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For Wendy
Love always


PART ONE

These be

Three silent things:

The falling snow . . . the hour

Before the dawn . . . the mouth of one Just dead.

—ADELAIDE CRAPSEY, “Triad”
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Creighton, Maine, two years ago

Gasping for air, Quinn tried to lengthen his stride but couldn’t. He swallowed, accepted the pain. Kept running.

The killer was far enough ahead of him that he couldn’t be seen through the trees, but occasionally Quinn could hear him crashing through the brush in his flight for freedom. The noise of the killer’s desperate dash seemed to be getting louder.

Quinn was gaining. Some of the others were, too, he was sure. But he had laid out everything he had in the beginning, putting every fiber and muscle he had into the chase. Now he was paying for it, but he was closest.

Quinn was closest, and closing.

It was like a fox hunt, and he was the fox.

The killer, whose grisly calling card read simply D.O.A., pressed on through the rustle and crackle of last year’s dead leaves, listening to the barking dogs, the occasional human shouts. His pursuers were gaining on him. It was as if they were actually having fun with him. With him!

He was out of breath, and almost out of options. But almost could be the most important word in the English language.

The ground was gradually falling away. He could see it beginning to slope, and he could feel it in the fronts of his thighs. He knew from the grade that he was approaching water.

Almost there!

The hectic barking of the dogs was getting louder. More frantic. He wondered what kind of dogs they were. The animals sounded as if they were in a frenzy, as if they wanted to kill him.

And maybe that was the game.

The killer glimpsed a blue-green plane of water through the foliage ahead, and his hope surged. The lake!

The question was, where along the shoreline was he going to emerge from the woods? Where would his sudden appearance not draw attention and bullets?

This can still work! It can still work!

He put on what in his mind was a burst of speed, but was in reality simply a great deal of thrashing around, like an exhausted long distance runner approaching the tape.

Almost there!

Almost!
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Sarasota, Florida, 1992

“Dwayney!”

The house where it happened was at the edge of the water. The green lawn sloped gently away from the house, to an Olympic-sized swimming pool that appeared to merge with the bay. It made for an interesting illusion.

“Dwayney, honey?”

Maude Evans was lying posed on a webbed lounger at the edge of the rectangular pool, looking oddly as if she were floating on an invisible horizon. Every half minute or so she stretched her lithe, tanned body so she could reach her whiskey sour, take a sip, then replace the glass on a small white table. Towels were folded carefully beneath her so the lounger’s webbing wouldn’t make temporary ugly marks on her sleek body.

“Dwayney, fetch me another drink!” Maude called.

Dwayne’s body jerked. He’d been half dozing in the late-morning Florida sun. He peered over at Maude above the dark frames of his sunglasses. Looking back at him, Maude held up her drink and swished around what was left in the bottom of the glass. A clear signal and command.

He obediently went inside to the kitchen and carefully made a whiskey sour the way he’d been taught. Dwayne personally didn’t like whiskey sours. For that matter, what limited experience he’d had suggested to him that he’d never like alcoholic drinks. But after building Maude’s drink he sipped it to make sure it tasted the way she wanted it to taste.

More like demanded.

When he went back outside and handed the glass to Maude, she seemed to notice him only barely. Dwayne thought she smelled wonderful, of mingled scents of lotion and perspiration that gleamed on her smooth tan skin.

He left poolside and stood on the rear deck of the house, where he could observe his soon-to-be stepmother. He’d just turned fourteen, and he couldn’t help but be enthralled by Maude. Not that she minded. She would secretly urge him on, smiling and winking at him behind his father’s back.

Well, not so secretly. They were both amused by Dwayne’s discomfort, by his inability to conceal the erection he would often get in Maude’s presence. This embarrassed Dwayne so that he blushed a vivid pink, provoking their laughter. Sometimes, to tame and reduce the erection, Dwayne would think about his late mother. About how he’d hated her.

She and Dwayne’s father had used him in ways he hadn’t imagined possible. Ways he despised, and that made him despise them and himself.

