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“[Lincoln Rhyme is] among the most brilliant and most vulnerable of crime fiction’s heroes.”


—New York Post


Praise for Jeffery Deaver and his New York Times bestsellers


THE COFFIN DANCER


“Intense and heart-stopping . . . leaves readers gasping at the stunning climax.”


—Booklist


“Rhyme . . . is more relentless than ever.”


—People


“Supercharged tension.”


—USA Today


“Revelations and reversals punctuate this thriller like a string of firecrackers . . . . Superb plotting and brisk, no-nonsense prose.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Quick to the punch . . . diabolically packed with the good stuff: cover-ups, mystery, action.”


—Library Journal


“Wake up, Scarpetta fans—Lincoln Rhyme is here to blast you out of you stupor.”


—Entertainment Weekly


“There is no thriller writer today like Jeffery Deaver.”


—San Jose Mercury News


THE VANISHED MAN


“A page-turner . . . . Engaging . . . . Entertaining, suspenseful . . . . The Vanished Man [has] a well-sculpted plot and a fascinating villain.”


—Chicago Sun-Times


“Deaver delivers. Movie thrillers should be this good.”


—People


“Giddily entertaining . . . . The storyline twists—and twists and twists—through Deaver’s masterful sleight of hand . . . . Rich in magic lore and lingo.”


—Publishers Weekly


“It’s the details that help solve crimes, and no one does detail better than Deaver . . . . Well-researched and exciting, this has all the elements of good crime fiction: likable leads, a colorful supporting cast, fascinating scientific analysis, and a look at the secrets of an otherwise unknown world. A sure hit.”


—Booklist


“Deaver’s control of his material is most enjoyable . . . . Deaver should take a deep bow.”


—Santa Fe New Mexican (NM)


THE STONE MONKEY


“Rock-solid suspense . . . . The Stone Monkey performs all the gymnastic plot twists typical of Deaver.”


—People


“[Deaver] can give the reader whiplash with his twists and turns.”


—San Jose Mercury News


“Monkey see, monkey do . . . and this monkey did the best so far.”


—Publishers Weekly


SPEAKING IN TONGUES


“A shocker . . . . Speaking In Tongues is like Cape Fear on steroids. It’s a supra-nasty, but unquestionably suspenseful, tale of revenge . . . . The villain is smooth and beguiling.”


—Los Angeles Times


“What sets this thriller apart from anything else . . . are the characters of Matthews and Collier . . . . There’s plenty of action . . . . Enough violence and madness to satisfy the most bloodthirsty of appetites.”


—Chicago Tribune


THE BLUE NOWHERE


“A terrific thriller.”


—USA Today


“High-tension wired . . . . Deaver keeps the excitement streaming . . . . [He] fills every keystroke with suspense.”


—People


THE EMPTY CHAIR


“Masterful . . . . Gripping . . . . You’re drawn into Deaver’s diabolical, high-speed fun house, a ride through a thicket of twists that will have you tumbling toward the conclusion as quickly as you can.”


—New York Post


THE DEVIL’S TEARDROP


“A fiendish suspense thriller . . . . Leaves us weak.”


—The New York Times Book Review
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


All writers know that their books are only partly products of their own efforts. Novels are molded by our loved ones and friends, sometimes directly, sometimes in more subtle but no less important ways. I’d like to say thanks to some of the people who’ve helped me with this book: To Madelyn Warcholik for keeping my characters true to themselves, for making sure my plots don’t move so recklessly they get pulled over for speeding, and for being an unlimited source of inspiration. To editors David Rosenthal, Marysue Rucci, and Carolyn Mays for brilliantly and unflinchingly doing all the hard work. To agent Deborah Schneider for being the best in the business. And to my sister and fellow author, Julie Reece Deaver, for being there throughout it all.





I


Too Many Ways to Die


No hawk can be a pet. There is no sentimentality. In a way, it is the psychiatrist’s art. One is matching one’s mind against another mind with deadly reason and interest.


The Goshawk,
T. H. White    





 . . . Chapter One


When Edward Carney said good-bye to his wife, Percey, he never thought it would be the last time he’d see her.


He climbed into his car, which was parked in a precious space on East Eighty-first Street in Manhattan, and pulled into traffic. Carney, an observant man by nature, noticed a black van parked near their town house. A van with mud-flecked, mirrored windows. He glanced at the battered vehicle and recognized the West Virginia plates, realizing he’d seen the van on the street several times in the past few days. But then the traffic in front of him sped up. He caught the end of the yellow light and forgot the van completely. He was soon on the FDR Drive, cruising north.


Twenty minutes later he juggled the car phone and called his wife. He was troubled when she didn’t answer. Percey’d been scheduled to make the flight with him—they’d flipped a coin last night for the left-hand seat and she’d won, then given him one of her trademark victory grins. But then she’d wakened at 3 A.M. with a blinding migraine, which had stayed with her all day. After a few phone calls they’d found a substitute copilot and Percey’d taken a Fiorinal and gone back to bed.


A migraine was the only malady that would ground her.


Lanky Edward Carney, forty-five years old and still wearing a military hairstyle, cocked his head as he listened to the phone ringing miles away. Their answering machine clicked on and he returned the phone to the cradle, mildly concerned.


He kept the car at exactly sixty miles per hour, centered perfectly in the right lane; like most pilots he was conservative in his car. He trusted other airmen but thought most drivers were crazy.


In the office of Hudson Air Charters, on the grounds of Mamaroneck Regional Airport, in Westchester, a cake awaited. Prim and assembled Sally Anne, smelling like the perfume department at Macy’s, had baked it herself to commemorate the company’s new contract. Wearing the ugly rhinestone biplane brooch her grandchildren had given her last Christmas, she scanned the room to make sure each of the dozen or so employees had a piece of devil’s food sized just right for them. Ed Carney ate a few bites of cake and talked about tonight’s flight with Ron Talbot, whose massive belly suggested he loved cake though in fact he survived mostly on cigarettes and coffee. Talbot wore the dual hats of operations and business manager and he worried out loud if the shipment would be on time, if the fuel usage for the flight had been calculated correctly, if they’d priced the job right. Carney handed him the remains of his cake and told him to relax.


He thought again about Percey and stepped away into his office, picked up the phone.


Still no answer at their town house.


Now concern became worry. People with children and people with their own business always pick up a ringing phone. He slapped the receiver down, thought about calling a neighbor to check up on her. But then the large white truck pulled up in front of the hangar next to the office and it was time to go to work. Six P.M.


Talbot gave Carney a dozen documents to sign just as young Tim Randolph arrived, wearing a dark suit, white shirt, and narrow black tie. Tim referred to himself as a “copilot” and Carney liked that. “First officers” were company people, airline creations, and while Carney respected any man who was competent in the right-hand seat, pretension put him off.


Tall, brunette Lauren, Talbot’s assistant, had worn her lucky dress, whose blue color matched the hue of the Hudson Air logo—a silhouette of a falcon flying over a gridded globe. She leaned close to Carney and whispered, “It’s going to be okay now, won’t it?”


“It’ll be fine,” he assured her. They embraced for a moment. Sally Anne hugged him too and offered him some cake for the flight. He demurred. Ed Carney wanted to be gone. Away from the sentiment, away from the festivities. Away from the ground.


And soon he was. Sailing three miles above the earth, piloting a Lear 35A, the finest private jet ever made, clear of markings or insignia except for its N registration number, polished silver, sleek as a pike.


They flew toward a stunning sunset—a perfect orange disk easing into big, rambunctious clouds, pink and purple, leaking bolts of sunlight.


Only dawn was as beautiful. And only thunderstorms more spectacular.


It was 723 miles to O’Hare and they covered that distance in less than two hours. Air Traffic Control’s Chicago Center politely asked them to descend to fourteen thousand feet, then handed them off to Chicago Approach Control.


Tim made the call. “Chicago Approach. Lear Four Niner Charlie Juliet with you at one four thousand.”


“Evening, Niner Charlie Juliet,” said yet another placid air traffic controller. “Descend and maintain eight thousand. Chicago altimeter thirty point one one. Expect vectors to twenty-seven L.”


“Roger, Chicago. Niner Charlie Juliet out of fourteen for eight.”


O’Hare is the busiest airport in the world and ATC put them in a holding pattern out over the western suburbs of the city, where they’d circle, awaiting their turn to land.


Ten minutes later the pleasant, staticky voice requested, “Niner Charlie Juliet, heading zero nine zero over the numbers downwind for twenty-seven L.”


“Zero nine zero. Nine Charlie Juliet,” Tim responded.


Carney glanced up at the bright points of constellations in the stunning gunmetal sky and thought, Look, Percey, it’s all the stars of evening  . . .


And with that he had what was the only unprofessional urge of perhaps his entire career. His concern for Percey arose like a fever. He needed desperately to speak to her.


“Take the aircraft,” he said to Tim.


“Roger,” the young man responded, hands going unquestioningly to the yoke.


Air Traffic Control crackled, “Niner Charlie Juliet, descend to four thousand. Maintain heading.”


“Roger, Chicago,” Tim said. “Niner Charlie Juliet out of eight for four.”


Carney changed the frequency of his radio to make a unicom call. Tim glanced at him. “Calling the Company,” Carney explained. When he got Talbot he asked to be patched through the telephone to his home.


As he waited, Carney and Tim went through the litany of the pre-landing check.


“Flaps approach . . . twenty degrees.”


“Twenty, twenty, green,” Carney responded.


“Speed check.”


“One hundred eighty knots.”


As Tim spoke into his mike—“Chicago, Niner Charlie Juliet, crossing the numbers; through five for four”—Carney heard the phone start to ring in their Manhattan town house, seven hundred miles away.


Come on, Percey. Pick up! Where are you?


Please  . . .


ATC said, “Niner Charlie Juliet, reduce speed to one eight zero. Contact tower. Good evening.”


“Roger, Chicago. One eight zero knots. Evening.”


Three rings.


Where the hell is she? What’s wrong?


The knot in his gut grew tighter.


The turbofan sang, a grinding sound. Hydraulics moaned. Static crackled in Carney’s headset.


Tim sang out, “Flaps thirty. Gear down.”


“Flaps, thirty, thirty, green. Gear down. Three green.”


And then, at last—in his earphone—a sharp click.


His wife’s voice saying, “Hello?”


He laughed out loud in relief.


Carney started to speak but, before he could, the aircraft gave a huge jolt—so vicious that in a fraction of a second the force of the explosion ripped the bulky headset from his ears and the men were flung forward into the control panel. Shrapnel and sparks exploded around them.


Stunned, Carney instinctively grabbed the unresponsive yoke with his left hand; he no longer had a right one. He turned toward Tim just as the man’s bloody, rag-doll body disappeared out of the gaping hole in the side of the fuselage.


“Oh, God. No, no . . . ”


Then the entire cockpit broke away from the disintegrating plane and rose into the air, leaving the fuselage and wings and engines of the Lear behind, engulfed in a ball of gassy fire.


“Oh, Percey,” he whispered, “Percey . . . ” Though there was no longer a microphone to speak into.





 . . . Chapter Two


Big as asteroids, bone yellow.


The grains of sand glowed on the computer screen. The man was sitting forward, neck aching, eyes in a hard squint—from concentration, not from any flaw in vision.


In the distance, thunder. The early morning sky was yellow and green and a storm was due at any moment. This had been the wettest spring on record.


Grains of sand . . .


“Enlarge,” he commanded, and dutifully the image on the computer doubled in size.


Strange, he thought.


“Cursor down . . . stop.”


Leaning forward again, straining, studying the screen.


Sand, Lincoln Rhyme reflected, is a criminalist’s delight: bits of rock, sometimes mixed with other material, ranging from .05 to 2 millimeters (larger than that is gravel, smaller is silt). It adheres to a perp’s clothing like sticky paint and conveniently leaps off at crime scenes and hideouts to link murderer and murdered. It also can tell a great deal about where a suspect has been. Opaque sand means he’s been in the desert. Clear means beaches. Hornblende means Canada. Obsidian, Hawaii. Quartz and opaque igneous rock, New England. Smooth gray magnetite, the western Great Lakes.


But where this particular sand had come from, Rhyme didn’t have a clue. Most of the sand in the New York area was quartz and feldspar. Rocky on Long Island Sound, dusty on the Atlantic, muddy on the Hudson. But this was white, glistening, ragged, mixed with tiny red spheres. And what are those rings? White stone rings like microscopic slices of calamari. He’d never seen anything like this.


The puzzle had kept Rhyme up till 4 A.M. He’d just sent a sample of the sand to a colleague at the FBI’s crime lab in Washington. He’d had it shipped off with great reluctance—Lincoln Rhyme hated someone else’s answering his own questions.


Motion at the window beside his bed. He glanced toward it. His neighbors—two compact peregrine falcons—were awake and about to go hunting. Pigeons beware, Rhyme thought. Then he cocked his head, muttering, “Damn,” though he was referring not to his frustration with this uncooperative evidence but at the impending interruption.


Urgent footsteps were on the stairs. Thom had let visitors in and Rhyme didn’t want visitors. He glanced toward the hallway angrily. “Oh, not now, for God’s sake.”


But they didn’t hear, of course, and wouldn’t have paused even if they had.


Two of them . . .


One was heavy. One not.


A fast knock on the open door and they entered.


“Lincoln.”


Rhyme grunted.


Lon Sellitto was a detective first grade, NYPD, and the one responsible for the giant steps. Padding along beside him was his slimmer, younger partner, Jerry Banks, spiffy in his pork gray suit of fine plaid. He’d doused his cowlick with spray—Rhyme could smell propane, isobutane, and vinyl acetate—but the charming spike still stuck up like Dagwood’s.


The rotund man looked around the second-floor bedroom, which measured twenty by twenty. Not a picture on the wall. “What’s different, Linc? About the place?”


“Nothing.”


“Oh, hey, I know—it’s clean,” Banks said, then stopped abruptly as he ran into his faux pas.


“Clean, sure,” said Thom, immaculate in ironed tan slacks, white shirt, and the flowery tie that Rhyme thought was pointlessly gaudy though he himself had bought it, mail order, for the man. The aide had been with Rhyme for several years now—and though he’d been fired by Rhyme twice, and quit once, the criminalist had rehired the unflappable nurse/assistant an equal number of times. Thom knew enough about quadriplegia to be a doctor and had learned enough forensics from Lincoln Rhyme to be a detective. But he was content to be what the insurance company called a “caregiver,” though both Rhyme and Thom disparaged the term. Rhyme called him, variously, his “mother hen” or “nemesis,” both of which delighted the aide no end. He now maneuvered around the visitors. “He didn’t like it but I hired Molly Maids and got the place scrubbed down. Practically needed to be fumigated. He wouldn’t talk to me for a whole day afterwards.”


“It didn’t need to be cleaned. I can’t find anything.”


“But then he doesn’t have to find anything, does he?” Thom countered. “That’s what I’m for.”


No mood for banter. “Well?” Rhyme cast his handsome face toward Sellitto. “What?”


“Got a case. Thought you might wanta help.”


“I’m busy.”


“What’s all that?” Banks asked, motioning toward a new computer sitting beside Rhyme’s bed.


“Oh,” Thom said with infuriating cheer, “he’s state of the art now. Show them, Lincoln. Show them.”


“I don’t want to show them.”


More thunder but not a drop of rain. Nature, as often, was teasing today.


Thom persisted. “Show them how it works.”


“Don’t want to.”


“He’s just embarrassed.”


“Thom,” Rhyme muttered.


But the young aide was as oblivious to threats as he was to recrimination. He tugged his hideous, or stylish, silk tie. “I don’t know why he’s behaving this way. He seemed very proud of the whole setup the other day.”


“Did not.”


Thom continued. “That box there”—he pointed to a beige contraption—“that goes to the computer.”


“Whoa, two hundred megahertz?” Banks asked, nodding at the computer. To escape Rhyme’s scowl he’d grabbed the question like an owl snagging a frog.


“Yep,” Thom said.


But Lincoln Rhyme was not interested in computers. At the moment Lincoln Rhyme was interested only in microscopic rings of sculpted calamari and the sand they nestled in.


Thom continued. “The microphone goes into the computer. Whatever he says, the computer recognizes. It took the thing a while to learn his voice. He mumbled a lot.”


In truth Rhyme was quite pleased with the system—the lightning-fast computer, a specially made ECU box—environmental control unit—and voice-recognition software. Merely by speaking he could command the cursor to do whatever a person using a mouse and keyboard could do. And he could dictate too. Now, with words, he could turn the heat up or down and the lights on or off, play the stereo or TV, write on his word processor, and make phone calls and send faxes.


“He can even write music,” Thom said to the visitors. “He tells the computer what notes to mark down on the staff.”


“Now that’s useful,” Rhyme said sourly. “Music.”


For a C4 quad—Rhyme’s injury was at the fourth cervical vertebra—nodding was easy. He could also shrug, though not as dismissingly as he’d have liked. His other circus trick was moving his left ring finger a few millimeters in any direction he chose. That had been his entire physical repertoire for the past several years; composing a sonata for the violin was probably not in the offing.


“He can play games too,” Thom said.


“I hate games. I don’t play games.”


Sellitto, who reminded Rhyme of a large unmade bed, gazed at the computer and seemed unimpressed. “Lincoln,” he began gravely. “There’s a task-forced case. Us ’n’ the feds. Ran into a problem last night.”


“Ran into a brick wall,” Banks ventured to say.


“We thought . . . well, I thought you’d want to help us out on this one.”


Want to help them out?


“I’m working on something now,” Rhyme explained. “For Perkins, in fact.” Thomas Perkins, special agent in charge of the Manhattan office of the FBI. “One of Fred Dellray’s runners is missing.”


Special Agent Fred Dellray, a longtime veteran with the Bureau, was a handler for most of the Manhattan office’s undercover agents. Dellray himself had been one of the Bureau’s top undercover ops. He’d earned commendations from the director himself for his work. One of Dellray’s agents, Tony Panelli, had gone missing a few days earlier.


“Perkins told us,” Banks said. “Pretty weird.”


Rhyme rolled his eyes at the unartful phrase. Though he couldn’t dispute it. The agent had disappeared from his car across from the Federal Building in downtown Manhattan around 9 P.M. The streets weren’t crowded but they weren’t deserted either. The engine of the Bureau’s Crown Victoria was running, the door open. There was no blood, no gunshot residue, no scuff marks indicating struggle. No witnesses—at least no witnesses willing to talk.


Pretty weird indeed.


Perkins had a fine crime scene unit at his disposal, including the Bureau’s Physical Evidence Response Team. But it had been Rhyme who’d set up PERT and it was Rhyme whom Dellray had asked to work the scene of the disappearance. The crime scene officer who worked as Rhyme’s partner had spent hours at Panelli’s car and had come away with no unidentified fingerprints, ten bags of meaningless trace evidence, and—the only possible lead—a few dozen grains of this very odd sand.


The grains that now glowed on his computer screen, as smooth and huge as heavenly bodies.


Sellitto continued. “Perkins’s gonna put other people on the Panelli case, Lincoln, if you’ll help us. Anyway, I think you’ll want this one.”


That verb again—want. What was this all about?


Rhyme and Sellitto had worked together on major homicide investigations some years ago. Hard cases—and public cases. He knew Sellitto as well as he knew any cop. Rhyme generally distrusted his own ability to read people (his ex-wife, Blaine, had said—often, and heatedly—that Rhyme could spot a shell casing a mile away and miss a human being standing in front of him) but he could see now that Sellitto was holding back.


“Okay, Lon. What is it? Tell me.”


Sellitto nodded toward Banks.


“Phillip Hansen,” the young detective said significantly, lifting a puny eyebrow.


Rhyme knew the name only from newspaper articles. Hansen—a large, hard-living businessman originally from Tampa, Florida—owned a wholesale company in Armonk, New York. It was remarkably successful and he’d become a multimillionaire thanks to it. Hansen had a good deal for a small-time entrepreneur. He never had to look for customers, never advertised, never had receivables problems. In fact, if there was any downside to PH Distributors, Inc., it was that the federal government and New York State were expending great energy to shut it down and throw its president in jail. Because the product Hansen’s company sold was not, as he claimed, secondhand military surplus vehicles but weaponry, more often than not stolen from military bases or imported illegally. Earlier in the year two army privates had been killed when a truckload of small arms was hijacked near the George Washington Bridge on its way to New Jersey. Hansen was behind it—a fact the U.S. attorney and the New York attorney general knew but couldn’t prove.


“Perkins and us’re hammering together a case,” Sellitto said. “Working with the army CID. But it’s been a bitch.”


“And nobody ever dimes him,” said Banks. “Ever.”


Rhyme supposed that, no, no one would dare snitch on a man like Hansen.


The young detective continued. “But finally, last week, we got a break. See, Hansen’s a pilot. His company’s got warehouses at Mamaroneck Airport—that one near White Plains? A judge issued paper to check ’em out. Naturally we didn’t find anything. But then last week, it’s midnight? The airport’s closed but there’re some people there, working late. They see a guy fitting Hansen’s description drive out to this private plane, load some big duffel bags into it, and take off. Unauthorized. No flight plan, just takes off. Comes back forty minutes later, lands, gets back into his car, and burns rubber out of there. No duffel bags. The witnesses give the registration number to the FAA. Turns out it’s Hansen’s private plane, not his company’s.”


Rhyme said, “So he knew you were getting close and he wanted to ditch something linking him to the killings.” He was beginning to see why they wanted him. Some seeds of interest here. “Air Traffic Control track him?”


“LaGuardia had him for a while. Straight out over Long Island Sound. Then he dropped below radar for ten minutes or so.”


“And you drew a line to see how far he could get over the Sound. There’re divers out?”


“Right. Now, we knew that soon as Hansen heard we had the three witnesses he was gonna rabbit. So we managed to put him away till Monday. Federal Detention.”


Rhyme laughed. “You got a judge to buy probable cause on that?”


“Yeah, with the risk of flight,” Sellitto said. “And some bullshit FAA violations and reckless endangerment thrown in. No flight plan, flying below FAA minimums.”


“What’d Mis-ter Han-sen say?”


“He knows the drill. Not a word to the arrestings, not a word to the prosecutors. Lawyer denies everything and’s preparing suit for wrongful arrest, yadda, yadda, yadda . . . So if we find the fucking bags we go to the grand jury on Monday and, bang, he’s away.”


“Provided,” Rhyme pointed out, “there’s anything incriminating in the bags.”


“Oh, there’s something incriminating.”


“How do you know?”


“Because Hansen’s scared. He’s hired somebody to kill the witnesses. He’s already got one of ’em. Blew up his plane last night outside of Chicago.”


And, Rhyme thought, they want me to find the duffel bags . . . Fascinating questions were now floating into his mind. Was it possible to place the plane at a particular location over the water because of a certain type of precipitation or saline deposit or insect found crushed on the leading edge of the wing? Could one calculate the time of death of an insect? What about salt concentrations and pollutants in the water? Flying that low to the water, would the engines or wings pick up algae and deposit it on the fuselage or tail?


“I’ll need some maps of the Sound,” Rhyme began. “Engineering drawings of his plane—”


“Uhm, Lincoln, that’s not why we’re here,” Sellitto said.


“Not to find the bags,” Banks added.


“No? Then?” Rhyme tossed an irritating tickle of black hair off his forehead and frowned the young man down.


Sellitto’s eyes again scanned the beige ECU box. The wires that sprouted from it were dull red and yellow and black and lay curled on the floor like sunning snakes.


“We want you to help us find the killer. The guy Hansen hired. Stop him before he gets the other two wits.”


“And?” For Rhyme saw that Sellitto still had not mentioned what he was holding in reserve.


With a glance out the window the detective said, “Looks like it’s the Dancer, Lincoln.”


“The Coffin Dancer?”


Sellitto looked back and nodded.


“You’re sure?”


“We heard he’d done a job in D.C. a few weeks ago. Killed a congressional aide mixed up in arms deals. We got pen registers and found calls from a pay phone outside Hansen’s house to the hotel where the Dancer was staying. It’s gotta be him, Lincoln.”


On the screen the grains of sand, big as asteroids, smooth as a woman’s shoulders, lost their grip on Rhyme’s interest.


“Well,” he said softly, “that’s a problem now, isn’t it?”





 . . . Chapter Three


She remembered:


Last night, the cricket chirp of the phone intruding on the drizzle outside their bedroom window.


