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To Madelyn Warcholik





‘A conjuring trick is generally regarded by magicians as consisting of an effect and a method. The effect is what the spectator sees... The method is the secret behind the effect and allows the effect to take place.’



– Peter Lamont and Richard Wiseman,
Magic in Theory
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I

EFFECT

Saturday, April 20



‘The expert magician seeks to deceive the mind, rather than the eye.’



MARVIN KAYE,

THE CREATIVE MAGICIAN’S HANDBOOK


Chapter

ONE

Greetings, Revered Audience. Welcome.

Welcome to our show.

We have a number of thrills in store for you over the next two days as our illusionists, our magicians, our sleight-of-hand artists weave their spells to delight and captivate you.

Our first routine is from the repertoire of a performer everyone’s heard of: Harry Houdini, the greatest escape artist in America, if not the world, a man who performed before crowned heads of state and U.S. presidents. Some of his escapes are so difficult no one has dared attempt them, all these years after his untimely death.

Today we’ll re-create an escape in which he risked suffocation in a routine known as the Lazy Hangman.

In this trick, our performer lies prone on the belly, hands bound behind the back with classic Darby handcuffs. The ankles are tied together and another length of rope is wound around the neck, like a noose, and tied to the ankles. The tendency of the legs to straighten pulls the noose taut and begins the terrible process of suffocation.

Why is it called the ‘Lazy’ Hangman? Because the condemned executes himself.

In many of Mr. Houdini’s more dangerous routines, assistants were present with knives and keys to release him in the event that he was unable to escape. Often a doctor was on hand.

Today, there’ll be none of these precautions. If there’s no escape within four minutes, the performer will die.

We begin in a moment... but first a word of advice:

Never forget that by entering our show you’re abandoning reality.

What you’re absolutely convinced you see might not exist at all. What you know has to be an illusion may turn out to be God’s harsh truth.

Your companion at our show might turn out to be a total stranger. A man or woman in the audience you don’t recognize may know you far too well.

What seems safe may be deadly. And the dangers you guard against may be nothing more than distractions to lure you to greater danger.

In our show what can you believe? Whom can you trust?

Well, Revered Audience, the answer is that you should believe nothing.

And you should trust no one. No one at all.

Now, the curtain rises, the lights dim, the music fades, leaving only the sublime sound of hearts beating in anticipation.

And our show begins... .



The building looked as if it’d seen its share of ghosts.

Gothic, sooty, dark. Sandwiched between two high-rises on the Upper West Side, capped with a widow’s walk and many shuttered windows. The building dated from the Victorian era and had been a boarding school at one point and later a sanatorium, where the criminally insane lived out their frazzled lives.

The Manhattan School of Music and Performing Arts could have been home to dozens of spirits.

But none so immediate as the one who might be hovering here now, above the warm body of the young woman lying, stomach down, in the dim lobby outside a small recital hall. Her eyes were still and wide but not yet glassy, the blood on her cheek was not yet brown.

Her face was dark as plum from the constriction of the taut rope connecting her neck to her ankles.

Scattered around her were a flute case, sheet music and a spilled grande cup from Starbucks, the coffee staining her jeans and green Izod shirt and leaving a comma of dark liquid on the marble floor.

Also present was the man who’d killed her, bending down and examining her carefully. He was taking his time and felt no urge to rush. Today was Saturday, the hour early. There were no classes in the school on the weekends, he’d learned. Students did use the practice rooms but they were in a different wing of the building. He leaned closer to the woman, squinting, wondering if he could see some essence, some spirit rising from her body. He didn’t.

He straightened up, considering what else he might do to the still form in front of him.



‘You’re sure it was screaming?’

‘Yeah... . No,’ the security guard said. ‘Maybe not screaming, you know. Shouting. Upset. For just a second or two. Then it stopped.’

Officer Diane Franciscovich, a portable working out of the Twentieth Precinct, continued, ‘Anybody else hear anything?’

The heavy guard, breathing hard, glanced at the tall, brunette policewoman, shook his head and flexed and opened his huge hands. He wiped his dark palms on his blue slacks.

‘Call for backup?’ asked Nancy Ausonio, another young patrol officer, shorter than her partner, blonde.

