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Prologue




1974









It had gotten dark so quickly. The wondrous light that had momentarily held the landscape suspended in silhouette between day and night was almost gone. The darkness was creeping in fast, pressing down on the abandoned train terminal that had once been the hub for immigrants embarking from the gateway to America into a new life.




The artist glanced up, noting that the distant torch on the Statue of Liberty now lit the sky above the harbor. It was getting too dark to mix paints, to see the nuances of the fading day—to envision the past so that she could interpret it onto her canvas.




It was time to pack up and go, while the way back through the reeds and high grass, tidal creeks and mud flats was still visible. Still the artist lingered, brush poised over the canvas, drinking in the sensations of another time when people were frightened, alone, and often destitute. An accurate perception of the immigrants from the early 1900s was her goal for the finished work.




The world around the artist had gone silent with the approach of night, except for the wind that whispered and whined through the rusting ornate iron grid work that fenced the rows of abandoned tracks, as though long-dead people were being given another chance to express their anguish. The station, along with Ellis Island, had closed several decades earlier.




As the artist closed up her easel, put her paints away, and secured the unfinished canvas, the night moved closer still. Yet the echo of an earlier time lingered; it was seductive, as though something from another niche in the universe held sway over the moment, as if mysterious secrets of long ago were about to be revealed. It was as if those people from the past, or something even more powerful, waited for her in the shadows of the approaching night, drawing ever closer.




The artist shivered, hurrying, suddenly sensing an urgency to be safely beyond the abandoned railroad tracks that seemed haunted by figures that moved in and out of a timeless mist.




Faster, she told herself, suddenly fearful of the deepening shadows closing in around her.




Across the Hudson River the lights of Manhattan had come on, a twinkling mass that was reflected in the water between the New York and New Jersey shorelines. It would soon be full night.




And a scary place for a lone woman.




The artist made ready to head back to her borrowed car which she’d left some distance away in the Liberty State Park parking area.




Oh, Lord. She should have watched the time. But, as usual when caught up in the frenzy of inspiration, she’d lost track of time—and kept on painting.




A black shape swooped out of the darkening shadows and then vanished. A nighthawk? A bat?




She couldn’t tell. But the shape seemed much larger than a bird. It’s your imagination, she told herself, shaking her head to clear the menacing image.




Hurrying even faster now, the artist’s thoughts lingered on the canvas she’d been painting, of an immigrant family who’d just been processed through Ellis Island and was about to board the train in this very station to a new life on the West Coast of America. The looming black specter that she’d superimposed over the family, to symbolize their fear of the unknown, was very much like the shape she’d just seen—or imagined?




Imagination, she thought again. She was far too impressionable; everyone told her that. While she’d fantasized about make-believe fairies and elves as a child, her older brother had pretended to play with demons and vampires. She grew up to be an artist; he spent his adulthood in a mental institution. They’d both had visions; the difference was in the adult perception of good and evil.




She hadn’t really seen something from the dark side just now, conjured up from her painting, she reassured herself. It hadn’t been a black-cloaked vampire or an evil demon from hell. It had only been a night bird.




Something told her she was wrong.




Chills prickled her flesh.




She began to run.




But it was too late.




The black shape swooped, grabbing her. The wet painting and her tray of paints flew out of her hands as darkness engulfed her. She struggled, to no avail. And then everything faded into a black void.




And finally there was nothing.















Chapter One







Present Time






The underground garage was uncharacteristically silent, as though it were midnight and not the evening rush hour of exhausted commuters anxious to get home. An unexpected lull, Savannah Blum thought, as she drove her aged Volkswagen Bug into the parking slot her grandmother had managed to secure for her. The high-end apartment building across the Hudson River from Manhattan, where she was staying temporarily with Johanna, her mother’s mother, was a pretty snooty address and she was lucky to have a place in the security garage.




Not that I could afford to live here, she told herself, getting out of her Bug and locking it. Her car looked shabby and insignificant parked near a Mercedes, a Lexus, and several other expensive vehicles. Savannah grinned as she turned toward the elevator lobby. Right now I couldn’t even pay for a dismal walk-up, she thought, appreciating the fact that her grandmother had given her the chance of living well even though she was technically poverty stricken—until she finished her novel and sold it for a hefty advance, she reminded herself. She had her fingers crossed on that score.




“You should never consider living in a dangerous part of the city,” her grandmother had lectured her after Savannah had shared her hope of making a living as a writer and getting a modest apartment in Manhattan. “You couldn’t afford a safe neighborhood and you wouldn’t last for a week amongst the druggies, pushers, and pimps who prey upon vulnerable women in a poor area, especially with your blond hair and amber eyes. Some creep would fixate on you because you’re young and beautiful.”




Savannah sobered, remembering, knowing her grandmother had been right. Unfortunately, pretty or not, it was dangerous for a lone woman to live in a fringe area of any city.




Moving away from her Bug, she paused to hoist her backpack and purse strap over her shoulder, and then took a couple of quick steps toward the entrance to the lower elevator lobby. She was still among the parked cars when the hand came down on her shoulder.




She jumped, startled.




By the time she whirled around, the person had released her and was stepping backward with raised hands that obscured facial features, except for a brief flash of several pointy teeth. The tall form was completely hidden under a black hooded cloak, and Savannah couldn’t see a face or body shape behind the cloth, let alone whether it was a man or a woman.




She was instantly terrified, her breath trapped in her chest. Her feet seemed cemented to the floor, her legs unable to obey the mental command to run.




For seconds she stared, disbelieving, and suddenly realized that the specter had the height and gait of a man. She seemed hypnotized by the ominous presence in black, fearful to turn her back on him, even to run. Then he was gone, abruptly stepping behind a massive concrete column that supported the building.




