




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.






“I can’t deny what you’ve shown me, but I can’t just say, okay, sure, this kind of stuff exists, you know?”




“I understand.”

“So I’m just somewhere in the middle and I hate it. I’m a cop—I was, but you know what I mean. I like there to be answers.”

Dane nodded, sniffing the air. “Slower.”

Mitch brought the car down to a steady crawl. Every rock in the road, every bit of uneven pavement, jounced them.

Other smells assailed his nostrils, confusing the hunt. These were new and unmistakable.

It only took a minute before he saw one, crouching at the edge of a rooftop. Watching the taxi creep down the road.

Another stood in the shadowed depths between a warehouse and a trailer used as an office.

A third squatted in the tall grass of an empty lot.

“What?” Mitch asked, noting Dane’s sudden tension. “What are you looking at?”

“Vampires,” Dane answered. “We aren’t alone here after all.”
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AUTHORS’ NOTE




In the 30 Days of Night mythos, Immortal Remains takes place some time after the events depicted in the novel Rumors of the Undead and the graphic novella The Journal of John Ikos.







30 DAYS OF NIGHT IMMORTAL REMAINS






BEFORE


Her house sinks down to death, and her course leads to the shades. All who go to her cannot return and find again the paths of life.

—Proverbs 2:18–19






THE WORLD WILL END, or so the sagas claim, in fire and water.

Earthquakes will fell every tree except Yggdrasil, the World Tree. Gods will battle one another, and in the wake of their combat, flames and steam will blot out the sky. Without the sun’s rays, summer will cease to bring warmth to the mountains and the glaciers will spread across the land.

Lilith didn’t necessarily believe in the legendary descriptions of Ragnarok. She had been undead long enough to know that every religion made up stories to suit its needs. The Norsemen were no different. But Lilith lived on land once occupied by Sturmi Bonestealer, whose sagas described the cataclysmic clash of the gods that would wipe the planet clean, leaving but two people, Lif and Lithrasir, hidden inside Yggdrasil’s leafy boughs, so she felt she owed the ancient bard a fair hearing.

She stretched her lean form languorously on the cold marble slab, her left hand skating up her torso, enjoying the smooth, new flesh.

Around her, six young girls—young in comparison to Lilith, as everyone was, they had been twelve and thirteen when they were turned in 1967—sponged fresh blood onto her skin, occasionally squeezing drops into her eyes and mouth. Lilith swallowed what she could and let the rest soak in through her pores.

Nothing restored like blood.

Precious blood.

Life-giving blood.

Her world had not ended on that balmy April night in Los Angeles—far across the Atlantic and the North American continent from her home near Alesland, Norway—at the hands of Stella Olemaun. The world had not ended, but it had been close enough for Lilith.

The enormous explosion had leveled the house Lilith had rented for her mission of vengeance in the States. The pain had been intense, enormous, worse than anything she had experienced since her death, so long ago that she could barely remember it. Her skin had burned away, her organs had withered, her bones had shattered.

She had survived, though, and with the help of her young friends, she was spirited away from California, onto a freighter, and finally brought back to the shadowed forests and icy fjords of her beloved Norway.

The Olemaun woman would pay for her deceit.

Oh yes. A thousand times since that night, Lilith had sworn that Ragnarok would rain down on her head.

First Stella’s husband, Eben Olemaun, had murdered Vicente—Lilith’s lover, companion, and husband these last several centuries. Then Stella had written a book (a book!) about those who had foolishly attacked the town of Barrow, Alaska, where she and Eben had been acting law enforcement. In that book, she had described Vicente’s murder as if it was a heroic action. As a final indignity, Lilith had arranged to trade Eben’s ashes to Stella for a computer disk containing video evidence of the disastrous Barrow invasion—the only known recorded incident of such an event—and Stella had repaid Lilith’s generosity by trying to blow her to pieces.

Lilith closed her eyes, trying to focus on the small hands that rubbed blood across her breasts and stomach, up her legs, over her unsettled brow. Soaked in blood, she was healing quickly. But she needed to relax her mind as well as her body, needed to recuperate mentally, not just physically.

Around the world, she was hailed as Mother Blood. She was the greatest of them, giver of eternal life, matriarch of the race. Without Vicente all these months, her strength was even more important.

Without Vicente, she reigned alone.

But reign she would.

Already, as her organs reconstituted themselves, her skin growing anew and spreading over her body, her hair regaining some of its luster if not its length, she had given a great deal of thought to that. Her children were divided, some of them set on a course—like that assault on Barrow—that could only result in their final extermination. They needed the leadership, the guidance, that only Lilith could provide.

“Missus?”

Lilith realized that the girl had already said the word three times, each one with a rising inflection, even a little quiver in her tone. Heather, she thought, without looking. Heather’s hands were tiny, delicate, fingers no longer than the distance between Lilith’s knuckles. She had black hair, blue eyes, and an angelic face that could charm a priest into offering up his own jugular. “What is it?”

