going to attack, after all. It was going away.


Now it was in the doorway, at the threshold.


Now it was in the hall.


Now at least ten feet from the door.


Now . . . gone.


Seconds ticked by, slow as minutes.


What had it been?


Not a mouse. Not a dream.


Then what?


Eventually, Penny got up. Her legs were rubbery.


She groped blindly, located the lamp on Davey’s headboard. The switch clicked, and light poured over the sleeping boy. She quickly turned the cone-shaped shade away from him.


She went to the door, stood on the threshold, listened to the rest of the apartment. Silence. Still shaky, she closed the door. The latch clicked softly.


Her palms were damp. She blotted them on her pyjamas.


Now that sufficient light fell on her bed, she returned and looked beneath it. Nothing threatening crouched under there.


She retrieved the plastic baseball bat, which was hollow, very lightweight, meant to be used with a plastic Whiffle Ball. The fat end, seized when she’d shoved it under the bed, was dented in three places where it had been gripped and squeezed. Two of the dents were centred around small holes. The plastic had been punctured. But . . . by what? Claws?


Penny squirmed under the bed far enough to plug in her lamp. Then she crossed the room and switched off Davey’s lamp.


Sitting on the edge of her own bed, she looked at the closed hall door for a while and finally said, ‘Well.’


What had it been?


The longer she thought about it, the less real the encounter seemed. Maybe the baseball bat had merely been caught in the bed’s frame somehow; maybe the holes in it had been made by bolts or screws protruding from the frame. Maybe the hall door had been opened by nothing more sinister than a draught.


Maybe . . .


At last, itchy with curiosity, she got up, went into the hall, snapped on the light, saw that she was alone, and carefully closed the bedroom door behind her.


Silence.


The door to her father’s room was ajar, as usual. She stood beside it, ear to the crack, listening. He was snoring. She couldn’t hear anything else in there, no strange rustling noises.


Again, she considered waking Daddy. He was a police detective. Lieutenant Jack Dawson. He had a gun. If something was in the apartment, he could blast it to smithereens. On the other hand, if she woke him and then if they found nothing, he would tease her and speak to her as if she were a child, Jeez, even worse than that, as if she were an infant. She hesitated, then sighed. No. It just wasn’t worth the risk of being humiliated.


Heart pounding, she crept along the hall to the front door and tried it. It was still securely locked.


A coat rack was fixed to the wall beside the door. She took a tightly rolled umbrella from one of the hooks. The metal tip was pointed enough to serve as a reasonably good weapon.


With the umbrella thrust out in front of her, she went into the living room, turned on all the lights, looked everywhere. She searched the dining alcove and the small L-shaped kitchen, as well.


Nothing.


Except the window.


Above the sink, the kitchen window was open. Cold December air streamed through the ten-inch gap.


Penny was sure it hadn’t been open when she’d gone to bed. And if Daddy had opened it to get a breath of fresh air, he’d have closed it later; he was conscientious about such things because he was always setting an example for Davey, who needed an example because he wasn’t conscientious about much of anything.


She carried the kitchen stool to the sink, climbed onto it, and pushed the window up farther, far enough to lean out and take a look. She winced as the cold air stung her face and sent icy fingers down the neck of her pyjamas. There was very little light. Four storeys beneath her, the alleyway was blacker than black at its darkest, ash-grey at its brightest. The only sound was the soughing of the wind in the concrete canyon. It blew a few twisted scraps of paper along the pavement below and made Penny’s brown hair flap like a banner; it tore the frosty plumes of her breath into gossamer rags. Otherwise, nothing moved.


Farther along the building, near the bedroom window, an iron fire escape led down to the alley. But here at the kitchen, there was no fire escape, no ledge, no way that a would-be burglar could have reached the window, no place for him to stand or hold on while he pried his way inside.


Anyway, it hadn’t been a burglar. Burglars weren’t small enough to hide under a young lady’s bed.


She closed the window and put the stool back where she’d got it from. She returned the umbrella to the coat rack in the hall, although she was somewhat reluctant to give up the weapon. Switching off the lights as she went, refusing to glance behind into the darkness that she left in her wake, she returned to her room and got back into bed and pulled up the covers.


Davey was still sleeping soundly.


Night wind pressed at the window.


Far off, across the city, an ambulance or police siren made a mournful song.


For a while, Penny sat up in bed, leaning against the pillows, the reading lamp casting a protective circle of light around her. She was sleepy, and she wanted to sleep, but she was afraid to turn out the light. Her fear made her angry. Wasn’t she almost twelve years old? And wasn’t twelve too old to fear the dark? Wasn’t she the woman of the house now, and hadn’t she been the woman of the house for more than a year and a half, ever since her mother had died. After about ten minutes, she managed to shame herself into switching off the lamp and lying down.


She couldn’t switch her mind off as easily.


What had it been?


Nothing. A remnant of a dream. Or a vagrant draught. Just that and nothing more.


Darkness.


She listened.


Silence.