There was total silence.




Savannah sucked in a deep breath, stifling the scream that pressed against her clenched lips as she came out of her momentary stupor. Adrenaline jolted her to action and she ran toward the door to the parking lobby.




The black-caped man who’d loomed before her had seemed like—a vampire with large black wings? Dracula?




Crazy.




Her mind flashed to her sister Sarah’s daughter, back in Savannah’s hometown of Kansas City. Her twelve-year-old niece was a dedicated fan of the Buffy television series—about a young female vampire slayer who fought the bat-like creatures—but that was fiction; this was reality. There was no such thing as a fanged supernatural being who drank human blood.




Or was there?




Of course not, she reminded herself. The black bat-shaped figure in the garage wasn’t a figment of her imagination. It was a real person—a man in a hooded black raincoat who’d mistaken her for someone else.




There was a sound behind her.




Savannah ran faster, her neck pricking with apprehension, heading for the way out of the garage. But once in the elevator lobby, she stopped so abruptly that the door to the garage closed against her back.




A man in black, his long raincoat glistening with rain, its hood pushed off his head to reveal equally wet dark hair, was waiting for the elevator. Startled by her sudden appearance, he turned toward her, his gaze taking her in.




“Are you okay?” His voice was deep and masculine and obviously concerned.




Moving sideways, away from the elevators and the closed garage door, Savannah nodded, feeling silly, but still mentally processing her experience just moments earlier.




She drew in long breaths, realizing this man couldn’t be the figure she’d run away from in the garage. That person couldn’t have gotten to the lobby before she had without her seeing him.




“Of course,” she said, and managed a smile. “I’m just recovering from gridlock traffic.”




“I understand that,” he said. “I just drove up the turn-pike from D.C.”




His sudden grin was so unexpected and seductive that Savannah momentarily forgot the incident in the garage. But as she got into the lift she waited to choose her floor button until after the man had pushed his. A safety precaution just in case, she thought.




There was a silence as the elevator shot upward. Her fellow occupant had punched the eighth floor and when they reached it, he stepped out. Facing her again, he gave a nod and lifted his brows in a farewell gesture before the door swooshed closed. Then she was being lifted again, upward to the second floor from the top where her grandmother lived, left with an impression that the man thought she was—what? Attractive, or unstable? When the door opened she walked out quickly, suddenly longing for the safety of the apartment.




Had she been startled because her thoughts were elsewhere, on the possibility of writing the Hawthorne family history—a project that would also allow her to work on her novel? The Hawthornes were Johanna’s friends and her grandmother had recommended her for the job, believing that a real family saga would be a snap for Savannah to write, and a huge financial bonus.




Savannah admitted to herself that she had reservations about that freelance job, even though it would pay well. The family was rich but a little eccentric, according to write-ups in the newspapers and tabloids. They, like the Hiltons and Trumps, had built an empire in the last century. But unlike those other families, the Hawthornes lacked motivated descendants to expand their interests into the twenty-first century. They felt a rags-to-riches epic about the family would guarantee their place in the history of New York State, their roots in America. Did she really want to immerse herself in their world?




One thing was for sure: She couldn’t afford to write her novel if she didn’t have income to support herself. She needed a job to pay expenses. The family history seemed like a godsend.




Yet the Hawthorne family’s most recent history was tinged with tragedy, according to Johanna. In 1974 a family member, a young female artist, had been the final victim in a string of murders the press had dubbed “The Vampire Slayings,” murders that to this day remained unsolved. Tekla, like the other victims, had met a violent death. Then the slaughter had stopped as mysteriously as it had started, leaving many questions unanswered. The killer had vanished and was still at large more than three decades later.




“The killer was a sadistic psychopath with a twisted hatred of women,” Johanna had said. “Allegedly, the monster always wore a black hooded cape, and his final murder of Tekla in Liberty State Park was his most gruesome and bloody. Newscasters reported that it was as though she’d been bitten by a flock of bats or a wild dog with wolflike teeth.”




Vampires and wolves? Leave it to the press to sensationalize a murder case, Savannah thought as she rummaged in her purse for the key to the apartment. In any case the killer was probably long dead, thank goodness. And lots of people wore black hooded raincoats, like the person in the garage and the man in the elevator.




But she was relieved to be at her grandmother’s door. The second elevator had just stopped on their floor. As her key turned the lock and Savannah stepped into the apartment, she felt a presence in the lobby behind her. Without wasting the seconds it would take to glance back, she slammed and double-locked the door.




For long seconds she stood in the entry, waiting for someone to knock because the occupants of the other apartment on the floor were away on vacation. Then she heard the elevator leaving—with the unseen person?




Or was someone still out there?




She didn’t know.




And she didn’t know why she was so jittery tonight. There was a logical explanation for the black figure in the garage, she reminded herself. For God’s sake, she didn’t believe in supernatural beings, even if her niece, the Buffy fan, did.




But she meant to ask her grandmother about the garage incident. Just in case the vampirelike person was someone she needed to know about in the building.




It was probably a dumb question, Savannah thought. But one she needed to ask nevertheless.















Chapter Two









Her grandmother wasn’t home. Savannah was alone in the apartment.




She stepped past the entry into the living area, where the wide glass windows that separated the deck from the front of the building were like a frame to a postcard picture of the night lights of Manhattan. The reflection from across the Hudson River illuminated the apartment so that Savannah could see the whole setup of the elegant room where she stood, wondering where her grandmother was. Johanna hadn’t told her she was going out.