“Missus, someone is—”

Heather’s voice cut off abruptly. Lilith pressed her elbows against the slab and tried to rise, but she was still too weak. She opened her eyes but saw little more than the red haze of her feeding, with indistinct shapes moving about like shadows in a dark room. She blinked, trying to clear her vision.

“Missus—!” Then a horrible screeching.

Now Lilith could see a larger shape moving among them. The girl-shapes threw themselves at it, fighting with fang and claw, but the intruder—a male, she could just discern—lashed out, his strength more than equal to theirs.

The sound of flesh tearing, blood splashing wetly against floor and walls and even Lilith’s nakedness.

In just moments, he loomed over her, his features becoming more distinct with proximity. Tall, his head—like Vicente’s—had been completely shaved. Also like her husband, this one’s large ears tapered at the top, almost like wings jutting out from his head. For the briefest of moments she thought it was Vicente, back from his final death—

No.

This one didn’t carry himself with Vicente’s regal grace, but slouched like a common street creature. A foul smell assaulted her senses, as if he had been feeding on rancid flesh. “I do not know who you are, but you have made a terrible mistake,” she croaked. Her damaged throat burned when she spoke, forcing the words out as if pushing them across ground glass.

The intruder laughed.

For some reason, the sudden, ghastly sound actually revived in Lilith a raw emotion not felt in what could very well have been ages. It was fear.

“I would think,” he said, leaning closer, “that you would be happier to see your father, dear, sad Lilith.”

“You—” she began.

“Shh…don’t try to talk, daughter…” he soothed, caressing her cheek with a large hand. “You are not feeling well. Poor thing.”

“I—”

The large hand suddenly clamped over her mouth. “You never knew when to listen and when to speak. This is almost sad.”

Now the hand snaked to her throat, his strong fingers pressing against the tender skin there like steel rods. He lifted her up toward him, her back losing contact with the slab.

“Hear me now, daughter. The time has come to change our ways. For too long, we have hidden in the shadows, fearing the mortals. But I ask you, does the lion fear the calf? Does the wolf cower from the lamb? Please don’t answer, these are simply rhetorical questions, Lilith. And besides, you are so weak.”

That laugh again, like an infant’s bones rattling in a demon’s skull, utterly without mirth. “So desperately weak. No, do not speak, daughter. There will be time for that.” He yanked again, pulling her off the slab altogether. She tried to resist but it was useless, her muscles not yet recovered enough to even close her hand into a fist. “For too long we have been hunted by humans, chased as if we were prey instead of predator. No more. It is time for us to push back.”

He closed his fingers more tightly still around her throat, until she thought he would tear through the flesh.

Everything fading again. Going black. Only the cruel, unyielding voice filling her world.

“Yes, yes, I know, it’s not your way. Or Vicente’s. But you see…Vicente is gone. And you, daughter…you don’t really have anything to say about it. In fact, I would like to think you won’t be saying anything at all.”








PART ONE

THE HEADSMAN
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THE WORLD TURNED on its axis, night following day following night. Although Dane preferred the night—naturally—the important thing was that with each turn the world changed…and everyone, his kind included, had to change with it.

Once New York, nexus point between Europe and the United States, had been at the forefront of global change. Not anymore. Now, Dane believed, Los Angeles fit that bill rather nicely. The Pacific Rim had overtaken old Europe as the center of modernity. Try as it might, New York would never reclaim that mantle. LA had been a sleepy yet glitzy coastal hamlet once, but no longer. Walking its streets at night, listening to the roar of tens of thousands of cars and the hum of electricity and the rush of blood through billions of veins and capillaries, he felt more alive than…

…well, than when he had been alive.

Half a block away, a young couple stepped from the lighted doorway of a liquor store onto the dark sidewalk. He was black, she was Asian; the perfect pair to represent contemporary mulitculti Los Angeles. Both were dressed casually, in short sleeves and jeans, appropriate to the late summer night. The man carried a paper bag with the shape of a six-pack impressed upon it from the inside. They started up the block, in Dane’s direction, but then the young man spotted Dane and took the woman’s hand, guiding her out into the empty street, and across it.

“What?” she whispered, although Dane, of course, could hear every word. “It’s not like this is Savannah.”

“No, it’s like this is LA, and there’s freaks here, too.”

“You think he…?”

“I don’t know. Something about him just doesn’t seem quite right,” the man said.

Very astute, Dane thought. The two reached the sidewalk opposite and cast furtive glances his way, as if worried that he might charge across the street toward them. He shot them a fierce glare, hoping to justify the guy’s actions in his girlfriend’s eyes. If they thought he looked like some kind of psycho killer, what could it hurt to let them think they had him pegged?

Dane continued down the street, past the liquor store and a travel agency that someone had smashed in the front window of (plywood covered it, travel posters over the plywood, graffiti and metal band flyers covered the travel posters) and a dry cleaners. A street lamp stood on the corner, the only one on the block that worked. Dane passed through its cone of light and stepped off the curb, paused to let a taxi whoosh by, then crossed to the next block.