She’d looked at it contemptuously as if Bell Atlantic were responsible for the nausea and the suffocating pain in her head, the strobe lights flashing behind her eyelids.


Finally she’d rolled to her feet and snagged the receiver on the fourth ring.


“Hello?”


Answered by the empty-pipe echo of a unicom radio-to-phone patch.


Then a voice. Perhaps.


A laugh. Perhaps.


A huge roar. A click. Silence.


No dial tone. Just silence, shrouded by the crashing waves in her ears.


Hello? Hello? . . .


She’d hung up the phone and returned to the couch, watched the evening rain, watched the dogwood bend and straighten in the spring storm’s breeze. She’d fallen asleep again. Until the phone rang again a half hour later with the news about Lear Niner Charlie Juliet going down on approach and carrying her husband and young Tim Randolph to their deaths.


Now, on this gray morning, Percey Rachael Clay knew that the mysterious phone call last night had been from her husband. Ron Talbot—the one who’d courageously called to deliver the news of the crash—had explained he’d patched a call through to her at around the time the Lear had exploded.


Ed’s laugh . . .


Hello? Hello?


Percey uncorked her flask, took a sip. She thought of the windy day years ago when she and Ed had flown a pontoon-equipped Cessna 180 to Red Lake, Ontario, setting down with about six ounces of fuel left in the tank, and celebrated their arrival by downing a bottle of label-less Canadian whiskey, which turned out to give them both the most dire hangovers of their lives. The thought brought tears to her eyes now, as the pain had then.


“Come on, Perce, enough of that, okay?” said the man sitting on the living room couch. “Please.” He pointed to the flask.


“Oh, right,” her gravelly voice responded with controlled sarcasm. “Sure.” And she took another sip. Felt like a cigarette but resisted. “What the hell was he doing calling me on final?” she asked.


“Maybe he was worried about you,” Brit Hale suggested. “Your migraine.”


Like Percey, Hale hadn’t slept last night. Talbot had called him too with the news of the crash and he’d driven down from his Bronxville apartment to be with Percey. He’d stayed with her all night, helped her make the calls that had to be made. It was Hale, not Percey, who’d delivered the news to her own parents in Richmond.


“He had no business doing that, Brit. A call on final.”


“That had nothing to do with what happened,” Hale said gently.


“I know,” she said.


They’d known each other for years. Hale had been one of Hudson Air’s first pilots and had worked for free for the first four months until his savings ran out and he had to approach Percey reluctantly with a request for some salary. He never knew that she’d paid it out of her own savings, for the company didn’t turn a profit for a year after incorporation. Hale resembled a lean, stern schoolteacher. In reality he was easygoing—the perfect antidote to Percey—and a droll practical joker who’d been known to roll a plane into inverted flight if his passengers were particularly rude and unruly and keep it there until they calmed down. Hale often took the right seat to Percey’s left and was her favorite copilot in the world. “Privilege to fly with you, ma’am,” he’d say, offering his imperfect Elvis Presley impersonation. “Thank you very much.”


The pain behind her eyes was nearly gone now. Percey had lost friends—to crashes mostly—and she knew that psychic loss was an anesthetic to physical pain.


So was whiskey.


Another hit from the flask. “Hell, Brit.” She slumped into the couch beside him. “Oh, hell.”


Hale slipped his strong arm around her. She dropped her head, covered with dark curls, to his shoulder. “Be okay, babe,” he said. “Promise. What can I do?”


She shook her head. It was an answerless question.


A sparse mouthful of bourbon, then she looked at the clock. Nine A.M. Ed’s mother would be here any minute. Friends, relatives . . . There was the memorial service to plan . . .


So much to do.


“I’ve got to call Ron,” she said. “We’ve got to do something. The Company . . . ”


In airlines and charters the word “Company” didn’t mean the same as in any other businesses. The Company, cap C, was an entity, a living thing. It was spoken with reverence or frustration or pride. Sometimes with sorrow. Ed’s death had inflicted a wound in many lives, the Company’s included, and the injury could very well prove to be lethal.


So much to do . . .


But Percey Clay, the woman who never panicked, the woman who’d calmly controlled deadly Dutch rolls, the nemesis of Lear 23s, who’d recovered from graveyard spirals that would have sent many seasoned pilots into spins, now sat paralyzed on the couch. Odd, she thought, as if from a different dimension, I can’t move. She actually looked at her hands and feet to see if they were bone white and bloodless.


Oh, Ed . . .


And Tim Randolph too, of course. As good a copilot as you’d ever find, and good first officers were rare. She pictured his young, round face, like a younger Ed’s. Grinning inexplicably. Alert and obedient but firm—giving no-nonsense orders, even to Percey herself, when he had command of the aircraft.


“You need some coffee,” Hale announced, heading for the kitchen. “I’ll getcha a whipped double mochaccino latte with steamed skim.”


One of their private jokes was about sissy coffees. Real pilots, they both felt, drink only Maxwell House or Folgers.


Today, though, Hale, bless his heart, wasn’t really talking about coffee. He meant: Lay off the booze. Percey took the hint. She corked the flask and dropped it on the table with a loud clink. “Okay, okay.” She rose and paced through the living room. She caught sight of herself in the mirror. The pug face. Black hair in tight, stubborn curls. (In her tormented adolescence, during a moment of despair, she’d given herself a crew cut. That’ll show ’em. Though naturally all this act of defiance did was to give the chahmin’ girls of the Lee School in Richmond even more ammunition against her.) Percey had a slight figure and marbles of black eyes that her mother repeatedly said were her finest quality. Meaning her only quality. And a quality that men, of course, didn’t give a shit about.


Dark lines under those eyes today and hopeless matte skin—smoker’s skin, she remembered from the years she went through two packs of Marlboros a day. The earring holes in her lobes had long ago grown closed.


A look out the window, past the trees, into the street in front of the town house. She caught sight of the traffic and something tugged at her mind. Something unsettling.


What? What is it?


The feeling vanished, pushed away by the ringing of the doorbell.


Percey opened the door and found two burly police officers in the entryway.


“Mrs. Clay?”


“Yes.”


“NYPD.” Showing IDs. “We’re here to keep an eye on you until we get to the bottom of what happened to your husband.”


“Come in,” she said. “Brit Hale’s here too.”


“Mr. Hale?” one of the cops said, nodding. “He’s here? Good. We sent a couple of Westchester County troopers to his place too.”


And it was then that she looked past one of the cops, into the street, and the thought popped into her mind.


Stepping around the policemen onto the front stoop.


“We’d rather you stayed inside, Mrs. Clay . . . ”


Staring at the street. What was it?


Then she understood.


“There’s something you should know,” she said to the officers. “A black van.”


“A . . . ?”


“A black van. There was this black van.”


One of the officers took out a notebook. “You better tell me about it.”
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“Wait,” Rhyme said.


Lon Sellitto paused in his narration.


Rhyme now heard another set of footsteps approaching, neither heavy nor light. He knew whose they were. This was not deduction. He’d heard this particular pattern many times.


Amelia Sachs’s beautiful face, surrounded by her long red hair, crested the stairs, and Rhyme saw her hesitate for a moment, then continue into the room. She was in full navy blue patrol uniform, minus only the cap and tie. She carried a Jefferson Market shopping bag.


Jerry Banks flashed her a smile. His crush was adoring and obvious and only moderately inappropriate—not many patrol officers have a history of a Madison Avenue modeling career behind them, as did tall Amelia Sachs. But the gaze, like the attraction, was not reciprocated, and the young man, a pretty boy himself despite the badly shaved face and cowlick, seemed resigned to carrying his torch a bit longer.


“Hi, Jerry,” she said. To Sellitto she gave another nod and a deferential “sir.” (He was a detective lieutenant and a legend in Homicide. Sachs had cop genes in her and had been taught over the dinner table as well as in the academy to respect elders.)


“You look tired,” Sellitto commented.


“Didn’t sleep,” she said. “Looking for sand.” She pulled a dozen Baggies out of the shopping bag. “I’ve been out collecting exemplars.”


“Good,” Rhyme said. “But that’s old news. We’ve been reassigned.”


“Reassigned?”


“Somebody’s come to town. And we have to catch him.”


“Who?”


“A killer,” Sellitto said.


“Pro?” Sachs asked. “OC?”


“Professional, yes,” Rhyme said. “No OC connection that we know about.” Organized crime was the largest purveyor of for-hire killers in the country.


“He’s freelance,” Rhyme explained. “We call him the Coffin Dancer.”


She lifted an eyebrow, red from worrying with a fingernail. “Why?”


“Only one victim’s ever got close to him and lived long enough to give us any details. He’s got—or had, at least—a tattoo on his upper arm: the Grim Reaper dancing with a woman in front of a coffin.”


“Well, that’s something to put in the ‘Distinguishing Marks’ box on an incident report,” she said wryly. “What else you know about him?”


“White male, probably in his thirties. That’s it.”


“You traced the tattoo?” Sachs asked.


“Of course,” Rhyme responded dryly. “To the ends of the earth.” He meant this literally. No police department in any major city around the world could find any history of a tattoo like his.


“Excuse me, gentlemen and lady,” Thom said. “Work to do.” Conversation came to a halt while the young man went through the motions of rotating his boss. This helped clear his lungs. To quadriplegics certain parts of their body become personified; patients develop special relationships with them. After his spine was shattered while searching a crime scene some years ago Rhyme’s arms and legs had become his cruelest enemies and he’d spent desperate energy trying to force them to do what he wanted. But they’d won, no contest, and stayed as still as wood. Then he’d confronted the racking spasms that shook his body unmercifully. He’d tried to force them to stop. Eventually they had—on their own, it seemed. Rhyme couldn’t exactly claim victory though he did accept their surrender. Then he’d turned to lesser challenges and had taken on his lungs. Finally, after a year of rehab, he weaned himself off the ventilator. Out came the trachea tube and he could breathe on his own. It was his only victory against his body and he harbored a dark superstition that the lungs were biding their time to get even. He figured he’d die of pneumonia or emphysema in a year or two.


Lincoln Rhyme didn’t necessarily mind the idea of dying. But there were too many ways to die; he was determined not to go unpleasantly.


Sachs asked, “Any leads? LKA?”


“Last known was down in the D.C. area,” Sellitto said in his Brooklyn drawl. “That’s it. Nothin’ else. Oh, we hear about him some. Dellray more’n us, with all his skels and CIs, you know. The Dancer, he’s like he’s ten different people. Ear jobs, facial implants, silicon. Adds scars, removes scars. Gains weight, loses weight. Once he skinned this corpse—took some guy’s hands off and wore ’em like gloves to fool CS about the prints.”


“Not me, though,” Rhyme reminded. “I wasn’t fooled.”


Though I still didn’t get him, he reflected bitterly.


“He plans everything,” the detective continued. “Sets up diversions then moves in. Does the job. And he fucking cleans up afterwards real efficient.” Sellitto stopped talking, looking strangely uneasy for a man who hunts killers for a living.


Eyes out the window, Rhyme didn’t acknowledge his ex-partner’s reticence. He merely continued the story. “That case—with the skinned hands—was the Dancer’s most recent job in New York. Five, six years ago. He was hired by one Wall Street investment banker to kill his partner. Did the job nice and clean. My CS team got to the scene and started to walk the grid. One of them lifted a wad of paper out of the trash can. It set off a load of PETN. About eight ounces, gas enhanced. Both techs were killed and virtually every clue was destroyed.”


“I’m sorry,” Sachs said. There was an awkward silence between them. She’d been his apprentice and his partner for more than a year—and had become his friend too. Had even spent the night here sometimes, sleeping on the couch or even, as chaste as a sibling, in Rhyme’s half-ton Clinitron bed. But the talk was mostly forensic, with Rhyme’s lulling her to sleep with tales of stalking serial killers and brilliant cat burglars. They generally steered clear of personal issues. Now she offered nothing more than, “It must have been hard.”


Rhyme deflected the taut sympathy with a shake of his head. He stared at the empty wall. For a time there’d been art posters taped up around the room. They were long gone but his eyes played a game of connect-the-dots with the bits of tape still stuck there. A lopsided star was the shape they traced, while within him somewhere, deep, Rhyme felt an empty despair, replaying the horrid crime scene of the explosion, seeing the burnt, shattered bodies of his officers.


Sachs asked, “The guy who hired him, he was willing to dime the Dancer?”


“Was willing to, sure. But there wasn’t much he could say. He delivered cash to a drop box with written instructions. No electronic transfers, no account numbers. They never met in person.” Rhyme inhaled deeply. “But the worst part was that the banker who’d paid for the hit changed his mind. He lost his nerve. But he had no way to get in touch with the Dancer. It didn’t matter anyway. The Dancer’d told him right up front: ‘Recall is not an option.’ ”


Sellitto briefed Sachs about the case against Phillip Hansen, the witnesses who’d seen his plane make its midnight run, and the bomb last night.


“Who are the other wits?” she asked.


“Percey Clay, the wife of this Carney guy killed last night in the plane. She’s the president of their company, Hudson Air Charters. Her husband was VP. The other wit’s Britton Hale. He’s a pilot works for them. I sent baby-sitters to keep an eye on ’em both.”


Rhyme said, “I’ve called Mel Cooper in. He’ll be working the lab downstairs. The Hansen case is task-forced so we’re getting Fred Dellray to represent the feds. He’ll have agents for us if we need them and’s clearing one of U.S. Marshal’s wit-protection safe houses for the Clay woman and Hale.”


Lincoln Rhyme’s opulent memory intruded momentarily and he lost track of what the detective was saying. An image of the office where the Dancer had left the bomb five years ago came to mind again.


Remembering: The trash can, blown open like a black rose. The smell of the explosive—the choking chemical scent, nothing at all like wood-fire smoke. The silky alligatoring on the charred wood. The seared bodies of his techs, drawn into the pugilistic attitude by the flames.


He was saved from this horrid reverie by the buzz of the fax machine. Jerry Banks snagged the first sheet. “Crime scene report from the crash,” he announced.


Rhyme’s head snapped toward the machine eagerly. “Time to go to work, boys and girls!”
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Wash ’em. Wash ’em off.


Soldier, are those hands clean?


Sir, they’re getting there, sir.


The solid man, in his mid-thirties, stood in the washroom of a coffee shop on Lexington Avenue, lost in his task.


Scrub, scrub, scrub . . .


He paused and looked out the men’s room door. Nobody seemed interested that he’d been in here for nearly ten minutes.


Back to scrubbing.


Stephen Kall examined his cuticles and big red knuckles.


Lookin’ clean, lookin’ clean. No worms. Not a single one.


He’d been feeling fine as he moved the black van off the street and parked it deep in an underground garage. Stephen had taken what tools he needed from the back of the vehicle and climbed the ramp, slipping out onto the busy street. He’d worked in New York several times before but he could never get used to all the people, a thousand people on this block alone.


Makes me feel cringey.


Makes me feel wormy.


And so he stopped here in the men’s room for a little scrub.


Soldier, aren’t you through with that yet? You’ve got two targets left to eliminate.


Sir, almost, sir. Have to remove the risk of any trace evidence prior to proceeding with the operation, sir.


Oh, for the luva Christ . . .


The hot water pouring over his hands. Scrubbing with a brush he carried with him in a plastic Baggie. Squirting the pink soap from the dispenser. And scrubbing some more.


Finally he examined the ruddy hands and dried them under the hot air of the blower. No towels, no telltale fibers.


No worms either.


Stephen wore camouflage today though not military olive drab or Desert Storm beige. He was in jeans, Reeboks, a work shirt, a gray windbreaker speckled with paint drips. On his belt was his cell phone and a large tape measure. He looked like any other contractor in Manhattan and was wearing this outfit today because no one would think twice about a workman wearing cloth gloves on a spring day.


Walking outside.


Still lots of people. But his hands were clean and he wasn’t cringey anymore.


He paused at the corner and looked down the street at the building that had been the Husband’s and Wife’s town house but was the Wife’s alone now because the Husband had been neatly blown into a million small pieces over the Land of Lincoln.


So, two witnesses were still alive and they both had to be dead before the grand jury convened on Monday. He glanced at his bulky stainless-steel watch. It was nine-thirty Saturday morning.


Soldier, is that enough time to get them both?


Sir, I may not get them both now but I still have nearly forty-eight hours, sir. That is more than sufficient time to locate and neutralize both targets, sir.


But, Soldier, do you mind challenges?


Sir, I live for challenges, sir.


There was a single squad car in front of the town house. Which he’d expected.


All right, we have a known kill zone in front of the house, an unknown one inside . . .


He looked up and down the street, then started along the sidewalk, his scrubbed hands tingling. The backpack weighed close to sixty pounds but he hardly felt it. Crew-cut Stephen was mostly muscle.


As he walked he pictured himself as a local. Anonymous. He didn’t think of himself as Stephen or as Mr. Kall or Todd Johnson or Stan Bledsoe or any of the dozens of other aliases he’d used over the past ten years. His real name was like a rusty gym set in the backyard, something you were aware of but didn’t really see.


He turned suddenly and stepped into the doorway of the building opposite the Wife’s town house. Stephen pushed open the front door and looked out at the large glass windows in front, partially obscured by a flowering dogwood tree. He put on a pair of expensive yellow-tinted shooting glasses and the glare from the window vanished. He could see figures moving around inside. One cop . . . no, two cops. A man with his back to the window. Maybe the Friend, the other witness he’d been hired to kill. And . . . yes! There was the Wife. Short. Homely. Boyish. She was wearing a white blouse. It made a good target.


She stepped out of view.


Stephen bent down and unzipped his backpack.





 . . . Chapter Four


A sitting transfer into the Storm Arrow wheelchair.


Then Rhyme took over, gripping the plastic straw of the sip-and-puff controller in his mouth, and he drove into the tiny elevator, formerly a closet, that carried him unceremoniously down to the first floor of his town house.


In the 1890s, when the place had been built, the room into which Lincoln Rhyme now wheeled had been a parlor off the dining room. Plaster-and-lath construction, fleur-de-lis crown molding, domed icon recesses, and solid oak floorboards joined as tight as welded steel. An architect, though, would have been horrified to see that Rhyme had had the wall separating the two rooms demolished and large holes dug into the remaining walls to run additional electrical lines. The combined rooms were now a messy space filled not with Tiffany’s stained glass or moody landscapes by George Inness but with very different objets d’art: density-gradient tubes, computers, compound microscopes, comparison ’scopes, a gas chromatograph/mass spectrometer, a PoliLight alternative light source, fuming frames for raising friction ridge prints. A very expensive scanning electron microscope hooked to an energy dispersive X-ray unit sat prominently in the corner. Here too were the mundane tools of the criminalist’s trade: goggles, latex and cut-resistant gloves, beakers, screwdrivers and pliers, postmortem finger spoons, tongs, scalpels, tongue depressors, cotton swabs, jars, plastic bags, examining trays, probes. A dozen pairs of chopsticks (Rhyme ordered his assistants to lift evidence the way they picked up dim sum at Ming Wa’s).


Rhyme steered the sleek, candy-apple red Storm Arrow into position beside the worktable. Thom placed the microphone over his head and booted up the computer.


A moment later Sellitto and Banks appeared in the doorway, joined by another man who’d just arrived. He was tall and rangy, with skin as dark as tires. He was wearing a green suit and an unearthly yellow shirt.


“Hello, Fred.”


“Lincoln.”


“Hey.” Sachs nodded to Fred Dellray as she entered the room. She’d forgiven him for arresting her not long ago—an interagency squabble—and they now had a curious affinity, this tall, beautiful cop and the tall, quirky agent. They were both, Rhyme had decisively concluded, people cops (he himself being an evidence cop). Dellray trusted forensics as little as Rhyme trusted the testimony of witnesses. As for former beat cop Sachs, well, there was nothing Rhyme could do about her natural proclivities but he was determined that she push those talents aside and become the best criminalist in New York, if not the country. A goal that was easily within her grasp, even if she herself didn’t know it.


Dellray loped across the room, stationed himself beside the window, crossed his lanky arms. No one—Rhyme included—could peg the agent exactly. He lived alone in a small apartment in Brooklyn, loved to read literature and philosophy, and loved even more to play pool in tawdry bars. Once the jewel in the crown of the FBI’s undercover agents, Fred Dellray was still referred to occasionally by the nickname he’d had when he was in the field: “The Chameleon”—a tribute to his uncanny skill at being whoever his undercover role required he be. He had over a thousand arrests to his credit. But he’d spent too much time undercover and had become “overextended,” as the Bureau-ese went. It was only a matter of time before he’d be recognized by some dealer or warlord and killed. So he’d reluctantly agreed to take an administrative job running other undercover agents and CIs—confidential informants.


“So, mah boys tell me we got us the Dancer hisself,” the agent muttered, the patois less Ebonics than, well . . . pure Dellray. His grammar and vocabulary, like his life, were largely improvised.


“Any word on Tony?” Rhyme asked.


“My boy gone missing?” Dellray asked, his face screwing up angrily. “Not. A. Thing.”


Tony Panelli, the agent who’d disappeared from the Federal Building several days before, had left behind a wife at home, a gray Ford with a running engine, and a number of grains of infuriatingly mysterious sand—the sensuous asteroids that promised answers but had so far delivered none.


“When we catch the Dancer,” Rhyme said, “we’ll get back on it, Amelia and me. Full-time. Promise.”


Dellray angrily tapped the unlit tip of a cigarette nestling behind his left ear. “The Dancer . . . Shit. Better nail his ass this time. Shit.”


“What about the hit?” Sachs asked. “The one last night. Have any details?”


Sellitto read through the wad of faxes and some of his own handwritten notes. He looked up. “Ed Carney took off from Mamaroneck Airport around seven-fifteen last night. The company—Hudson Air—they’re a private charterer. They fly cargo, corporate clients, you know. Lease out planes. They’d just gotten a new contract to fly—get this—body parts for transplants to hospitals around the Midwest and East Coast. Hear it’s a real competitive business nowadays.”


“Cutthroat,” Banks offered and was the only one who smiled at his joke.


Sellitto continued. “The client was U.S. Medical and Healthcare. Based up in Somers. One of those for-profit hospital chains. Carney had a real tight schedule. Was supposed to fly to Chicago, Saint Louis, Memphis, Lexington, Cleveland, then lay over in Erie, Pennsylvania. Come back this morning.”


“Any passengers?” Rhyme asked.


“Not whole ones,” Sellitto muttered. “Just the cargo. Everything’s routine about the flight. Then about ten minutes out of O’Hare, a bomb goes off. Blows the shit out of the plane. Killed both Carney and his copilot. Four injuries on the ground. His wife, by the way, was supposed to be flying with him but she got sick and had to cancel.”


“There an NTSB report?” Rhyme asked. “No, of course not, there wouldn’t be. Not yet.”


“Report won’t be ready for two, three days.”


“Well, we can’t wait two or three days!” Rhyme griped loudly. “I need it now!”


A pink scar from the ventilator hose was visible on his throat. But Rhyme had weaned himself off the fake lung and could breathe like nobody’s business. Lincoln Rhyme was a C4 quad who could sigh, cough, and shout like a sailor. “I need to know everything about the bomb.”


“I’ll call a buddy in the Windy City,” Dellray said. “He owes me major. Tell ’im what’s what and have ’im ship us whatever they got, pronto.”


Rhyme nodded to the agent, then considered what Sellitto had told him. “Okay, we’ve got two scenes. The crash site in Chicago. That one’s too late for you, Sachs. Contaminated as hell. We’ll just have to hope the folks in Chicago do a halfway decent job. The other scene’s the airport in Mamaroneck—where the Dancer got the bomb on board.”


“How do we know he did it at the airport?” Sachs said. She was rolling her brilliant red hair in a twist, then pinning it on top of her head. Magnificent strands like these were a liability at crime scenes; they threatened to contaminate the evidence. Sachs went about her job armed with a Glock 9 and a dozen bobby pins.


“Good point, Sachs.” He loved her outguessing him. “We don’t know and we won’t until we find the seat of the bomb. It might’ve been planted in the cargo, in a flight bag, a coffeepot.”


Or a wastebasket, he thought grimly, again recalling the Wall Street bombing.


“I want every single bit of that bomb here as soon as possible. We have to have it,” Rhyme said.