The view was hypnotic and she moved to the windows, her eyes on the distant twinkling city lights. It was as though she were a part of New York City, one of the thousands walking the streets to restaurants, clubs, hotels, or their own apartments, and yet separate. The energy of the city was seductive, and Savannah felt its pull. Hopefully she’d be living there one day soon.




Tom Lawrence, her boyfriend, wanted her to move in with him. He had a walk-up in lower Manhattan, in a building that Savannah found next to unlivable with smelly halls and daily police encounters with tenants, exactly the type of place her grandmother had warned her about. Tom was a sweetheart, but she was uncertain about making that kind of a commitment.




Though she knew where he lived, Savannah hadn’t known Tom long enough to make such an important decision. They’d met at a retirement party she’d attended with her grandmother only several months ago. Tom had been a guest of the retiring magazine editor who was Johanna’s friend. They’d bonded at the party and had been dating ever since, and Savannah felt that Tom’s intentions were serious but, although she was attracted to his niceness and concern for others, she was uncertain about him. She loved being with him, felt safe in his presence, but so far he hadn’t turned her on. Savannah had reached one definite conclusion in her twenty-eight years: Sexual compatibility was an important ingredient in a successful relationship.




The sudden ring of the phone interrupted Savannah’s reminiscences. She quickly moved to the kitchen and picked up the receiver.




“Yes?”




“Hi Savannah.” Johanna’s melodious voice sounded in her ear. “I’m about to have cocktails with the Hawthornes, and we’d like you to join us. Are you free tonight?”




Savannah didn’t hesitate. “I’d love to.” The Hawthornes were superrich former owners of a metal foundry and occupied the whole top floor of the building. They were the people who were considering her to write their family history.




“When should I join you?”




“Right now,” Johanna said. “We’ve been waiting for you to get home before Sue serves the hors d’oeuvres.” A pause. “Sue and Paul have lots to say about the family history, although tonight they won’t be on the record.” Another pause. “That’s their words, not mine, sweetie. Just come on up. You’ll find their elevator code card on the hall table by the front door.” Savannah could sense her grandmother’s smile. “We’ll expect you in the next few minutes, okay?”




“Sure, I’ll be right up.”




As Savannah replaced the phone in its cradle she wondered about the Hawthornes. They were rich beyond her conception of riches, were politically influential, and yet their two middle-aged children lacked commitment and ambition, according to Johanna. They depended on family money, not their own careers, to maintain their extravagant lifestyles.




“Enabling parents,” Tom had said when she’d discussed her possible job in general terms with him, aware that it was unethical to talk about the Hawthornes’ personal affairs. Tom was a drug and alcohol counselor at a Manhattan rehab center; and although their relationship was still fairly new, Savannah respected his opinions since meeting him at the party. In the long run it was none of her business what had gone wrong while Sue and Paul were raising a family. If she did write their history, she would stick to facts, the family’s rise from poor immigrants to empire builders, and not offer personal judgments.




Savannah quelled any misgivings about the Hawthornes, who’d seemed so nice when her grandmother first introduced her to them. They would be paying her for a job, a project that would enable her to continue her own writing. Hopefully her first novel would find a publisher and she could concentrate on creating her own stories, not other people’s.




She sighed, knowing the odds weren’t in her favor for becoming a published novelist. But she vowed to think positive. Completing her novel mattered to her, whether or not it ever got published.




She put her things away in her bedroom, took five minutes to freshen up, and then headed to the entry hall. Hesitating, she found herself reticent to open the door to the lobby, remembering the second elevator that had stopped after her when she came home. Johanna and the other couple on her floor didn’t have elevator cards like the Hawthornes, who occupied the whole penthouse level, so anyone in the building had access to all floors except the private one at the top. And no one was home in the other apartment on Johanna’s floor.




So why had the elevator stopped there earlier as she was arriving home?




Maybe she’d only thought she’d heard its door? Maybe sounds had drifted up through the shaft, and her perception had been wrong. She hadn’t seen anyone.




Because you were afraid to look behind you.




She was tentative as she stepped from the safety of the apartment and into the lobby, her mind flashing on the black figure who’d accosted her in the parking garage.




With the Hawthorne card in one hand, she punched the button to summon the lift with the other, and then waited. She could hear the cables moving behind the door, but her eyes were glued to the indicator above the opening that would light up when the elevator reached her floor.




There was a sound behind her.




She whirled around—and saw no one.




Her gaze lingered on the two closed doors behind her, one to the garbage chute closet, and one to the staircase that led downward to the bottom of the building. The steps that led up to the penthouse were closed off by a locked door. Anyone in the stairwell could not climb farther than her grandmother’s floor, although the Hawthornes could descend in case of an emergency.




Then what had she heard—someone in the stairwell?




She grinned nervously. A mystical being with supernatural powers—who looked like the black cloaked figure in the garage who’d grabbed her? Who also looked like the man in the lower lobby who rode the elevator with her to the eighth floor?




Ridiculous, she thought. The building was secure. There were no resident vampires, werewolves, or anything else. She needed to get a grip.




Yet she was apprehensive until the elevator arrived. Quickly she used the code card and was soon lifted to the upper floor. Once in the Hawthornes’ exclusive lobby, Savannah walked over the plush oriental carpet to the massive mahogany door and lifted the ornate knocker.




When the door opened she stepped back, surprised. It was as though she’d conjured the man before her from the disturbing thoughts of only moments ago.




“Welcome, Savannah Blum.” The tall man dressed in Levi’s and a black turtleneck stepped aside for her to enter, his eyelids lowering as he seemed to study her appearance, from her formfitting jeans to her yellow scoop neck T-shirt. “We sort of met earlier, in the elevator. I’m Simon Rittinger, and my grandparents are expecting you.”