When Dwayne’s mother died nine months ago, Dwayne hadn’t known how to feel. He did know the nighttime visits would stop, the gin breath and the giggling, his pain that his parents so enjoyed. His father had objected to hurting him that way at first, then his mother had convinced him that it didn’t matter. That Dwayne actually enjoyed what they were doing. She had figured out various ways to prove it.

When she died from heart failure that was somehow connected with the white powder she and her husband used, Dwayne had to pretend to mourn convincingly enough to fool the phony friends and business associates who came to pay their respects. He got pretty good at it.

What was life but playing a series of roles?

There had never been mention of where his father had obtained Maude Evans. She’d simply shown up a few weeks after his mother’s death. His mother’s life.

Maude smoothly replaced the life part with her own version.

Dwayne’s own life slipped into a routine. He was supposedly being homeschooled. A strict tutor, Mrs. Jacoby, would arrive at nine o’clock every weekday and stay until one o’clock. She was a broad, middle-aged woman with a perpetual scowl. There was no need for him to know her first name, as long as he learned his prime numbers and Latin roots. She took no crap from Dwayne.

Mrs. Jacoby and Maude seemed barely to notice each other. Or maybe that was just in Dwayne’s presence.

At precisely nine o’clock, when Mrs. Jacoby arrived, was when his father would go to work at his property procurement and management office. The company owned prime beach front property all over Florida, and some in the Carolinas. Money was no problem. Money allowed for the regular, sun-drenched routine. It was something taken for granted.

After the conversation Dwayne overheard between Maude and Bill Phoenix, the man who came every other day to service the pool, Dwayne knew that money was all that had attracted Maude to his father. Phoenix was a tall, rangy guy with friendly brown eyes, muscles that rippled, and curly black hair on his head and chest. He looked like he’d make a great James Bond in the movies. Maude and money had attracted Bill Phoenix.

Dwayne knew that Maude and the swimming pool guy had plans.
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Creighton, two years ago

Quinn kept up a rough but steady pace parallel to the shoreline, casting a sharp eye in all directions as he ran. He knew the dogs were slightly ahead of him and to his left. To his right was the lake. Directly ahead of him was the killer. It was like a steadily narrowing isosceles triangle, gradually bringing killer and pursuers together at its narrow point. The killer could keep going the way he was and stay in the squeeze. Or he could break to his left and try to get out ahead of the dogs and their handlers. Or he could break to his right and start swimming.

Quinn figured the killer would stay on course, and when he ran out of safe ground, he would run out of freedom or life.

Maybe that was the way he planned it.

No way to know that for sure now. No point in worrying about it.

They’d almost had the bastard back at the lodge, where he’d just taken his latest victim, after torturing her with dozens of knife cuts and cigarette burns, and gradual disembowelment. An anonymous phone call, proclaiming that someone was being murdered at the lodge, hadn’t come in time to save the victim.

The killer had seen their approach. He’d fled the scene after making the phone call, not realizing how quickly they would respond, how close Quinn was on his heels. Now he found himself in a running gun battle with Quinn and the county sheriff.

Quinn was sure that the sheriff, a slim, gray haired man named Carl Chalmers, had been badly wounded. The last Quinn saw of him, he was sitting on the ground, talking on what Quinn assumed was a cell phone, and waving his free arm at Quinn, urging him to continue the chase. Chalmers had come late to the hunt, joining Quinn after Quinn had followed a trail of dead bodies from New York City to Maine.

There was a lot of blood around the sheriff.

And here Quinn was, in the chase and with unexpected help. He knew now that the sheriff had called in the dogs as well as the state police.

Quinn also suspected that the anonymous phone call had been made by the killer to him alone, to lure him to the scene of the murder, to trick him into a futile chase.

This was the kind of asshole who played that kind of game.

Now, unless the killer had a boat stashed somewhere, the chase might not be futile after all. The dogs, forcing a hard and close pursuit, might be the difference. The killer might not have planned on the dogs.

Suddenly the flat plane of the lake appeared through the trees to Quinn’s right, exactly where it was supposed to be. Quinn slowed and veered in that direction, coming out at the edge of the woods, and near a long and dilapidated wooden dock that poked like an accusing finger out toward the opposite shore.