“Well, Linc,” Sellitto said slowly, “the plane was a mile up when it blew. The wreckage’s scattered over a whole fucking subdivision.”


“I don’t care,” Rhyme said, neck muscles aching. “Are they still searching?”


Local rescue workers searched crash sites but investigations were federal, so it was Fred Dellray who placed a call to the FBI special agent at the site.


“Tell him we need every piece of wreckage that tests positive for explosive. I’m talking nanograms. I want that bomb.”


Dellray relayed this. Then he looked up, shook his head. “Scene’s released.”


“What?” Rhyme snapped. “After twelve hours? Ridiculous. Inexcusable!”


“They had to get the streets open. He said—”


“Fire trucks!” Rhyme called.


“What?”


“Every fire truck, ambulance, police car . . . every emergency vehicle that responded to the crash. I want the tires scraped.”


Dellray’s long, black face stared at him. “You wanna repeat that? For my ex–good friend here?” The agent pushed the phone at him.


Rhyme ignored the receiver and said to Dellray, “Emergency vehicle tires’re one of the best sources for good evidence at contaminated crime scenes. They were first on the scene, they usually have new tires with deep tread grooves, and they probably didn’t drive anywhere but to and from the crash site. I want all the tires scraped and the trace sent here.”


Dellray managed to get a promise from Chicago that the tires of as many emergency vehicles as they could get to would be scraped.


“Not ‘as many as,’ ” Rhyme called. “All of them.”


Dellray rolled his eyes and relayed that information too, then hung up.


Suddenly Rhyme cried, “Thom! Thom, where are you?”


The belabored aide appeared at the door a moment later. “In the laundry room, that’s where.”


“Forget laundry. We need a time chart. Write, write . . . ”


“Write what, Lincoln?”


“On that chalkboard, right there. The big one.” Rhyme looked at Sellitto. “When’s the grand jury convening?”


“Nine on Monday.”


“The prosecutor’ll want them there a couple hours early—the van’ll pick ’em up between six and seven.” He looked at the wall clock. It was now 10 A.M. Saturday.


“We’ve got exactly forty-five hours. Thom, write, ‘Hour one of forty-five.’ ”


The aide hesitated.


“Write!”


He did.


Rhyme glanced at the others in the room. He saw their eyes flickering uncertainly among them, a skeptical frown on Sachs’s face. Her hand rose to her scalp and she scratched absently.


“Think I’m being melodramatic?” he asked finally. “Think we don’t need a reminder?”


No one spoke for a moment. Finally Sellitto said, “Well, Linc, I mean, it’s not like anything’s going to happen by then.”


“Oh, yes, something’s going to happen,” Rhyme said, eyes on the male falcon as the muscular bird launched himself effortlessly into the air over Central Park. “By seven o’clock on Monday morning, either we’ll’ve nailed the Dancer or both our witnesses’ll be dead. There’re no other options.”


The dense silence was broken by the chirp of Banks’s cell phone. He listened for a minute, then looked up. “Here’s something,” he said.


“What?” Rhyme asked.


“Those uniforms guarding Mrs. Clay and the other witness? Britton Hale?”


“What about them?”


“They’re at her town house. One of ’em just called in. Seems Mrs. Clay says there was a black van she’d never seen before parked on the block outside the house for the last couple days. Out-of-state plates.”


“She get the tag? Or state?”


“No,” Banks responded. “She said it was gone for a while last night after her husband left for the airport.”


Sellitto stared at him.


Rhyme’s head eased forward. “And?”


“She said it was back this morning for a little while. It’s gone now. She was—”


“Oh, Jesus,” Rhyme whispered.


“What?” Banks asked.


“Central!” the criminalist shouted. “Get on the horn to Central. Now!”
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A taxi pulled up in front of the Wife’s town house.


An elderly woman got out and walked unsteadily to the door.


Stephen watching, vigilant.


Soldier, is this an easy shot?


Sir, a shooter never thinks of a shot as easy. Every shot requires maximum concentration and effort. But, sir, I can make this shot and inflict lethal wounds, sir. I can turn my targets into jelly, sir.


The woman climbed up the stairs and disappeared into the lobby. A moment later Stephen saw her appear in the Wife’s living room. There was a flash of white cloth—the Wife’s blouse again. The two of them hugged. Another figure stepped into the room. A man. A cop? He turned around. No, it was the Friend.


Both targets, Stephen thought excitedly, only thirty yards away.


The older woman—mother or mother-in-law—remained in front of the Wife as they talked, heads down.


Stephen’s beloved Model 40 was in the van. But he wouldn’t need the sniper rifle for this shot, only the long-barrel Beretta. It was a wonderful gun. Old, battered, and functional. Unlike many mercenaries and pros, Stephen didn’t make a fetish out of his weapons. If a rock was the best way to kill a particular victim, he’d use a rock.


He assessed his target, measuring angles of incidence, the window’s potential distortion and deflection. The old woman stepped away from the Wife and stood directly in front of the glass.


Soldier, what is your strategy?


He’d shoot through the window and hit the elderly woman high. She’d fall. The Wife would instinctively step forward toward her and bend over her, presenting a fair target. The Friend would run into the room too and would profile just fine.


And what about the cops?


A slight risk. But uniformed patrolmen were modest shots at best and had probably never been fired on in the line of duty. They’d be sure to panic.


The lobby was still empty.


Stephen pulled back the slide to cock the weapon and give himself the better control of squeezing the trigger in the gun’s single-action mode. He pushed the door open and blocked it with his foot, looked up and down the street.


No one.


Breathe, soldier. Breathe, breathe, breathe . . .


He lowered the gun to his palm, the butt resting heavy in his gloved hand. He began applying imperceptible pressure to the trigger.


Breathe, breathe.


He stared at the old woman, and forgot completely about squeezing, forgot about aiming, forgot about the money he was making, forgot everything in the universe. He simply held the gun steady as a rock in his supple, relaxed hands and waited for the weapon to fire itself.





 . . . Chapter Five


Hour 1 of 45


The elderly woman wiping tears, the Wife standing behind her, arms crossed.


They were dead, they were—


Soldier!


Stephen froze. Relaxed his trigger finger.


Lights!


Flashing lights, silently zooming along the street. The turret lights on a police cruiser. Then two more cars, then a dozen, and an Emergency Services van bounding over the potholes. Converging on the Wife’s town house from both ends of the street.


Safety your weapon, Soldier.


Stephen lowered the gun, stepped back into the dim lobby.


Police ran from the cars like spilt water. They spread out along the sidewalk, gazing outward and up at the rooftops. They flung open the doors to the Wife’s town house, shattering the glass and pushing inside.


The five ESU officers, in full tactical gear, deployed along the curb, covering exactly the spots that ought to be covered, eyes vigilant, fingers curled loosely on the black triggers of their black guns. Patrol officers might be glorified traffic cops but there were no better soldiers than New York’s ESU. The Wife and the Friend had disappeared, probably flung to the floor. The old lady too.


More cars, filling the street and pulling up onto the sidewalks.


Stephen Kall, feeling cringey. Wormy. Sweat dotted his palms and he flexed his fist so the glove would soak it up.


Evacuate, Soldier . . .


With a screwdriver he pried open the lock to the main door and pushed inside, walking fast but not running, head down, making for the service entrance that led to the alley. No one saw him and he slipped outside. Was soon on Lexington Avenue, walking south through the crowds toward the underground garage where he’d parked the van.


Looking ahead.


Sir, trouble here, sir.


More cops.


They’d closed down Lexington Avenue about three blocks south and were setting up a perimeter around the town house, stopping cars, looking over pedestrians, moving door to door, shining their long flashlights into parked cars. Stephen saw two cops, hands twitching on the butts of their Glocks, ask one man to step out of his car while they searched under a pile of blankets in the backseat. What troubled Stephen was that the man was white and about Stephen’s age.


The building where he’d parked the van was within the search perimeter. He couldn’t drive out without being stopped. The line of cops moved closer. He walked back to the garage and pulled open the van door. Quickly he changed clothes—ditching the contractor outfit and dressing in blue jeans, work shoes (no telltale tread marks), a black T-shirt, a dark green windbreaker (no lettering of any kind), and a baseball cap (free of team insignia). The backpack contained his laptop, several cellular phones, his small-arms weapons, and ammunition from the van. He got more bullets, his binoculars, the night vision ’scope, tools, several packages of explosives, and various detonators. Stephen put the supplies in the large backpack.


The Model 40 was in a Fender bass guitar case. He lifted this out of the back of the van and set it with the backpack on the garage floor. He considered what to do about the van. Stephen had never touched any part of the vehicle without wearing gloves and there was nothing inside that would give away his identity. The Dodge itself was stolen and he’d removed both the dash VIN and the secret VINs. He’d made the license plates himself. He’d planned on abandoning it sooner or later and could finish the job without the vehicle. He decided to leave it now. He covered the boxy Dodge with a blue Wolf car tarp, slipped his k-bar knife into the tires, flattening them, to make it look like the van had been there for months. He left the garage through the elevator to the building.


Outside, he slipped into the crowd. But there were police everywhere. His skin started to crawl. It felt wormy, moist. He stepped up to a phone booth and pretended to make a call, lowered his head to the metal plate of the phone, felt the sweat prickle on his forehead, under his arms. Thinking, They’re everywhere. Looking for him, looking at him. From cars. From the street.


From windows . . .


The memory came back again . . .


The face in the window.


He took a deep breath.


The face in the window . . .


It had happened recently. Stephen’d been hired for a hit in Washington, D.C. The job was to kill a congressional aide selling classified military arms information to—Stephen assumed—a competitor of the man who’d hired Stephen. The aide had been understandably paranoid and kept a safe house in Alexandria, Virginia. Stephen had learned where it was and finally managed to get close enough for a pistol shot—although it would be a tricky one.


One chance, one shot . . .


Stephen had waited for four hours, and when the victim arrived and darted toward his town house Stephen had managed to fire a single shot. Hit him, he believed, but the man had fallen out of sight in a courtyard.


Listen to me, boy. You listening?


Sir, yessir.


You track down every wounded target and finish the job. You follow the blood spoor to hell and back, you have to.


Well—


No well about it. You confirm every kill. You understand me? This’s not an option.


Yessir.


Stephen had climbed over the brick wall into the man’s courtyard. He found the aide’s body sprawled on the cobblestones, beside a goat-head fountain. The shot had been fatal after all.


But something odd had happened. Something that sent a shiver through him and very few things in life had ever made him shiver. Maybe it was just a fluke, the way the aide had fallen or the way the bullet hit him. But it appeared that someone had carefully untucked the victim’s bloody shirt and pulled it up to see the tiny entrance wound above the man’s sternum.


Stephen had spun around, looking for whoever had done this. But, no, there was no one nearby.


Or so he thought at first.


Then Stephen happened to look across the courtyard. There was an old carriage house, its windows smeared and dirty, lit from behind with failing sunset light. In one of those windows he saw—or imagined he saw—a face looking out at him. He couldn’t see the man—or woman—clearly. But whoever it was didn’t seem particularly scared. They hadn’t ducked or tried to run.


A witness, you left a witness, Soldier!


Sir, I will eliminate the possibility of identification immediately, sir.


But when he kicked in the door of the carriage house he found it was empty.


Evacuate, Soldier . . .


The face in the window . . .


Stephen had stood in the empty building, overlooking the courtyard of the aide’s town house, lit with bold western sunlight, and turned around and around in slow, manic circles.


Who was it? What had he been doing? Or was it just Stephen’s imagination? The way his stepfather used to see snipers in the hawk nests of West Virginia oak trees.


The face in the window had gazed at him the way his stepfather would look at him sometimes, studying him, inspecting. Stephen, remembering what young Stephen had often thought: Did I fuck up? Did I do good? What’s he thinking about me?


Finally he couldn’t wait any longer and he’d headed back to his hotel in Washington.


Stephen had been shot at and beaten and stabbed. But nothing had shaken him as much as that incident in Alexandria. He’d never once been troubled by the faces of his victims, dead or alive. But the face in the window was like a worm crawling up his leg.


Cringey . . .


Which was exactly what he felt now, seeing the lines of officers moving toward him from both directions on Lexington. Cars were honking, drivers were angry. But the police paid no mind; they continued their dogged search. It was just a matter of minutes until they spotted him—an athletic white man by himself, carrying a guitar case that might easily contain the best sniper rifle God put on this earth.


His eyes went to the black, grimy windows overlooking the street.


He prayed he wouldn’t see a face looking out.


Soldier, the fuck you talking about?


Sir, I—


Reconnoiter, Soldier.


Sir, yessir.


A burnt, bitter smell came to him.


He turned around and found he was standing outside a Starbucks. He walked in and while he pretended to read the menu in fact he surveyed the customers.


At a table by herself a large woman sat in one of the flimsy, uncomfortable chairs. She was reading a magazine and nursing a tall cup of tea. She was in her early thirties, dumpy, with a broad face and a thick nose. Starbucks, he free-associated . . . Seattle . . . dyke?


But, no, he didn’t think so. She pored over the Vogue in her hands with envy, not lust.


Stephen bought a cup of Celestial Seasonings tea, chamomile. He picked up the container and started to walk toward a seat at the window. Stephen was just passing the woman’s table when the cup slipped from his hand and dropped onto the chair opposite her, spraying the hot tea all over the floor. She slid back in surprise, looking up at the horrified expression on Stephen’s face.


“Oh, my goodness,” he whispered, “I am sooo sorry.” He lunged for a handful of napkins. “Tell me I didn’t get any on you. Please!”
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Percey Clay pulled away from the young detective who held her pinned to the floor.


Ed’s mother, Joan Carney, lay a few feet away, her face frozen in shock and bewilderment.


Brit Hale was up against the wall, covered by two strong cops. It looked as if they were arresting him.


“I’m sorry, ma’am, Mrs. Clay,” one cop said. “We—”


“What’s going on?” Hale seemed mystified. Unlike Ed and Ron Talbot and Percey herself, Hale had never been military, never come close to combat. He was fearless—he always wore long sleeves instead of a pilots’ traditional short-sleeve white shirt to hide the leathery burn scars on his arms from the time a few years ago he’d climbed into a flaming Cessna 150 to rescue a pilot and passenger. But the idea of malice and crime—intentional harm—was wholly alien to him.


“We got a call from the task force,” the detective explained. “They think the man who killed Mr. Carney has been back. Probably to come after you two. Mr. Rhyme thinks the killer was the one driving that black van you saw today.”


“Well, we have those men to guard us,” Percey snapped, tossing her head to the cops who’d arrived earlier.


“Jesus,” Hale muttered, looking outside. “There must be twenty cops out there.”


“Away from the window, please, sir,” the detective said firmly. “He could be on a rooftop. The site’s not secure yet.”


Percey heard footsteps running up the stairs. “The roof?” she asked sourly. “Maybe he’s tunneling into the basement.” She put her arm around Mrs. Carney. “You all right, Mother?”


“What’s going on, what is all this?”


“They think you might be in danger,” the officer said. “Not you, ma’am,” he added to Ed’s mother. “Mrs. Clay and Mr. Hale here. Because they’re witnesses in that case. We were told to secure the premises and take them to the command post.”


“They talk to him yet?” Hale asked.


“Don’t know who that’d be, sir.”


The lean man answered, “The guy we’re witnesses against. Hansen.” Hale’s world was the world of logic. Of reasonable people. Of machines and numbers and hydraulics. His three marriages had failed because the only place where his heart poked out was in the science of flight and the irrefutable sense of the cockpit. He now swiped his hair off his forehead and said, “Just ask him. He’ll tell you where the killer is. He hired him.”


“Well, I don’t think it’s quite as easy as that.”


Another officer appeared in the doorway. “Street’s secure, sir.”


“If you’ll come with us, please. Both of you.”


“What about Ed’s mother?”


“Do you live in the area?” the officer asked.


“No. I’m staying with my sister,” Mrs. Carney answered. “In Saddle River.”


“We’ll drive you back there, have a New Jersey trooper stay outside the house. You’re not involved in this, so I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about.”


“Oh, Percey.”


The women hugged. “It’ll be okay, Mother.” Percey struggled to hold back the tears.


“No, it won’t,” the frail woman said. “It’ll never be okay . . . ”


An officer led her off to a squad car.


Percey watched the car drive off, then asked the cop beside her, “Where’re we going?”


“To see Lincoln Rhyme.”


Another officer said, “We’re going to walk out together, an officer on either side of you. Keep your heads down and don’t look up under any circumstance. We’re going to walk fast to that second van there. See it? You jump in. Don’t look out the windows, and get your belts on. We’ll be driving fast. Any questions?”


Percey opened the flask and took a sip of bourbon. “Yeah, who the hell is Lincoln Rhyme?”
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“You sewed that? Yourself?”


“I did,” the woman said, tugging at the embroidered vest, which, like the plaid skirt she wore, was slightly too large, calculated to obscure her substantial figure. The stitching reminded him of the rings around a worm’s body. He shivered, felt sick.


But he smiled and said, “That’s amazing.” He’d sopped up the tea and apologized like the gentleman his stepfather could sometimes be.


He asked if she minded if he sat down with her.


“Uhm . . . no,” she said and hid the Vogue in her canvas bag as if it were porn.


“Oh, by the way,” Stephen said, “I’m Sam Levine.” Her eyes flickered at his surname and took in his Aryan features. “Well, it’s Sammie mostly,” he added. “To Mom I’m Samuel but only if I’ve done something wrong.” A chuckle.


“I’ll call you ‘friend,’ ” she announced. “I’m Sheila Horowitz.”


He glanced out the window to avoid having to shake her moist hand, tipped with five white squooshy worms.


“Pleased to meet you,” he said, turning back, sipping his new cup of tea, which he found disgusting. Sheila noticed that two of her stubby nails were dirty. She tried unobtrusively to dig the crud from under them.


“It’s relaxing,” she explained. “Sewing. I have an old Singer. One of those old black ones. Got it from my grams.” She tried to straighten her shiny, short hair, wishing undoubtedly that today of all days she’d washed it.


“I don’t know any girls who sew anymore,” Stephen said. “Girl I dated in college did. Made most of her own clothes. Was I impressed.”


“Uhm, in New York, like, nobody, and I mean nobody, sews.” She sneered emphatically.


“My mother used to sew all the time, hours on end,” Stephen said. “Every stitch had to be just perfect. I mean perfect. A thirty-second of an inch apart.” This was true. “I still have some of the things she made. Stupid, but I kept ’em just ’cause she made them.” This was not.


Stephen could still hear the start and stop of the Singer motor coming from his mother’s tiny, hot room. Day and night. Get those stitches right. One thirty-second of an inch. Why? Because it’s important! Here comes the ruler, here comes the belt, here comes the cock . . .


“Most men”—the stress she put on the word explained a deal about Sheila Horowitz’s life—“don’t care doodles for sewing. They want girls to do sports or know movies.” She added quickly, “And I do. I mean, I’ve been skiing. I’m not as good as you, I’ll bet. And I like to go to the movies. Some movies.”


Stephen said, “Oh, I don’t ski. I don’t like sports much.” He looked outside and saw the cops everywhere. Looking in every car. A swarm of blue worms . . .


Sir, I don’t understand why they’re mounting this offensive, sir.


Soldier, your job is not to understand. Your job is to infiltrate, evaluate, delegate, isolate, and eliminate. That is your only job.


“Sorry?” he asked, missing what she’d said.


“I said, oh, don’t give me that. I mean, I’d have to work out for, like, months to get in shape like you. I’m going to join the Health & Racquet Club. I’ve been planning to. Only, I’ve got back problems. But I really, really am going to join.”


Stephen laughed. “Aw, I get so tired of—geez, all these girls look so sick. You know? All thin and pale. Take one of those skinny girls you see on TV and send her back to King Arthur’s day and, bang, they’d call for the court surgeon and say, ‘She must be dying, m’lord.’ ”


Sheila blinked, then roared with laughter, revealing unfortunate teeth. The joke gave her an excuse to rest her hand on his arm. He felt the five worms kneading his skin and fought down the nausea. “My daddy,” she said, “he was a career army officer, traveled a lot. He told me in other countries they think American girls are way skinny.”


“He was a soldier?” Sam Sammie Samuel Levine asked, smiling.


“Retired colonel.”


“Well . . . ”


Too much? he wondered. No. He said, “I’m service. Sergeant. Army.”


“No! Where you stationed?”


“Special Operations. In New Jersey.” She’d know enough not to ask any more about Special Ops activities. “I’m glad you’ve got a soldier in the family. I sometimes don’t tell people what I do. It’s not too cool. ’Specially around here. New York, I mean.”


“Don’t you worry about that. I think it’s very cool, friend.” She nodded at the Fender case. “And you’re a musician, too?”


“Not really. I volunteer at a day care center. Teach kids music. It’s something the base does.”


Looking outside. Flashing lights. Blue white. A squad car streaked past.


She scooted her chair closer and he detected a repulsive scent. It made him go cringey again and the image came to mind of worms oozing through her greasy hair. He nearly vomited. He excused himself for a moment and spent three minutes scrubbing his hands. When he returned he noticed two things: that the top button of her blouse had been undone and that the back of her vest contained about a thousand cat hairs. Cats, to Stephen, were just four-legged worms.


He looked outside and saw that the line of cops was getting closer. Stephen glanced at his watch and said, “Say, I’ve gotta pick up my cat. He’s at the vet—”


“Oh, you have a cat? What’s his name?” She leaned forward.


“Buddy.”


Her eyes glowed. “Oh, cutey cutey cute. You have a picture?”


Of a fucking cat?


“Not on me,” Stephen said, clicked his tongue regretfully.


“Is poor Buddy sicky-wicky?”


“Just a checkup.”


“Oh, good for you. Watch out for those worms.”


“How’s that?” he asked, alarmed.


“You know, like heartworm.”


“Oh. Right.”


“Uhm, if you’re good, friend,” Sheila said, singsongy again, “maybe I’ll introduce you to Garfield, Andrea, and Essie. Well, it’s really Esmeralda but she’d never approve of that, of course.”


“They sound so wonderful,” he said, gazing at the pictures Sheila’d dug from her wallet. “I’d love to meet them.”


“You know,” she blurted, “I only live three blocks away.”


“Hey, got an idea.” He looked bright. “Maybe I could drop this stuff off and meet your babies. Then you could help me collect Buddy.”


“Neat-o,” Sheila said.


“Let’s go.”


Outside, she said, “Ooo, look at all the police. What’s going on?”


“Wow. Dunno.” Stephen slung the backpack over his shoulder. Something metal clinked. Maybe a flash grenade banged against his Beretta.


“What’s in there?”


“Musical instruments. For the kids.”


“Oh, like triangles?”


“Yeah, like triangles.”


“You want me to carry your guitar?”


“You mind?”


“Uhm, I think it’d be neat.”


She took the Fender case and slipped her arm through his and they walked past a cluster of cops, blind to the loving couple, and continued down the street, laughing and talking about those crazy cats.





 . . . Chapter Six


Hour 1 of 45


Thom appeared in Lincoln Rhyme’s doorway and motioned someone inside.


A trim, crew-cut man in his fifties. Captain Bo Haumann, head of the NYPD’s Emergency Services Unit—the police’s SWAT team. Grizzled and tendony, Haumann looked like the drill sergeant he’d been in the service. He spoke slowly and reasonably, and he looked you dead in the eye, with a faint smile, when he talked. In tactical operations he was often suited up in flak jacket and Nomex hood and was usually one of the first officers through the door in a dynamic barricade entry.


“It’s really him?” the captain asked. “The Dancer?”


“S’what we heard,” Sellitto said.


The slight pause, which from the gray-haired cop was like a loud sigh from anyone else. Then he said, “I’ve got a couple of Thirty-two-E teams dedicated.”


Thirty-two-E officers, nicknamed after their operations room at Police Plaza, were an unkept secret. Officially called Special Procedures Officers of the Emergency Services Unit, the men and women were mostly ex-military and had been relentlessly instructed in full S&S procedures—search and surveillance—as well as assault, sniping, and hostage rescue. There weren’t many of them. The city’s tough reputation notwithstanding, there were relatively few tactical operations in New York and the city’s hostage negotiators—considered the best in the country—usually resolved standoffs before an assault was necessary. Haumann’s committing two teams, which totaled ten officers, to the Dancer would have used up most of the 32-Es.