She waited.


Nothing.


She slept.


WEDNESDAY, 1:34 A.M.


Vince Vastagliano was halfway down the stairs when he heard a shout, then a hoarse scream. It wasn’t shrill. It wasn’t a piercing scream. It was a startled, guttural cry that he might not even have heard if he’d been upstairs; nevertheless, it managed to convey stark terror. Vince paused with one hand on the stair railing, standing very still, head cocked, listening intently, heart suddenly hammering, momentarily frozen by indecision.


Another scream.


Ross Morrant, Vince’s bodyguard, was in the kitchen, making a late-night snack for both of them, and it was Morrant who had screamed. No mistaking the voice.


There were sounds of struggle, too. A crash and clatter as something was knocked over. A hard thump. The brittle, unmelodic music of breaking glass.


Ross Morrant’s breathless, fear-twisted voice echoed along the downstairs hallway from the kitchen, and between grunts and gasps and unnerving squeals of pain, there were words: ‘No . . . no . . . please . . . Jesus, no . . . help . . . someone help me . . . oh, my God, my God, please . . . no!’


Sweat broke out on Vince’s face.


Morrant was a big, strong, mean son of a bitch. As a kid he’d been an ardent street fighter. By the time he was eighteen, he was taking contracts, doing murder for hire, having fun and being paid for it. Over the years he gained a reputation for taking any job, regardless of how dangerous or difficult it was, regardless of how well protected the target was, and he always got his man. For the past fourteen months, he had been working for Vince as an enforcer, collector, and bodyguard; during that time, Vince had never seen him scared. He couldn’t imagine Morrant being frightened of anyone or anything. And Morrant begging for mercy . . . well, that was simply inconceivable; even now, hearing the bodyguard whimper and plead, Vince still couldn’t conceive of it; it just didn’t seem real.


Something screeched. Not Morrant. It was an ungodly, inhuman sound. It was a sharp, penetrating eruption of rage and hatred and alien need that belonged in a science fiction movie, the hideous cry of some creature from another world.


Until this moment, Vince had assumed that Morrant was being beaten and tortured by other people, competitors in the drug business, who had come to waste Vince himself in order to increase their market share. But now, as he listened to the bizarre, ululating wail that came from the kitchen, Vince wondered if he had just stepped into the Twilight Zone. He felt cold all the way to his bones, queasy, disturbingly fragile, and alone.


He quickly descended two more steps and looked along the hall toward the front door. The way was clear. He could probably leap down the last of the stairs, race along the hallway, unlock the front door, and get out of the house before the intruders came out of the kitchen and saw him. Probably. But he harboured a small measure of doubt, and because of that doubt he hesitated a couple of seconds too long.


In the kitchen Morrant shrieked more horribly than ever, a final cry of bleak despair and agony that was abruptly cut off.


Vince knew what Morrant’s sudden silence meant. The bodyguard was dead.


Then the lights went out from one end of the house to the other. Apparently someone had thrown the master breaker switch in the fuse box, down in the basement.


Not daring to hesitate any longer, Vince started down the stairs in the dark, but he heard movement in the unlighted hallway, back toward the kitchen, coming this direction, and he halted again. He wasn’t hearing anything as ordinary as approaching footsteps; instead, it was a strange, eerie hissing-rustling-rattling-grumbling that chilled him and made his skin crawl. He sensed that something monstrous, something with pale dead eyes and cold clammy hands was coming toward him. Such a fantastic notion was wildly out of character for Vince Vastagliano, who had the imagination of a tree stump, but he couldn’t dispel the superstitious dread that had come over him.


Fear brought a watery looseness to his joints.


His heart, already beating fast, now thundered.


He would never make it to the front door alive.


He turned and clambered up the steps. He stumbled once in the blackness, almost fell, regained his balance. By the time he reached the master bedroom, the noises behind him were more savage, closer, louder – and hungrier.


Vague shafts of weak light came through the bedroom windows, errant beams from the streetlamps outside, lightly frosting the 18th century Italian canopy bed and the other antiques, gleaming on the bevelled edges of the crystal paperweights that were displayed along the top of the writing desk that stood between the two windows. If Vince had turned and looked back, he would have been able to see at least the bare outline of his pursuer. But he didn’t look. He was afraid to look.


He got a whiff of a foul odour. Sulphur? Not quite, but something like it.


On a deep, instinctual level, he knew what was coming after him. His conscious mind could not – or would not – put a name to it, but his subconscious knew what it was, and that was why he fled from it in blind panic, and wide-eyed and spooked as a dumb animal reacting to a bolt of lightning.


He hurried through the shadows to the master bath, which opened off the bedroom. In the cloying darkness he collided hard with the half-closed bathroom door. It crashed all the way open. Slightly stunned by the impact, he stumbled into the large bathroom, groped for the door, slammed and locked it behind him.


In that last moment of vulnerability, as the door swung shut, he had seen nightmarish, silvery eyes glowing in the darkness. Not just two eyes. A dozen of them. Maybe more.