Franciscovich didn’t think so, though she wasn’t sure. Portables walking the beat in this part of the Upper West Side dealt mostly with traffic accidents, shoplifting and car theft (as well as holding the hands of distraught muggees). This was a first for them – the two women officers, on their Saturday morning watch, had been spotted on the sidewalk and motioned urgently inside by the guard to help check out the screaming. Well, upset shouting.

‘Let’s hold off,’ the calm Franciscovich said. ‘See what’s going on.’

The guard said, ‘Sounded like it was comin’ from ’round here somewhere. Dunno.’

‘Spooky place,’ Ausonio offered, oddly uneasy; she was the partner most likely to leap into the middle of a dispute, even if it involved combatants twice her size.

‘The sounds, you know. Hard to tell. You know what I’m sayin’? Where they’re coming from.’

Franciscovich was focusing on what her partner had said. Damn spooky place, she added silently.

Seeming miles of dim corridors later, finding nothing out of the ordinary, the security guard paused.

Franciscovich nodded to a doorway in front of them. ‘What’s through here?’

‘Be no reason for students t’be there. It’s only—’

Franciscovich pushed the door open.

Inside was a small lobby that led to a door labeled Recital Hall A. And near that door was the body of a young woman, trussed up, rope around her neck, hands in cuffs. Eyes open in death. A brown-haired, bearded man in his early fifties crouched over her. He looked up, surprised at their entry.

‘No!’ Ausonio cried.

‘Oh, Christ,’ the guard gasped.

The officers drew their weapons and Franciscovich sighted down on the man with what she thought was a surprisingly steady hand. ‘You, don’t move! Stand up slow, move away from her and put your hands in the air.’ Her voice was much less firm than the fingers gripping the Glock pistol.

The man did as he was told.

‘Lie face down on the floor. Keep your hands in sight!’

Ausonio started forward to the girl.

It was then Franciscovich noticed that the man’s right hand, over his head, was closed in a fist.

‘Open your—’

Pop...

She went blind as a flash of searing light filled the room. It seemed to come directly from the suspect’s hand and hovered for a moment before going out. Ausonio froze and Franciscovich went into a crouch, scrabbling backward and squinting, swinging the gun back and forth. Panicked, she knew the killer had kept his eyes shut when the flash went off and would be aiming his own weapon at them or charging forward with a knife.

‘Where, where, where?’ she shouted.

Then she saw – vaguely thanks to her frizzled vision and the dissipating smoke – the killer running into the recital hall. He slammed the door shut. There was a thud inside as he moved a chair or table against the door.

Ausonio dropped to her knees in front of the girl. With a Swiss army knife she cut the rope off her neck, rolled her over and, using a disposable mouthpiece, started CPR.

‘Any other exits?’ Franciscovich shouted to the guard.

‘Only one – in the back, around the corner. To the right.’

‘Windows?’

‘No.’

‘Hey,’ she called to Ausonio as she started sprinting. ‘Watch this door!’

‘Got it,’ the blonde officer called and blew another breath into the victim’s pale lips.

More thuds from inside as the killer beefed up his barricade; Franciscovich sprinted around the corner, toward the door the guard had told them about, calling for backup on her Motorola. As she looked ahead she saw someone standing at the end of the corridor. Franciscovich stopped fast, drew a target on the man’s chest and shone the brilliant beam from her halogen flashlight on him.

‘Lord,’ croaked the elderly janitor, dropping the broom he held.

Franciscovich thanked God she’d kept her finger outside the trigger guard of the Glock. ‘You see somebody come out of that door?’

‘What’s going on?’

‘You see anybody?’ Franciscovich shouted.

‘No, ma’am.’

‘How long you been here?’

‘I don’t know. Ten minutes, I’d guess.’

There was another thud of furniture from inside as the killer continued to blockade the door. Franciscovich sent the janitor into the main corridor with the security guard then eased up to the side door. Gun held high, eye level, she tested the knob gently. It was unlocked. She stepped to the side so she wouldn’t be in the line of fire if the perp shot through the wood. A trick she remembered from NYPD Blue, though an instructor might’ve mentioned it at the Academy too.

Another thump from inside.