Quinn stopped running and bent forward to catch his breath, leaning his rifle against a nearby tree.

He knew now how the killer planned to escape. He also knew the killer had outsmarted and outmaneuvered him.

But not out-lucked him.

Quinn had the bastard!

The killer could see the level blue-green surface, and knew he was almost on the mud bank. He slowed down and glanced right and left to get his bearings. The trees thinned. There was a subtle but unmistakable scent that rose from flotsam and algae and acres of still water.

He hadn’t been running blind. He had some sense of where he was and had to be close to the dock.

He glimpsed movement through the trees and stopped running immediately, standing stock still and trying to quiet his breathing.

Ahead of him, his back to the water, was Quinn!

Regret and anger flashed through the killer’s mind: It had all gone as planned, except for the damned sheriff. If he hadn’t come along with Quinn, and somehow remained alive long enough to call in a nearby tracker with dogs, this would all be working out very well.

Then he saw that his luck wasn’t all bad. Quinn was bent over with his hands on his knees, out of breath. His rifle was leaning against a tree, beyond his immediate reach.

The killer watched Quinn straighten up and stretch, raising his arms high and twisting his body so he momentarily faced the lake. As if he couldn’t resist another glance back at the rickety pier, where the last thing he expected was docked.

Then he turned back to look around on shore, no doubt to find shelter from which to ambush his prey. Obviously, he assumed he’d won the race to the lake.

Excellent! If the killer’s first shot didn’t hit home, he had time to pump another bullet into Quinn before the doomed cop could reach his rifle. He moved to the base of a large tree where he’d be difficult to spot, even after firing at Quinn.

The killer couldn’t help smiling slightly and thinking, Checkmate.
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Sarasota, 1992

The cabana with the blue-and-white striped sides was off to the east, so it didn’t spoil the view from the house.

Dwayne, if he was careful, could make his way through trimmed shrubbery and around to the back of the cabana. The way the bay curved, he could only be seen from the water, and that didn’t pose much of a problem. He could crouch unseen there and listen to nearby conversation, and whatever sounds filtered through the cabana’s thin wall.

It was almost sunset, and he waited for it to get dark before he went to his spot behind the cabana. Now not even someone out on the bay on a boat, with a telescope or binoculars, was likely to notice him.

His father was in Augusta on business, and Dwayne was supposed to be bent over his homework. Maude and her lover, Bill Phoenix, wouldn’t suspect that Dwayne wasn’t in his room, but behind the cabana’s back wall. Dwayne knew from experience that they would talk to each other inside the cabana, thinking that outside the sound might carry over water. Not to mention that Bill Phoenix had voiced a fear of being observed and eavesdropped on by the neighbors.

Dwayne suspected it wasn’t really the neighbors Phoenix worried about. Not them personally, anyway. But they might gossip, and he was doing things with the wife-to-be of one of the richest, most powerful men in Florida. The kind of man who might hire detectives.

Or worse.

Maude was not only rich, she was sizzling hot. Phoenix was a guy who maintained swimming pools for the rich.

Figure it out.

Dwayne, who knew about his father, was sure he didn’t suspect Maude of seeing another man, especially at their home. Not many men would be so stupid.

But Maude had a way about her.

Dwayne nestled closer to the cabana wall. Even pressed his ear to it.

“I’ve talked him into setting a date,” Maude was saying, her voice easily understandable on the other side of the thin wall. “When we get back to town, we’ll tell people we’re married. Maybe we’ll even throw a big party.”

“Jesus!” Bill Phoenix said. “Next week.”

“It’s gotta be that way. There’s a window of opportunity and we gotta get through it. The old windbag is in a trance that won’t last forever. With his wife dead, he’s gonna make a new will, and his new wife—that would be me—will be the beneficiary of his fortune.”

“What about the kid?”

“The entire fortune.”

“I don’t follow. He’ll still want the kid to have some of it.”