Interesting that the woman from the liquor store had mentioned Savannah.

The Georgia port city had come up in his consciousness several times lately—enough that he thought he might lose his mind. The first time was a few weeks ago, when he’d read online what would be the first of many articles about the recent killings in Savannah. Initially, he didn’t think much of it, probably due to the fact that the police were releasing scant information in hopes of screening out the potential cranks. But then, as more sordid facts came out—the savagery, the unusual M.O., the tremendous loss of blood—and the tabloid frenzy began inevitably ratcheting up via the twenty-four-hour cable news cycle, Dane found himself on the verge of being obsessed (again).

Instead of feeding (he had a couple bottles in the fridge, back at his apartment, but had been on the lookout for something a little fresher), he decided to return home. His place was a couple miles away, and once he’d made his mind up, he covered the distance in a few minutes.

Inside, Dane set the dead bolt and the door chain, knowing how ineffective both could be against the right kind of force, and out of habit clicked on the plasma TV in his living room.

The apartment was small, this room serving as living and dining space, separated from a small kitchen area only by an oak bar. A plain wooden door hid one bedroom. The rent was cheap and because it was over a boutique that closed at seven, there were no downstairs neighbors, and he didn’t care much about the way the place looked anyway. He had safe houses scattered throughout the country and a handful overseas. If he wanted aesthetics, he could go to Carmel-by-the-Sea or Santa Fe or Gstaad, and if he wanted luxury there was always the chateau in the Loire Valley. This place was meant to be convenient, which it was, and to house his communications devices, which it did.

While CNN flickered onto the big screen, he booted up his MacBook. With the TV droning in the background (war and unrest in the Middle East, a widening gap between rich and poor here at home, Britney Spears had publicly embarrassed herself yet again), he went to Google News and entered “Savannah+murders.”

The search engine found a surprising number of hits. More than the last time he checked.

He started with the local Savannah papers, the Morning News and the Chronicle, which had dubbed the killer “the Headsman,” then moved on to the big nationals, the Post, the New York and Los Angeles Times, before moving to the major websites like MSNBC.com. Finally, he hit the blogs. These were heavier on rumor and speculation, but he had already digested the facts—those that were known, anyway—and was curious about how people were fitting those known facts into their own narratives.

After reading those, he muted the TV, still waiting for any news from Savannah to come on, picked up a cell phone, and dialed a number from memory. He didn’t know where Merrin was these days—Michigan, last he had heard—but even though it was two in the morning in California, he didn’t worry about waking his friend up. His kind didn’t need a lot of sleep, and Merrin never minded a call.

“Yeah?” Merrin answered. He sounded distracted, as if Dane had caught him during a meal. Which reminded him. He got up off the sofa and went into the kitchen, tugged open the refrigerator.

“Merrin, it’s Dane.”

“Dane? What a pleasure, my friend. What a genuine treat. All’s well?”

Dane uncapped a cool bottle of blood and took a long hit off it before answering. Warm was better, but cool stored longer. “As well as can be expected,” he said.

“Understood, my friend.” Merrin had been born in Europe, and had stayed there even after being turned, until his family—of whom he had always been protective—had emigrated to the United States in the late 1800s. In spite of his time in the States, he maintained many of his old-world habits, and Dane always enjoyed talking to him. He and Merrin had spoken many times about the challenges facing them in today’s world, and both were mostly in agreement. “What’s the nature of the call, then?”

“I’ve been hearing a lot about this situation in Savannah,” Dane said. “What do you know about it?”

“Savannah?” Merrin had a habit of repeating questions, or at least parts of them, while he collected his thoughts. He also had a habit of keeping in touch with an incredible array of others—and even an assortment of humans, who had no idea of his real nature—so one never knew what obscure knowledge he might have picked up along the way. “I assume you’re talking about the killer?”

“That’s right, Merrin. The Headsman murders.”

“You always did have a grisly sensibility, Dane. Why don’t you start by telling me what you know, and then I’ll fill in any blanks I can?”

“I just know what I’ve read online.” Dane sat back down on the sofa, the open bottle in his left hand. “The released facts are basic. At least a dozen people have been murdered there in the past sixty days. All attacked in their own homes, in particularly brutal home invasions. The break-ins have exhibited no subtlety or grace—just smash inside and kill someone, brutally but somehow with a minimum of spilled blood. The killer finishes by cutting or tearing off the victim’s head, hence the nickname. In many of the cases, any other residents of the invaded home have simply disappeared. Some people are theorizing some kind of half-wild creature is doing it, a werewolf or Bigfoot or something. Others speculate that authorities will find a mass grave containing the disappeared. I’ve even read the theory that it’s a political death squad, although no one can quite agree on why anyone would select this particular range of victims.”

Dane stopped there.

Merrin picked up the slack. “That seems a relatively accurate and concise summation of the situation as it has been reported,” he said.