Savannah hesitated, her breathing compromised by the man’s unexpected presence. He’d startled her for the second time within an hour. The big man she’d seen in the garage lobby had forgone his long black hooded slicker for casual attire. Yet he seemed every bit as ominous with his dark clothes, dark hair, and penetrating eyes, although he seemed cordial and friendly, and devastatingly attractive. When Sue Hawthorne stepped beside him and motioned Savannah forward, she went over the threshold, trying to shake a feeling of vulnerability that overcame her, and the distinct feeling of unease as Simon Rittinger fell into step behind her.




But it was too late for second thoughts.




The door had closed.















Chapter Three









Savannah stopped in the entry just beyond the door, aware of the man behind her, disconcerted, her mind flashing on earlier mental images when she’d been momentarily detained by the person in the garage: dark shapes and imaginary beings, vampires and werewolves.




Crazy, dumb thinking—yet again.




Why is my imagination so out of control? she wondered. Shit, I know I’m not losing it. I’m just nervous about being hired for the Hawthorne writing job and because of what happened in the parking garage, she reminded herself. Although the proposed fee to chronicle their history in America was exceptionally fair, the actual work might be more than she expected. At best it would be a challenge.




But she also knew it could be a terrific opportunity to get on her feet financially, before her grandmother’s lease ran out and she retired to Florida in a few months. That would leave her without a place to live, unless she moved in with Tom, or went to Florida with Johanna, or returned to Kansas to teach high school history, as her mother hoped she’d do.




None of the above, Savannah told herself, and managed to control her momentary inner conflicts. Wondering if she should follow Sue into the kitchen, where she’d hurried when the oven timer went off, or wait to be directed into the living room, she glanced sideways and came face-to-face with Simon Rittinger, who’d moved away from the door to stand right behind her. Her arrival seemed to coincide with what she now realized was his departure.




Then he grinned, flashing strong white teeth, and her fears slipped behind another emotion. Her mind went blank; she couldn’t think of a response, but she managed a brief smile and looked away. The man was so damn attractive that it was as if she’d been hypnotized by his knowing gaze, one that took in her jeans and wide belt that rode low on her hips, the tucked-in yellow T-shirt under a brown suede jacket she’d left unsnapped. He made her feel—what? she wondered. In jeopardy or safe? A woman to admire or to lust after?




She didn’t know and she wasn’t about to guess. So she let it go and waited for him to speak first, hoping he wouldn’t. But he did.




“Sorry I can’t stay for drinks with you and our old folks,” he said, his deep voice low and…seductive? “But I’ve got another engagement.”




“Our old folks?” She took refuge behind a slight disapproval of his terminology.




His black brows shot up. “Yeah, your grandmother and my grandparents,” he replied seriously, following her example, but his eyes crinkled at the corners ever so slightly, giving away his humor.




Annoyance pricked her, even as she was surprised that the Hawthornes were his grandparents, and disappointed that he might be one of the offspring living off their money. His last name was Rittinger, not Hawthorne. He must be a daughter’s son.




“I don’t consider my grandmother one of the ‘old folks,’” she said crisply, meeting his gaze, hoping he couldn’t read her other thoughts from her expression. “My grandmother is more up on what’s going on in the world than almost anyone, probably you included.”




His expression didn’t change but she sensed his amusement had intensified. “You may be right, Savannah. Time will tell.”




“It will tell us…what?” Her words were direct and she wondered what it was about him that bothered her so much. “That my grandmother is one of the old folks, or that she knows what’s going on?”




He shrugged but his eyes held hers. “Neither. I’m sure that Johanna, although considerably older than either of us, knows exactly what’s going on around her.”




“Thank you,” she said, knowing she sounded juvenile. Simon seemed threatening in ways she didn’t understand.




“Then you’ll join them for cocktails?”




She nodded, knowing his question was as silly as their whole interchange. She sensed he was as momentarily flustered as she was, although he didn’t display that emotion. She wondered if she did.




His eyes again flickered over her slender frame, from her long blond hair, down her slim body, and then back to meet her gaze. “Perfect,” he said simply, and she wondered if he was referring to her response or to her person. “As I said before, they’ve been expecting you.”




He opened the door wide before stepping into the elevator lobby. Then he turned back, gave her a brief salute, and another gesture of raised brows. “We’ll meet again, Savannah,” he said. “That’s one thing that we do know for sure, right?”




She managed a nod and smile, momentarily uncertain of her response. And then she was caught up in the customary hugs by Sue, who came from the kitchen, and Paul, who’d strode in from the living room. Sue waved her grandson good-bye and the elevator door closed as Paul shut their front door. In seconds she’d been led to the elegant living room, wondering if Simon’s other commitment was a date.




Her grandmother stood up, welcoming her. “Sit here,” Johanna said, patting the sofa next to her.




“Looks like the best seat in the room,” Savannah said, smiling. “I can use the heat from the fireplace and I never tire of the city lights.” She sat down, her eyes on the glass windows that framed Manhattan across the river.




“We like our guests to enjoy the view.” Sue grinned. “Even though I know your grandmother has one, too.”




Sue, who was short and plump, was the opposite of her tall, once husky husband. These days they were both stooped and fragile seeming, unlike Johanna, who was still slim and ramrod straight, her face virtually unlined and her hair still a pale blond.




Savannah hid a smile. Although her grandmother was in great health, she wasn’t averse to help wherever she could get it: facelift, tinted hair, and Botox.




More power to her, Savannah thought. Johanna often said that a woman must look her best to feel her best, that good sense wasn’t a vanity.




“You made it up here in record time,” Johanna said, smiling fondly. “I figured it’d take you longer.”