A moment later a slight, balding man wearing very unstylish glasses entered the room. Mel Cooper was the best lab man in IRD, the department’s Investigation and Resources Division, which Rhyme used to head. He’d never searched a crime scene, never arrested a perp, had probably forgotten how to fire the slim pistol he grudgingly wore on the back of his old leather belt. Cooper had no desire to be anywhere in the world except sitting on a lab stool, peering into microscopes and analyzing friction ridge prints (well, there and on the ballroom dance floor, where he was an award-winning tango dancer).


“Detective,” Cooper said, using the title that Rhyme had carried when he’d hired Cooper away from Albany PD some years ago, “thought I was going to be looking at sand. But I hear it’s the Dancer.” There’s only one place the word travels faster than on the street, Rhyme reflected, and that’s inside the Police Department itself. “We’ll get him this time, Lincoln. We’ll get him.”


As Banks briefed the newcomers Rhyme happened to look up. He saw a woman in the doorway of the lab. Dark eyes scanning the room, taking it all in. Not cautious, not uneasy.


“Mrs. Clay?” he asked.


She nodded. A lean man appeared in the doorway beside her. Britton Hale, Rhyme assumed.


“Please come in,” the criminalist said.


She stepped into the middle of the room, glancing at Rhyme, then at the wall of forensic equipment near Mel Cooper.


“Percey,” she said. “Call me Percey. You’re Lincoln Rhyme?”


“That’s right. I’m very sorry about your husband.”


She nodded briskly, seemed uncomfortable with the sympathy.


Just like me, Rhyme thought.


He asked the man standing beside Percey, “And you’re Mr. Hale?”


The lanky pilot nodded and stepped forward to shake hands, then noticed Rhyme’s arms were strapped to the wheelchair. “Oh,” he muttered, then blushed. He stepped back.


Rhyme introduced them to the rest of the team, everyone except Amelia Sachs, who—at Rhyme’s insistence—was changing out of her uniform and putting on the jeans and sweatshirt that happened to be hanging upstairs in Rhyme’s closet. He’d explained that the Dancer often killed or wounded cops as a diversion; he wanted her to look as civilian as possible.


Percey pulled a flask from her slacks pocket, a silver flask, and took a short sip. She drank the liquor—Rhyme smelled expensive bourbon—as if it were medicine.


Betrayed by his own body, Rhyme rarely paid attention to the physical qualities in others, except victims and perps. But Percey Clay was hard to ignore. She wasn’t much over five feet tall. Yet she radiated a distilled intensity. Her eyes, black as midnight, were captivating. Only after you managed to look away from them did you notice her face, which was unpretty—pug and tomboyish. She had a tangle of black curly hair, cropped short, though Rhyme thought that long tresses would soften the angular shape of her face. She didn’t adopt the cloaking mannerisms of some short people—hands on hips, crossed arms, hands hovering in front of the mouth. She offered as few gratuitous gestures as Rhyme did, he realized.


A sudden thought came to him: she’s like a Gypsy.


He realized that she was studying him too. And hers seemed to be a curious reaction. Seeing him for the first time, most people slap a dumb grin on their faces, blush red as fruit, and force themselves to stare fixedly at Rhyme’s forehead so their eyes won’t drop accidentally to his damaged body. But Percey looked once at his face—handsome with its trim lips and Tom Cruise nose, a face younger than its forty-some years—and once at his motionless legs and arms and torso. But her attention focused immediately on the crip equipment—the glossy Storm Arrow wheelchair, the sip-and-puff controller, the headset, the computer.


Thom entered the room and walked up to Rhyme to take his blood pressure.


“Not now,” his boss said.


“Yes now.”


“No.”


“Be quiet,” Thom said and took the pressure reading anyway. He pulled off the stethoscope. “Not bad. But you’re tired and you’ve been way too busy lately. You need some rest.”


“Go away,” Rhyme grumbled. He turned back to Percey Clay. Because he was a crip, a quad, because he was merely a portion of a human being, visitors often seemed to think he couldn’t understand what they were saying; they spoke slowly or even addressed him through Thom. Percey now spoke to him conversationally and earned many points from him for doing this. “You think we’re in danger, Brit and me?”


“Oh, you are. Serious danger.”


Sachs walked into the room and glanced at Percey and Rhyme.


He introduced them.


“Amelia?” Percey asked. “Your name’s Amelia?”


Sachs nodded.


A faint smile passed over Percey’s face. She turned slightly and shared it with Rhyme.


“I wasn’t named after her—the flier,” Sachs said, recalling, Rhyme guessed, that Percey was a pilot. “One of my grandfather’s sisters. Was Amelia Earhart a hero?”


“No,” Percey said. “Not really. It’s just kind of a coincidence.”


Hale said, “You’re going to have guards for her, aren’t you? Full-time?” He nodded at Percey.


“Sure, you bet,” Dellray said.


“Okay,” Hale announced. “Good . . . One thing. I was thinking you really ought to have a talk with that guy. Phillip Hansen.”


“A talk?” Rhyme queried.


“With Hansen?” Sellitto asked. “Sure. But he’s denying everything and won’t say a word more’n that.” He looked at Rhyme. “Had the Twins on him for a while.” Then back to Hale. “They’re our best interrogators. And he stonewalled completely. No luck so far.”


“Can’t you threaten him . . . or something?”


“Uhm, no,” the detective said. “Don’t think so.”


“Doesn’t matter,” Rhyme continued. “There’s nothing Hansen could tell us anyway. The Dancer never meets his clients face-to-face and he never tells them how he’s going to do the job.”


“The Dancer?” Percey asked.


“That’s the name we have for the killer. The Coffin Dancer.”


“Coffin Dancer?” Percey gave a faint laugh, as if the phrase meant something to her. But she didn’t elaborate.


“Well, that’s a little spooky,” Hale said dubiously, as if cops shouldn’t have eerie nicknames for their bad guys. Rhyme supposed he was right.


Percey looked into Rhyme’s eyes, nearly as dark as hers. “So what happened to you? You get shot?”


Sachs—and Hale too—stirred at these blunt words but Rhyme didn’t mind. He preferred people like himself—those with no use for pointless tact. He said equably, “I was searching a crime scene at a construction site. A beam collapsed. Broke my neck.”


“Like that actor. Christopher Reeve.”


“Yes.”


Hale said, “That was tough. But, man, he’s brave. I’ve seen him on TV. I think I would’ve killed myself if that’d happened.”


Rhyme glanced at Sachs, who caught his eye. He turned back to Percey. “We need your help. We have to figure out how he got that bomb on board. Do you have any idea?”


“None,” Percey said, then looked at Hale, who shook his head.


“Did you see anyone you didn’t recognize near the plane before the flight?”


“I was sick last night,” Percey said. “I didn’t even go to the airport.”


Hale said, “I was upstate, fishing. I had the day off. Didn’t get home till late.”


“Where exactly was the plane before it took off?”


“It was in our hangar. We were outfitting it for the new charter. We had to take seats out, install special racks with heavy-duty power outlets. For the refrigeration units. You know what the cargo was, don’t you?”


“Organs,” Rhyme said. “Human organs. Do you share the hangar with any other company?”


“No, it’s ours. Well, we lease it.”


“How easy is it to get inside?” Sellitto asked.


“It’s locked if nobody’s around but the past couple days we’ve had crews working twenty-four hours to outfit the Lear.”


“You know the crew?” Sellitto asked.


“They’re like family,” Hale said defensively.


Sellitto rolled his eyes at Banks. Rhyme supposed that the detective was thinking that family members were always the first suspects in a murder case.


“We’ll take the names anyway, you don’t mind. Check ’em out.”


“Sally Anne, she’s our office manager, ’ll get you a list.”


“You’ll have to seal the hangar,” Rhyme said. “Keep everybody out.”


Percey was shaking her head. “We can’t—”


“Seal it,” he repeated. “Everybody out. Every . . . body.”


“But—”


Rhyme said, “We have to.”


“Whoa,” Percey said, “hold up there.” She looked at Hale. “Foxtrot Bravo?”


He shrugged. “Ron said it’ll take another day at least.”


Percey sighed. “The Learjet that Ed was flying was the only one outfitted for the charter. There’s another flight scheduled for tomorrow night. We’ll have to work nonstop to get the other plane ready. We can’t close the hangar.”


Rhyme said, “I’m sorry. This isn’t an option.”


Percey blinked. “Well, I don’t know who you are to give me options . . . ”


“I’m somebody trying to save your life,” Rhyme snapped.


“I can’t risk losing this contract.”


“Hold up, miss,” Dellray said. “You’re not understandin’ this bad guy . . . ”


“He killed my husband,” she responded in a flinty voice. “I understand him perfectly. But I’m not being bullied into losing this job.”


Sachs’s hands went to her hips. “Hey, hold up there. If there’s anybody who can save your skin, it’s Lincoln Rhyme. I don’t think we need an attitude here.”


Rhyme’s voice broke into the argument. He asked calmly, “Can you give us an hour for the search?”


“An hour?” Percey considered this.


Sachs gave a laugh and turned her surprised eyes on her boss. She asked, “Search a hangar in an hour? Come on, Rhyme.” Her face said: Here I am defending you and now you’re pulling this? Whose side are you on?


Some criminalists assigned teams to search crime scenes. But Rhyme always insisted that Amelia Sachs search alone, just as he’d done. A single CS searcher had a focus that couldn’t be achieved with other people on the scene. An hour was an extraordinarily brief time for a single person to cover a large scene. Rhyme knew this but he didn’t respond to Sachs. He kept his eyes on Percey. She said, “An hour? All right. I can live with that.”


“Rhyme,” Sachs protested, “I’ll need more time.”


“Ah, but you’re the best, Amelia,” he joshed. Which meant the decision had already been made.


“Who can help us up there?” Rhyme asked Percey.


“Ron Talbot. He’s a partner in the company and our operations manager.”


Sachs jotted the name in her watch book. “Should I go now?” she asked.


“No,” Rhyme responded. “I want you to wait until we have the bomb from the Chicago flight. I need you to help me analyze it.”


“I only have an hour,” she said testily. “Remember?”


“You’ll have to wait,” he grumbled. Then asked Fred Dellray, “What about the safe house?”


“Oh, we got a place you’ll like,” the agent said to Percey. “In Manhattan. Your taxpayer dollars be working hard. Yep, yep. U.S. marshals use it for the crème de la crème in witness protection. Only thing is, we need somebody from NYPD for baby-sitting detail. Somebody who knows and appreciates the Dancer.”


And just then Jerry Banks looked up, wondering why everybody was staring at him. “What?” he asked. “What?” And tried in vain to pat down his persistent cowlick.


[image: Images]


Stephen Kall, talker of soldier talk, shooter of soldier guns, had never in fact been a soldier.


But he now said to Sheila Horowitz, “I’m proud of my military heritage. And that’s the truth.”


“Some people don’t—”


“No,” he interrupted, “some people don’t respect you for it. But that’s their problem.”


“It is their problem,” Sheila echoed.


“You have a nice place here.” He looked around the dump, filled with Conran’s markdowns.


“Thank you, friend. Uhm, you, like, want something to drink? Oopsie, there I go using that old preposition the wrong way. Mom’s always after me. Watching too much TV. Like, like, like. Shamie shamie.”


What the fuck is she talking about?


“You live here alone?” he asked with a pleasant smile of curiosity.


“Yep, just me and the dynamic trio. I don’t know why they’re hiding. Those silly-billy scamps.” Sheila nervously pinched the fine hem of her vest. And because he hadn’t answered, she repeated, “So? Something to drink?”


“Sure.”


He saw a single bottle of wine, dust encrusted, sitting on top of her refrigerator. Saved for that special occasion. Was this it?


Apparently not. She broke out the diet Dr Pepper.


He strolled to the window and looked out. No police on the street here. And only a half block to a subway stop. The apartment was on the second floor, and though she had grates on the back windows they were unlocked and if he had to he could climb down the fire escape and disappear onto Lexington Avenue, which was always crowded . . .


She had a telephone and a PC. Good.


He glanced at a wall calendar—pictures of angels. There were a few notations but nothing for this weekend.


“Hey, Sheila, would you—” He caught himself and shook his head, fell silent.


“Uhm, what?”


“Well, it’s . . . I know it’s stupid to ask. I mean, it’s such short notice and everything. I was just wondering if you had plans for the next couple of days.”


Cautious here. “Oh, I, uhm, I was supposed to see my mother.”


Stephen wrinkled his face in disappointment. “Too bad. See, I have this place in Cape May—”


“The Jersey shore!”


“Right. I’m going out there—”


“After you get Buddy?”


Who the fuck was Buddy?


Oh, the cat. “Right. If you weren’t doing anything, I thought you might like to come out.”


“You have . . . ?”


“My mom’s going to be there, some of her girlfriends.”


“Well, golly. I don’t know.”


“So, why don’t you call your mother and tell her she’ll have to live without you for the weekend?”


“Well . . . I don’t really have to call. If I don’t show up it’s, like, no big deal. It was like, maybe I’ll go, maybe I won’t.”


So she’d been lying. An empty weekend. Nobody’d miss her for the next few days.


A cat jumped up next to him, stuck her face into his. He pictured a thousand worms spraying over his body. He pictured the worms squirming through Sheila’s hair. Her wormy fingers. Stephen began to detest this woman. He wanted to scream.


“Ooo, say hello to our new friend, Andrea. She likes you, Sam.”


He stood up, looking around the apartment. Thinking:


Remember, boy, anything can kill.


Some things kill fast and some things kill slow. But anything can kill.


“Say,” he asked, “you have any packing tape?”


“Uhm, for . . . ?” Her mind raced. “For . . . ?”


“The instruments I have in the bag? I need to tape one of the drums back together.”


“Oh, sure, I’ve got some in here.” She walked into the hallway. “I send my aunties packages all the time. I always buy a new roll of tape. I can never remember if I’ve bought one before so I end up with a ton of them. Aren’t I a silly-billy?”


He didn’t answer because he was surveying the kitchen and decided that was the best kill zone in the apartment.


“Here you go.” She tossed him the roll of tape playfully. He instinctively caught it. He was angry because he hadn’t had the chance to put his gloves on. He knew he’d left prints on the roll. He shivered in rage and when he saw Sheila grinning, saying, “Hey, good catch, friend,” what he was really looking at was a huge worm moving closer and closer. He set the tape down and pulled on his gloves.


“Gloves? You cold? Say, friend, what’re you . . . ?”


He ignored her and opened the refrigerator door, began removing the food.


She stepped farther into the room. Her giddy smile started to fade. “Uhm, you hungry?”


He began removing the shelves.


A look passed between them and suddenly, from deep within her throat, came a faint “Eeeeeeee.”


Stephen got the fat worm before she made it halfway to the front door.


Fast or slow?


He dragged her back into the kitchen. Toward the refrigerator.





 . . . Chapter Seven


Hour 2 of 45


Threes.


Percey Clay, honors engineering major, certified airframe and power plant mechanic, and holder of every license the Federal Aviation Agency could bestow on pilots, had no time for superstition.


Yet as she drove in a bulletproof van through Central Park on the way to the federal safe house in midtown, she thought of the old adage that superstitious travelers repeat like a grim mantra. Crashes come in threes.


Tragedies too.


First, Ed. Now, the second sorrow: what she was hearing over the cell phone from Ron Talbot, who was in his office at Hudson Air.


She was sandwiched between Brit Hale and that young detective, Jerry Banks. Her head was down. Hale watched her, and Banks looked vigilantly out the window at traffic, passersby, and trees.


“U.S. Med agreed to give us one more shot.” Talbot’s breath wheezed in and out alarmingly. One of the best pilots she’d ever known, Talbot hadn’t driven an aircraft for years—grounded because of his precarious health. Percey considered this a horrifyingly unjust punishment for his sins of liquor, cigarettes, and food (largely because she shared them). “I mean, they can cancel the contract. Bombs aren’t force majeure. They don’t excuse us from performance.”


“But they’re letting us make the flight tomorrow.”


A pause.


“Yeah. They are.”


“Come on, Ron,” she snapped. “No bullshit between us.” She heard him light another cigarette. Big and smokey—the man she’d bum Camels from when she was quitting smoking—Talbot was forgetful of fresh clothing and shaves. And inept at delivering bad news.


“It’s Foxtrot Bravo,” he said reluctantly.


“What about her?”


N695FB was Percey Clay’s Learjet 35A. Not that the paperwork indicated this. Legally the twin-engine jet was leased to Clay-Carney Holding Corporation Two, Inc., a wholly owned subsidiary of Hudson Air Charters, Ltd., by Morgan Air Leasing Inc., which in turn leased it from La Jolla Holding Two’s wholly owned subsidiary Transport Solutions Incorporated, a Delaware company. This byzantine arrangement was both legal and common, given the fact that both airplanes and airplane crashes are phenomenally expensive.


But everyone at Hudson Air Charters knew that November Six Nine Five Foxtrot Bravo was Percey’s. She’d logged thousands of hours in the airplane. It was her pet. It was her child. And on the too-many nights Ed was gone just the thought of the aircraft would take the sting out of the loneliness. A sweet stick, the aircraft could cruise at forty-five thousand feet at speeds of 460 knots—over 500 miles per hour. She personally knew it could fly higher and faster, though that was a secret kept from Morgan Air Leasing, La Jolla Holding, Transport Solutions, and the FAA.


Talbot finally said, “Getting her outfitted—it’s going to be trickier than I thought.”


“Go on.”


“All right,” he said finally. “Stu quit.” Stu Marquard, their chief mechanic.


“What?”


“The son of a bitch quit. Well, he hasn’t yet,” Talbot continued. “He called in sick but it sounded funny, so I made some calls. He’s going over to Sikorsky. Already took the job.”


Percey was stunned.


This was a major problem. Lear 35As came equipped as eight-seat passenger jets. To make the aircraft ready for the U.S. Medical run, most of the seats had to be stripped out; shock-absorbed, refrigerated bays had to be installed, and extra power outlets had to be run from the engine’s generators. This meant major electrical and airframe work.


There were no mechanics better than Stu Marquard and he’d outfitted Ed’s Lear in record time. But without him Percey didn’t know how they could finish in time for tomorrow’s flight.


“What is it, Perce?” Hale asked, seeing her grimacing face.


“Stu quit,” she whispered.


He shook his head, not understanding. “Quit what?”


“He left,” she muttered. “Quit his job. Going to work on fucking choppers.”


Hale gazed at her in shock. “Today?”


She nodded.


Talbot continued. “He’s scared, Perce. They know it was a bomb. The cops aren’t saying anything but everybody knows what happened. They’re nervous. I was talking to John Ringle—”


“Johnny?” A young pilot they’d hired last year. “He’s not leaving too?”


“He was just asking if we’re closing down for a while. Until this all blows over.”


“No, we’re not closing down,” she said firmly. “We’re not canceling a single goddamn job. It’s business as usual. And if anybody else calls in sick, fire them.”


“Percey . . . ”


Talbot was dour but everybody knew he was the company’s soft touch.


“All right,” she snapped, “I’ll fire them.”


“Look, about Foxtrot Bravo, I can do most of the work myself,” said Talbot, a certified airframe mechanic himself.


“Do what you can. But see if you can find another mechanic,” she told him. “We’ll talk later.”


She hung up.


“I can’t believe it,” Hale said. “He quit.” The pilot was bewildered.


Percey was furious. People were bailing out—the worst sin there was. The Company was dying. Yet she didn’t have a clue how to save it.


Percey Clay had no monkey skills for running a business.


Monkey skills . . .


A phrase she’d heard when she was a fighter pilot. Coined by a navy flier, an admiral, it meant the esoteric, unteachable talents of a natural-born pilot.


Well, sure, Percey had monkey skills when it came to flying. Any type of aircraft, whether she’d flown it previously or not, under any weather conditions, VFR or IFR, day or night. She could drive the plane flawlessly and set it down on that magic spot pilots aimed for—exactly “a thousand past the numbers”—a thousand feet down the landing strip past the white runway designation. Sailplanes, biplanes, Hercs, seven three sevens, MiGs—she was at home in any cockpit.


But that was about as far as Percey Rachael Clay’s monkey skills extended.


She had none at family relations, that was for sure. Her tobacco society father had refused to speak to her for years—had actually disinherited her—when she’d dropped out of his alma mater, UVA, to attend aviation school at Virginia Tech. (Even though she told him that the departure from Charlottesville was inevitable—six weeks into the first semester Percey’d KO’d a sorority president after the lanky blonde commented in an overloud whisper that the troll girl might want to pledge at the ag school and not on Greek Row.)


Certainly no monkey skills at navy politics. Her awe-inspiring flight performance in the big Tomcats didn’t quite tip the balance against her unfortunate habit of speaking her mind when everyone else was keeping mum about certain events.


And no skills at running the very charter company she was president of. It was mystifying to her how Hudson Air could be so busy yet continue to skirt bankruptcy. Like Ed and Brit Hale and the other staff pilots, Percey was constantly working (one reason she shunned scheduled airlines was the asinine FAA pronouncement that pilots fly no more than eighty hours a month). So why were they constantly broke? If it hadn’t been for charming Ed’s ability to get clients, and grumpy Ron Talbot’s to cut costs and juggle creditors, they never would have survived for the past two years.


The Company had nearly gone under last month but Ed managed to snare the contract from U.S. Medical. The hospital chain made an astonishing amount of money doing transplants, which she learned was a business far bigger than just hearts and kidneys. The major problem was getting the donor organ to the appropriate recipient within hours of its availability. Organs were often flown on commercial flights (carried in coolers in the cockpit), but transporting them was dictated by commercial airline scheduling and routing. Hudson Air didn’t have those restrictions. The Company agreed to dedicate one aircraft to U.S. Medical. It would fly a counterclockwise route throughout the East Coast and Midwest to six or eight of the Company’s locations, circulating organs wherever they were needed. Delivery was guaranteed. Rain, snow, wind shear, conditions at minimum—as long as the airport was open and it was legal to fly, Hudson Air would deliver the cargo on time.


The first month was to be a trial period. If it worked out they’d get an eighteen-month contract that would be the backbone for the Company’s survival.


Apparently Ron had charmed the client into giving them another chance, but if Foxtrot Bravo wasn’t ready for tomorrow’s flight . . . Percey didn’t even want to think about that possibility.


As she rode in the police car through Central Park Percey Clay looked over the early spring growth. Ed had loved the park and had run here frequently. He’d do two laps around the reservoir and return home looking bedraggled, his grayish hair hanging in strands around his face. And me? Percey laughed sadly to herself now. He’d find her sitting at home, poring over a nav log or an advanced turbofan repair manual, maybe smoking, maybe drinking a Wild Turkey. And, grinning, Ed would poke her in the ribs with a strong finger and ask if she could do anything else unhealthy at the same time. And while they laughed, he’d sneak a couple of swigs of the bourbon.


Remembering then how he’d bend down and kiss her shoulder. When they made love it was that juncture where he’d rest his face, bent forward, locked against her skin, and Percey Clay believed that there, where her neck flared onto her delicate shoulders, if only there, she was a beautiful woman.


Ed . . .


All the stars of evening . . .


Tears again filling her eyes, she glanced up into the gray sky. Ominous. She estimated the ceiling at one five hundred feet, winds 090 at fifteen knots. Wind shear conditions. She shifted in the seat. Brit Hale’s strong fingers were encircling her forearm. Jerry Banks was chatting about something. She wasn’t listening.


Percey Clay came to a decision. She unfolded the cell phone again.





 . . . Chapter Eight


Hour 3 of 45


The siren wailed.


Lincoln Rhyme expected to hear the Doppler effect as the emergency vehicle cruised past. But right outside his front door the siren gave a brief chirrup and went silent. A moment later Thom let a young man into the first-floor lab. Crowned with a spiffy crew cut, the Illinois state trooper wore a blue uniform, which had probably been immaculate when he put it on yesterday but was now wrinkled and streaked with soot and dirt. He’d run an electric razor over his face but had made only faint inroads into the dark beard that contrasted with his thin yellow hair. He was carrying two large canvas satchels and a brown folder, and Rhyme was happier to see him than he’d been to see anybody in the past week.


“The bomb!” he shouted. “Here’s the bomb!”


The officer, surprised at the odd collection of law enforcers, must have wondered what hit him as Cooper scooped the bags away from him and Sellitto scrawled a signature on the receipt and chain-of-custody card and shoved them back into his hand. “Thanks so long see ya,” the detective exhaled, turning back to the evidence table.