Dane couldn’t help but grin listening to Merrin’s banter. The man loved to affect an upper-crust, outdated way of speaking that reminded Dane, for some odd and inexplicable reason, of A Streetcar Named Desire. Dane knew for a fact that the way Merrin spoke was intentional. At least it started out that way. One time, long ago, Dane had heard the almost prissy Merrin go on a vulgarity-laden rant that would have given a nun a stroke. The accent he had back then was distinctly old New York.

“With, as you suggest,” Merrin continued, “the addition of some rather poorly informed speculation. Which, sadly, is the most common sort of speculation we get in these United States, at the dawn of this new millennium.” Merrin had a tendency to wax philosophical at times—or political, which could be even worse. Get him going on Iraq or health care and you’d better have time to kill. As if he needed insurance coverage. “But quite a bit has been left out of those reports, at least, judging from what I’ve managed to pick up.”

“Such as?” Dane sipped more of the blood. Cold, but it did the trick.

“Such as that the ‘minimum of spilled blood’ you mention is understating it by a wide margin. A few drops, perhaps. Certainly less than a liter. And I mean in the corpse as well as spread about the residence. Difficult to remove somebody’s head without spilling more than that.”

“Which can only mean…” Distracted, Dane kept one eye on the TV. He knew CNN cycled through the day’s bigger news stories, and by bigger that usually meant sensational and grotesque, something to frighten the masses, so it was only a matter of time before there was an update about the murders.

“Precisely. Of course no one will say anything officially, but—”

“Jesus Christ! Hold on, Merrin.” Dane pawed the remote off the Crate & Barrel coffee table and jammed the MUTE button. The sound roared on, blotting out the 50 Cent tune that filtered in from an excessively loud car passing outside. “Do you have CNN on, by any chance?”

“I can,” Merrin said.

Dane’s TV screen showed an urban apartment in Savannah, Georgia. The front door tilted into the front room, attached only at its bottom hinge. A twisted piece of steel visible in the doorway looked like a security bar that had provided no security at all. As the camera moved through the doorway into the living room, it revealed a scene that could have been the aftermath of a tornado.

“…another home invasion scene in Savannah. This one, on Victory Drive, was reported by neighbors who heard a sound they described as ‘like an explosion.’ Police arrived to find a single body, reportedly of a male who lived at the residence. Two other residents, a female and a child, were not found on the premises. One law enforcement source has told this reporter that all indications are that the Headsman has claimed another victim.”

“It appears that our mysterious nighttime visitor has struck again,” Merrin said.

“No shit.” Dane punched MUTE again.

“Such a quaint colloquialism.”

Dane smiled. He had said it that way just to tweak Ferrando Merrin’s usually old-fashioned sensibilities. He could almost see the old guy, his dark hair perpetually graying, the paper-thin flesh of his pinched cheeks taking on a pinkish tinge. “So no blood. Which means…”

“You believe that it’s one of us.” The way Merrin said it meant that he thought so, too.

“Not very low profile,” Dane said.

“Hardly.”

Both of them knew there were plenty who didn’t care about keeping low profiles. More every day, it seemed.

But this kind of blatant massacre, in a major city? These attacks were guaranteed to attract media attention. It was almost as if they had been designed for that purpose.

If the Headsman was just a serial killer—“just” being intentionally ironic—he was a bad one, hard to stop. But the cops would eventually catch up to him, because he substituted violence for caution.

If, on the other hand—as Dane and Merrin both suspected—the killer was one of them, then the police would never get him. They would never even get close, because they wouldn’t be able to wrap their minds around the truth of him—or her, serial killers being almost all male, but the reality coming in both flavors. And without being caught and destroyed, he or she would never stop killing.

Not unless someone intervened.

Dammit.

“Are you there, Dane?”

“Yeah,” Dane said. A sudden weariness had overtaken him. “I’m here, Merrin. But I guess not for long.”

“You’re not…”

“Someone has to. Right? I mean, to go public like this…”

A pause.

“That’s just like you, Dane. Just like you, I’m sad to say.”

“That’s what they say about leopards, right?”

“Those spots look better on you than on me, my friend. Have a safe journey. And please keep me posted.”

“I will, Merrin, don’t worry. I’ll call you from Savannah.”

“I always worry, Dane. It’s what I do best. But I know you’ll be fine. Just don’t take any unnecessary chances—you remember what happened a few years ago, yes? The incident with the Olemaun woman?”

“Yes, I remember.” Thanks for reminding me.

“Just something to keep in mind. It’s my understanding that almost turned into a very messy situation for you.”

Dane sighed. “Thank you. I do appreciate your concern. I promise to watch my back.”

“Good to hear. I’d like to speak with you again, you know.”

Dane hung up the phone. He liked talking to Merrin, usually. He almost always learned something.

Don’t take any unnecessary chances, Merrin had said. One thing Dane had never learned—who the hell got to define “unnecessary”?
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DANE STEPPED OUT of the terminal at Savannah International Airport and into a muggy Georgia night.