“Came as I was,” Savannah replied. “I didn’t want to keep anyone waiting at cocktail hour.”




“That’s my girl,” Paul said, placing a wineglass on the lamp table next to where Savannah sat. “I love a woman who doesn’t keep a man waiting.” His laugh seemed to rumble upward in his throat.




“Says he who always keeps me waiting,” Sue retorted with feigned annoyance. “Takes him longer to get ready for anything than any woman I know.” She pecked a kiss on his cheek. “But I love him anyway.”




Paul beamed. “My habitual lateness isn’t for publication, however.” His amused glance shifted to Savannah. “You’ll ruin my image if you include that tidbit in the family history.”




“I promise. I won’t.” Savannah liked the Hawthornes, and in the past few minutes her reservations about whether or not she was up to writing their story had almost evaporated.




They all had their drinks and Savannah realized that she was the only one drinking white wine. Paul had Scotch, Sue and Johanna both had vodka. Johanna had obviously told Sue that her granddaughter wasn’t much of a drinker, that her only choice was wine on a limited basis.




And it was good wine, Savannah thought, sipping as they talked. Nothing the Hawthornes did was on the cheap. They were high-end all the way, information she mentally stored for the family history book.




If she really wrote it, she reminded herself. She hadn’t signed a contract or received an advance payment or even an offer to seal the agreement.




“So, my dear, do you think you’re up to the family history?” Paul asked, abruptly changing the conversation away from Johanna, Sue, and retirement in Florida.




There was a brief silence.




Savannah set down her emptied wineglass and met his gaze. The man was not the benign person he seemed. Rather, his direct words and gaze gave her a whole new perception; he was the patriarch of the family, the one calling the shots.




“Yes, I do,” she said simply, meeting his eyes. “As long as the family members give me honest interviews that I can put together with the history I’ll gather from newspaper archives, old family diaries, and personal accounts.”




He nodded. “Excellent.”




“What?” Sue turned away from her conversation with Johanna to face her husband. “Are you giving Savannah the final go-ahead to write the history?”




“Yes, I believe I am,” Paul replied. “The other two contenders I’ve interviewed don’t measure up to Savannah.”




Sue jumped up from her overstuffed chair across from Johanna and Savannah. “Super! I already told Johanna that I wanted Savannah for the job.” Her gaze shifted to Savannah. “Johanna let me read some of your writing and I know you’ll document everything just the way we want it.”




Savannah glanced between the Hawthornes. “Of course I’ll try to the best of my ability. I’ll record each person just as they remember their place in the family history.”




There was a silence.




“Although you have to realize that our children may present a bit of a challenge,” Paul said finally. “Their perceptions are a bit skewed.”




She managed a smile. “I’ll stick to family history as the research substantiates the facts,” Savannah replied. “I assume that’s what you’d want.”




“Absolutely,” Sue said, quickly—too quickly? “We only want an accurate portrayal of the family.”




“Without a doubt.” Paul got up to refill their drinks. “I would like the history to show the course that brought us to the present.” A pause. “That’s a requirement for inclusion in a new history being put together about New York State.”




“Then that’s what I’ll do if I’m writing it,” Savannah said, smiling in earnest at the couple.




“Great,” Paul said. “We’d like to offer you thirty thousand dollars for writing the history.” He hesitated. “Plus all expenses.”




Savannah’s smile widened. “I accept.”




“Super,” Sue said. “We’ll work out the details and our lawyer will write up a contract.”




“It’s a deal. After we sign the contract I’ll get started on the work right away.” They talked for several minutes about the project and Savannah tried in vain to suppress a yawn. “Oh, excuse me!” she said, standing. “If you all don’t mind, I think I’ll head downstairs. I had a busy day doing errands, not to mention a scare in the parking garage, and I’m ready for an early night.”




“What happened in the garage?” Johanna set down her drink. “You weren’t accosted, were you?”




“Not really.” Savannah explained what happened.




“That would be Crazy Carl wearing his black cape again,” Paul said, laughing. “He’s our resident eccentric.”




“Weird, rich, and harmless,” Johanna added. “He is a veteran of World War II, and I suppose you could say he’s shell-shocked. He sometimes wanders the building and the nearby streets.”




“Oh, my dear,” Sue said. “Crazy Carl must have frightened you to death. Yes, do go and get your rest. We’ll set up times later for interviews, okay?”




Savannah nodded. “Thank you so much for the wine, and for giving me the job of writing the Hawthorne history. I promise next time we meet I’ll be prepared to work.”




“You go ahead and get to bed, Savannah,” Johanna said. “And I’ll be down shortly.”




Savannah nodded, said her good-byes, and let herself out into the elevator lobby. Strangely the elevator was on the Hawthorne level, ready for her to step inside. She didn’t question the fact that no one could have come up after Simon left, not without a code card.




Whatever, she thought, tired of trying to figure out mysterious happenings that probably had normal explanations behind them. She just wanted her bed. The Hawthornes hadn’t mentioned anything “off the record” as Johanna had promised. But Savannah didn’t care. She’d think about that after a good night’s sleep. Ditto for Simon Rittinger.




When the elevator opened on her floor, she had her key ready and quickly moved to Johanna’s door. She was just closing it behind her when she heard the elevator door open again—the one she’d just left—and then close, as though someone had just gotten in.




But who?




Was someone house-sitting Johanna’s neighbor’s apartment? She’d have to ask her grandmother. Most incidents had logical explanations, like the person in the garage. For now she headed for her bedroom. She really was exhausted.




Everything else could wait for morning.















Chapter Four









Savior left the safety of Liberty State Park and headed northeast, walking quickly through the high grass in the industrial area toward the Hudson River. A dusty path marked the passage through the reeds, and the drying mud in the tidal creek from yesterday’s rain was foul smelling, as though something had died there.