Now, something struck the other side of the door. Struck it again. And again. There were several of them out there, not just one. The door shook, and the lock rattled, but it held.


The creatures in the bedroom screeched and hissed considerably louder than before. Although their icy cries were utterly alien, like nothing Vince had ever heard before, the meaning was clear; these were obviously bleats of anger and disappointment. The things pursuing him had been certain that he was within their grasp, and they had chosen not to take his escape in a spirit of good sportsmanship.


The things. Odd as it was, that was the best word for them, the only word: things.


He felt as if he were losing his mind, yet he could not deny the primitive perceptions and instinctive understanding that had raised his hackles. Things. Not attack dogs. Not any animal he’d ever seen or heard about. This was something out of a nightmare; only something from a nightmare could have reduced Ross Morrant to a defenceless, whimpering victim.


The creatures scratched at the other side of the door, gouged and scraped and splintered the wood. Judging from the sound, their claws were sharp. Damned sharp.


What the hell were they?


Vince was always prepared for violence because violence was an integral part of the world in which he moved. You couldn’t expect to be a drug dealer and lead a life as quiet as that of a schoolteacher. But he had never anticipated an attack like this. A man with a gun – yes. A man with a knife – he could handle that, too. A bomb wired to the ignition of his car – that was certainly within the realm of possibility. But this was madness.


As the things outside tried to chew and claw and batter their way through the door, Vince fumbled in the darkness until he found the toilet. He put the lid down on the seat, sat there, and reached for the telephone. When he’d been twelve years old, he had seen, for the first time, the telephone in his uncle Gennaro Carramazza’s bathroom, and from that moment it had seemed to him that having a phone in the can was the ultimate symbol of a man’s importance, proof that he was indispensable and wealthy. As soon as he’d been old enough to get an apartment of his own, Vince had had a phone installed in every room, including the toilet, and he’d had one in every master bath in every apartment and house since then. In terms of self-esteem, the bathroom phone meant as much to him as his white Mercedes Benz. Now, he was glad he had the phone right here because he could use it to call for help.


But there was no dial tone.


In the dark he rattled the disconnect lever, trying to command service.


The line had been cut.


The unknown things in the bedroom continued to scratch and pry and pound on the door.


Vince looked up at the only window. It was much too small to provide an escape route. The glass was opaque, admitting almost no light at all.


They won’t be able to get through the door, he told himself desperately. They’ll eventually get tired of trying, and they’ll go away. Sure they will. Of course.


A metallic screech and clank startled him. The noise came from within the bathroom. From this side of the door.


He got up, stood with his hands fisted at his sides, tense, looking left and right into the deep gloom.


A metal object of some kind crashed to the tile floor, and Vince jumped and cried out in surprise.


The doorknob. Oh, Jesus. They had somehow dislodged the knob and the lock!


He threw himself at the door, determined to hold it shut, but he found it was still secure; the knob was still in place; the lock was firmly engaged. With shaking hands, he groped frantically in the darkness, searching for the hinges, but they were also in place and undamaged.


Then what had clattered to the floor?


Panting, he turned around, putting his back to the door, and he blinked at the featureless black room, trying to make sense of what he’d heard.


He sensed that he was no longer safely alone in the bathroom. A many-legged quiver of fear slithered up his back.


The grille that covered the outlet from the heating duct – that was what had fallen to the floor.


He turned, looked up at the wall above the door. Two radiant silver eyes glared at him from the duct opening. That was all he could see of the creature. Eyes without any division between whites and irises and pupils. Eyes that shimmered and flickered as if they were composed of fire. Eyes without any trace of mercy.


A rat?


No. A rat couldn’t have dislodged the grille. Besides, rats had red eyes – didn’t they?


It hissed at him.


‘No,’ Vince said softly.


There was nowhere to run.


The thing launched itself out of the wall, sailing down at him. It struck his face. Claws pierced his cheeks, sank all the way through, into his mouth, scraped and dug at his teeth and gums. The pain was instant and intense.


He gagged and nearly vomited in terror and revulsion, but he knew he would strangle on his own vomit, so he choked it down.


Fangs tore at his scalp.


He lumbered backward, flailing at the darkness. The edge of the sink slammed painfully into the small of his back, but it was nothing compared to the white-hot blaze of pain that consumed his face.


This couldn’t be happening. But it was. He hadn’t just stepped into the Twilight Zone; he had taken a giant leap into Hell.


His scream was muffled by the unnameable thing that clung to his head, and he couldn’t get his breath. He grabbed hold of the beast. It was cold and greasy, like some denizen of the sea that had risen up from watery depths. He pried it off his face and held it at arm’s length. It screeched and hissed and chattered wordlessly, wriggled and twisted, writhed and jerked, bit his hand, but he held on to it, afraid to let go, afraid that it would fly straight back at him and go for his throat or for his eyes this time.


What was it? Where did it come from?