Thom smiled politely to the trooper and let him out of the room.


Rhyme called, “Let’s go, Sachs. You’re just standing around! What’ve we got?”


She offered a cold smile and walked over to Cooper’s table, where the tech was carefully laying out the contents of the bags.


What was her problem today? An hour was plenty of time to search a scene, if that’s what she was upset about. Well, he liked her feisty. He himself was always at his best that way. “Okay, Thom, help us out here. The blackboard. We need to list the evidence. Make us some charts. ‘CS-One.’ The first heading.”


“C, uhm, S?”


“‘Crime scene,’” the criminalist snapped. “What else would it be? ‘CS-One, Chicago.’”


In a recent case, Rhyme had used the back of a limp Metropolitan Museum poster as an evidence profiling chart. He now was state of the art—several large chalkboards were mounted to the wall, redolent with scents that took him back to humid spring school days in the Midwest, living for science class and despising spelling and English.


The aide, casting an exasperated glance toward his boss, picked up the chalk, brushed some dust from his perfect tie and knife-crease slacks, and wrote.


“What do we have, Mel? Sachs, help him.”


They began unloading the plastic bags and plastic jars of ash and bits of metal and fiber and wads of plastic. They assembled contents in porcelain trays. The crash site searchers—if they were on a par with the men and women Rhyme had trained—would have used roller-mounted magnets, large vacuum cleaners, and a series of fine mesh screens to locate debris from the blast.


Rhyme, expert in most areas of forensics, was an authority on bombs. He’d had no particular interest in the subject until the Dancer left his tiny package in the wastebasket of the Wall Street office where Rhyme’s two techs were killed. After that Rhyme had taken it on himself to learn everything he could about explosives. He’d studied with the FBI’s Explosives Unit, one of the smallest—but most elite—in the federal lab, composed of fourteen agent-examiners and technicians. They didn’t find IEDs—improvised explosive devices, the law enforcement term for bombs—and they didn’t render them safe. Their job was to analyze bombs and bomb crime scenes and to trace and categorize the makers and their students (bomb manufacture was considered an art in certain circles and apprentices worked hard to learn the techniques of famous bomb makers).


Sachs was poking over the bags. “Doesn’t a bomb destroy itself?”


“Nothing’s ever completely destroyed, Sachs. Remember that.” Though as he wheeled closer and examined the bags, he admitted, “This was a bad one. See those fragments? That pile of aluminum on the left? The metal’s shattered, not bent. That means the device had a high brisance—”


“High . . . ?” Sellitto asked.


“Brisance.” Rhyme explained: “Detonation rate. But even so, sixty to ninety percent of a bomb survives the blast. Well, not the explosive, of course. Though there’s always enough residue to type it. Oh, we’ve got plenty to work with here.”


“Plenty?” Dellray snorted a laugh. “Bad as puttin’ Humpty-Dumpty together again.”


“Ah, but that’s not our job, Fred,” Rhyme said briskly. “All we need to do is catch the son of a bitch who pushed him off the wall.” He wheeled farther down the table. “What’s it look like, Mel? I see battery, I see wire, I see timer. What else? Maybe bits of the container or packing?”


Suitcases have convicted more bombers than timers and detonators. It’s not talked about but unclaimed baggage is often donated to the FBI by airlines and blown up in an attempt to duplicate explosions and provide standards for criminalists. In the Pan Am flight 103 bombing, the FBI identified the bombers not through the explosive itself but through the Toshiba radio it had been hidden in, the Samsonite suitcase containing the radio, and the clothes packed around it. The clothing in the suitcase was traced back to a store in Sliema, Malta, whose owner identified a Libyan intelligence agent as the person who’d bought the garments.


But Cooper shook his head. “Nothing near the seat of detonation except bomb components.”


“So it wasn’t in a suitcase or flight bag,” Rhyme mused. “Interesting. How the hell did he get it on board? Where’d he plant it? Lon, read me the report from Chicago.”


“ ‘Difficult to determine exact blast location,’ ” Sellitto read, “‘because of extensive fire and destruction of aircraft. Site of device seems to be underneath and behind the cockpit.’”


“Underneath and behind. I wonder if a cargo bay’s there. Maybe . . . ” Rhyme fell silent. His head swiveled back and forth, gazing at the evidence bags. “Wait, wait!” he shouted. “Mel, let me see those bits of metal there. Third bag from the left. The aluminum. Put it under a ’scope.”


Cooper had connected the video output of his compound microscope to Rhyme’s computer. What Cooper saw, Rhyme could see. The tech began mounting samples of the minuscule bits of debris on slides and running them under the ’scope.


A moment later Rhyme ordered, “Cursor down. Double click.”


The image on his computer screen magnified.


“There, look! The skin of the plane was blown inward.”


“Inward?” Sachs asked. “You mean the bomb was on the outside?”


“I think so, yes. What about it, Mel?”


“You’re right. Those polished rivet heads are all bent inward. It was outside, definitely.”


“A rocket maybe?” Dellray asked. “SAM?”


Reading from the report Sellitto said, “No radar blips consistent with missiles.”


Rhyme shook his head. “No, everything points to a bomb.”


“But on the outside?” Sellitto asked. “Never heard of that before.”


“That explains this,” Cooper called. The tech, wearing magnifying goggles and armed with a ceramic probe, was looking over bits of metal as fast as a cowboy counts heads in a herd. “Fragments of ferrous metal. Magnets. Wouldn’t stick to the aluminum skin but there was steel under it. And I’ve got bits of epoxy resin. He stuck the bomb on the outside with the magnets to hold it until the glue hardened.”


“And look at the shock waves in the epoxy,” Rhyme pointed out. “The glue wasn’t completely set, so he planted it not long before takeoff.”


“Can we brand the epoxy?”


“Nope. Generic composition. Sold everywhere.”


“Any hope of prints? Tell me true, Mel.”


Cooper’s answer was a faint, skeptical laugh. But he went through the motions anyway and scanned the fragments with the PoliLight wand. Nothing was evident except the blast residue. “Not a thing.”


“I want to smell it,” Rhyme announced.


“Smell it?” Sachs asked.


“With the brisance, we know it’s high explosive. I want to know exactly what kind.”


Many bombers used low explosives—substances that burn quickly but don’t explode unless confined in, say, a pipe or box. Gunpowder was the most common of these. High explosives—like plastic or TNT—detonate in their natural state and don’t need to be packed inside anything. They were expensive and hard to come by. The type and source of explosive could tell a lot about the bomber’s identity.


Sachs brought a bag to Rhyme’s chair and opened it. He inhaled.


“RDX,” Rhyme said, recognizing it immediately.


“Consistent with the brisance,” Cooper said. “You thinking C three or C four?” Cooper asked. RDX was the main component of these two plastic explosives, which were military; they were illegal for a civilian to possess.


“Not C three,” Rhyme said, again smelling the explosive as if it were a vintage Bordeaux. “No sweet smell . . . Not sure. And strange . . . I smell something else . . . GC it, Mel.”


The tech ran the sample through the gas chromatograph/mass spectrometer. This machine isolated elements in compounds and identified them. It could analyze samples as small as a millionth of a gram and, once it had determined what they were, could run the information through a database to determine, in many cases, brand names.


Cooper examined the results. “You’re right, Lincoln. It’s RDX. Also oil. And this is weird—starch . . . ”


“Starch!” Rhyme cried. “That’s what I smelled. It’s guar flour . . . ”


Cooper laughed as those very words popped up on the computer screen. “How’d you know?”


“Because it’s military dynamite.”


“But there’s no nitroglycerine,” Cooper protested. The active ingredient in dynamite.


“No, no, it’s not real dynamite,” Rhyme said. “It’s a mixture of RDX, TNT, motor oil, and the guar flour. You don’t see it very often.”


“Military, huh?” Sellitto said. “Points to Hansen.”


“That it does.”


The tech mounted samples on his compound ’scope’s stage.


The images appeared simultaneously on Rhyme’s computer screen. Bits of fiber, wires, scraps, splinters, dust.


He was reminded of a similar image from years ago, though in circumstances very different. Looking through a heavy brass kaleidoscope he’d bought as a birthday present for a friend. Claire Trilling, beautiful and stylish. Rhyme had found the kaleidoscope in a store in SoHo. The two of them had spent an evening sharing a bottle of merlot and trying to guess what kind of exotic crystals or gemstones were making the astonishing images in the eyepiece. Finally, Claire, nearly as scientifically curious as Rhyme, had unscrewed the bottom of the tube and emptied the contents onto a table. They’d laughed. The objects were nothing more than scraps of metal, wood shavings, a broken paper clip, torn shreds from the Yellow Pages, thumbtacks.


Rhyme pushed those memories aside and concentrated on the objects he was seeing on the screen: A fragment of waxed manila paper—what the military dynamite had been wrapped in. Fibers—rayon and cotton—from the detonating cord the Dancer had tied around the dynamite, which would crumble too easily to mold around the cord. A fragment of aluminum and a tiny colored wire—from the electric blasting cap. More wire and an eraser-size piece of carbon from the battery.


“The timer,” Rhyme called. “I want to see the timer.”


Cooper lifted a small plastic bag from the table.


Inside was the still, cold heart of the bomb.


It was in nearly perfect shape, surprising Rhyme. Ah, your first slipup, he thought, speaking silently to the Dancer. Most bombers will pack explosives around the detonating system to destroy clues. But here the Dancer had accidentally placed the timer behind a thick steel lip in the metal housing that held the bomb. The lip had protected the timer from the blast.


Rhyme’s neck stung as he strained forward, looking at the bent clock face.


Cooper scrutinized the device. “I’ve got the model number and manufacturer.”


“Run everything through ERC.”


The FBI’s Explosives Reference Collection was the most extensive database on explosive devices in the world. It included information on all bombs reported in the United States as well as actual physical evidence from many of them. Certain items in the collection were antiques, dating back to the 1920s.


Cooper typed on his computer keyboard. Five seconds later his modem whistled and crackled.


A few moments later the results of the request came back.


“Not good,” the bald man said, grimacing slightly, about as emotional as the technician ever got. “No specific profiles match this particular bomb.”


Nearly all bombers fall into a pattern when they make their devices—they learn a technique and stick pretty close to it. (Given the nature of their product it’s a good idea not to experiment too much.) If the parts of the Dancer’s bomb matched an earlier IED in, say, Florida or California, the team might be able to pick up additional clues from those bomb sites that could lead them to the man’s whereabouts. The rule of thumb is that if two bombs share at least four points of construction—soldered leads instead of taped, for instance, or analog versus digital timers—they were probably made by the same person or under his tutelage. The Dancer’s bomb several years ago in Wall Street was different from this one. But, Rhyme knew, this one was intended to serve a different purpose. That bomb was planted to hamper a crime scene investigation; this one, to blow a large airplane out of the sky. And if Rhyme knew anything about the Coffin Dancer, it was that he tailored his tools to the job.


“Gets worse?” Rhyme asked, reading Cooper’s face as the tech stared at the computer screen.


“The timer.”


Rhyme sighed. He understood. “How many billions and billions in production?”


“The Daiwana Corporation in Seoul sold a hundred and forty-two thousand of them last year. To retail stores, OEMs, and licensees. There’s no coding on them to tell where they were shipped.”


“Great. Just great.”


Cooper continued to read the screen. “Hm. The folks at ERC say they’re very interested in the device and hope we’ll add it to their database.”


“Oh, our number one priority,” Rhyme grumbled.


His shoulder muscles suddenly cramped and he had to lean back into the headrest of the wheelchair. He breathed deeply for a few minutes until the nearly unbearable pain subsided, then vanished. Sachs, the only one who noticed, stepped forward, but Rhyme shook his head toward her, said, “How many wires you make out, Mel?”


“Just two, it looks like.”


“Multichannel or fiber optic?”


“Nope. Just average-ordinary bell wire.”


“No shunts?”


“None.”


A shunt is a separate wire that completes the connection if a battery or timer wire is cut in an attempt to render the bomb safe. All sophisticated bombs have shunting mechanisms.


“Well,” Sellitto said, “that’s good news, isn’t it? Means he’s getting careless.”


But Rhyme believed just the opposite. “Don’t think so, Lon. The only point of a shunt is to make rendering safe tougher. Not having a shunt means he was confident enough the bomb wouldn’t be found and would blow up just like he’d planned—in the air.”


“This thing,” Dellray asked contemptuously, looking over the bomb components. “What kind of people’d our boy have to rub shoulders with to make something like this? I got good CIs knowing ’bout bomb suppliers.”


Fred Dellray too had learned more about bombs than he’d ever intended. His longtime partner and friend, Toby Doolittle, had been on the ground floor of the Oklahoma City federal building several years ago. He’d been killed instantly in the fertilizer bomb explosion.


But Rhyme shook his head. “It’s all off-the-shelf stuff, Fred. Except for the explosives and the detonator cord. Hansen probably supplied them. Hell, the Dancer could’ve gotten everything he needed at Radio Shack.”


“What?” Sachs asked, surprised.


“Oh, yeah,” Cooper said, adding, “we call it the Bomber’s Store.”


Rhyme wheeled along the table over to a piece of steel housing twisted like crumpled paper, stared at it for a long moment.


Then he backed up and looked at the ceiling. “But why plant it outside?” he pondered. “Percey said there were always lots of people around. And doesn’t the pilot walk around the plane before they take off, look at the wheels and things?”


“I think so,” Sellitto said.


“Why didn’t Ed Carney or his copilot see it?”


“Because,” Sachs said suddenly, “the Dancer couldn’t put the bomb on board until he knew for sure who was going to be in the plane.”


Rhyme swiveled around to her. “That’s it, Sachs! He was there watching. When he saw Carney get on board he knew he had at least one of the victims. He slipped it on somewhere after Carney got on board and before the plane took off. You’ve got to find out where, Sachs. And search it. Better get going.”


“Only have an hour—well, less now,” said cool-eyed Amelia Sachs as she started toward the door.


“One thing,” Rhyme said.


She paused.


“The Dancer’s a little different from everybody else you’ve ever been up against.” How could he explain it? “With him, what you see isn’t necessarily what is.”


She cocked an eyebrow, meaning, Get to the point.


“He’s probably not up there, at the airport. But if you see anyone make a move for you, well . . . shoot first.”


“What?” She laughed.


“Worry about yourself first, the scene second.”


“I’m just CS,” she answered, walking through the door. “He’s not going to care about me.”


“Amelia, listen . . . ”


But he heard her footsteps receding. The familiar pattern: the hollow thud on the oak, the mute steps as she crossed the Oriental carpet, then the tap on the marble entryway. Finally, the coda—as the front door closed with a snap.





 . . . Chapter Nine


Hour 3 of 45


The best soldiers are patient soldiers.


Sir, I’ll remember that, sir.


Stephen Kall was sitting at Sheila’s kitchen table, deciding how much he disliked Essie, the mangy cat, or whoever the fuck it was, and listening to a long conversation on his tape recorder. At first he’d decided to find the cats and kill them but he’d noticed that they occasionally gave an unearthly howl. If neighbors were used to the sound they might become suspicious if they heard only silence from Sheila Horowitz’s apartment.


Patience . . . Watching the cassette roll. Listening.


It was twenty minutes later that he heard what he’d been hoping for on the tape. He smiled. Okay, good. He collected his Model 40 in the Fender guitar case, snug as a baby, and walked to the refrigerator. He cocked his head. The noises had stopped. It didn’t shake any longer. He felt a bit of relief, less cringey, less crawly, thinking of the worm inside, now cold and still. It was safe to leave. He picked up his backpack and left the dim apartment with its pungent cat musk, dusty wine, and a million trails of disgusting worms.


[image: Images]


Into the country.


Amelia Sachs sped through a tunnel of spring trees, rocks on one side, a modest cliff on another. A dusting of green, and everywhere the yellow starbursts of forsythia.


Sachs was a city girl, born in Brooklyn General Hospital, and was a lifetime resident of that borough. Nature, for her, was Prospect Park on Sundays or, on weekday evenings, Long Island forest preserves, where she’d hide her black sharklike Dodge Charger from the patrol cruisers prowling for her and her fellow amateur auto racers.


Now, at the wheel of an Investigation and Resources Division rapid response vehicle—a crime scene station wagon—she punched the accelerator, swerved onto the shoulder, and passed a van that sported an upside-down Garfield cat suctioned to the rear window. She made the turnoff that took her deep into Westchester County.


Lifting her hand off the wheel she compulsively poked her finger into her hair and worried her scalp. Then she gripped the plastic wheel of the RRV once again and shoved the accelerator down until she burst into the suburban civilization of strip malls, sloppy commercial buildings, and fast-food franchises.


She was thinking about bombs, about Percey Clay.


And about Lincoln Rhyme.


Something was different about him today. Something significant. They’d been working together for a year now, ever since he’d shanghaied her away from a coveted assignment with Public Affairs to help him catch a serial kidnapper. At the time Sachs had been at a low point in her life—an affair gone bad and a corruption scandal in the department that disillusioned her so much that she wanted out of patrol altogether. But Rhyme wouldn’t let her. Simple as that. Even though he was a civilian consultant he’d arranged for her transfer to Crime Scene. She protested some but soon gave up the pretense of reluctance; the fact was that she loved the work. And she loved working with Rhyme, whose brilliance was exhilarating and intimidating and—an admission she made to no one—goddamn sexy.


Which wasn’t to say that she could read him perfectly. Lincoln Rhyme played life close to his chest and he wasn’t revealing all to her.


Shoot first . . .


What was that all about? You never discharged a weapon at a crime scene if there was any way to avoid it. A single gunshot would contaminate a scene with carbon, sulfur, mercury, antimony, lead, copper, and arsenic, and the discharge and blowback could destroy vital trace evidence. Rhyme himself told her of the time he’d had to shoot a perp hiding at a scene, his biggest concern being that the shots had ruined much of the evidence. (And when Sachs, believing she’d at last outthought him, said, “But what did it matter, Rhyme? You got the perp, right?” he’d pointed out acerbically, “But what if he’d had partners, hm? What then?”)


What was so different about the Coffin Dancer, other than the stupid name and the fact he seemed marginally smarter than the typical mafioso or Westie triggerman?


And working the scene at the hangar in an hour? It seemed to Sachs that he’d agreed to that as a favor for Percey. Which was completely unlike him. Rhyme would keep a scene sealed for days if he thought it was necessary.


These questions nagged and Amelia Sachs didn’t like unanswered questions.


Though she had no more time for speculation. Sachs spun the wheel of the RRV and turned into the wide entrance to the Mamaroneck Regional Airport. It was a busy place, nestled into a woody area of Westchester County, north of Manhattan. The big airlines had affiliated companies with service here—United Express, American Eagle—but most of the planes parked here were corporate jets, all of them unmarked, for security reasons, she guessed.


At the entrance were several state troopers, checking IDs. They did a double take when she pulled up—seeing the beautiful redhead driving an NYPD crime scene RRV and wearing blue jeans, a windbreaker, and a Mets cap. They waved her through. She followed signs to Hudson Air Charters and found the small cinder-block building at the end of a row of commercial airline terminals.


She parked in front of the building and leapt out. She introduced herself to two officers who were standing guard over the hangar and the sleek, silver airplane that was inside. She was pleased that the local cops had run police tape around the hangar and the apron in front of it to secure the scene. But she was dismayed by the size of the area.


An hour to search? She could’ve spent an entire day here.


Thanks loads, Rhyme.


She hurried into the office.


A dozen men and women, some in business suits, some in overalls, stood in clusters. They were mostly in their twenties and thirties. Sachs supposed they’d been a young and enthusiastic group until last night. Now their faces revealed a collective sorrow that had aged them quickly.


“Is there someone named Ron Talbot here?” she asked, displaying her silver shield.


The oldest person in the room—a woman in her fifties, with spun and sprayed hair and wearing a frumpy suit—walked up to Sachs. “I’m Sally Anne McCay,” she said. “I’m the office manager. Oh, how’s Percey?”


“She’s all right,” Sachs said guardedly. “Where’s Mr. Talbot?”


A brunette in her thirties wearing a wrinkled blue dress stepped out of an office and put her arm around Sally Anne’s shoulders. The older woman squeezed the younger’s hand. “Lauren, you okay?”


Lauren, her puffy face a mask of shock, asked Sachs, “Do they know what happened yet?”


“We’re just starting the investigation . . . Now, Mr. Talbot?”


Sally Anne wiped tears then glanced toward an office in the corner. Sachs walked to the doorway. Inside was a bearish man with a stubbled chin and tangle of uncombed black-and-gray hair. He was poring over computer printouts, breathing heavily. He looked up, a dismal expression on his face. He’d been crying too, it seemed.


“I’m Officer Sachs,” she said. “I’m with the NYPD.”


He nodded. “You have him yet?” he asked, looking out the window as if he expected to see Ed Carney’s ghost float past. He turned back to her. “The killer?”


“We’re following up on several leads.” Amelia Sachs, second-generation cop, had the art of evasion down cold.


Lauren appeared in Talbot’s doorway. “I can’t believe he’s gone,” she gasped, an edgy panic in her voice. “Who’d do something like that? Who?” As a patrol officer—a beat cop—Sachs had delivered her share of bad news to loved ones. She never got used to the despair she heard in the voices of surviving friends and family.


“Lauren.” Sally Anne took her colleague’s arm. “Lauren, go on home.”


“No! I don’t want to go home. I want to know who the hell did it? Oh, Ed . . . ”


Stepping farther into Talbot’s office, Sachs said, “I need your help. It looks like the killer mounted the bomb outside the plane underneath the cockpit. We have to find out where.”


“Outside?” Talbot was frowning. “How?”


“Magnetized and glued. The glue wasn’t completely set before the blast so it had to’ve been not long before takeoff.”


Talbot nodded. “Whatever I can do. Sure.”


She tapped the walkie-talkie on her hip. “I’m going to go on-line with my boss. He’s in Manhattan. We’re going to ask you some questions.” Hooked up the Motorola, headset, and stalk mike.


“Okay, Rhyme, I’m here. Can you hear me?”


Though they were on an areawide Special Ops frequency and should have been ten-fiveing and K’ing, according to Communications Department procedures, Sachs and Rhyme rarely bothered with radioese. And they didn’t now. His voice grumbled through the earphone, bouncing off who knew how many satellites. “Got it. Took you long enough.”


Don’t push it, Rhyme.


She asked Talbot, “Where was the plane before it took off? Say, an hour, hour and a quarter?”


“In the hangar,” Talbot said.


“You think he could’ve gotten to the plane there? After the—what do you call it? When the pilot inspects the plane?”


“The walkaround. I suppose it’s possible.”


“But there were people around all the time,” Lauren said. The crying fit was over and she’d wiped her face. She was calmer now and determination had replaced despair in her eyes.


“Who are you, please?”


“Lauren Simmons.”


“Lauren’s our assistant operations manager,” Talbot said. “She works for me.”


Lauren continued. “We’d been working with Stu—our chief mechanic, our former chief mechanic—to outfit the aircraft, working round the clock. We would’ve seen anybody near the plane.”


“So,” she said, “he mounted the bomb after the plane left the hangar.”


“Chronology!” Rhyme’s voice crackled through the headset. “Where was it from the moment it left the hangar until takeoff?”


When she relayed this question Talbot and Lauren led her into a conference room. It was filled with charts and scheduling boards, hundreds of books and notebooks and stacks of papers. Lauren unrolled a large map of the airport. It contained a thousand numbers and symbols Sachs didn’t understand, though the buildings and roadways were clearly outlined.


“No plane moves an inch,” Talbot explained in a gruff baritone, “unless Ground Control gives the okay. Charlie Juliet was—”


“What? Charlie . . . ?”


“The number of the plane. We refer to planes by the last two letters on the registration number. See on the fuselage? CJ. So we called it Charlie Juliet. It was parked in the hangar here . . . ” He tapped the map. “We finished loading—”


“When?” Rhyme called; so loud she wouldn’t have been surprised if Talbot had heard. “We need times! Exact times.”


The logbook in Charlie Juliet’d been burned to a cinder and the time-stamped FAA tape hadn’t been transcribed yet. But Lauren examined the company’s internal records. “Tower gave ’em push-back clearance at seven-sixteen. And they reported wheels up at seven-thirty.”