A smile touched Savior’s lips. Someone had died there—and would again.




The evening air was cooling fast with the approach of night, and the lights had come on across the river, flickering on the water like a growing fantasy of fairy spells and fireflies. It would soon be dark; there were only a few minutes left to reach the warehouse, before the gate was locked for the night.




Savior’s thoughts reverted to the past, to the stories the Old One had told about the Depression, living temporarily near the waterfront in a Claremont Avenue tenement without electricity and without heat in the ancient radiators. The halls had smelled of animal waste, coal smoke, stale cigars, and urine. There hadn’t even been a dime for food let alone twelve cents for ice to cool the wooden icebox. The Old One had been rejected by those who were rich and unforgiving…thrown away.




That had happened long ago. This was now. There would not be a replay of the past, Savior vowed. Too much was at stake.




There had never been a guard at the gate, as the original warehouse was old and abandoned, although other buildings in the compound were still used for random storage. The property was locked automatically at dusk, synchronized with the automatic lights. The purpose for security was not to protect the rundown property, but to keep out the street people who could squat on the land or sue the owners if they injured themselves on the premises.




But now the property would serve an old purpose.




It would serve death—to preserve life.




Savior opened the gate, stepped through it to the compound, and slammed it shut. There was a click; the gate had locked for the night. It was time to duck out of sight, before the grounds were illuminated by the automatic lights. The lady of Liberty Island could guard the entrance to New York Bay but she couldn’t protect the secret access to the old warehouse.




A glance around the area was reassuring; no one was in sight. Savior’s stride was fast and sure, headed toward the door at the river side of the building that faced railroad tracks and a dilapidated wharf. Once inside, Savior headed for the stairs to the basement, oblivious to the sensation of small bodies rushing around on the floor at each forward step.




Rats. How appropriate.




The stairs ended in a cavernous room that was always dark even if night wasn’t falling. Savior knew where to find the light switch but didn’t use it, knowing the way by feeling through the inky space. The notch in the wall was inconspicuous, its significance known to only one or two other living persons now that the old ones were gone. Savior felt for the indentation and pressed. A hidden door swung open.




Savior stepped into deeper blackness and replaced the barrier, so that the air that had been trapped in the space for almost thirty-five years pressed down, making it hard to breathe. Then Savior hit the light switch but, as expected, there was no illumination until the old bulb had been replaced with a new one. Light flooded the tiny room for the first time in decades. Rats scattered and disappeared into the cracks and crevices.




Savior looked around, taking in the brick wall, the cobblestone floor, and low-beamed ceiling before studying the metal table against the wall, its chain leg and arm irons still intact, if rusty. The wall restraints were in similar shape, aged but still useful, as were the two heavy wood chairs.




The workbench against the opposite wall was still equipped with various-sized knives, hatchets, saws, and other useful weapons, although Savior had to reach through cobwebs to pick them up.




It was like a time warp—what was would be used again.




Extinguishing the light, Savior moved to the back wall, again feeling for a secret lever. A quick flick of the hand brought it down and a panel slid back. Cool river air rushed inside the room as an opening to the outside was suddenly revealed. Without hesitation, Savior stepped through the doorway, paused to flick another lever to close the passage, and then moved into the night toward the nearby river. Everything was the same as he remembered. The way along the riverfront would still be there, too.




It was perfect. No need to worry about locked gates. They would be the ideal alibi. As in the past, there were other ways to accomplish the things that needed to be done.




The killings were about to begin again. As in the past, those who had to die, would die.















Chapter Five









Detective Rudy Cardone sat at his desk and stared at the paperwork in front of him. He rubbed his forehead and tried to concentrate. Son of a bitch, he thought. The case that might become his first major homicide assignment since being promoted four months ago was a damn puzzle. On the other hand, the whole fuckin’ thing could be a sick joke from a wacko.




“Frustrated?”




He glanced up to meet the gaze of his partner, Alice Kelly, who was a thirteen-year veteran with the department, the last four as a homicide detective. They were close in age and she, like Rudy, had come up through the ranks, had done her time as a street patrol officer. He dismissed the smart-ass smile on her pretty face, recognizing it for what is was: sympathy for the new guy in the unit.




“Yeah, you could say that. Why in the name of Christ would anyone claim to be the killer in an unsolved case that’s over thirty years old?”




Alice shrugged. “You got me. Unless the killer has a new agenda, or the person is a loony who craves attention.”




“I’m leaning toward loony.” He bent over the papers in front of him. “If this person who claims to be the Wolf is really that serial killer from the past, he or she would be sixty years old, or close to it. I’m not buying it. It just doesn’t make any sense at all.”




“I couldn’t agree more, but then strange things happen every day.”




“Uh-huh, and there’s also the possibility of a copycat killer, a guy who’s fascinated by the old case and craves all that notoriety for himself.” Rudy drummed his long fingers on the arm of his chair. “And if that’s true we can expect some follow-up action on his part.”




Alice sat down on the corner of his desk. “You really believe the threat could be a prelude to another string of murder victims?”




“As you said Alice, strange things happen.” He glanced at the note that had been printed in a block style by a black felt pen, the hardest type of printing of which to make a handwriting match. It had been sent to the TV station and quoted by the newscaster over the airwaves.




You who search the past will die before you find the wolf.




Alice shook her head and stood up. “We’ll just have to wait and see. There’s every chance the nutcase will fade back into the woodwork.”




“We can hope.”




Alice held up her hand in a farewell salute and turned back toward her own desk as Rudy’s phone rang and he reached for the receiver.