Part of him wanted to see it, had to see it, needed to know what in God’s name it was. But another part of him, sensing the extreme monstrousness of it, was grateful for darkness.


Something bit his left ankle.


Something else started climbing his right leg, ripping his trousers as it went.


Other creatures had come out of the wall duct. As blood ran down his forehead from his scalp wounds and clouded his vision, he realized that there were many pairs of silvery eyes in the room. Dozens of them.


This had to be a dream. A nightmare.


But this pain was real.


The ravenous intruders swarmed up his chest, up his back and onto his shoulders, all of them the size of rats but not rats, all of them clawing and biting. They were all over him, pulling him down. He went to his knees. He let go of the beast he was holding, and he pounded at the others with his fists.


One of them bit off part of his ear.


Wickedly pointed little teeth sank into his chin.


He heard himself mouthing the same pathetic pleas that he had heard from Ross Morrant. Then the darkness grew deeper and an eternal silence settled over him.




Part One
WEDNESDAY 7:53 A.M. – 3:30 P.M.



Holy men tell us life is a mystery.


They embrace that concept happily.


But some mysteries bite and bark


and come to get you in the dark.


—The Book of Counted Sorrows


    


Chapter One
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The next morning, the first thing Rebecca said to Jack Dawson was, ‘We have two stiffs.’

‘Huh?’

‘Two corpses.’

‘I know what stiffs are,’ he said.

‘The call just came in.’

‘Did you order two stiffs?’

‘Be serious.’

‘I didn’t order two stiffs.’

‘Uniforms are already on the scene,’ she said.

‘Our shift doesn’t start for seven minutes.’

‘You want me to say we won’t be going out there because it was thoughtless of them to die this early in the morning?’

‘Isn’t there at least time for polite chit-chat?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘See, the way it should be . . . You’re supposed to say, “Good morning, Detective Dawson.” And then I say, “Good morning, Detective Chandler.” Then you say, “How’re you this morning?” And then I wink and say—’

She frowned. ‘It’s the same as the other two, Jack. Bloody and strange. Just like the one Sunday and the one yesterday. But this time it’s two men. Both with crime family connections from the sound of it.’

Standing in the grubby police squad room, half out of his heavy grey overcoat, a smile incompletely formed, Jack Dawson stared at her in disbelief. He wasn’t surprised that there had been another murder or two. He was a homicide detective; there was always another murder. Or two. He wasn’t even surprised that there was another strange murder; after all, this was New York City. What he couldn’t believe was her attitude, the way she was treating him – this morning of all mornings.

‘Better put your coat back on,’ she said.

‘Rebecca—’

‘They’re expecting us.’

‘Rebecca, last night—’

‘Another weird one,’ she said, snatching up her purse from the top of a battered desk.

‘Didn’t we—’

‘We’ve sure got a sick one on our hands this time,’ she said, heading for the door. ‘Really sick.’

‘Rebecca—’

She stopped in the doorway and shook her head. ‘You know what I wish sometimes?’

He stared at her.

She said, ‘Sometimes I wish I’d married Tiny Taylor. Right now, I’d be up there in Connecticut, snug in my all-electric kitchen, having coffee and Danish, the kids off to school for the day, the twice-a-week maid taking care of the housework, looking forward to lunch at the country club with the girls . . .’

Why is she doing this to me? he wondered.

She noticed that he was still half out of his coat, and she said, ‘Didn’t you hear me, Jack? We’ve got a call to answer.’

‘Yeah. I—’

‘We’ve got two more stiffs.’

She left the squad room, which was colder and shabbier for her departure.

He sighed.

He shrugged back into his coat.

He followed her.
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Jack felt grey and washed out partly because Rebecca was being so strange, but also because the day itself was grey, and he was always sensitive to the weather. The sky was flat and hard and grey. Manhattan’s piles of stone, steel, and concrete were all grey and stark. The bare-limbed trees were ash-coloured, as if they had been severely scorched by a long-extinguished fire.

He got out of the unmarked sedan, half a block off Park Avenue, and a raw gust of wind hit him in the face. The December air had a faint tomb-dank smell. He jammed his hands into the deep pockets of his overcoat.

Rebecca Chandler got out of the driver’s side and slammed the door. Her long blond hair streamed behind her in the wind. Her coat was unbuttoned; it flapped around her legs. She didn’t seem bothered by the chill or by the omnipresent greyness that had settled like soot over the entire city.

Viking woman, Jack thought. Stoical. Resolute. And just look at that profile!

Hers was the noble, classic, feminine face that seafarers had once carved on the prows of their ships, ages ago, when such beauty was thought to have sufficient power to ward off the evils of the sea and the more vicious whims of fate.

Reluctantly, he took his eyes from Rebecca and looked at the three patrol cars that were angled in at the kerb. On one of them, the red emergency beacons were flashing, the only spot of vivid colour in this drab day.

Harry Ulbeck, a uniformed officer of Jack’s acquaintance, was standing on the steps in front of the handsome, Georgian-style, brick townhouse where the murders had occurred. He was wearing a dark blue regulation greatcoat, a woollen scarf, and gloves, but he was still shivering.