Rhyme had heard. “Fourteen minutes. Ask them if the plane was ever both out of sight and stopped during that time.”


Sachs did and Lauren answered, “Probably there.” She pointed.


A narrow portion of taxiway about two hundred feet long. The row of hangars hid it from the rest of the airport. It ended at a T intersection.


Lauren said, “Oh, and it’s an ATC No Vis area.”


“That’s right,” Talbot said, as if this were significant.


“Translation!” Rhyme called.


“Meaning?” Sachs asked.


“Out of visibility from Air Traffic Control,” Lauren answered. “A blind spot.”


“Yes!” came the voice through her earphone. “Okay, Sachs. Seal and search. Release the hangar.”


To Talbot she said, “We’re not going to bother with the hangar. I’m releasing it. But I want to seal off that taxiway. Can you call the tower? Have them divert traffic?”


“I can,” he said doubtfully. “They aren’t going to like it.”


She said, “If there’s any problem have them call Thomas Perkins. He’s head of the FBI’s Manhattan office. He’ll clear it with FAA HQ.”


“FAA? In Washington?” Lauren asked.


“That’s the one.”


Talbot gave a faint smile. “Well, okay.”


Sachs started for the main door then paused, looking out at the busy airport. “Oh, I’ve got a car,” she called to Talbot. “Is there anything special you do when you drive around an airport?”


“Yeah,” he said, “try not to run into any airplanes.”





II


The Kill Zone


A falconer’s bird, however tame and affectionate, is as close to a wild animal in condition and habit as an animal that lives with man can be. Above all, it hunts.


A Rage for Falcons,
Stephen Bodio        





 . . . Chapter Ten


Hour 3 of 45


“I’m here, Rhyme,” she announced.


Sachs climbed out of the RRV wagon and pulled latex gloves on her hands and wound rubber bands around her shoes—to make certain her footprints wouldn’t be confused with the perp’s, as Rhyme had taught her.


“And where, Sachs,” he asked, “is here?”


“At the intersection of taxiways. Between a row of hangars. It’s where Carney’s plane would’ve stopped.”


Sachs glanced uneasily at a line of trees in the distance. It was an overcast, dank day. Another storm was threatening. She felt exposed. The Dancer might be here now—maybe he’d returned to destroy evidence he’d left behind, maybe to kill a cop and slow down the investigation. Like the bomb in Wall Street a few years ago, the one that killed Rhyme’s techs.


Shoot first . . .


Damn it, Rhyme, you’re spooking me! Why’re you acting like this guy walks through walls and spits poison?


Sachs took the PoliLight box and a large suitcase from the back of the RRV. She opened the suitcase. Inside were a hundred tools of the trade: screwdrivers, wrenches, hammers, wire cutters, knives, friction ridge collection equipment, ninhydrin, tweezers, brushes, tongs, scissors, flex-claw pickups, a gunshot residue kit, pencils, plastic and paper bags, evidence collection tape . . .


One, establish the perimeter.


She ran yellow police line tape around the entire area.


Two, consider media and range of camera lenses and microphones.


No media. Not yet. Thank you, Lord.


“What’s that, Sachs?”


“I’m thanking God there’re no reporters.”


“A fine prayer. But tell me what you’re doing.”


“Still securing the scene.”


“Look for the—”


“Entrance and exit,” she said.


Step three, determine the perpetrator’s entrance and exit routes—they will be secondary crime scenes.


But she didn’t have a clue as to where they might be. He could’ve come from anywhere. Snuck around the corners, driven here in a luggage cart, a gas truck . . .


Sachs donned goggles and began sweeping the PoliLight wand over the taxiway. It didn’t work as well outside as in a dark room, but with the heavy overcast she could see flecks and streaks glowing under the eerie green-yellow light. There were, however, no footprints.


“Sprayed her down last night,” the voice called behind her.


Sachs spun around, hand on her Glock, a half draw from the holster.


I’m never this edgy, Rhyme. It’s all your fault.


Several men in coveralls were standing at the yellow tape. She walked up to them cautiously and checked their picture IDs. They matched the men’s faces. Her hand slipped off the gun.


“They hose the place down every night. If you’re looking for something. Thought you were.”


“High-pressure hose,” another one added.


Great. Every bit of trace, every footprint, every fiber sloughed off the Dancer was gone.


“You see anybody here last night?”


“This have to do with the bomb?”


“Around seven-fifteen?” she persisted.


“Nope. Nobody comes up here. These hangars’re deserted. Probably gonna tear ’em down someday.”


“What’re you doing here now?”


“Saw a cop. You are a cop, right? And just thought we’d have a look-see. This is about that bomb, right? Who did it? Arabs? Or them militia shits?”


She shooed them off. Into the microphone she said, “They cleaned the taxiway last night, Rhyme. High-pressure water, looks like.”


“Oh, no.”


“They—”


“Hey there.”


She sighed, turning again, expecting to find the workmen back. But the new visitor was a cocky county trooper, wearing a blocked Smokey the Bear hat and razor-creased gray slacks. He ducked under the tape.


“Excuse me,” she protested. “This is a secure area.”


He slowed but didn’t stop. She checked his ID. It matched. The picture showed him looking off slightly, a cover boy on a men’s fashion magazine.


“You’re that officer from New York, right?” He laughed generously. “Nice uniforms they have down there.” Eyeing her tight jeans.


“This area’s sealed off.”


“I can help. I took the forensics course. Mostly I’m highway detail but I’ve got major crimes experience. You have some hair. Bet you’ve heard that before.”


“I really will have to ask you—”


“Jim Everts.”


Don’t go into first-name territory; it sticks like flypaper. “I’m Officer Sachs.”


“Big hubbub, this. A bomb. Messy.”


“See, Jim, this tape here’s to keep people out of the scene. Now, you gonna be helpful and step back behind it?”


“Wait. You mean officers too?”


“That I do, yes.”


“You mean me too?”


“Exactly.”


There were five classic crime scene contaminators: weather, relatives of the victim, suspects, souvenir collectors, and—the all-time worst—fellow cops.


“I won’t touch a thing. Cross my heart. Just be a pleasure to watch you work, honey.”


“Sachs,” Rhyme whispered, “tell him to get the fuck out of your crime scene.”


“Jim, get the fuck out of my crime scene.”


“Or you’ll report him.”


“Or I’ll report you.”


“Oooo, gonna be that way, is it?” He held his hands up in surrender. The last of the flirt drained from his slick grin.


“Get going, Sachs.”


The trooper ambled away slowly enough to drag some of his pride with him. He looked back once but a scathing retort eluded him.


Amelia Sachs began to walk the grid.


There were several different ways to search crime scenes. A strip search—walking in a serpentine pattern—was usually used for outdoor scenes because it covered the most ground quickly. But Rhyme wouldn’t hear of that. He used the grid pattern—covering the entire area back and forth in one direction, walking one foot at a time, then turning perpendicular and walking back and forth the other way. When he was running IRD, “walking the grid” became synonymous with searching a crime scene, and heaven help any cops Rhyme caught taking shortcuts or daydreaming when they were on the grid.


Sachs now spent an hour moving back and forth. While the spray truck might’ve eliminated prints and trace evidence, it wouldn’t destroy anything larger that the Dancer might’ve dropped, nor would it ruin footprints or body impressions left in the mud beside the taxiway.


But she found nothing.


“Hell, Rhyme, not a thing.”


“Ah, Sachs, I’ll bet there is. I’ll bet there’s plenty. Just takes a little bit more effort than most scenes. The Dancer’s not like other perps, remember.”


Oh, that again.


“Sachs.” His voice low and seductive. She felt a shiver. “Get into him,” Rhyme whispered. “You know what I mean.”


She knew exactly what he meant. Hated the thought. But, oh, yes, Sachs knew. The best criminalists were able to find a place in their minds where the line between hunter and hunted was virtually nonexistent. They moved through the crime scene not as cops tracking down clues but as the perp himself, feeling his desires, lusts, fears. Rhyme had this talent. And though she tried to deny it, Sachs did too. (She’d searched a scene a month ago—a father had murdered his wife and child—and managed to find the murder weapon when no one else had. After the case she hadn’t been able to work for a week and had been plagued by flashbacks that she’d been the one who stabbed the victims to death. Saw their faces, heard their screams.)


Another pause. “Talk to me,” he said. And finally the edginess in his voice was gone. “You’re him. You’re walking where he’s walked, you’re thinking the way he thinks . . . ”


He’d said words like these to her before, of course. But now—as with everything else about the Dancer—it seemed to her that Rhyme had more in mind than just finding obscure evidence. No, she sensed that he was desperate to know about this perp. Who he was, what made him kill.


Another shiver. An image in her thoughts: back to the other night. The lights of the airfield, the sound of airplane engines, the smell of jet exhaust.


“Come on, Amelia . . . You’re him. You’re the Coffin Dancer. You know Ed Carney’s on the plane; you know you have to get the bomb on board. Just think about it for a minute or two.”


And she did, summoning up from somewhere a need to kill.


He continued, speaking in an eerie, melodic voice. “You’re brilliant,” he said. “You have no morals whatsoever. You’ll kill anyone, you’ll do anything to get to your goal. You divert attention, you use people . . . Your deadliest weapon is deception.”


I lay in wait.


My deadliest weapon . . .


She closed her eyes.


 . . . is deception.


Sachs felt a dark hope, a vigilance, a hunt lust.


“I—”


He continued softly. “Is there any distraction, any diversion you can try?”


Eyes open now. “The whole area’s empty. Nothing to distract the pilots with.”


“Where are you hiding?”


“The hangars’re all boarded up. The grass is too short for cover. There’re no trucks or oil drums. No alleys. No nooks.”


In her gut: desperation. What’m I going to do? I’ve got to plant the bomb. I don’t have any time. Lights . . . there’re lights everywhere. What? What should I do?


She said, “I can’t hide around the other side of the hangars. There’re lots of workers. It’s too exposed. They’ll see me.”


For a moment, Sachs herself floated back into her mind and she wondered, as she often did, why Lincoln Rhyme had the power to conjure her into someone else. Sometimes it angered her. Sometimes it thrilled.


Dropping into a crouch, ignoring the pain in her knees from the arthritis that had tormented her off and on for the past ten of her thirty-three years. “It’s all too open here. I feel exposed.”


“What’re you thinking?”


There’re people looking for me. I can’t let them find me. I can’t!


This is risky. Stay hidden. Stay down.


Nowhere to hide.


If I’m seen, everything’s ruined. They’ll find the bomb; they’ll know I’m after all three witnesses. They’ll put them in protective custody. I’ll never get them then. I can’t let that happen.


Feeling his panic she turned back to the only possible place to hide. The hangar beside the taxiway. In the wall facing her was a single broken window, about three by four feet. She’d ignored it because it was covered with a sheet of rotting plywood, nailed to the frame on the inside.


She approached it slowly. The ground in front was gravel; there were no footprints.


“There’s a boarded-up window, Rhyme. Plywood on the inside. The glass is broken.”


“Is it dirty, the glass that’s still in the window?”


“Filthy.”


“And the edges?”


“No, they’re clean.” She understood why he’d asked the question. “The glass was broken recently!”


“Right. Push the board. Hard.”


It fell inward without any resistance and hit the floor with a huge bang.


“What was that?” Rhyme shouted. “Sachs, are you all right?”


“Just the plywood,” she answered, once more spooked by his uneasiness.


She shone her halogen flashlight through the hangar. It was deserted.


“What do you see, Sachs?”


“It’s empty. A few dusty boxes. There’s gravel on the floor—”


“That was him!” Rhyme answered. “He broke in the window and threw gravel inside, so he could stand on the floor and not leave footprints. It’s an old trick. Any footprints in front of the window? Bet it’s more gravel,” he added sourly.


“Is.”


“Okay. Search the window. Then climb inside. But be sure to look for booby traps first. Remember the trash can a few years ago.”


Stop it, Rhyme! Stop it.


Sachs shined the light around the space again. “It’s clean, Rhyme. No traps. I’m examining the window frame.”


The PoliLight showed nothing other than a faint mark left by a finger in a cotton glove. “No fiber, just the cotton pattern.”


“Anything in the hangar? Anything worth stealing?”


“No. It’s empty.”


“Good,” Rhyme said.


“Why good?” she asked. “I said there’s no print.”


“Ah, but it means it’s him, Sachs. It’s not logical for someone to break in wearing cotton gloves when there’s nothing to steal.”


She searched carefully. No footprints, no fingerprints, no visible evidence. She ran the Dustbuster and bagged the trace.


“The glass and gravel?” she asked. “Paper bag?”


“Yes.”


Moisture often destroyed trace and though it looked unprofessional certain evidence was best transported in brown paper bags rather than in plastic.


“Okay, Rhyme. I’ll have it back to you in forty minutes.”


They disconnected.


As she packed the bags carefully into the RRV, Sachs felt edgy, as she often did just after searching a scene where she’d found no obvious evidence—guns or knives or the perp’s wallet. The trace she’d collected might have a clue as to who the Dancer was and where he was hiding. But the whole effort could have been a bust too. She was anxious to get back to Rhyme’s lab and see what he could find.


Sachs climbed into the station wagon and sped back to the Hudson Air office. She hurried into Ron Talbot’s office. He was talking to a tall man whose back was to the door. Sachs said, “I found where he was, Mr. Talbot. The scene’s released. You can have the tower—”


The man turned around. It was Brit Hale. He frowned, trying to think of her name, remembered it. “Oh. Officer Sachs. Hey. How you doing?”


She started to nod an automatic greeting, then stopped.


What was he doing here? He was supposed to be in the safe house.


She heard a soft crying and looked into the conference room. There was Percey Clay sitting next to Lauren, the pretty brunette who Sachs remembered was Ron Talbot’s assistant. Lauren was crying and Percey, resolute in her own sorrow, was trying to comfort her. She glanced up, saw Sachs, and nodded to her.


No, no, no . . .


Then the third shock.


“Hi, Amelia,” Jerry Banks said cheerfully, sipping coffee and standing by a window, where he’d been admiring the Learjet parked in the hangar. “That plane’s something, isn’t it?”


“What’re they doing here?” Sachs snapped, pointing at Hale and Percey, forgetting that Banks outranked her.


“They had some problem or other about a mechanic,” Banks said. “Percey wanted to stop by here. Try to find—”


“Rhyme,” Sachs shouted into the microphone. “She’s here!”


“Who?” he asked acerbically. “And where is there?”


“Percey. And Hale too. At the airport.”


“No! They’re supposed to be at the safe house.”


“Well, they’re not. They’re right here in front of me.”


“No, no, no!” Rhyme raged. A moment passed. Then he said, “Ask Banks if they followed evasive driving procedures.”


Banks, uncomfortable, responded that they hadn’t. “She was real insistent that they stop here first. I tried to talk her—”


“Jesus, Sachs. He’s there someplace. The Dancer. I know he’s there.”


“How could he be?” Sachs’s eyes strayed to the window.


“Keep ’em down,” Rhyme said. “I’ll have Dellray get an armored van from the Bureau’s White Plains field office.”


Percey heard the commotion. “I’ll go to the safe house in an hour or so. I have to find a mechanic to work on—”


Sachs waved her silent, then said, “Jerry, keep them here.” She ran to the door and looked out over the gray expanse of the airfield as a noisy prop plane charged down the runway. She pulled the stalk mike closer to her mouth. “How, Rhyme?” she asked. “How’ll he come at us?”


“I don’t have a clue. He could do anything.”


Sachs tried to reenter the Dancer’s mind, but couldn’t. All she thought was, Deception . . .


“How secure is the area?” Rhyme asked.


“Pretty tight. Chain-link fence. Troopers at a road-block at the entrance, checking tickets and IDs.”


Rhyme asked, “But they’re not checking IDs of police, right?”


Sachs looked at the uniformed officers, recalling how casually they’d waved her through. “Oh, hell, Rhyme, there’re a dozen marked cars here. A couple unmarkeds too. I don’t know the troopers or detectives . . . He could be any one of them.”


“Okay, Sachs. Listen, find out if any local cops’re missing. In the past two or three hours. The Dancer might’ve killed one and stolen his ID and uniform.”


Sachs called a state trooper up to the door, examined him and his ID closely, and decided he was the real article. She said, “We think the killer may be nearby, maybe impersonating an officer. I need you to check out everybody here. If you don’t recognize ’em, let me know. Also, find out from your dispatcher if any cops from around the area’ve gone missing in the past few hours.”


“I’m on it, Officer.”


She returned to the office. There were no blinds on the windows and Banks had moved Percey and Hale into an interior office.


“What’s going on?” Percey asked.


“You’re out of here in five minutes,” Sachs said, glancing out the window, trying to guess how the Dancer would attack. She had no idea.


“Why?” the flier asked, frowning.


“We think the man who killed your husband’s here. Or on his way here.”


“Oh, come on. There’re cops all over the field. It’s perfectly safe. I need to—”


Sachs snapped to her, “No arguments.”


But argue she did. “We can’t leave. I’ve just had my chief mechanic quit. I have to—”


“Perce,” Hale said uneasily, “maybe we ought to listen to her.”


“We’ve got to get that aircraft—”


“Get back. In there. And be quiet.”


Percey’s mouth opened wide in shock. “You can’t talk to me that way. I’m not a prisoner.”


“Officer Sachs? Hellooo?” The trooper she’d spoken to outside stepped into the doorway. “I’ve done a fast visual of everybody here in uniform and the detectives too. No unknowns. And no reports of any state or Westchester officers missing. But our Central Dispatch told me something maybe you oughta know about. Might be nothing, but—”


“Tell me.”


Percey Clay said, “Officer, I have to talk to you . . . ”


Sachs ignored her and nodded to the trooper. “Go on.”


“Traffic Patrol in White Plains, about two miles away. They found a body in a Dumpster. Think he was killed about an hour ago, maybe less.”


“Rhyme, you hear?”


“Yes.”


Sachs asked the cop, “Why d’you think that’s important?”


“It’s the way he was killed. Was a hell of a mess.”


“Ask him if the hands and face were missing,” Rhyme asked.


“What?”


“Ask him!”


She did, and everyone in the office stopped talking and stared at Sachs.


The trooper blinked in surprise and said, “Yes ma’am, Officer. Well, the hands at least. The dispatcher didn’t say anything about the face. How’d you know . . . ?”


Rhyme blurted, “Where’s it now? The body?”


She relayed the question.


“In a coroner’s bus. They’re taking it to the county morgue.”


“No,” Rhyme said. “Have them get it to you, Sachs. I want you to examine it.”


“The—”


“Body,” he said. “It’s got the answer to how he’s going to come at you. I don’t want Percey and Hale moved until we know what we’re up against.”


She told the cop Rhyme’s request.


“Okay,” he said. “I’ll get on it. That’s . . . You mean you want the body here.”


“Yes. Now.”


“Tell ’em to get it there fast, Sachs,” Rhyme said. He sighed. “Oh, this is bad. Bad.”


And Sachs had the uneasy thought that Rhyme’s urgent grief was not only for the man who had died so violently, whoever he was, but for those who, maybe, were just about to.
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People believe that the rifle is the important tool for a sniper, but that’s wrong. It’s the telescope.


What do we call it, Soldier? Do we call it a telescopic sight? Do we call it a ’scope?


Sir, we do not. It’s a telescope. This one is a Redfield, three-by-nine variable, with crosshair reticles. There is none better, sir.


The telescope Stephen was mounting on top of the Model 40 was twelve and three-quarters inches long and weighed just over twelve ounces. It had been matched to this particular rifle with corresponding serial numbers and had been painstakingly adjusted for focus. The parallax had been fixed by the optical engineer in the factory so that the crosshairs resting on the lip of a man’s heart five hundred yards away would not move perceptibly when the sniper’s head eased from left to right. The eye relief was so accurate that the recoil would knock the eyepiece back to within one millimeter of Stephen’s eyebrow and yet never touch a hair.


The Redfield telescope was black and sleek, and Stephen kept it draped in velvet and nestled in a Styrofoam block in his guitar case.


Now, hidden in a nest of grass some three hundred yards from the Hudson Air hangar and office, Stephen fitted the black tube of the telescope into its mount, perpendicular to the gun (he always thought of his stepfather’s crucifix when he mounted it), then he swung the heavy tube into position with a satisfying click. He screwed down the lug nuts.


Soldier, are you a competent sniper?


Sir, I am the best, sir.


What are your qualifications?


Sir, I am in excellent physical shape, I am fastidious, I am right-handed, I have 20/20 vision, I do not smoke or drink or take any kind of drugs, I can lie still for hours at a time, and I live to send bullets up the ass of my enemy.


He nestled farther into the pile of leaves and grass.


There might be worms here, he thought. But he wasn’t feeling cringey at the moment. He had his mission and that was occupying his mind completely.


Stephen cradled the gun, smelling the machine oil from the bolt-action receiver and the neat’s-foot oil from the sling, so worn and soft it was like angora. The Model 40 was a 7.62 millimeter NATO rifle and weighed eight pounds, ten ounces. The trigger pull generally ranged from three to five pounds, but Stephen set it a bit higher because his fingers were very strong. The weapon had a rated effective range of a thousand yards, though he had made kills at more than 1300.


Stephen knew this gun intimately. In sniper teams, his stepfather had told him, the snipers themselves have no disassemble authority, and the old man wouldn’t let him strip the weapon himself. But that was one rule of the old man’s that hadn’t seemed right to Stephen and so, in a moment of uncharacteristic defiance, he’d secretly taught himself how to dismantle the rifle, clean it, repair it, and even machine parts that needed adjustment or replacement.


Through the telescope he scanned Hudson Air. He couldn’t see the Wife, though he knew she was there or soon would be. Listening to the tape of the phone tap on the Hudson Air office lines, Stephen had heard her tell someone named Ron that they were changing their plans; rather than going to the safe house they were driving to the airport to find some mechanics who could work on the airplane.


Using the low-crawl technique, Stephen now moved forward until he was on a slight ridge, still hidden by trees and grass but with a better view of the hangar, the office, and the parking lot in front of it, separated from him by flat grass fields and two runways.


It was a glorious kill zone. Wide. Very little cover. All entrances and exits easily targeted from here.


Two people stood outside at the front door. One was a county or state trooper. The other was a woman—red hair dipping beneath a baseball cap. Very pretty. She was a cop, plainclothes. He could see the boxy outline of a Glock or Sig-Sauer high on her hip. He lifted his range finder and put the split image on the woman’s red hair. He twisted a ring until the images moved together seamlessly.


Three hundred and sixteen yards.


He replaced the range finder, lifted the rifle, and sighted on the woman, centering the reticles on her hair once more. He glanced at her beautiful face. It troubled him, her attractiveness. He didn’t like it. Didn’t like her. He wondered why.


The grass rustled around him. He thought: Worms.


Was starting to feel cringey.


The face in the window . . .


He put the crosshairs on her chest.


The cringey feeling went away.


Soldier, what is the sniper’s motto?


Sir, it is “One chance, one shot, one kill.”


The conditions were excellent. There was a slight right-to-left crosswind, which he guessed was four miles an hour. The air was humid, which would buoy the slug. He was shooting over unvaried terrain with only moderate thermals.


He slid back down the knoll and ran a cleaning rod, tipped with a soft cotton cloth, through the Model 40. You always cleaned your weapon before firing. The slightest bit of moisture or oil could put a shot off by an inch or so. Then he made a loop sling and lay down in his nest.


Stephen loaded five rounds into the chamber. They were M-118 match-quality rounds, manufactured at the renowned Lake City arsenal. The bullet itself was a 173-grain boattail and it struck its target at a speed of a half mile a second. Stephen had altered the slugs somewhat, however. He’d drilled into the core and filled them with a small explosive charge and replaced the standard jacket with a ceramic nose that would pierce most kinds of body armor.


He unfolded a thin dish towel and spread it out on the ground to catch the ejected cartridges. Then he doubled the sling around his left biceps and planted that elbow firmly on the ground, keeping the forearm absolutely perpendicular to the ground—a bone support. He “spot-welded” his cheek and right thumb to the stock above the trigger.


Then slowly he began scanning the kill zone.


It was hard to see inside the offices but Stephen thought he caught a glimpse of the Wife.


Yes! It was her.


She was standing behind a big curly-haired man in a wrinkled white shirt. He held a cigarette. A young blond man in a suit, a badge on his belt, ushered them back out of sight.