Four days had passed since his conversation with Merrin, but this was the first nonstop he’d been able to book a seat on that flew from LA to Savannah at night. Daytime travel was difficult for his kind. Summer seemed unwilling to relinquish its death grip of heat and humidity on the region.

A couple of taxis idled at the curb, their drivers chatting on the sidewalk nearby. Savannah’s airport was sleepy compared to most other international airports he had experienced. Dane hadn’t decided whether or not he would rent a car or take a cab into town, and as he stood there contemplating the matter, a mosquito brushed against his neck. Feeling a certain kinship with the tiny pest, he didn’t swat it.

Not that it mattered. His blood poisoned mosquitoes almost immediately; it would take a long, thirsty drink, Dane would suffer no effects whatsoever, no itching or swelling, and the insect would fly off for a couple of feet, then drop dead to the pavement. When it took off, he rubbed his neck gently where it had landed.

“They’re bad this year,” someone said.

Dane looked up. One of the cabbies leaned on the front fender of his car, his hairy arms folded across a barrel chest. Hair curled up out of his open-collared shirt, but his head was nearly bald, as if his body had used up all the energy it could devote to growing hair. He had a pale, blotchy complexion, like someone who had once spent a lot of time on the water but lately had been a daytime sleeper. Piercing blue eyes regarded Dane with undisguised curiosity.

“Yeah,” Dane said, realizing the guy meant the mosquitoes. The cabbie was probably in his late sixties. He had the kind of creased, folded face that had seen it all, some of it twice. He was probably five-six or-seven, still muscular and hard for his age.

Dane noticed one more thing. Everything about the guy screamed “cop.”

Guess I’m taking a cab.

He had decided to stay at the Hyatt Regency on the Savannah River, and he gave the driver the hotel’s name. The man nodded and climbed in behind the wheel. Dane only had a small carry-on bag, which he tucked beside him on the dented yellow-and-green Crown Victoria’s big backseat. An oldies station played on the cab’s radio, Chuck Berry singing about Johnny B. Goode, who could play the guitar just like ringin’ a bell.

It didn’t take Dane long, on the ride into Savannah’s historic district, to turn the conversation to local current events.

“He’ll slip up soon,” the driver said. He didn’t have a low country accent, just the faintest Southern twang. If anything, he sounded like he’d moved here from the northeast, maybe New York State. Checking the driver’s taxi badge, Dane learned that his name was Mitch LaSalle. “I used to be on the job here,” he went on, confirming Dane’s hunch. Some guys just couldn’t help looking like cops, and Dane had long since learned how to read people. “I know some of the guys working this one. They’ll nail him.”

“They have anything that hasn’t been in the news?” Dane asked. “DNA or anything?”

“That I can tell you about, you mean?” Mitch laughed.

“I’m just an interested tourist,” Dane assured him.

“You’ll be fine. Whoever this asshole is, he’s focusing on residents, not tourists. I wouldn’t wander too far from your hotel after dark. Not because of the Headsman. You look like a guy who can take care of himself pretty good, but there’s been a lot of gang activity, you know.”

“I’m not too worried,” Dane said. That was the truth. He might find trouble here, but it wouldn’t come from the city’s gangbangers.

His kind had always owned the night.

“Why’d you leave the force?” Dane asked. “If you don’t mind talking about it.”

Mitch barked out a laugh. “Hell, I don’t mind talking. That’s the one thing I can still do, right? Same old story. Good at the job but bad at politics. Pissed off the wrong people. Chased the wrong cat up the wrong tree, I guess, and when I was told to back away…I didn’t. So here I am. Cost me my pension and my marriage. Not that I’m bitter,” he quickly added with another laugh, which sounded nothing but acrid to Dane.

“Sounds rough,” Dane said. “Getting punished for doing the right thing, that stinks.”

“Tell me about it, brother.”

“Sounds like you were a detective.”

Those intense blue eyes met his in the rearview and Mitch was quiet for a few seconds. “You don’t look like a cop,” Mitch said. “But I’ve been wrong before, I guess.”

“No, I’m not a cop,” Dane replied. He caught a glimpse of himself reflected in the window: dark hair, lean face, jaw and chin edged by a narrow goatee and mustache. He could manage not to look like a monster, but making it all the way to human was always a chore. “I’ve been around them a lot, had a lot of friends who were.” A lie, of course. The others didn’t tend to socialize with law enforcement types. But paying attention to them? A crucial survival tactic.

“What do you do?”

“I’m an investor,” Dane answered. Another truth, as far as it went. He owned stocks under dozens of identities and corporate names. Over the long term—seriously long term, when you were talking about more than a century—the return was enough to keep him flush. “Kind of a day trader, I guess you’d say.” He had more important things to do at night.

The smell of the Savannah River wafted in through Mitch’s open window, a complex brew of fish, diesel, and other odors Dane couldn’t peg. He had been to Savannah a few times before, but never for very long, and he didn’t know his way around beyond the waterfront area. His hotel was next to City Hall, with the old Cotton Exchange on the other side of it. Up the hill from the river were neighborhoods of old brick homes built around cobblestone squares. Having been founded in 1733, Savannah was one of the few cities in the United States that felt old to Dane, whose own roots only went back to the middle of the nineteenth century.