From the look on Harry’s face, Jack could see it wasn’t the cold weather bothering him. Harry Ulbeck was chilled by what he had seen inside the townhouse.

‘Bad one?’ Rebecca asked.

Harry nodded. ‘The worst, Lieutenant.’

He was only twenty-three or twenty-four, but at the moment he appeared years older; his face was drawn, pinched.

‘Who’re the deceased?’ Jack asked.

‘Guy named Vincent Vastagliano and his bodyguard, Ross Morrant.’

Jack drew his shoulders up and tucked his head down as a vicious gust of wind blasted through the street. ‘Rich neighbourhood,’ he said.

‘Wait till you see inside,’ Harry said. ‘It’s like a Fifth Avenue antique shop in there.’

‘Who found the bodies?’ Rebecca asked.

‘A woman named Shelly Parker. She’s a real looker. Vastagliano’s girlfriend, I think.’

‘She here now?’

‘Inside. But I doubt she’ll be much help. You’ll probably get more out of Nevetski and Blaine.’

Standing tall in the shifting wind, her coat still unbuttoned, Rebecca said, ‘Nevetski and Blaine? Who’re they?’

‘Narcotics,’ Harry said. ‘They were running a stakeout on this Vastagliano.’

‘And he got killed right under their noses?’

‘Better not put it quite like that when you talk to them,’ Harry warned. ‘They’re touchy as hell about it. I mean, it wasn’t just the two of them. They were in charge of a six-man team, watching all the entrances to the house. Had the place sealed tight. But somehow somebody got in anyway, killed Vastagliano and his bodyguard, and got out again without being seen. Makes poor Nevetski and Blaine look like they were sleeping.’

Jack felt sorry for them.

Rebecca didn’t. She said, ‘Well, damnit, they won’t get any sympathy from me. It sounds as if they were screwing around.’

‘I don’t think so,’ Harry Ulbeck said. ‘They were really shocked. They swear they had the house covered.’

‘What else would you expect them to say?’ Rebecca asked sourly.

‘Always give a fellow officer the benefit of the doubt,’ Jack admonished her.

‘Oh, yeah?’ she said. ‘Like hell. I don’t believe in blind loyalty. I don’t expect it; don’t give it. I’ve known good cops, more than a few, and if I know they’re good, I’ll do anything to help them. But I’ve also known some real jerks who couldn’t be trusted to put their pants on with the fly in front.’

Harry blinked at her.

She said, ‘I won’t be surprised if Nevetski and Blaine are two of those types, the ones who walk around with zippers up their butts.’

Jack sighed.

Harry stared at Rebecca, astonished.

A dark, unmarked van pulled to the kerb. Three men got out, one with a camera case, the other two with small suitcases.

‘Lab men’re here,’ Harry said.

The new arrivals hurried along the sidewalk, toward the townhouse. Something about their sharp faces and squinted eyes made them seem like a trio of stilt-legged birds eagerly rushing toward a new piece of carrion.

Jack Dawson shivered.

The wind shook the day again. Along the street, the stark branches of the leafless trees rattled against one another. That sound brought to mind a Halloween-like image of animated skeletons engaged in a macabre dance.
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The assistant medical examiner and two other men from the pathology lab were in the kitchen, where Ross Morrant, the bodyguard, was sprawled in a mess of blood, mayonnaise, mustard, and salami. He had been attacked and killed while preparing a midnight snack.

On the second floor of the townhouse, in the master bathroom, blood patterned every surface, decorated every corner: sprays of blood, streaks of it, smears and drops; bloody handprints on the walls and on the edge of the tub.

Jack and Rebecca stood at the doorway, peering in, touching nothing. Everything must remain undisturbed until the lab men were finished.

Vincent Vastagliano, fully clothed, lay jammed between the tub and sink, his head resting against the base of the toilet. He had been a big man, somewhat flabby, with dark hair and bushy eyebrows. His slacks and shirt were blood-soaked. One eye had been torn from its socket. The other was open wide, staring sightlessly. One hand was clenched; the other was open, relaxed. His face, neck, and hands were marked by dozens of small wounds. His clothes had been ripped in at least fifty or sixty places, and through those narrow rents in the fabric, other dark and bloody injuries could be seen.

‘Worse than the other three,’ Rebecca said.

‘Much.’

This was the fourth hideously disfigured corpse they’d seen in the past four days. Rebecca was probably right: there was a psychopath on the loose.

But this wasn’t merely a crazed killer who slaughtered while in the grip of a psychotic rage or fugue. This lunatic was more formidable than that, for he seemed to be a psychopath with a purpose, perhaps even a holy crusade: All four of his victims had been in one way or another involved in the illegal drug trade.