“Being dead, he won’t have a say in it. He’ll trust me to give a fair share to Dwayne. He really thinks I love the little prick. That I’m like his actual mother. Anyway, I’ve got him convinced the kid is mentally deficient, according to his tutor. Just can’t learn. Might never learn how to handle real money. We’ve already made arrangements for a private school in Kentucky to take him. Big surprise for the kid.”

“What about the tutor? She go along with this?”

“She’ll get hers.”

“But won’t she hold it over us?”

“Not when she realizes what we’ve done, and that she’s done it with us. She’ll take her reasonable commission and lose herself.”

“And the kid?”

“Don’t make me laugh.”

“He might make trouble, Maude.”

“Not to worry. I’ll take care of it. I took care of the wife, didn’t I? Cokehead bitch got the biggest and last heroin trip of her life.”

Dwayne knew what she meant. His mother had been murdered. No doubt about it. His body began to shake so hard he feared they might hear him.

Then a calm came over him, like a cool breeze off the sea. He was in a real predicament. But Mrs. Jacoby herself had taught him how he should keep his head and not be overwhelmed by the facts. He should stay calm and think.

Think.

After all, he wasn’t sorry his mother was dead. He didn’t have to pretend otherwise, even to himself, after the things she’d done to him. Especially he didn’t have to pretend to himself. He wasn’t sorry she was dead. That her death wasn’t an accident didn’t make that much difference, did it? Maude was planning on marrying his father and then killing him so Maude could inherit his fortune. Then Maude and Bill Phoenix would be rich and live happily ever after.

That wasn’t all bad either, was it?

It didn’t have to be.

Not if you turned it this way and that in your mind, like Mrs. Jacoby had preached. Dwayne was grateful to Mrs. Jacoby, even if she was going to take money from Maude and Bill Phoenix to help lie to him and put him in a prison-like distant public school.

She thought.

Dwayne scooted back away from the cabana. Careful to keep to the shadows of the shrubbery, he made his way back to the house.

He lay in bed most of the night without sleeping, thinking about what he’d heard.

Next week. Like Bill Phoenix had said, that wasn’t much time. Dwayne was sure that if Maude wanted his father to take her to Las Vegas and marry her, that’s what his father would do.

Then what?

Dwayne refused to be trapped again in the games adults played.

He knew Maude, and knew his father. He didn’t want to go to a private school where life would be miserable. And he knew that when his father and Maude were married, and Maude was sleeping in the bed where Dwayne’s mother had slept, things would eventually become the same as when Dwayne’s real mother was alive.

Then, after a long enough time that it wouldn’t seem too suspicious, Dwayne’s father would die.

That was how it seemed to work.

The family would be together again, at least for a while.
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New York, the present

When Andria Bell opened the door of her suite in the Fairchild Hotel in New York, she expected maid service or a bellhop. Instead, she found herself face-to-face with the worst thing she could have imagined.

She’d seen the man talking to Grace in the Museum of Modern Art earlier that day, and there’d been something about the way he was looking at Grace, the subtle smile, the lean of his body toward hers, that suggested predator and prey.

And here was the predator at her door.

Still standing in the hotel hall, he looked beyond Andria. She saw a quick movement of his head and darting of his eyes, to make sure they were alone.

His eyes.

The predator again.

Then he showed her a gun, which he drew out from beneath his light jacket that was still spotted with rain from the drizzle outside.

It was a stubby gun of the sort operated with both hands, and it had what Andria had heard referred to as a banana clip. An automatic rifle, she believed. Rat-a-tat-tat . . .

She knew little about guns, but she understood that the carnage could be astounding.

Andria had never had a gun pointed at her. She taught art, not war. Her legs went rubbery as she stared into the black hole at the end of the muzzle. It was hypnotic, the way the gun’s dark bore seemed like an eye gazing back at her with malicious meaning.

She retreated as if in a trance when the man pushed his way in and closed the door softly behind him. He raised a forefinger to his smiling lips in a signal—a warning—for her to remain silent. Then he clicked the gun onto a clasp on his belt so it dangled pointed forward. He smiled with his head cocked to the side, and shrugged while displaying turned up palms, as if to say, See. No problem here. Nothing to be scared of, lady.

And like that, he had her by the neck.