“I guess there’s some money to be made in that,” Mitch said.

“I do okay.”

“So what brings you to Savannah?”

Dane had to make a quick decision, but not an instant one. His mind had begun to churn as soon as he recognized the driver as a cop, and nothing that he’d heard had dissuaded him. Mitch seemed to know the city, knew the local players, and didn’t feel like he owed them any loyalty.

Just the kind of guy Dane wanted.

“Listen,” Dane said, “I need to tell you something. But I need you to keep it to yourself. Will you do that?”

“I guess it depends on what it is,” Mitch said. “I’m no priest and this cab ain’t a confessional.” A perfectly reasonable response.

More reasonable, really, than Dane’s request would be.

“Okay. Here’s the thing…I don’t think the police are going to catch the Headsman,” Dane stated. “Because I don’t think they’re looking for the right type of…person. But honestly, that’s why I’m here.”

“Because you know what type of person they should be looking for?” The eyes in the mirror had changed, softened. Curiosity to pity in ten seconds flat. Now the guy thought Dane was a head case.

“I know how that sounds,” Dane said. “But it’s true. The guy they want is a guy like me in some very specific ways.”

“You going to tell me what those ways are? Or am I supposed to guess?”

“Yeah, never mind.” With any luck Mitch LaSalle would forget he’d ever picked Dane up, or write him off as some kind of joker. “Just drop me at the hotel, that’ll be great.”

“Yeah, okay,” Mitch said.

He kept scoping Dane in the rearview, as if trying to read through the illusion of humanity he cast. The cop in him, Dane figured. He had given the guy just enough to interest him, to let him know there was a mystery about Dane, and now he wanted to solve it.

As he’d figured from the jump, Mitch was exactly the kind of guy Dane needed to work the local angles of this case. An unfamiliar city, an intensive ongoing investigation, these could be major obstacles. Having someone like Mitch in his corner could help things run much more smoothly than stumbling around.

But even though he had identified the right guy, straight off the plane, the cab ride hadn’t given Dane enough time to close the deal. The best he could do now would be to remember Mitch’s name and if the need arose, try to get in touch with him.

The cab dropped Dane at the Hyatt’s main entrance, where a uniformed bellman snapped his door open before he could get to it. Dane paid Mitch, including a generous tip. The cop-turned-cabbie thanked him and tucked the cash into his shirt pocket.

Mitch was gone by the time Dane made it through the hotel’s front door.

 

From his room, Dane could see lights on the big freighters that carved the river and the cranes at the docks that serviced them. Savannah was a major Atlantic seaport, with constant shipping activity. Somewhere a siren wailed, and far below, on River Street, late drinkers laughed and shouted as they stumbled along the sidewalk.

Dane had a problem, even more immediate than finding out who was so blatantly preying on Savannah’s population, and putting a stop to it before this…public relations nightmare spiraled even more out of control. Hunger had started to gnaw at him, and airport security regulations were such that he could no longer travel with precious blood.

Which left him with only one option. He needed to go on the prowl.

Taking innocent life bothered Dane. Of course, he had done it, hundreds of times, if not thousands, over the years. To survive, he needed to feed. He wanted to survive. The math wasn’t difficult.

At the same time, he recognized the irony that he had come to Savannah to stop the killings, and it looked as if he would do some killing of his own. When it came to moral superiority, he believed he had the upper hand—for Dane, it would be done only for survival, and he would be discreet about it as well as very choosy. More than the killings themselves, what Dane hated about whoever stalked Savannah was that the murders drew attention—to anyone willing to really see—to the true existence of his kind.

But they had to remain a secret. At all costs.

That was survival, too—for a species, not an individual. The only way they had lasted this long was by making the mortal world believe they were a legend, a story told at night to scare the gullible, or the stuff of popular fiction. Winding up in the twenty-four-hour cable news cycle didn’t mesh with that goal.

Clearly the Headsman had a different agenda in mind. Dane’s occasional quiet killing—targeted, when possible, at people whom the world could stand to lose anyway—was of a vastly different sort than that.

On his way out the door, he turned off the light in his room, ready to get started. Somewhere on the streets of Savannah, destiny awaited for some lowlife bloodsucker.
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EVEN A WEEK LATER, Mitch LaSalle couldn’t get the memory of that strange guy he had picked up at the airport out of his head.

The problem wasn’t just that the guy had started out seeming reasonable and then turned into a wack job with that insane theory of how he and the killer were so much alike.

That was most of it, but certainly not the worst part. No sir.

The real thing that had shaken Mitch so much that he broke out in a cold sweat—having to wrap his hands around the wheel painfully tight so the fare couldn’t see them trembling—was when he had glanced into the mirror and thought (not thought, but knew, just fucking knew) that he had seen the man change, physically, his skin taking on color and life, the shape of his mouth and jaw altering, even his eyes doing…something that Mitch couldn’t put a name to. As if a switch had turned off and a lightbulb faded out instead of just going dark.