Rumours were circulating to the effect that a gang war was getting underway, a dispute over territories, but Jack didn’t put much faith in that explanation. For one thing, the rumours were . . . strange. Besides, these didn’t look like gangland killings. They certainly weren’t the work of a professional assassin; there was nothing clean, efficient, or professional about them. They were savage killings, the product of a badly, darkly twisted personality.

Actually, Jack would have preferred tracking down an ordinary hit man. This was going to be tougher. Few criminals were as cunning, clever, bold, or as difficult to catch as a maniac with a mission.

‘The number of wounds fits the pattern,’ Jack said.

‘But they’re not the same kind of wounds we’ve seen before. Those were stabbings. These definitely aren’t punctures. They’re too ragged for that. So maybe this one isn’t by the same hand.’

‘It is,’ he said.

‘Too soon to say.’

‘It’s the same case,’ he insisted.

‘You sound so certain.’

‘I feel it.’

‘Don’t get mystical on me like you did yesterday.’

‘I never.’

‘Oh, yes, you did.’

‘We were only following up viable leads yesterday.’

‘In a voodoo shop that sells goat’s blood and magic amulets.’

‘So? It was still a viable lead,’ he said.

They studied the corpse in silence.

Then Rebecca said, ‘It almost looks as if something bit him about a hundred times. He looks . . . chewed.’

‘Yeah. Something small,’ he said.

‘Rats?’

‘This is really a nice neighbourhood.’

‘Yeah, sure, but it’s also just one big happy city, Jack. The good and the bad neighbourhoods share the same streets, the same sewers, the same rats. It’s democracy in action.’

‘If those’re rat bites, then the damned things came along and nibbled at him after he was already dead; they must’ve been drawn by the scent of blood. Rats are basically scavengers. They aren’t bold. They aren’t aggressive. People don’t get attacked by packs of rats in their own homes. You ever heard of such a thing?’

‘No,’ she admitted. ‘So the rats came along after he was dead, and they gnawed on him. But it was only rats. Don’t try to make it anything mystical.’

‘Did I say anything?’

‘You really bothered me yesterday.’

‘We were only following viable leads.’

‘Talking to a sorcerer,’ she said disdainfully.

‘The man wasn’t a sorcerer. He was—’

‘Nuts. That’s what he was. Nuts. And you stood there listening for more than half an hour.’

Jack sighed.

‘These are rat bites,’ she said, ‘and they’ve disguised the real wounds. We’ll have to wait for the autopsy to learn the cause of death.’

‘I’m already sure it’ll be like the others. A lot of small stab wounds under those bites.’

‘You’re probably right,’ she said.

Queasy, Jack turned away from the dead man.

Rebecca continued to look.

The bathroom door frame was splintered, and the lock on the door was broken.

As Jack examined the damage, he spoke to a beefy, ruddy-faced patrolman who was standing nearby. ‘You found the door like this?’

‘No, no, Lieutenant. It was locked tight when we got here.’

Surprised, Jack looked up from the ruined door. ‘Say what?’

Rebecca turned to face the patrolman. ‘Locked?’

The officer said, ‘See, this Parker broad . . . uh, I mean, this Miss Parker . . . she had a key. She let herself into the house, called for Vastagliano, figured he was still sleeping, and came upstairs to wake him. She found the bathroom door locked, couldn’t get an answer, and got worried he might’ve had a heart attack. She looked under the door, saw his hand, sort of outstretched, and all that blood. She phoned it in to 911 right away. Me and Tony – my partner – were the first here, and we broke down the door in case the guy might still be alive, but one look told us he wasn’t. Then we found the other guy in the kitchen.’

‘The bathroom door was locked from inside?’ Jack asked.

The patrolman scratched his square, dimpled chin. ‘Well, sure. Sure, it was locked from inside. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have had to break it down, would we? And see here? See the way it works? It’s what the locksmiths call a “privacy set.” It can’t be locked from outside the bathroom.’

Rebecca scowled. ‘So the killer couldn’t possibly have locked it after he was finished with Vastagliano?’

‘No,’ Jack said, examining the broken lock more closely. ‘Looks like the victim locked himself in to avoid whoever was after him.’

‘But he was wasted anyway,’ Rebecca said.

‘Yeah.’

‘In a locked room.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Where the biggest window is only a narrow slit.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Too narrow for the killer to escape that way.’

‘Much too narrow.’

‘So how was it done?’

‘Damned if I know,’ Jack said.

She scowled at him.

She said, ‘Don’t go mystical on me again.’

He said, ‘I never.’

‘There’s an explanation.’

‘I’m sure there is.’

‘And we’ll find it.’

‘I’m sure we will.’

‘A logical explanation.’

‘Of course.’
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That morning, something bad happened to Penny Dawson when she went to school.

The Wellton School, a private institution, was in a large, converted, four-storey brownstone on a clean, tree-lined street in a quite respectable neighbourhood. The bottom floor had been remodelled to provide an accoustically perfect music room and a small gymnasium. The second floor was given over to classrooms for grades one through three, while grades four through six received their instruction on the third level. The business offices and records room were on the fourth floor.