She knew immediately that she was in the hands of an expert, but it wasn’t a comforting thought. He knew exactly where to squeeze, and how hard. The room darkened, and Andria was aware that her hands had become fluttering, useless objects, as she clawed feebly at his iron fingers. She began to weaken, began losing consciousness. She knew she might never return to this world. This was it. The end of her life.

Her left hand closed on the gun and fumbled at it, played feebly with the immovable trigger to no avail. She had no mastery over her fingers. There would be a safety somewhere, but even if she found it she wouldn’t recognize what it was, wouldn’t be able to move it.

The darkness deepened.

Andria was aware that her assailant was still smiling at her, as if they were friends and this was pleasant discourse. He leaned in even closer to her and she smelled his fetid breath as he whispered, “Good-bye for a while . . .” He almost sang the words. She inanely thought the tune was the theme song of an old TV show.

His grip on her neck tightened painfully, and she became incredibly light-headed, as if she might rise like a balloon into a dark sky.

So this is how it is . . .

She became aware of movement, and as she lost consciousness saw that Grace had come in from the suite’s bedroom where the girls, her students, were watching TV before preparing to sleep on two double beds and a rollaway. She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt that left her midriff bare.

Grace . . . Grace . . . Grace . . .

Grace was standing frozen, her slender figure caught in an awkward pose, her wide blue gaze fixed in horror. Her right fist was raised to her mouth so that she was gnawing on a knuckle.

Andria had never seen anyone look so terrified.

As the darkness engulfed her, she felt that somehow she would remember Grace that way forever.

The killer unfastened his AK-47 from its belt clasp and kept it aimed at the thin blond girl from the museum. With careful conversational prodding, she’d told him all he needed to know—who the group was, why they were in the city, where they were staying.

The teacher leading the group was interesting, but not as much as the blond girl, Grace, who stood now in the doorway staring at him as if he were the tarantula at the party.

“Stay calm, Grace,” he said. “Remember me? We talked at the museum.”

“I remember,” she said in a barely audible tight voice. The throat tended to clench at times like this.

Grace had seen his face, so he had no choice other than to make her cease to exist. The killer really didn’t mind that there was no choice.

“Let’s go back into the bedroom,” he said. He tickled her navel with the tip of the gun barrel and made her gasp and bend at the waist.

“We’ll make it a kind of party.”

With the scary AK-47, the girls were easy to manage. Two of them lost control and dampness appeared in the crotches of their jeans. Those two should be the least likely to present problems. Fortunately, they all wore jogging shoes—recommended for walking around the concrete city—with long sturdy laces.

At his direction, Grace tied the wrists and ankles of her four friends tightly with their shoelaces, left lace for wrists, right for ankles. Then he tied Grace, and used the girls’ panties, which he stretched and sliced away from them, as gags that he stuffed tightly into their mouths. They could work such gags loose with their tongues after a few hours, but they didn’t have a few hours.

Well, maybe. He should make the most of this rare gift from fate.

After making sure the girls were all firmly bound, he began to remove his clothes.

Andria could see the clock by the bed, but it was blurry.

Not just the green numerals were blurry, but the entire clock.

How in God’s name . . .

Then the realization of where she was, how she’d gotten there, what had happened, fell on her like an avalanche. It was like waking up the morning after someone you knew and loved had unexpectedly died. At first the recollection wasn’t real—then it was way too real.

My girls! My God, what’s happened to my girls?

Andria was on her back and still couldn’t move. Her throat was burning as if she’d swallowed acid, and her breath was ragged and loud.

She fixed her gaze again on the clock, and the phone next to it.

She had to get to that phone.

The clock’s liquid-diode figures did come into focus. Forty-eight minutes had passed since the killer had entered the suite.

He’s probably gone. Thought I was dead and left. Please make him be gone!

Andria rolled onto her left side, marveling at how every inch of her body ached. It took her almost ten minutes, but she managed to maneuver herself onto her hands and knees.

Where should she go now?

The door? The bedroom? The phone?

“There you are,” he said pleasantly. As if he’d momentarily misplaced her.