“Cardone.”




“Rudy, it’s your pop.”




Rudy leaned back in his chair, bracing himself for what he knew was coming next. “Hi, Dad. How ya doing?”




“Great.” His father’s deep voice came over the wires. “The question is how are you doing?”




“Working.”




“On my case?”




“Dad, this isn’t your old case. Besides, you’re retired, remember?”




“Yeah, it is, Son. This guy has reemerged from the shadows and is getting ready to kill again.” A pause. “I know it in my gut.”




“We’ve been over this before.” Rudy knew his dad had been a good homicide detective, but he hadn’t caught the black-caped serial killer of thirty years ago. Then the murders had suddenly stopped, leaving his dad with an obsession about the unsolved case that had lasted well past his retirement. “Your guy would be too old now,” Rudy added. “He doesn’t fit our current wacko’s profile.”




“Bullshit. He fits perfectly. I knew that guy’s MO like the back of my hand. If he hadn’t gone underground I’d of nailed him.”




“Uh-huh, I know that, Dad. It was a strange case and you and everyone else gave it your all.”




“He’s back. Something’s changed in his life. Whatever caused him to stop has altered and now he’s been motivated back into the killing game.” Another pause. “You listening, Son?”




“Of course I am, Dad.” Rudy leaned back even farther, knowing he was in for another five-minute recap of the old case. He couldn’t completely discount his father’s words. Rudy just hoped he wasn’t right. Jersey City didn’t need that kind of bloodbath.















Chapter Six









Savannah glanced at her watch, and then logged off her computer before pushing back her chair. She needed to shower and get ready fast if she were to get to the Colgate Terminal by four. The New York Waterways foot ferry to Manhattan left on time and didn’t wait for anyone. Tom, her boyfriend, was meeting her at the New York City dock and then they would head to his place where they’d have an early dinner.




Get moving, girl, she told herself. Time’s a-wasting.




Standing, she felt unsettled. What’s bothering me? she wondered, knowing she’d been procrastinating. Was it her commitment to writing the family history of the Hawthornes?—or placing her historical novel on hold for the duration of the project?—or Tom?




Glancing out through the front windows at New York City beyond the river, Savannah’s mind shifted to her relationship with Tom. She admitted to herself that she was anxious about their meeting tonight. He wanted more of a commitment from her, whereas she hoped they could allow their feelings to develop more slowly. She wasn’t ready to rush into another serious relationship. Although she was over her college love affair, she wasn’t about to give up her personal freedom until she was certain that she was in love with Tom.




But then, what was love? she asked herself. Bells and whistles? Weak knees, heart flutters, and a desperate longing to be with the object of her affection? Her girlfriends back home had claimed that if a woman loved a man she’d want to be with him no matter what.




So what was wrong with her? Although she was attracted to Tom, felt close to him, she hadn’t really missed him over the past few days. But even though they hadn’t seen each other, she knew it was because they were both busy with their work, and they talked daily on the phone. Savannah was confused, uncertain about her own feelings. Maybe she’d never really been in love.




Sighing, she went into her bedroom to shower and get ready for her date with Tom, glad her grandmother wasn’t there to see her uncertainty. Johanna had gone to a gallery pre-opening to view an exhibit on Pompeii, and then was having dinner with old friends, people who’d also retired or were about to, and like her were planning a future move to Florida.




Savannah grinned as she stepped into the shower. Give Sarasota another year or two and her grandmother’s old New York crowd would be running the art world in that Gulf Coast area of Florida.




But as the water streamed over her, Savannah wished she’d been able to attend the gallery function with her grandmother. The setting of her historical novel was Pompeii in the years after Christ. Seeing the artifacts would have been valuable for her research. Her disappointment had been salved by Johanna’s promise of a free pass to view the exhibit later in the month.




An hour later, dressed in jeans, a red scoop-neck T-shirt, and a short suede jacket, her long blond hair pulled up in a ponytail, Savannah left the apartment. As always, when weather and daylight permitted, she walked the short distance to the ferry, which left every twenty minutes. Later, on the way back, she could take a taxi if she felt insecure about walking the dark streets.




After getting on the ferry she headed topside. The spring afternoon was warm, even though the air felt cool as the ferry left port and headed toward its slip on the Manhattan side of the Hudson. She hoped the river air would clear her head. Savannah knew that Tom had planned a romantic evening for them, and he’d mentioned that he had something to ask her. Was he finally tired of waiting for her to move their relationship to the next level? Could he be planning to romance her into agreeing to live with him? She hoped that wasn’t the case, because she knew what she’d have to say.




 




The ferry docking was quick; the ramp was lowered and the passengers flowed off into the terminal and then onto the curving walkway up the grassy slope to the street. As Savannah headed toward Murray Street, Tom stepped into her line of vision. As promised, he was already there waiting for her.




“Hey, Savannah, up here!” he hollered, waving.




Savannah waved back. Then she hurried faster along the walkway. In seconds she was approaching Tom, who instantly pulled her into his arms.




“Oh God, Savannah, it’s always so good to see you, to feel you next to me.” He held her away at arm’s length, as though drinking in her face. “You look great—beautiful.” His sigh sounded more like groan. “I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you.”




She stepped back, still within the circle of his arms. “But you just saw me a few days ago, Tom,” she said. “You sound as though we haven’t been together for weeks.”




“That’s how it seems to me. Every hour away from you is like a week, or a month, even a year.”




She rumpled his thick sandy hair, pulling a strand down over his forehead. “You forget, Tommy dear, that I know all of your tricks.” She stepped back, cocking her brows. “I’m not about to be seduced by your charms, or your sweet talk.”