Being a sixth grader, Penny attended class on the third floor. It was there, in the bustling and somewhat overheated cloakroom that the bad thing happened.

At that hour, shortly before the start of school, the cloakroom was filled with chattering kids struggling out of heavy coats and boots and galoshes. Although snow hadn’t been falling this morning, the weather forecast called for precipitation by mid-afternoon, and everyone was dressed accordingly.

Snow! The first snow of the year. Even though city kids didn’t have fields and country hills and woods in which to enjoy winter’s games, the first snow of the season was nevertheless a magic event. Anticipation of the storm put an edge on the usual morning excitement. There was much giggling, name-calling, teasing, talk about television shows and homework, joke-telling, riddle-making, exaggerations about just how much snow they were supposed to be in for, and whispered conspiracy, the rustle of coats being shed, the slap of books on benches, the clank and rattle of metal lunchboxes.

Standing with her back to the whirl of activity, stripping off her gloves and then pulling off her long woollen scarf, Penny noticed that the door of her tall, narrow, metal locker was dented at the bottom and bent out slightly along one edge, as if someone had been prying at it. On closer inspection, she saw the combination lock was broken, too.

Frowning, she opened the door – and jumped back in surprise as an avalanche of paper spilled out at her feet. She had left the contents of her locker in a neat, orderly arrangement. Now, everything was jumbled together in one big mess. Worse than that, every one of her books had been torn apart, the pages ripped free of the bindings; some pages were shredded, too, and some were crumpled. Her yellow, lined tablet had been reduced to a pile of confetti. Her pencils had been broken into small pieces. Her pocket calculator was smashed.

Several other kids were near enough to see what had tumbled out of her locker. The sight of all that destruction startled and silenced them.

Numb, Penny crouched, reached into the lower section of the locker, pulled out some of the rubbish, until she uncovered her clarinet case. She hadn’t taken the instrument home last night because she’d had a long report to write and hadn’t had time to practise. The latches on the black case were busted.

She was afraid to look inside.

Sally Wrather, Penny’s best friend, stooped beside her. ‘What happened?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You didn’t do it?’

‘Of course not. I . . . I’m afraid my clarinet’s broken.’

‘Who’d do something like that? That’s downright mean.’

Chris Howe, a sixth-grade boy who was always clowning around and who could, at times, be childish and obnoxious and utterly impossible – but who could also be cute because he looked a little like Scott Baio – crouched next to Penny. He didn’t seem to be aware that something was wrong. He said, ‘Jeez, Dawson, I never knew you were such a slob.’

Sally said, ‘She didn’t—’

But Chris said, ‘I’ll bet you got a family of big, grody cockroaches in there, Dawson.’

And Sally said, ‘Oh, blow it out your ears, Chris.’

He gaped at her in surprise because Sally was a petite, almost fragile-looking redhead who was usually very soft-spoken. When it came to standing up for her friends, however, Sally could be a tiger. Chris blinked at her and said, ‘Huh? What did you say?’

‘Go stick your head in the toilet and flush twice,’ Sally said. ‘We don’t need your stupid jokes. Somebody trashed Penny’s locker. It isn’t funny.’

Chris looked at the rubble more closely. ‘Oh. Hey, I didn’t realize. Sorry, Penny.’

Reluctantly, Penny opened the damaged clarinet case. The silver keys had been snapped off. The instrument had also been broken.

Sally put a hand on Penny’s shoulder.

‘Who did it?’ Chris asked.

‘We don’t know,’ Sally said.

Penny stared at the clarinet, wanting to cry, not because it was broken (although that was bad enough), but because she wondered if someone had smashed it as a way of telling her she wasn’t wanted here.

At Wellton School, she and Davey were the only kids who could boast a policeman for a father. The other children were the offspring of attorneys, doctors, businessmen, dentists, stockbrokers, and advertising executives. Having absorbed certain snobbish attitudes from their parents, there were those in the student body who thought a cop’s kids didn’t really belong at an expensive private school like Wellton. Fortunately, there weren’t many of that kind. Most of the kids didn’t care what Jack Dawson did for a living, and there were even a few who thought it was special and exciting and better to be a cop’s kid than to have a banker or an accountant for a father.

By now, everyone in the cloakroom realized something big had happened, and everyone had fallen silent.

Penny stood, turned, and surveyed them.

Had one of the snobs trashed her locker?

She spotted two of the worst offenders – a pair of sixth-grade girls, Sissy Johansen and Cara Wallace – and suddenly she wanted to grab hold of them, shake them, scream in their faces, tell them how it was with her, make them understand.

I didn’t ask to come to your damned school. The only reason my dad can afford it is because there was my mother’s insurance money and the out-of-court settlement with the hospital that killed her. You think I wanted my mother dead just so I could come to Wellton? Cripes. Holy cripes! You think I wouldn’t give up Wellton in a snap if I could only have my mother back? You creepy, snot-eating nerds! Do you think I’m glad my mother’s dead, for God’s sake? You stupid creeps! What’s wrong with you?