At the sound of his voice she dropped to her side again, drew her body into the fetal position, and squeezed her eyes shut.

“I’m particularly interested in chatting with you.”

She heard soft footsteps on the carpet.

Opened her eyes.

There he was, nude except for white rubber gloves, smiling, holding a large knife in his right hand. There was blood on the knife. There was blood on him.

“I was sure you could be brought around again by now,” he said, “but you made it back so fast on your own. That shows real determination. You should be proud.”

He came closer, and she saw that he had something in his left hand. It looked like a wad of shoelaces.

“C’mon over here,” he said, and bent and lifted her as if she were weightless. He was careful not to penetrate her with the knife.

She tried to scream but could only croak.

“Careful,” he said. “We wouldn’t want you to lose your voice completely.”

He laid her on her back on the hard walnut coffee table, then used the shoelaces to bind her arms and legs to the four table legs. Her head was off the table, lolling backward. She couldn’t control it. Her neck muscles were putty.

Like the rest of her. Painful putty.

He sat on the sofa by the table, leaned forward, and showed her the large, bloody knife. She saw that it had a yellowed bone handle.

“We need to talk,” he said. With surprising ease, he used the bloody knife to cut button after button from her blouse. “The only way you can get out of this mess is to talk your way out of it.” There went the front of her slacks. Then her panties. The sharp knife blade so close to her flesh. “You’ll need to tell me the truth. That won’t be as difficult as you might imagine. What they say about the truth setting you free . . . well, it’s true. At least in this case.”

She knew he was lying, but she wanted so much to believe him. His words were her only hope, and she couldn’t help but cling to them. That was the way it worked. He knew that.

The bastard knows that!

He also knows he doesn’t have the vital truth.

He’d heard part of what he wanted to know from Grace, at MoMA. Grace could tell him part because that was all she knew, all that Andria had told her. But Grace had revealed where the rest of the story might be found—with Andria.

Andria and the killer both understood that, at this point, understanding how fear and hope would work against her didn’t make much difference. He was sure she had a truth to trade, and they both knew that in exchange for even the slightest chance to live, she would trade it.

And he would renege.
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“The maid came in this morning and found them,” New York Police Commissioner Harley Renz said. “I figured this was one for you.”

Former homicide captain Frank Quinn, now with his own investigative agency, Quinn and Associates Investigations (Q&A), simply nodded. His old friend and enemy the commissioner sometimes contracted Q&A in work-for-hire arrangements with the NYPD. Quinn was perfect to lead especially sensitive and perilous investigations. Cases that might do political harm to the ambitious and avidly unscrupulous commissioner.

Quinn did recognize that Harley Renz harbored a twisted kind of honesty. He not only ass-kissed and blackmailed his way up the bureaucratic ladder, he was proud of it. In fact, he cheerfully bragged about his abhorrent behavior, rolled in and reveled in his corruption.

Greed of every sort had helped to make Renz fifty pounds overweight. He was wearing his artfully tailored commissioner’s uniform this morning, knowing there’d be plenty of photographs and maybe a TV spot. The pink flesh of his neck ballooned over his stiff white shirt collar, lending him multiple chins.

Quinn, though he was the same age as Renz, was still lean and muscular, with a face so homely it was handsome, and unruly straight brown hair parted at the side. He appeared as if he needed a haircut, even immediately after a haircut. With his height, broad shoulders, plate-sized rough hands, and nose broken one time more than it had been set, he came across as a thug. Until you took a second look into his steady green eyes, at the intelligence that lived there. Intelligence and something else that most people didn’t want to look at too closely.

“They were all killed the same way,” a nasty nasal voice said. It belonged to Dr. Julius Nift, the medical examiner. He was a short, fashion plate of a man, best described as Napoleonic. He used some sort of a shiny steel instrument to poke at the end girl on the bed, a slender redhead who looked about sixteen years old. Most of all the girls’ clothes had been cut away, some of the remnants used to cover where their throats had been cut, to minimize arterial blood being splashed around during their death throes. “Same knife, and probably its point was used for the torture leading up to their deaths.”

“Same knife used to slice the initials in their foreheads?” Quinn asked. The letters D.O.A. had been neatly carved into the foreheads of all the victims.