She and Tom had talked about getting engaged the week after they’d met. Reason had soon surfaced. They’d been physically attracted, based on looks and outward personality: he was witty, outgoing, tall, fit, and his blue eyes twinkled with humor. On the other hand, she held her cards closer to her chest and was not as quick to reveal her feelings. Although they’d connected at first, and Savannah knew he cared for her, they had opposite views about personal goals, political positions, and financial security. While Tom waved her reservations aside, she knew their differences were important to a long-term relationship and marriage. He believed that nothing mattered except how they felt about each other.




Was she being neurotic? she wondered. Worrying about the future before it even happened? She’d grown up in a secure, loving family, whereas Tom had been an only child in a fatherless household and grew up fending for himself, because his mother worked and couldn’t be there for him.




She didn’t know. One thing she did know was that she had to be sure about her feelings for him before she made an irrevocable, life-altering decision. For her, living together meant a commitment of love and possibly marriage.




Instead of catching a taxi to his place, they decided to walk because his apartment was less than a half hour away. They avoided the Trade Center site by a block as if by silent agreement and continued at a brisk pace into the lower end of the city. Seeing the vast devastation from 9-11 wasn’t a positive beginning for a date.




Tom talked nonstop as they covered the blocks, and Savannah found herself fantasizing about living in one of the apartments above the streets they were moving through—dark, small, and dismal places that cost the earth. Although she loved the city, could live anywhere while she worked and dreamed of moving up into better surroundings, how would she feel if economics locked her into this type of place forever? If I loved someone I could do it, hands down, she thought. But that was the crux of the matter: did she love Tom that much?




They reached his block, turned up the steps to the entrance of his shabby building, and went inside. The trapped decades-old smells clogged Savannah’s nostrils, and although no one else was present as they climbed the narrow wooden stairs to the third floor, she could hear other tenants behind the thin panel doors.




“Come in, Savannah,” Tom said with a slight bow after unlocking his door. “Dinner awaits us.” He, as usual, seemed oblivious to the barren surroundings: worn linoleum floors; a lumpy, stained sofa; and scuffed wooden chairs. There were no personal touches like favorite books, magazines, or family photographs. He’d explained that they were still packed in boxes. “My apartment needs a woman’s touch,” he’d told her with a knowing grin.




As she stepped inside, Savannah couldn’t help but compare the place to the setting of a horror movie she’d seen as a teenager, where the victim was held and then murdered. Am I a snob? she wondered. Why do I want Tom to recognize his life seems like a dead end? That he could help chemically dependent people without living on their level?




But she’d talked to him about that, Savannah reminded herself, although she’d broached the subject in a gentle manner. He’d listened but hadn’t made any changes. She’d decided that Tom was out to prove something, but what? He’d never confided those kinds of feelings to her.




So why should she project her solutions onto problems he didn’t believe he had—or if he did, wasn’t willing to share?




Moot point, she thought.




He didn’t see a problem where she did.




Back to square one. She wasn’t ready to commit to a deeper relationship until they could iron out their differences.




He’d set a table next to the window overlooking the street. Two candles stood at each end, and as she watched, pleased by his sensitivity, he lit them.




“Put your jacket on the bed,” he instructed, and poured red wine into their glasses. “Dinner is ready; just have to warm it up.” He grinned. “My neighbor makes excellent spaghetti.”




The ring of the phone jarred the moment.




Raising his brows as if to say he had to answer, Tom picked up the receiver. Savannah dropped her jacket on the bed behind a screen that separated the studio apartment into a living and bedroom area.




“I’m busy now,” Tom said into the phone. “But I can be there in two hours. Keep him there.”




There was a silence as Tom listened, turning away from her and lowering his voice, but she could still hear him.




Tom was leaving after their dinner? Savannah was instantly annoyed.




“Shit! Okay, I’ll be there as soon as I can.” Tom disconnected and turned to face her.




“I’m sorry, Savannah. A man in my recovery group therapy session has relapsed and claims he knows about a thirty-year-old crime.” He spread his hands. “The guy is drunk and says he’ll only talk to me.” A hesitation. “That was a homicide detective who is about to throw my guy into the drunk tank.” Another pause. “I need to go now so I can find out what’s going on, before this guy who is probably hallucinating gets himself into bigger trouble.”




“Before our supper?”




“I’m afraid so,” he said, moving to her and taking her into his arms. He kissed her pouting lips, and then feathered her face with kisses. “Please understand, sweetheart. This scenario will probably never happen again but I need to go.” He kissed her again and then lifted his head to stare down into her face. “Tell me you understand.”




Taken aback by the whole scene, Savannah managed to agree. “Go ahead, Tom. I can’t say I’m not disappointed, but I know you have to go,” she said.




He stepped back. “Thanks for understanding, Savannah. I’ll see you back to the ferry.”




She shook her head.




“You’re okay to go alone?”




“Yeah, I’m fine with that.”




“Okay, sweetheart. I’ll take your word for it because I have to.” He paused. “You know I wouldn’t leave you like this if it wasn’t really important.”




“I understand,” she said again, her smile freezing on her face. “You need to go and I need to catch a ferry.”




His mind was already on the problem, and she felt like a distant second in his consideration. Was this the way it would always be? Would she always come second to his job?




Yes, she thought. That is how it would be.




The taxi Tom flagged down outside his building dropped her off back on Murray Street and was gone before she’d even started down the curving walk to the ferry dock. So much for a romantic evening, Savannah thought, feeling disappointed.




A half hour later she stepped onto the ferry and in a couple of minutes the boat was headed toward Jersey. But Savannah was even more uncertain than when she’d stepped onboard several hours earlier, and no closer to a decision about her feelings for Tom.
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