Patience . . . she’ll present again. They don’t have a clue that you’re here. You can wait all day. As long as the worms—


Flashing lights again.


Into the parking lot sped a county ambulance. The red-haired cop saw it. Her eyes grew excited. She ran toward the vehicle.


Stephen breathed deeply.


One chance . . .


Zero your weapon, Soldier.


Normal come-up elevation at 316 yards is three minutes, sir. He clicked the sight so that the barrel would be pointed upward slightly to take gravity into account.


One shot . . .


Calculate the crosswind, Soldier.


Sir, the formula is range in hundreds of yards times velocity divided by fifteen. Stephen’s mind thought instantly: Slightly less than one minute of windage. He adjusted the telescope accordingly.


Sir, I am ready, sir.


One kill . . .


A shaft of light streamed from behind a cloud and lit the front of the office. Stephen began to breathe slowly and evenly.


He was lucky; the worms stayed away. And there were no faces watching him from the windows.





 . . . Chapter Eleven


Hour 4 of 45


The medic rolled out of the ambulance.


She nodded to him. “I’m Officer Sachs.”


He aimed his rotund belly her way and, straight-faced, said, “So. You ordered the pizza?” Then giggled.


She sighed. “What happened?” Sachs said.


“What happened? T’him? He got himself dead’s what happened.” He looked her over, shook his head. “What kinda cop are you? I never seen you up here.”


“I’m from the city.”


“Oh, the city. She’s from the city. Well, better ask,” he added gravely. “You ever see a body before?”


Sometimes you bend just a little. Learning how and how far takes some doing but it’s a valuable lesson. Sometimes more than valuable, sometimes necessary. She smiled. “You know, we’ve got a real critical situation here. I’d sure appreciate your help. Could you tell me where you found him?”


He studied her chest for a moment. “Reason I ask about seeing bodies is this one’s gonna bother you. I could do what needs to be done, searching it or whatever.”


“Thanks. We’ll get to that. Now, again, where’d you find him?”


“Dumpster in a parking lot ’bout two clicks—”


“That’s miles,” another voice added.


“Hey, Jim,” the medic said.


Sachs turned. Oh, great. It was the GQ cop. The one who’d been flirting with her on the taxiway. He strode up to the ambulance.


“Hi, honey. Me again. How’s your police tape holdin’ up? Whatcha got, Earl?”


“One body, no hands.” Earl yanked the door open, reached in, and unzipped the body bag. Blood flowed out onto the floor of the ambulance.


“Ooops.” Earl winked. “Say, Jim, after you’re through here, wanna get some spaghetti?”


“Mebbe pig’s knuckles.”


“There’s a thought.”


Rhyme interrupted. “Sachs, what’s going on there? You got the body?”


“I’ve got it. Trying to figure out the story.” To the medic she said, “We’ve gotta move on this. Anybody have any idea who he is?”


“Wasn’t anything around to ID him. No missing persons reported. Nobody saw nothing.”


“Any chance he’s a cop?”


“Naw. Nobody I know,” Jim said. “You, Earl?”


“Nup. Why?”


Sachs didn’t answer. She said, “I need to examine him.”


“Okay, miss,” Earl said. “How ’bout I give you a hand?”


“Hell,” the trooper said, “sounds like he’s the one needs a hand.” He chuckled; the medic gave another of his piggy giggles.


She climbed up in the back of the ambulance and unzipped the body bag completely.


And because she wasn’t going to tug off her jeans and have intercourse with them or at the very least flirt back, they had no choice but to torment her further.


“The thing is, this isn’t the kind of traffic detail you’re probably used to,” Earl said to her. “Hey, Jim, this as bad as the one you saw last week?”


“That head we found?” The cop mused, “Hell, I’d rather have a fresh head any day than a month-er. You ever seen a month-er, honey? Now, they’re about as unpleasant as can be. Give a body three, four months in the water, hey, not a problem—mostly just bones. But you get one’s been simmering for a month . . . ”


“Nasty,” Earl said. “Uck-o.”


“You ever seen a month-er, honey?”


“ ’Preciate your not saying that, Jim,” she said absently to the cop.


“ ‘Month-er’?”


“ ‘Honey.’”


“Sure, sorry.”


“Sachs,” Rhyme snapped, “what the hell is going on?”


“No ID, Rhyme. Nobody’s got a clue as to who it is. Hands removed with a fine-bladed razor saw.”


“Is Percey safe? Hale?”


“They’re in the office. Banks’s with them. Away from the windows. What’s the word on the van?”


“Should be there in ten minutes. You’ve got to find out about that body.”


“You talking to yourself, hon—Officer?”


Sachs studied the poor man’s body. She guessed the hands had been removed just after he’d died, or as he was dying, because of the copious amount of blood. She pulled on her latex examining gloves.


“It’s strange, Rhyme. Why’s he only partially ID-proofed?”


If killers don’t have time to dispose of a body completely they ID-proof it by removing the main points of identification: the hands and the teeth.


“I don’t know,” the criminalist responded. “It’s not like the Dancer to be careless, even if he was in a hurry. What’s he wearing?”


“Just skivvies. No clothes or other ID found at the scene.”


“Why,” Rhyme mused, “did the Dancer pick him?”


“If it was the Dancer did this.”


“How many bodies turn up like that in Westchester?”


“To hear the locals tell it,” she said ruefully, “every other day.”


“Tell me about the corpse. COD?”


“You determine the cause of death?” she called to chubby Earl.


“Strangled,” the tech said.


But Sachs noticed right away there were no petechial hemorrhages on the inner surface of the eyelids. No damage to the tongue either. Most strangulation victims bite their tongue at some point during the attack.


“I don’t think so.”


Earl cast another glance at Jim and snorted. “Sure, he was. Lookit that red line on his neck. We call that a ligature mark, honey. You know, we can’t keep him here forever. They start going ripe, days like this. Now, that’s a smell you haven’t lived till you smelled.”


Sachs frowned. “He wasn’t strangled.”


They double-teamed her. “Hon—Officer, that’s a ligature mark,” Jim, the trooper, said. “I seen hundreds of ’em.”


“No, no,” she said. “The perp just ripped a chain off him.”


Rhyme broke in. “That’s probably it, Sachs. First thing you do when you’re ID-proofing a corpse, get rid of the jewelry. It was probably a Saint Christopher, maybe inscribed. Who’s there with you?”


“A pair of cretins,” she said.


“Oh. Well, what is the COD?”


After a brief search she found the wound. “Ice pick or narrow-bladed knife in the back of the skull.”


The medic’s round form eased into the doorway. “We woulda found that,” he said defensively. “I mean, we were in such an all-fire hurry to get here, thanks to you folks.”


Rhyme said to Sachs, “Describe him.”


“He’s overweight, big gut. Lotta flab.”


“Tan or sunburn?”


“On his arms and torso only. Not legs. He’s got untrimmed toenails and a cheap earring—steel posts, not gold. His briefs are Sears and they’ve got holes in them.”


“Okay, he’s looking blue collar,” Rhyme said. “Workman, deliveryman. We’re closing in. Check his throat.”


“What?”


“For his wallet or papers. If you want to keep a corpse anonymous for a few hours you shove his IDs down his throat. It doesn’t get spotted till the autopsy.”


A chortle of laughter from outside.


Which Sachs ended quickly when she grabbed the man’s jaws, pulled wide, and started reaching inside.


“Jesus,” Earl muttered. “What’re you doing?”


“Nothing there, Rhyme.”


“You better cut. The throat. Go deeper.”


Sachs had bridled at some of Rhyme’s more macabre requests in the past. But today she glanced at the grinning boys behind her and lifted her illegal but cherished switchblade from her jeans pocket, clicked it open.


Took the grins off both faces.


“Say, honey, what’re you doing?”


“Little surgery. Gotta look inside.” Like she did this every day.


“I mean, I can’t deliver no corpse to the coroner cut up by some New York City cop.”


“Then you do it.”


She offered him the handle of the knife.


“Aw, she’s shitting us, Jim.”


She lifted an eyebrow and slipped the knife into the man’s Adam’s apple like a fisherman gutting a trout.


“Oh, Jesus, Jim, lookit what she’s doing. Stop her.”


“I’m outa here, Earl. I didn’t see that.” The trooper walked off.


She finished the tidy incision and gazed inside, sighed. “Nothing.”


“What the hell is he up to?” Rhyme asked. “Let’s think . . . . What if he isn’t ID-proofing the body? If he’d wanted to he would’ve taken the teeth. What if there’s something else he’s trying to hide from us?”


“Something on the vic’s hands?” Sachs suggested.


“Maybe,” Rhyme responded. “Something that he couldn’t wash off the corpse easily. And something that’d tell us what he was up to.”


“Oil? Grease?”


“Maybe he was delivering jet fuel,” Rhyme said. “Or maybe he was a caterer—maybe his hands smelled of garlic.”


Sachs looked around the airport. There were dozens of gasoline deliverymen, ground crews, repairmen, construction workers building a new wing on one of the terminals.


Rhyme continued, “He’s a big guy?”


“Yep.”


“He was probably sweating today. Maybe he wiped his head. Or scratched it.”


I’ve been doing that all day myself, Sachs thought, and felt an urge to dig into her hair, hurt her skin as she always did when she felt frustrated and tense.


“Check his scalp, Sachs. Behind the hairline.”


She did.


And there she found it.


“I see streaks of color. Blue. Bits of white too. On the hair and skin. Oh, hell, Rhyme. It’s paint! He’s a painting contractor. And there’re about twenty construction workers on the grounds.”


“The line on the neck,” Rhyme continued. “The Dancer pulled off his necklace ID.”


“But the picture’d be different.”


“Hell, the ID’s probably covered with paint or he faked it somehow. He’s on the field somewhere, Sachs. Get Percey and Hale down on the floor. Put a guard on ’em and get everybody else out, looking for the Dancer. SWAT’s on its way.”
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Problems.


He was watching the red-haired cop in the back of the ambulance. Through the Redfield telescope he couldn’t see clearly what she was doing. But he suddenly felt uneasy.


He felt she was doing something to him. Something to expose him, to tie him down.


The worms were getting closer. The face at the window, the wormy face, was looking for him.


Stephen shuddered.


She jumped out of the ambulance, looking around the field.


Something’s happening, Soldier.


Sir, I am aware of that, sir.


The redhead began shouting orders to other cops. Most of them looked at her, took her news grimly, then looked around. One ran to his car, then a second.


He saw the redhead’s pretty face and her wormy eyes scanning the airport grounds. He rested the reticles on her perfect chin. What had she found? What was she looking for?


She paused and he saw her talking to herself.


No, not herself. She was talking into a headset. The way she’d listen, then nod, it seemed that she was taking orders from someone.


Who? he wondered.


Someone who’d figured out that I’m here, Stephen thought.


Someone looking for me.


Someone who can watch me through windows and disappear instantly. Who can move through walls and holes and tiny cracks to sneak up and find me.


A chill down his back—he actually shivered—and for a moment the reticles of the telescope danced away from the redheaded cop and he lost acquisition of a target completely.


What the fuck was that, Soldier?


Sir, I don’t know, sir.


When he reacquired the redhead he saw how bad things were. She was pointing right at the painting contractor’s van he’d just stolen. It was parked about two hundred feet from him, in a small parking lot reserved for construction trucks.


Whoever the redhead was talking to had found the painter’s body and discovered how he’d gotten onto the airport grounds.


The worm moved closer. He felt its shadow, its cold slime.


The cringey feeling. Worms crawling up his legs . . . worms crawling down his neck . . .


What should I do? he wondered.


One chance . . . one shot . . .


They’re so close, the Wife and the Friend. He could finish everything right now. Five seconds was all it would take. Maybe those were their outlines he could see in the window. That shadowy form. Or that one . . . But Stephen knew that if he fired through the glass, everyone would drop to the floor. If he didn’t kill the Wife with the first shot, he’d ruin the chance.


I need her outside. I need to draw them out of cover into the kill zone. I can’t miss there.


He had no time. No time! Think!


If you want a doe, endanger the fawn.


Stephen began breathing slowly. In, out, in, out. He drew his target. Began applying pressure, imperceptible, to the trigger. The Model 40 fired.


The ka-boom rolled over the field and all the cops hit the ground, drawing their weapons.


Another shot, and a second puff of smoke flew from the tail-mounted engine of the silver jet in the hangar.


The redheaded cop, her own gun in hand, was crouching, scanning for location. She glanced at the two smoking holes in the skin of the plane, then looked out over the field once more, pointing a stubby Glock out in front of her.


Take her out?


Yes? No?


Negative, Soldier. Stay fixed on your target.


He fired again. The puff of explosion tore another tiny chunk out of the side of the airplane.


Calm. Another shot. The kick in the shoulder, the sweet smell of the burnt powder. A windshield in the cockpit exploded.


This was the shot that did it.


Suddenly there she was—the Wife—forcing her way through the office door, grappling with the young blond cop who tried to hold her back.


No target yet. Keep her coming.


Squeeze. Another bullet tore through the engine.


The Wife, her face horrified, broke free and ran down the stairs toward the hangar to close the doors, to protect her child.


Reload.


He laid the reticles on her chest as she stepped to the ground and started to run.


Full target lead of four inches, Stephen calculated automatically. He moved the gun ahead of her and squeezed the trigger. It fired just as the blond cop tackled her and they went down below a slight dip in the earth. A miss. And they had just enough cover to keep him from skimming slugs into their backs.


They’re moving in, Soldier. They’re flanking you.


Yessir, understood.


Stephen glanced over the runways. Other police had appeared. They were crawling toward their cars. One car was speeding directly toward him, only fifty yards away. Stephen used one shot to take out the engine block. Steam spraying from the front end, the car eased to a stop.


Stay calm, he told himself.


We’re prepared to evacuate. We just need one clear shot.


He heard several fast pistol shots. He looked back at the redhead. She was in a competition combat stance, pointing the stubby pistol in his direction, looking for his muzzle flash. The sound of the shot wouldn’t do her any good, of course; it was why he never bothered with silencers. Loud noises are as hard to pinpoint as soft ones.


The redheaded cop was standing tall, squinting as she gazed.


Stephen closed the bolt of the Model 40.
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Amelia Sachs saw a faint glimmer and she knew where the Coffin Dancer was.


In a small grove of trees about three hundred yards away. His telescopic sight caught the reflected glint of the pale clouds overhead.


“Over there,” she cried, pointing, to two county cops huddling in their cruiser.


The troopers rolled into their car and took off, skidding behind a nearby hangar to flank him.


“Sachs,” Rhyme called through her headset. “What’s—”


“Jesus, Rhyme, he’s on the field, shooting at the plane.”


“What?”


“Percey’s trying to get to the hangar. He’s shooting explosive slugs. He’s shooting to draw her out.”


“You stay down, Sachs. If Percey’s going to kill herself, let her. But you stay down!”


She was sweating furiously, hands shaking, heart pounding. She felt the quiver of panic run down her back.


“Percey!” Sachs cried.


The woman had broken free from Jerry Banks and rolled to her feet. She was speeding toward the hangar door.


“No!”


Oh, hell.


Sachs’s eyes were on the spot where she’d seen the flare of the Dancer’s ’scope.


Too far, it’s too far, she thought. I can’t hit anything at that distance.


If you stay calm, you can. You’ve got eleven rounds left. There’s no wind. Trajectory’s the only problem. Aim high and work down.


She saw several leaves fly outward as the Dancer fired again.


An instant later a bullet passed within inches of her face. She felt the shock wave and heard the snap as the slug, traveling twice the speed of sound, burned the air around her.


She uttered a faint whimper and dropped to her stomach, cowering.


No! You had a chance to shoot. Before he rechambered. But it’s too late now. He’s locked and loaded again.


She looked up fast, lifted her gun, then lost her nerve. Head down, the Glock pointed generally in the direction of the trees, she fired five fast shots.


But she might as well have been shooting blanks.


Come on, girl. Get up. Aim and shoot. You got six left and two clips on your belt.


But the thought of the near miss kept her pinned to the ground.


Do it! she raged at herself.


But she couldn’t.


All Sachs had the courage for was to raise her head a few inches—just far enough to see Percey Clay, sprinting, race to the hangar door just as Jerry Banks caught up with her. The young detective shoved her down to the ground behind a generator cart. Almost simultaneously with the rolling boom of the Coffin Dancer’s rifle there came the sickening crack of the bullet striking Banks, who spun about like a drunk as blood puffed into a cloud around him.


And on his face, first a look of surprise, then of bewilderment, then of nothing whatsoever as he spiraled down to the damp concrete.





 . . . Chapter Twelve
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“Well?” Rhyme asked.


Lon Sellitto folded up his phone. “They still don’t know.” Eyes out the window of Rhyme’s town house, tapping the glass compulsively. The falcons had returned to the ledge but kept their eyes vigilantly on Central Park, uncharacteristically oblivious to the noise.


Rhyme had never seen the detective this upset. His doughy, sweat-dotted face was pale. A legendary homicide investigator, Sellitto was usually unflappable. Whether he was reassuring victims’ families or relentlessly punching holes in a suspect’s alibi, he always concentrated on the job before him. But at the moment his thoughts seemed miles away, with Jerry Banks, in surgery—maybe dying—in a Westchester hospital. It was now three on Saturday afternoon and Banks had been in the operating room for an hour.


Sellitto, Sachs, Rhyme, and Cooper were on the ground floor of Rhyme’s town house, in the lab. Dellray had left to make sure the safe house was ready and to check out the new baby-sitter the NYPD was providing to replace Banks.


At the airport they’d loaded the wounded young detective into the ambulance—the same one containing the dead, handless painting contractor. Earl, the medic, had stopped being an asshole long enough to work feverishly to stop Banks’s torrential bleeding. Then he’d sped the pale, unconscious detective to the emergency room several miles away.


FBI agents from White Plains got Percey and Hale into an armored van and started south to Manhattan, using evasive driving techniques. Sachs worked the new crime scenes: the sniper’s nest, the painter’s van, and the Dancer’s getaway wheels—a catering van. It was found not far from where he’d killed the contractor and where, they guessed, he’d have hidden the car he’d driven to Westchester in.


Then she’d sped back to Manhattan with the evidence.


“What’ve we got?” Rhyme now asked her and Cooper. “Any rifle slugs?”


Worrying a tattered bloody nail, Sachs explained, “Nothing left of them. They were explosive rounds.” She seemed very spooked, eyes flitting like birds’.


“That’s the Dancer. Not only deadly but his evidence self-destructs.”


Sachs prodded a plastic bag. “Here’s what’s left of one. I scraped it off a wall.”


Cooper spilled the contents into a porcelain examining tray. He stirred them. “Ceramic tipped too. Vests’re pointless.”


“Grade-A asshole,” Sellitto offered.


“Oh, the Dancer knows his tools,” Rhyme said.


There was a bustle of activity at the doorway and Thom let two suited FBI agents into the room. Behind them were Percey Clay and Brit Hale.


Percey asked Sellitto, “How’s he doing?” Her dark eyes looked around the room, saw the coolness that greeted her. Didn’t seem fazed. “Jerry, I mean.”


Sellitto didn’t answer.


Rhyme said, “He’s still in surgery.”


Her face was fretted, hair more tangled than this morning. “I hope he’ll be all right.”


Amelia Sachs turned to Percey and said coldly, “You what?”


“I said, I hope he’ll be all right.”


“You hope?” The policewoman towered over her. She stepped closer. The squat woman stood her ground as Sachs continued, “Little late for that, isn’t it?”


“What’s your problem?”


“That’s what I oughta be asking you. You got him shot.”


“Hey, Officer—” Sellitto said.


Composed, Percey said, “I didn’t ask him to run after me.”


“You’d be dead if it wasn’t for him.”


“Maybe. We don’t know that. I’m sorry he was hurt. I—”


“And how sorry are you?”


“Amelia,” Rhyme said sharply.


“No, I want to know how sorry. Are you sorry enough to give blood? To wheel him around if he can’t walk? Give his eulogy if he dies?”


Rhyme snapped, “Sachs, take it easy. It’s not her fault.”


Sachs slapped her hands, tipped in chewed nails, against her thighs. “It’s not?”


“The Dancer out-thought us.”


Sachs continued, gazing down into Percey’s dark eyes. “Jerry was baby-sitting you. When you ran into the line of fire what’d you think he was going to do?”


“Well, I didn’t think, okay? I just reacted.”


“Jesus.”


“Hey, Officer,” Hale said, “maybe you act a lot cooler under pressure than some of us. But we’re not used to getting shot at.”


“Then she should’ve stayed down. In the office. Where I told her to stay.”


There seemed to be a slight drawl in Percey’s voice when she continued. “I saw my aircraft endangered. I reacted. Maybe for you it’s like seeing your partner wounded.”


Hale said, “She just did what any pilot would’ve done.”


“Exactly,” Rhyme announced. “That’s what I’m saying, Sachs. That’s the way the Dancer works.”


But Amelia Sachs wasn’t letting go. “You should’ve been in the safe house in the first place. You never should have gone to the airport.”


“That was Jerry’s fault,” said Rhyme, growing angrier. “He had no authority to change the route.”


Sachs glanced at Sellitto, who’d been Banks’s partner for two years. But apparently he wasn’t about to stand up for the young man.


“This’s been real pleasant,” Percey Clay said dryly, turning toward the door. “But I’ve got to get back to the airport.”


“What?” Sachs almost gasped. “Are you crazy?”


“That’s impossible,” Sellitto said, emerging from his gloom.


“It was bad enough just trying to get my aircraft outfitted for the flight tomorrow. Now we’ve got to repair the damage too. And since it looks like every certified mechanic in Westchester’s a damn coward I’m going to have to do the work myself.”


“Mrs. Clay,” Sellitto began, “not a good idea. You’ll be okay in the safe house but there’s no way we can guarantee your safety anywhere else. You stay there until Monday, you’ll be—”


“Monday,” she blurted. “Oh, no. You don’t understand. I’m driving that aircraft tomorrow night—the charter for U.S. Medical.”


“You can’t—”


“A question,” asked the icy voice of Amelia Sachs. “Could you tell me exactly who else you want to kill?”


Percey stepped forward. She snapped, “Goddamn it, I lost my husband and one of my best employees last night. I’m not losing my company too. You can’t tell me where I’m going or not. Not unless I’m under arrest.”


“Okay,” Sachs said, and in a flash the cuffs were ratcheted onto the woman’s narrow wrists. “You’re under arrest.”


“Sachs,” Rhyme called, enraged. “What are you doing? Uncuff her. Now!”


Sachs swung to face him, snapped back, “You’re a civilian. You can’t order me to do a thing!”


“I can,” Sellitto said.


“Uh-un,” she said adamantly. “I’m the arresting, Detective. You can’t stop me from making a collar. Only the DA can throw a case out.”


“What is this bullshit?” Percey spat out, the vestigial drawl returning full force. “What’re you arresting me for? Being a witness?”


“The charge is reckless endangerment, and if Jerry dies then it’ll be criminally negligent homicide. Or maybe manslaughter.”


Hale worked up some courage and said, “Look now. I don’t really like the way you’ve been talking to her all day. If you arrest her, you’re going to have to arrest me . . . ”


“Not a problem,” Sachs said, then turned to Sellitto. “Lieutenant, I need your cuffs.”


“Officer, enougha this crap,” he grumbled.


“Sachs,” Rhyme called, “we don’t have time for this! The Dancer’s out there, planning another attack right now.”


“You arrest me,” Percey said, “I’ll be out in two hours.”


“Then you’ll be dead in two hours and ten minutes. Which would be your business—”


“Officer,” Sellitto snapped, “you’re on real thin ice here.”


“—if you didn’t have this habit of taking other people with you.”


“Amelia,” Rhyme said coldly.


She swung to face him. He called her “Sachs” most of the time; using her first name now was like a slap in the face.


The chains on Percey’s bony wrists clinked. In the window the falcon fluttered its wings. No one said a word.


Finally, in a reasonable voice, Rhyme asked, “Please take the cuffs off and let me have a few minutes alone with Percey.”


Sachs hesitated. Her face was an expressionless mask.


“Please, Amelia,” Rhyme said, struggling to be patient.


Without a word she unhooked the cuffs.


Everyone filed out.


Percey rubbed her wrists then pulled her flask from her pocket and took a sip.