“Don’t know for sure, but probably.”

“Old friend of yours,” Renz said to Quinn, and just like that Quinn was back at the lake in Maine, listening to—feeling—the reverberation of a rifle shot.

The scar where the bullet had ripped into the right side of his back began to burn, as it often did when he thought of that day at the lake. Unfinished business. It drove a man like Quinn. He often revisited Creighton Lake in his memory.

Memory was a powerful engine that drove him. He would never forget, but there was one way to lessen the pain.

“My dead friend, we hope,” he said. “This could be a copycat killer, a secret admirer.”

Nift glanced at the row of dead, all-but-nude young women. “He left the good parts alone, anyway.”

Quinn felt a surge of anger but pushed it away. It was Nift’s impulse to try getting under people’s skin. “What about the victim in the other room?” Quinn asked. “Why was she tied down on the coffee table?”

“Maybe the killer just ran out of room on the bed,” Renz said.

“No,” Quinn said. “She got special attention.”

Nift was grinning at him lewdly. “You have a good eye.” There were stories about Nift, about his attitude toward the dead. Especially if they’d been attractive women. Quinn thought some of the stories were probably true. “She was older, too,” Nift said.

“Thirty-seven,” Renz said. “According to her Ohio driver’s license.”

“You got all the IDs?” Quinn asked.

“Yeah. The special one on the table was Andria Bell. She was chaperone and guide for the others. The young girls were art students at some academy in Cleveland.”

“Andria was an artist?”

“A teacher, anyway.” Renz propped his fists on his hips and shook his head in dismay. “Damn it all. Those young girls, never had much of a chance to get to know life. Imagine how the news media’s gonna be all over this mess. High school yearbook photos of those girls, beautiful and smiling. Interviews with the families. Awkward questions. The media assholes will pull out all the stops.”

“Why shouldn’t they?” Quinn said.

“Oh, no reason in the world. The bastards are doing exactly what I’d do. Only there’s only one of me. They’re like a pack of wild dogs, gonna ravage everything and everybody in the way of a juicy story. A police commissioner who can’t catch a killer who’s like a local Richard Speck who’s been on vacation, and now he’s back. Now there’s a story. All it needs is some poor sacrificial schmuck to rip to pieces on news programs and in the papers.”

“There are five dead women here,” Harley said. “Plus we’ve got two killed in Maine, plus at least four in New York prior to Maine. And you’re feeling sorry for yourself.”

“Isn’t that just the point? I’m still alive.”

And still wants to be mayor someday.

Quinn pushed the thought from his mind. He knew Renz was right. The voracious New York news media would make the most of what was a sensational story anyway. The dead women would get more than their fifteen minutes of fame, and then, except for the memories of those who’d loved them, they would be forgotten.

He looked around at the carnage. “Any computers?”

“If there were any,” Renz said, “the killer took them with him. But that’s doubtful.”

“Why?”

“Everybody here has an iPhone, or something like one. Damned things are like little computers themselves.”

Renz gave Quinn a steady look with his flesh-padded eyes. The commissioner has a busy day ahead of him, the look said. It was time to make it official. “Are you on this one, Quinn? Usual arrangement?”

“Yes and yes,” Quinn said. No hesitation.

“It’s yours, then. Keep me apprised, and I’ll handle the media unless I tell you otherwise.”

So I can take the serious media shots and be blamed for every day the killer isn’t caught. “Of course,” Quinn said. He’d known the second he saw the letters carved on the victims’ foreheads that this was his case, whatever the painful memories and dark deceptions.

He’d been chosen, and not only by Renz.

Renz moved toward the door. “I’ll get the papers to you to sign. And appoint some kind of liaison.”

Quinn nodded.

Liaison. Another word for informer. Just what Quinn needed.

A man in white coveralls appeared in the doorway. The crime scene unit had arrived. Usually they arrived at crime scenes about the same time as the ME. Quinn wondered if Renz had purposely delayed them so Quinn could get a better look at the victims. Make him really want this case. Quinn knew that was the way Renz thought. Always there was more than one reason for whatever he did.