Now, the memory flared up in his consciousness at inopportune times.

It came back when he had awakened at eleven in the morning, after having been asleep since eight, and needed to get back to sleep but couldn’t.

It came back a couple of days ago when he had been going at it hot and heavy with a young thing (when you were his age, midforties counted as young, he had learned) but then, distracted by the mental image of the guy’s transformation, had lost the mood, the wood, and the broad. “It happens to everyone sooner or later,” she had said, pulling up her control-front panty hose in the bedroom of his second-floor apartment on Congress Street. “Why I never got married. There’s always another guy who don’t have that problem at the moment.” She arranged herself back into her bra, then pulled on her Oak Ridge Boys T-shirt with the cutoff sleeves and smoothed down the skirt she hadn’t bothered to remove. “You get yourself a prescription, Mitch, you know how to find me.”

It came back right now, sitting here in a no-name crab joint on Skidaway, almost to the boundary of the grandly named community of Thunderbolt (of which he had often joked that driving through it took about as long as a lightning strike), with Denny Mulroy and Willard Creech—Savannah homicide detectives assigned to the task force investigating the Headsman murders.

“We got zippo,” Creech was saying. “Squat. Jack shit. Nada, nothin’, no mo’. It’s a sad, sad state of affairs, is what it is.” Willard Creech looked like a goddamned skeleton that someone had wrapped flour bags around and called it skin. When he smiled, which was far too often, the effect was ghastly, and not just because he had awful teeth. Mulroy often theorized that his partner had been assigned to homicide because corpses didn’t care what an investigator looked like, while live crime victims might have felt they were being violated yet again.

Denny Mulroy, by contrast, was a fifty-five-gallon drum of a man, an inch shorter than Mitch and a hundred pounds heavier. He couldn’t have passed a departmental physical, but during his years working vice, he had protected the son of the police commissioner from arrest for picking up hookers down on Montgomery Street not once but seven times, so his future was assured as long as he drew breath, and maybe after. Denny had skin the color of a coffee bean, dark roast, and a tight cap of hair that had turned mostly white during his time on the homicide squad. Mitch had always been fascinated by Denny’s palms, which were as pink as fresh salmon and stood out like signal flags against the near-black backs.

The two cops made one of the oddest pairings Mitch had ever encountered during his years on the job, first in Michigan and then, through a bizarre sequence of events he didn’t quite believe himself when asked to describe it, in Savannah. But they both had brilliant investigative minds, and together they seemed to be able to solve any crime put before them. If the Feds had a dozen teams like them, Mitch believed, Osama bin Laden would have been doing hard time in Angola or the Q by September thirteenth.

“How can someone who bashes through doors and drains vics of their blood not leave any physical evidence behind?” Mitch asked. “Doesn’t sound like subtlety is his strong point.”

“Subtle as a mallet to the skull,” Creech said.

“Problem is the motherfucker’s a ghost,” Mulroy said. “A noisy ghost, but what the hell, makin’ noise don’t matter much if there ain’t nobody left alive to hear it.”

“This Headsman guy hasn’t left any witnesses at all?”

“A handful,” Mulroy replied. “Just none who can help us in any way. One woman said she heard somethin’ that sounded like a gunshot. Turned out there wasn’t no guns fired in this invasion, or any of ’em that we’ve seen. What she probably heard was this guy kickin’ in the front door. Now what use is her testimony goin’ to be to us? Better to have no witnesses than ones the defense can use to confuse a jury.”

“If we ever get a suspect,” Creech added.

“I met a guy the other day,” Mitch heard himself say, “actually a fare I picked up at the airport. Probably just another nut job, but he seemed absolutely convinced that you guys were all chasing up the wrong tree.”

“He’s probably right,” Creech said. “I keep telling Mulroy we got to take a closer look at those nuns from Our Lady of the Sacred Heart.”

“There’s a kindergarten teacher I got my eye on, too,” Mulroy said. “She’s about five feet tall, ninety-five pounds soakin’ wet. Your man’s right, we can’t afford to just look at big strong guys when we’re tryin’ to find someone who can knock down a barred door and carry off multiple individuals.”

“That’s why I got those sisters in mind,” Creech said. “One of ’em by herself maybe couldn’t do it, but the whole group of ’em? What do you call a group of nuns, a herd? A pack?”

“Maybe a flock,” Mitch offered, battling to keep a straight face.

“Or a gaggle,” Mulroy said. He might have been discussing suicide statistics or his fifteen-year-old daughter’s pregnancy, for all the mirth displayed. The trio had been doing this for years, on the job and off, and for as long as he had known them Mitch had always been the one who cracked first.

Mulroy’s cell phone broke through the reverie. He answered and listened, his dark face turning a kind of ash gray. A moment later he closed the phone and dropped it back into his jacket pocket. “He’s hit again,” he said, his voice soft. “Headsman’s still on the premises. Gwinnett and Forest. We got to go. Now. C’mon.”