“Would you mind closing the door?” Rhyme asked Sachs.


But she merely glanced toward him and then continued into the corridor. It was Hale who swung the heavy oak door shut.
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Outside in the hallway Lon Sellitto called again about Banks. He was still in surgery and the floor nurse would say nothing else about him.


Sachs took this news with a faint nod. She walked to the window overlooking the alley behind Rhyme’s town house. The oblique light fell onto her hands and she looked at her torn nails. She’d put bandages on two of the most damaged fingers. Habits, she thought. Bad habits . . . Why can’t I stop?


The detective walked up beside her, looked up at the gray sky. More spring storms were promised.


“Officer,” he said, speaking softly so none of the others could hear. “She fucked up, that lady did, okay. But you gotta understand—she’s not a pro. Our mistake was letting her fuck up and, yeah, Jerry should’ve known better. It hurts me more than I can even think about to say it. But he blew it.”


“No,” she said through clenched teeth. “You don’t understand.”


“Whatsat?”


Could she say it? The words were so hard.


“I blew it. It’s not Jerry’s fault.” She tossed her head toward Rhyme’s room. “Or Percey’s. It’s mine.”


“You? Fuck, you ’n’ Rhyme’re the ones figured out he was at the airport. He mighta nailed everybody, it wasn’t for you.”


She was shaking her head. “I saw . . . I saw the Dancer’s position before he capped Jerry.”


“And?”


“I knew exactly where he was. I drew a target. I . . . ”


Oh, hell. This was hard.


“What’re you sayin’, Officer?”


“He let off a round at me . . . Oh, Christ. I clenched. I hit the ground.” Her finger disappeared into her scalp and she scratched until she felt slick blood. Stop it. Shit.


“So?” Sellitto didn’t get it. “Everybody hit the deck, right? I mean, who wouldn’t?”


Staring out the window, face burning with shame. “After he fired and missed, I’d’ve had at least three seconds to fire—I knew he was shooting bolt action. I could’ve lost a whole clip at him. But I tongued dirt. Then I didn’t have the balls to get up again because I knew he’d rechambered.”


Sellitto scoffed. “What? You’re worried ’cause you didn’t stand up, without cover, and give a sniper a nice fat target? Come on, Officer . . . And, hey, wait a minute; you had your service weapon?”


“Yeah, I—”


“Three hundred yards with a Glock nine? In your dreams.”


“I might not have hit him but I could’ve parked enough nearby to keep him pinned down. So he wouldn’t’ve got that last shot in and hit Jerry. Oh, hell.” She clenched her hands, looked at her index-finger nail again. It was dark with blood. She scratched harder.


The brilliant red reminded her of the dust cloud of blood rising around Jerry Banks and so she scratched harder still.


“Officer, I wouldn’t lose any sleep over that one.”


How could she explain? What was eating at her now was more complex than the detective knew. Rhyme was the best criminalist in New York, maybe in the country. Sachs aspired, but she’d never match him at that. But shooting—like driving fast—was one of her gifts. She could outshoot most of the men and women on the force, either-handed. She’d prop dimes up on the fifty-yard range and shoot for the glare, making presents of the bent coins for her god-daughter and her friends. She could have saved Jerry. Hell, she might even have hit the son of a bitch.


She was furious with herself, furious with Percey for putting her in this position.


And furious with Rhyme too.


The door swung open and Percey appeared. With a cold look at Sachs she asked Hale to join them. He disappeared into the room and a few minutes later it was Hale who opened the door and said, “He’d like everyone back inside.”


Sachs found them this way: Percey was sitting next to Rhyme in a battered old armchair. She had this ridiculous image of them as a married couple.


“We’re compromising,” Rhyme announced. “Brit and Percey’ll go to Dellray’s safe house. They’ll have somebody else do the repairs on the plane. Whether we find the Dancer or not, though, I’ve agreed to let her make the flight tomorrow night.”


“And if I just arrest her?” Sachs said heatedly. “Take her to detention?”


She’d thought Rhyme would explode at this—she was ready for it—but he said reasonably, “I thought about that, Sachs. And I don’t believe it’s a good idea. There’d be more exposure—court, detention, transport. The Dancer’d have more of a chance to get them.”


Amelia Sachs hesitated then gave in, nodded. He was right; he usually was. But right or not, he’d have things his way. She was his assistant, nothing more. An employee. That’s all she was to him.


Rhyme continued. “Here’s what I’ve got in mind. We’re going to set a trap. I’ll need your help, Lon.”


“Talk to me.”


“Percey and Hale’ll go to the safe house. But I want to make it look like they’re going someplace else. We’ll make a big deal out of it. Very visible. I’d pick one of the precincts, pretend they’re going into the lockup there for security. We’ll put out a transmission or two on citywide, unscrambled, that we’re closing the street in front of the station house for security and transporting all booked suspects down to detention to keep the facility clear. If we’re lucky the Dancer’ll be listening on a scanner. If not, the media’ll pick it up and he might hear about it that way.”


“How ’bout the Twentieth?” Sellitto suggested.


The Twentieth Precinct, on the Upper West Side, was only a few blocks from Lincoln Rhyme’s town house. He knew many of the officers there.


“Okay, good.”


Sachs then noticed some uneasiness in Sellitto’s eyes. He leaned forward toward Rhyme’s chair, sweat dripping down his broad, creased forehead. In a voice only Rhyme and Sachs could hear, he whispered, “You’re sure about this, Lincoln. I mean, you thought about it?”


Rhyme’s eyes swiveled toward Percey. A look passed between the two of them. Sachs didn’t know what it meant. She knew only that she didn’t like it.


“Yes,” Rhyme said. “I’m sure.”


Though to Sachs he didn’t seem very sure at all.





 . . . Chapter Thirteen
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“Lots of trace, I see.”


Rhyme looked approvingly at the plastic bags Sachs had brought back from the airport crime scenes.


Trace evidence was Rhyme’s favorite—the bits and pieces, sometimes microscopic, left by perps at crime scenes, or picked up there by them unwittingly. It was trace evidence that even the cleverest of perps didn’t think to alter or plant and it was trace that even the most industrious couldn’t dispose of altogether.


“The first bag, Sachs? Where did it come from?”


She flipped angrily through her notes.


What was eating at her? he wondered. Something was wrong, Rhyme could see. Maybe it had to do with her anger at Percey Clay, maybe her concern for Jerry Banks. But maybe not. He could tell from the cool glances that she didn’t want to talk about it. Which was fine with him. The Dancer had to be caught. It was their only priority at the moment.


“This’s from the hangar where the Dancer waited for the plane.” She held up two of the bags. She nodded at three others. “This’s from the sniper’s nest. This’s from the painting van. This’s from the catering van.”


“Thom . . . Thom!” Rhyme shouted, startling everyone in the room.


The aide appeared in the doorway. He asked a belabored “Yes? I’m trying to fix some food here, Lincoln.”


“Food?” Rhyme asked, exasperated. “We don’t need to eat. We need more charts. Write: ‘CS-Two. Hangar.’ Yes, ‘CS-Two. Hangar.’ That’s good. Then another one. ‘CS-Three.’ That’s where he fired from. His grassy knoll.”


“I should write that? ‘Grassy Knoll’?”


“Of course not. It’s a joke. I do have a sense of humor, you know. Write: ‘CS-Three. Sniper’s Nest.’ Now, let’s look at the hangar first. What do you have?”


“Bits of glass,” Cooper said, spilling the contents out on a porcelain tray like a diamond merchant. Sachs added, “And some vacuumed trace, a few fibers from the windowsill. No FR.”


Friction ridge prints, she meant. Finger or palm.


“He’s too careful with prints,” Sellitto said glumly.


“No, that’s encouraging,” Rhyme said, irritated—as he often was—that no one else drew conclusions as quickly as he could.


“Why?” the detective asked.


“He’s careful because he’s on file somewhere! So when we do find a print we’ll stand a good chance of ID’ing him. Okay, okay, cotton glove prints, they’re no help . . . No boot prints because he scattered gravel on the hangar floor. He’s a smart one. But if he were stupid, nobody’d need us, right? Now, what does the glass tell us?”


“What could it tell us,” Sachs asked shortly, “except he broke in the window to get into the hangar?”


“I wonder,” Rhyme said. “Let’s look at it.”


Mel Cooper mounted several shards on a slide and placed it under the lens of the compound ’scope at low magnification. He clicked the video camera on to send the image to Rhyme’s computer.


Rhyme motored back to it. He instructed, “Command mode.” Hearing his voice, the computer dutifully slipped a menu onto the glowing screen. He couldn’t control the microscope itself but he could capture the image on the computer screen and manipulate it—magnify or shrink it, for instance. “Cursor left. Double click.”


Rhyme strained forward, lost in the rainbow auras of refraction. “Looks like standard PPG single-strength window glass.”


“Agreed,” Cooper said, then observed, “No chipping. It was broken by a blunt object. His elbow maybe.”


“Uh-huh, uh-huh. Look at the conchoidal, Mel.”


When someone breaks a window the glass shatters in a series of conchoidal breaks—curved fracture lines. You can tell from the way they curve which direction the blow came from.


“I see it,” the tech said. “Standard fractures.”


“Look at the dirt,” Rhyme said abruptly. “On the glass.”


“See it. Rainwater deposits, mud, fuel residue.”


“What side of the glass is the dirt on?” Rhyme asked impatiently. When he was running IRD, one of the complaints of the officers under him was that he acted like a schoolmarm. Rhyme considered it a compliment.


“It’s . . . oh.” Cooper caught on. “How can that be?”


“What?” Sachs asked.


Rhyme explained. The conchoidal fractures began on the clean side of the glass and ended on the dirty side. “He was inside when he broke the window.”


“But he couldn’t’ve been,” Sachs protested. “The glass was inside the hangar. He—” She stopped and nodded. “You mean he broke it out, then scooped the glass up and threw it inside with the gravel. But why?”


“The gravel wasn’t to prevent shoe prints. It was to fool us into thinking he broke in. But he was already inside the hangar and broke out. Interesting.” The criminalist considered this for a moment, then shouted, “Check that trace. There any brass in it? Any brass with graphite on it?”


“A key,” Sachs said. “You’re thinking somebody gave him a key to get into the hangar.”


“That’s exactly what I’m thinking. Let’s find out who owns or leases the hangar.”


“I’ll call,” Sellitto said and flipped open his cell phone.


Cooper looked through the eyepiece of another microscope. He had it on high magnification. “Here we go,” he said. “Lot of graphite and brass. What I’d guess is some 3-In-One oil too. So it was an old lock. He had to fiddle with it.”


“Or?” Rhyme prompted. “Come on, think!”


“Or a new-made key!” Sachs blurted.


“Right! A sticky one. Good. Thom, the chart, please! Write: ‘Access by key.’ ”


In his precise handwriting the aide wrote the words.


“Now, what else do we have?” Rhyme sipped and puffed and swung closer to the computer. He misjudged and slammed into it, nearly knocking over his monitor.


“Goddamn,” he muttered.


“You all right?” Sellitto asked.


“Fine, I’m fine,” he snapped. “Anything else? I was asking—anything else?”


Cooper and Sachs brushed the rest of the trace onto a large sheet of clean newsprint. They put on magnifying goggles and went over it. Cooper lifted several flecks with a probe and placed them on a slide.


“Okay,” Cooper said. “We’ve got fibers.”


A moment later Rhyme was looking at the tiny strands on his computer screen.


“What do you think, Mel? Paper, right?”


“Yep.”


Speaking into his headset, Rhyme ordered his computer to scroll through the microscopic images of the fibers. “Looks like two different kinds. One’s white or buff. The other’s got a green tint.”


“Green? Money?” Sellitto suggested.


“Possibly.”


“You have enough to gas a few?” Rhyme asked. The chromatograph would destroy the fibers.


Cooper said they had and proceeded to test several of them.


He read the computer screen. “No cotton and no soda, sulfite, or sulfate.”


These were chemicals added to the pulping process in making high-quality paper.


“It’s cheap paper. And the dye’s water soluble. There’s no oil-based ink.”


“So,” Rhyme announced, “it’s not money.”


“Probably recycled,” Cooper said.


Rhyme magnified the screen again. The matrix was large now and the detail lost. He was momentarily frustrated and wished that he was looking through a real compound ’scope eyepiece. There was nothing like the clarity of fine optics.


Then he saw something.


“Those yellow blotches, Mel? Glue?”


The tech looked through the microscope’s eyepiece and announced, “Yes. Envelope glue, looks like.”


So possibly the key had been delivered to the Dancer in an envelope. But what did the green paper signify? Rhyme had no idea.


Sellitto folded up his phone. “I talked to Ron Talbot at Hudson Air. He made a few calls. Guess who leases that hangar where the Dancer waited.”


“Phillip Hansen,” Rhyme said.


“Yep.”


“We’re making a good case,” Sachs said.


True, Rhyme thought, though his goal was not to hand the Dancer over to the AG with a watertight case. No, he wanted the man’s head on a pike.


“Anything else there?”


“Nothing.”


“Okay, let’s move on to the other scene. The sniper’s nest. He was under a lot of pressure there. Maybe he got careless.”


But, of course, he hadn’t been careless.


There were no shell casings.


“Here’s why,” Cooper said, examining the trace through the ’scope. “Cotton fibers. He used a dish towel to catch the casings.”


Rhyme nodded. “Footprints?”


“Nope.” Sachs explained that the Dancer’d worked his way around the patches of exposed mud, staying on the grass even when he was racing to the catering van to escape.


“How many FRs you find?”


“None at the sniper’s nest,” she explained. “Close to two hundred in the two vans.”


Using AFIS—the automated fingerprint identification system that linked digitalized criminal, military, and civil service fingerprint databases around the country—a cold search of this many prints would be possible (though very time consuming). But as obsessed as Rhyme was with finding the Dancer, he didn’t bother with an AFIS request. Sachs reported that she’d found his glove prints in the vans too. The friction ridge prints inside the vehicles wouldn’t be the Dancer’s.


Cooper emptied the plastic bag onto an examining tray. He and Sachs looked over it. “Dirt, grass, pebbles . . . Here we go. Can you see this, Lincoln?” Cooper mounted another slide.


“Hairs,” Cooper said, bent over his own ’scope. “Three, four, six, nine . . . a dozen of ’em. It looks like a continuous medulla.”


The medulla is a canal running through the middle of a strand of some types of hair. In humans, the medulla is either nonexistent or fragmented. A continuous medulla meant the hair was animal. “What do you think, Mel?”


“I’ll run them through the SEM.” The scanning electron microscope. Cooper ran the scale up to 1500X magnification and adjusted dials until one of the hairs was centered in the screen. It was a whitish stalk with sharp-edged scales resembling a pineapple’s skin.


“Cat,” Rhyme announced.


“Cats, plural,” Cooper corrected, looking into the compound ’scope again. “Looks like we’ve got a black and a calico. Both shorthairs. Then a tawny, long and fine. Persian, something like that.”


Rhyme snorted. “Don’t think the Dancer’s profile’s that he’s an animal lover. He’s either passing for somebody with cats or’s staying with somebody who’s got ’em.”


“More hair,” Cooper announced and mounted a slide on the compound ’scope. “Human. It’s . . . wait, two strands about six inches long.”


“He’s shedding, huh?” Sellitto asked.


“Who knows?” Rhyme said skeptically. Without the bulb attached, it’s impossible to determine the sex of the person who lost the strand. Age, except with an infant’s hair, was also impossible to tell. Rhyme suggested, “Maybe it’s the paint truck driver’s. Sachs? He have long hair?”


“No. Crew cut. And it was blond.”


“What do you think, Mel?”


The tech scanned the length of the hair. “It’s been colored.”


“The Dancer’s known for changing his appearance,” Rhyme said.


“Don’t know, Lincoln,” Cooper said. “The dye’s similar to the natural shade. You’d think he’d go for something very different if he wanted to change his identity. Wait, I see two colors of dye. The natural shade is black. It’s had some auburn added, and then more recently a dark purple wash. About two to three months apart.


“I’m also picking up a lot of residue here, Lincoln. I ought to gas one of the hairs.”


“Do it.”


A moment later Cooper was reading the chart on the computer connected to the GC/MS. “Okay, we’ve got some kind of cosmetic.”


Makeup was very helpful to the criminalist; cosmetic manufacturers were notorious for changing the formulation of their products to take advantage of new trends. Different compositions could often be pinpointed to different dates of manufacture and distribution locations.


“What do we have?”


“Hold on.” Cooper was sending the formula to the brand-name database. A moment later he had an answer. “Slim-U-Lite. Swiss made, imported by Jencon, outside of Boston. It’s a regular detergent-based soap with oils and amino acids added. It was in the news—the FTC’s on their case for claiming that it takes off fat and cellulite.”


“Let’s profile,” he announced. “Sachs, what do you think?”


“About him?”


“About her. The one aiding and abetting him. Or the one he killed to hide out in her apartment. And maybe steal her car.”


“You’re sure it’s a woman?” wondered Lon Sellitto.


“No. But we don’t have time to be timid in our speculations. More women are worried about cellulite than men. More women color their hair than men. Bold propositions! Come on!”


“Well, overweight,” Sachs said. “Self-image problem.”


“Maybe punky, New Wave, or whatever the fuck the weirdos call ’emselves nowadays,” Sellitto suggested. “My daughter turned her hair purple. Pierced some stuff too, which I don’t want to talk about. How ’bout the East Village?”


“I don’t think she’s going for a rebel image,” Sachs said. “Not with those colors. They’re not different enough. She’s trying to be stylish and nothing she’s doing is working. I say she’s fat, with short hair, in her thirties, professional. Goes home alone to her cats at night.”


Rhyme nodded, staring at the chart. “Lonely. Just the sort to get suckered in by somebody with a glib tongue. Let’s check veterinarians. We know she’s got three cats, three different colors.”


“But where?” Sellitto asked. “Westchester? Manhattan?”


“Let’s first ask,” Rhyme mulled, “why would he hook up with this woman in the first place?”


Sachs snapped her fingers. “Because he had to! Because we nearly trapped him.” Her face had lit up. Some of the old Amelia was back.


“Yes!” Rhyme said. “This morning, near Percey’s town house. When ESU moved in.”


Sachs continued. “He ditched the van and hid out in her apartment until it was safe to move.”


Rhyme said to Sellitto, “Get some people calling vets. For ten blocks around the town house. No, make it the whole Upper East Side. Call, Lon, call!”


As the detective punched numbers into his phone, Sachs asked gravely, “You think she’s all right? The woman?”


Rhyme answered from his heart though not with what he believed to be the truth. “We can hope, Sachs. We can hope.”





 . . . Chapter Fourteen


Hour 7 of 45


To Percey Clay the safe house didn’t appear particularly safe.


It was a three-story brownstone structure like many others along this block near the Morgan Library.


“This’s it,” an agent said to her and Brit Hale, nodding out the window of the van. They parked in the alley and she and Hale were hustled through a basement entrance. The steel door slammed shut. They found themselves staring at an affable man in his late thirties, lean and with thinning brown hair. He grinned.


“Howdy,” he said, showing his NYPD identification and gold shield. “Roland Bell. From now on you meet anybody, even somebody charming as me, ask ’em for an ID and make sure it’s got an i-dentical picture on it.”


Percey listened to his relentless drawl and asked, “Don’t tell me . . . you’re a Tarheel?”


“That I am.” He laughed. “Lived in Hoggston—not a joke, no—until I escaped to Chapel Hill for four years. Understand you’re a Richmond gal.”


“Was. Long time ago.”


“And you, Mr. Hale?” Bell asked. “You flying the Stars and Bars too?”


“Michigan,” Hale said, shaking the detective’s vigorous hand. “Via Ohio.”


“Don’t you worry, I’ll forgive you for that little mistake of yours in the eighteen sixties.”


“I myself would’ve surrendered,” Hale joked. “Nobody asked me.”


“Hah. Now, I’m a Homicide detective but I keep drawing this witness protection detail ’cause I have this knack of keeping people alive. So my dear friend Lon Sellitto asked me to help him out. I’ll be baby-sitting y’all for a spell.”


Percey asked, “How’s that other detective?”


“Jerry? What I hear, he’s still in the operating room. No news yet.”


His speech may have been slow but his eyes were very fast, scooting over their bodies. Looking for what? Percey wondered. To see if they were armed? Had microphones hidden on them? Then he’d scan the corridor. Then the windows.


“Now,” Bell said, “I’m a nice fellow but I can be a bit muley when it comes to looking after who I’m s’posed to.” He gave Percey a faint smile. “You look a bit muley yourself but just remember that everything I tell you t’do’s for your own good. All right? All right. Hey, I think we’re going to get along just fine. Now lemme show you our grade-A accommodations.”


As they walked upstairs he said, “Y’all’re probably dead to know how safe this place is . . . ”


Hale asked uncertainly, “What was that again? ‘Dead to know’?”


“Means, uhm, eager. I guess I talk a bit South still. Boys down in the Big Building—that’s headquarters—fool with me some. Leave messages saying they’ve collared themselves a redneck and want me to translate for ’em. Anyway, this place is good ’n’ safe. Our friends in Justice, oh, they know what they’re doing. Bigger’n it looks from the outside, right?”


“Bigger than a cockpit, smaller than an open road,” Hale said.


Bell chuckled. “Those front windows? Didn’t look too secure when you were driving up.”


“That was one thing . . . ,” Percey began.


“Well, here’s the front room. Take a peek.” He pushed open a door.


There were no windows. Sheets of steel had been bolted over them. “Curtains’re on the other side,” Bell explained. “From the street it looks just like dark rooms. All the other windows’re bulletproof glass. But you stay away from ’em all the same. And keep the shades drawn. The fire escape and roof’re loaded with sensors and we’ve got tons of video cameras hidden around the place. Anybody comes near we check ’em clip and clean ’fore they get to the front door. It’d take a ghost with anorexia to get in here.” He walked down a wide corridor. “Follow me down this dogtrot here . . . Okay, that’s your room there, Mrs. Clay.”


“Long as we’re living together, you may’s well call me Percey.”


“Done deal. And you’re over here . . . ”


“Brit.”


The rooms were small and dark and very still—very different from Percey’s office in the corner of the hangar at Hudson Air. She thought of Ed, who preferred to have an office in the main building, his desk organized, pictures of B17s and P-51s on the wall, Lucite paperweights on every stack of documents. Percey liked the smell of jet fuel, and for a sound track to her workday the buzz saw of pneumatic wrenches. She thought of them together, him perched on her desk, sharing coffee. She managed to push the thought away before the tears started again.


Bell called on his walkie-talkie. “Principals in position.” A moment later two uniformed policemen appeared in the corridor. They nodded and one of them said, “We’ll be out here. Full-time.” Curiously, their New York twang didn’t seem that different from Bell’s resonant drawl.


“That was good,” Bell said to Percey.


She raised an eyebrow.


“You checked his ID. Nobody’s gonna get the bulge on you.”


She smiled wanly.


Bell said to Percey, “Now, we’ve got two men with your mother-in-law in New Jersey. Any other family needs watching?”


Percey said she didn’t, not in the area.


He repeated the question to Hale, who answered, with a rueful grin, “Not unless an ex-wife’s considered family. Well, wives.”


“Okay. Cats’r dogs need watering?”


“Nope,” Percey said. Hale shook his head.


“Then we may’s well just ree-lax. No phone calls from cell phones if you’ve got one. Only use that line there. Remember the windows and curtains. Over there, that’s a panic button. Worse comes to worst, and it won’t, you hit it and drop to the ground. Now, you need anything, just give me a holler.”


“As a matter of fact, I do,” Percey said. She held up the silver flask.


“Well, now,” Bell drawled, “you want me to help you empty it, I’m afraid I’m still on duty. But ’preciate the offer. You want me to help you fill it, why, that’s a done deal.”


[image: Images]


Their scam didn’t make the five o’clock news.


But three transmissions went out unscrambled on a citywide police channel, informing the precincts about a 10-66 secure operation at the Twentieth Precinct and broadcasting a 10-67 traffic advisory about street closures on the Upper West Side. All suspects apprehended within the borders of the Twentieth were to be taken directly to Central Booking and the Men’s or Women’s Detention Center downtown. No one would be allowed in or out of the precinct without a special okay from the FBI. Or the FAA—Dellray’s touch.
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