“Where’s Pearl?” Nift asked. Working the love-hate thing they had going but without the love.

“She’ll be here,” Quinn said. “It’d be a good idea if you were gone by then.”

Nift grinned. He was too insensitive to scare. “A threat?”

“Yeah. You’d be surprised what Pearl’s capable of if you piss her off.”

There was something to that, and Nift knew it. He began putting away his instruments in a compartment of his black valise where they’d be separated from those that were still sterile. “Tell Pearl I said hello. I’m done here, anyway. Got a hot date with all these beautiful ladies, down at the morgue.” He shrugged. “Well, not so hot.”

Quinn didn’t bother answering.

“Let’s get some breakfast,” Renz said. “Let the CSU do its thing without us in the way.”

“I already ate breakfast,” Nift said.

“Good,” Quinn and Renz said simultaneously.

Nift didn’t seem to notice their obvious gratefulness that he wouldn’t be joining them.

“One thing,” Quinn said. “I want any iPhones, regular cell phones, or anything else that’s tech, set aside for Jerry Lido.”

Lido was the alcoholic but brilliant tech analyst for Q&A.

“No problem,” Renz said. “So let’s go get some waffles.”

“I’m gonna wait for Pearl,” Quinn said.

“Soon as the CSU people and photographer give the word, I’ll send these dead folks to the morgue,” Nift said. “If that’s how you wanna do it.”

“That’s how,” Quinn said. He’d looked enough at the dead women.

“Or I could wait around for Pearl with you,” Nift said.

Quinn gave him a look. “I think not,” he said.

He went outside with Renz and watched the corpulent and corrupt commissioner lower himself into the back of his personal limo. Watched as the long black vehicle drove to the end of the cordoned-off block. A uniform moved a blue wooden sawhorse to make room for the limo to glide through and continue on its way.

Quinn stood in the sunlight and leaned against the stone face of the Fairchild Hotel, waiting for Pearl.

He thought about the D.O.A. initials carved in the victims’ foreheads. The same bloody initials had been the “signature” of the infamous D.O.A. killer who’d murdered four young women in Manhattan two years ago.

That killer was the one that had flown away from Quinn. Had shot him and left him for dead beside a lake in Maine. And then died himself when his plane went down.

That had been the assumption.

Now the killer—or a copycat—was back. That was why Renz was so sure Quinn would take the case. That Quinn would jump at it.

With Renz the case was political. With Quinn it was personal.

Quinn caught familiar movement among the knot of pedestrians crossing with the signal down at the corner. He pushed away from the sun warmed stone wall and his day immediately brightened.

Here came Pearl.

Pearl saw Quinn right away, standing in front of the Fairchild Hotel. When she strode closer to him, she could see the look on his face, and she knew why it was there and what it meant. It took a lot to make Quinn look like that. Like a Mt. Rushmore figure only pissed off.

She’d heard what was upstairs in the hotel. And she knew what it would mean to Quinn. “The last time you and this killer met, he almost made you one of his victims,” she said.

“Almost,” Quinn said.

“I don’t want that to happen,” Pearl said.

Quinn smiled. “Neither do I.”

“Would it do any good to beg you not to get involved with this killer again?”

“In all honesty, no,” he said. And then, “I’m sorry.”

She knew that he was. Which made her want to curse him and cling to him and kiss him all at the same time. “You know you’re obsessive,” she said.

“Persevering.”

“Obsessive.”

“You’ve been talking to Renz.”

“Of course I have. He doesn’t mind if you get yourself killed.”

“More than you might think.”

Pearl felt herself approaching the point where frustration would become ire. Men! she thought. Some men!

“I’m going upstairs to the crime scene,” she said.

For a second she thought he was going to advise her against that, for her own good. Forbid it, in fact. But he knew her better than that.

“Nift is still up there,” he said.

“So are maggots.”

“Pearl . . .”

“Screw Nift.”

Pearl pushed through the tinted glass revolving door, somehow not missing a step, as if dancing in concert with its myriad moving images.

She noticed how cool the lobby was.

Like the morgue.
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