“That’s less than a mile away,” Mitch said.

Mulroy’s gaze met his, but distantly, as if he were looking at a stranger for the first time. “That’s right. We got to go.”

“Go,” Mitch said. “I’ll settle up here.” Mulroy and Creech made it out the front door before the words were even out of his mouth. If there was a chance of catching this guy in the act…

Mitch flagged down the waitress (in her early twenties, tired but still trying to be pleasant, the kind of girl who always made him wonder, if Karin, his daughter, had survived being run down by a drunk driver, would she be like this girl? Friends with her, maybe even roommates?) and gave her two twenties. He hadn’t seen the tab yet but it had to be less than that.

Mitch went out to the cab, which he had left parked down the block. Mulroy and Creech were long gone.

He thought about going down to the riverfront, or maybe the airport, looking for a fare. But he was so close, and if they caught the Headsman, goddammit if he didn’t want to see it. He headed toward the intersection of Gwinnett and Forest.

Utter chaos awaited his arrival.

 

Squad cars and ambulances were parked at every angle, light bars strobing. More of them screamed toward the scene, sirens splitting the darkness. A uni was trying to string yellow CRIME SCENE tape around trees and a hastily thrown-together striped sawhorse, but his hands trembled so much he couldn’t manage to hang on to the spool. Others stood around gaping at a brick row house with lights burning inside and the front door hanging off its hinges.

Mitch parked the cab as close as he could and walked in the rest of the way. He spotted Paula Owens, a familiar face. He had, in fact, tried to have an affair with her while he was on the force and she was still in uniform, but she had felt that if people found out she had slept with a white colleague it would have hurt her chances of advancement. As it turned out, it wasn’t just paranoia; she had probably been right. Backed by her colleagues in the African-American law enforcement community, she had made detective in record time. Being associated with the disgraced Mitch LaSalle could have killed that career arc.

“Paula,” he called out. “Mulroy and Creech were headed this way. You seen ’em?”

She turned away from the brick house and he saw the tears in her eyes, spilling down her cheeks. She swallowed, biting her lower lip, not responding.

He started past her, but she grabbed his arm with both hands. “You can’t go in there, Mitch,” she said, her voice catching in her throat. “You don’t have a shield anymore.”

“Those men are my friends,” Mitch protested.

“That’s why you don’t want to see them.”

 

Two hours later, Mitch was parked in front of the Hyatt.

As the numbness threatened to overwhelm him, he paid Gaston, the night bellman, forty bucks not to hail him for any reason. Mitch was running out of twenties and hadn’t had a fare since before dinner.

At the moment, he really didn’t give two shits. He’d sit here in the dark Crown Vic for as long as necessary. Mitch didn’t know any other way to find the man he wanted to talk to.

He had described the guy to Gaston, who was pretty sure the man hadn’t checked out yet, but he couldn’t be positive.

So Mitch sat and waited.

He watched the hotel’s front door, yawned, fought back sleep, despite the gnawing tension in his gut. Every now and then he got out of the cab and walked around it to keep his circulation going.

When the guy walked past him, Mitch almost missed it.

Maybe he blinked without realizing it. Maybe he had been seeing, in his mind’s eye, the scene one of the uniforms had described to him, his voice breathless, excited.

Described the unimaginable carnage.

The uniform had gone inside the house after Mulroy and Creech—after their screams had pierced the night. Both men were on the floor, he said, looking as if they had gone through the door and encountered a threshing machine.

Their flesh had been torn to ribbons; arterial blood was so thick on the walls and ceiling that it ran like paint.

“What about the perp?” Mitch had asked, freaking out. “Where is he?!”

“Nowhere,” the uni had said. “Gone. The detectives went inside, they screamed, me and Al fucking followed right after them, and they was dead and there was people inside dead, too, but whoever did it was like smoke in the wind.”

The uni then looked as if he was going to vomit on the front lawn again.

Maybe Mitch’s brain had been looking at all that, painting the scene by the numbers, because he had not, in fact, gone inside, but he felt like he could see every detail: the blood spatter that almost masked the little flecks of crab Mulroy had got on his necktie, the way Creech’s head had rolled to a stop in a corner of the foyer almost underneath the legs of an antique French table on which the (former) residents had kept their mail and keys and loose change in a blue ceramic bowl.

Whatever had distracted Mitch, he didn’t know, but he was looking at the hotel’s doorway and suddenly the guy was there, pulling open the hotel’s front door with that big steel handle and stepping inside, and Mitch had to run to catch him before the elevator sucked the man upstairs and out of sight again.

And when he did, when he burst into the lobby and skidded across the marble floor and caught himself, the guy had looked at him with a little smile on his lips, but not in his eyes—oh Christ they looked like a shark’s eyes, dead and black. And the guy said, “Mitch LaSalle, right? I was wondering when I’d see you again.” And Mitch wasn’t sure he had ever been quite so afraid in his life.
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