But she didn’t scream at them.

She didn’t cry, either.

She swallowed the lump in her throat. She bit her lip. She kept control of herself, for she was determined not to act like a child.

After a few seconds, she was relieved she hadn’t snapped at them, for she began to realize that even Sissy and Cara, snotty as they could be sometimes, were not capable of anything as bold and as vicious as the trashing of her locker and the destruction of her clarinet. No. It hadn’t been Sissy or Cara or any of the other snobs.

But if not them . . . who?

Chris Howe had remained crouched in front of Penny’s locker, pawing through the debris. Now he stood up, holding a fistful of mangled pages from her textbooks. He said, ‘Hey, look at this. This stuff hasn’t just been torn up. A lot of it looks like it’s been chewed.’

‘Chewed?’ Sally Wrather said.

‘See the little teeth marks?’ Chris asked.

Penny saw them.

‘Who would chew up a bunch of books?’ Sally asked.

Teeth marks, Penny thought.

‘Rats,’ Chris said.

Like the punctures in Davey’s plastic baseball bat.

‘Rats?’ Sally said, grimacing. ‘Oh, yuck.’

Last night. The thing under the bed.

‘Rats . . .’

‘. . . rats . . .’

‘. . . rats.’

The word swept around the room.

A couple of girls squealed.

Several kids slipped out of the cloakroom to tell the teachers what had happened.

Rats.

But Penny knew it hadn’t been a rat that tore the baseball bat out of her hand. It had been . . . something else.

Likewise, it hadn’t been a rat that had broken her clarinet. Something else.

Something else.

But what?
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Jack and Rebecca found Nevetski and Blaine downstairs, in Vincent Vastagliano’s study. They were going through the drawers and compartments of a Sheraton desk and a wall of beautifully crafted oak cabinets.

Roy Nevetski looked like a high school English teacher, circa 1955. White shirt. Clip-on bow tie. Grey vee-neck sweater.

By contrast, Nevetski’s partner, Carl Blaine, looked like a thug. Nevetski was on the slender side, but Blaine was stocky, barrel-chested, slab-shouldered, bull-necked. Intelligence and sensitivity seemed to glow in Roy Nevetski’s face, but Blaine appeared about as sensitive as a gorilla.

Judging from Nevetski’s appearance, Jack expected him to conduct a neat search, leaving no marks of his passage; likewise, he figured Blaine to be a slob, scattering debris behind, leaving dirty pawprints in his wake. In reality, it was the other way around. When Roy Nevetski finished poring over the contents of a drawer, the floor at his feet was littered with discarded papers, while Carl Blaine inspected every item with care and then returned them all to their original resting places, exactly as he had found them.

‘Just stay the hell out of our way,’ Nevetski said irritably. ‘We’re going to pry into every crack and crevice in this fuckin’ joint. We aren’t leaving until we find what we’re after.’ He had a surprisingly hard voice, all low notes and rough edges and jarring metallic tones, like a piece of broken machinery. ‘So just step back.’

‘Actually,’ Rebecca said, ‘now that Vastagliano’s dead, this is pretty much out of your hands.’

Jack winced at her directness and all-too-familiar coolness.

‘It’s a case for Homicide now,’ Rebecca said. ‘It’s not so much a matter for Narcotics any more.’

‘Haven’t you ever heard of inter-departmental cooperation, for Christ’s sake?’ Nevetski demanded.

‘Haven’t you ever heard of common courtesy?’ Rebecca asked.

‘Wait, wait, wait,’ Jack said quickly, placatingly. ‘There’s room for all of us. Of course there is.’

Rebecca shot a malevolent look at him.

He pretended not to see it. He was very good at pretending not to see the looks she gave him. He’d had a lot of practice at it.

To Nevetski, Rebecca said, ‘There’s no reason to leave the place like a pig sty.’

‘Vastagliano’s too dead to care,’ Nevetski said.

‘You’re just making it harder for Jack and me when we have to go through all this stuff ourselves.’

‘Listen,’ Nevetski said, ‘I’m in a hurry. Besides, when I run a search like this, there’s no fuckin’ reason for anyone else to double-check me. I never miss anything.’

‘You’ll have to excuse Roy,’ Carl Blaine said, borrowing Jack’s placating tone and gestures.

‘Like hell,’ Nevetski said.

‘He doesn’t mean anything by it,’ Blaine said.

‘Like hell,’ Nevetski said.

‘He’s extraordinarily tense this morning,’ Blaine said. In spite of his brutal face, his voice was soft, cultured, mellifluous. ‘Extraordinarily tense.’

‘From the way he’s acting,’ Rebecca said, ‘I thought maybe it was his time of the month.’

Nevetski glowered at her.

There’s nothing so inspiring as police camaraderie, Jack thought.

Blaine said, ‘It’s just that we were conducting a tight surveillance on Vastagliano when he was killed.’

‘Couldn’t have been too tight,’ Rebecca said.
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