‘Nancy, you there?’ Franciscovich whispered into her handy-talkie.

Ausonio’s voice, shaky, said, ‘She’s dead, Diane. I tried. But she’s dead.’

‘He didn’t get out this way. He’s still inside. I can hear him.’ Silence.

‘I tried, Diane. I tried.’

‘Forget it. Come on. You on this? You on it?’

‘Yeah, I’m cool. Really.’ The officer’s voice hardened. ‘Let’s go get him.’

‘No,’ Franciscovich said, ‘we’ll keep him contained till ESU gets here. That’s all we’ve got to do. Sit tight. Stay clear of the door. And sit tight.’

Which is when she heard the man shout from inside, ‘I’ve got a hostage. I’ve got a girl in here. Try to get in and I’ll kill her!’

Oh, Jesus...

‘You, inside!’ Franciscovich shouted. ‘Nobody’s going to do anything. Don’t worry. Just don’t hurt anybody else.’ Was this procedure? she wondered. Neither prime-time television nor her Academy training was any help here. She heard Ausonio call Central and report that the situation was now a barricade and hostage-taking.

Franciscovich called to the killer, ‘Just take it easy! You can—’

A huge gunshot from inside. Franciscovich jumped like a fish. ‘What happened? Was that you?’ she shouted into her radio.

‘No,’ her partner replied, ‘I thought it was you.’

‘No. It was him. You okay?’

‘Yeah. He said he’s got a hostage. You think he shot her?’

‘I don’t know. How do I know?’ Franciscovich, thinking: Where the hell is the backup?

‘Diane,’ Ausonio whispered after a moment. ‘We’ve gotta go in. Maybe she’s hurt. Maybe she’s wounded.’ Then, shouting: ‘You, inside!’ No answer. ‘You!’

Nothing.

‘Maybe he killed himself,’ Franciscovich offered.

Or maybe he fired the shot to make us think he’d killed himself and he’s waiting inside, drawing a target gut high on the doorway.

Then that terrible image returned to her: the seedy door to the recital lobby opening, casting the pale light on the victim, her face blue and cold as winter dusk. Stopping people from doing things like this was why she’d become a cop in the first place.

‘We have to go in, Diane,’ Ausonio whispered.

‘That’s what I’m thinking. Okay. We’ll go in.’ Speaking a bit manically as she thought of both her family and how to curl her left hand over her right when firing an automatic pistol in a combat shooting situation. ‘Tell the guard we’ll need lights inside the hall.’

A moment later Ausonio said, ‘The switch is out here. He’ll turn ’em on when I say so.’ A deep breath that Franciscovich heard through the microphone. Then Ausonio said, ‘Ready. On three. You count it.’

‘Okay. One... Wait. I’ll be coming in from your two o’clock. Don’t shoot me.’

‘Okay. Two o’clock. I’ll be—’

‘You’ll be on my left.’

‘Go ahead.’

‘One.’ Franciscovich gripped the knob with her left hand. ‘Two.’

This time her finger slipped inside the guard of her weapon, gently caressing the second trigger – the safety on Glock pistols.

‘Three!’ Franciscovich shouted so loud that she was sure her partner heard the call without the radio. She shoved through the doorway into the large rectangular room just as the glaring lights came on.

‘Freeze!’ she screamed – to an empty room.

Crouching, skin humming with the tension, she swung her weapon from side to side as she scanned every inch of the space.

No sign of the killer, no sign of a hostage.

A glance to her left, the other doorway, where Nancy Ausonio stood, doing the same frantic scan of the room. ‘Where?’ the woman whispered.

Franciscovich shook her head. She noticed about fifty wooden folding chairs arranged in neat rows. Four or five of them were lying on their backs or sides. But they didn’t seem to be a barricade; they were randomly kicked over. To her right was a low stage. On it sat an amplifier and two speakers. A battered grand piano.

The young officers could see virtually everything in the room.

Except the perp.

‘What happened, Nancy? Tell me what happened.’

Ausonio didn’t answer; like her partner she was looking around frantically, three-sixty, checking out every shadow, every piece of furniture, even though it was clear the man wasn’t here.

Spooky...

The room was essentially a sealed cube. No windows. The air-conditioning and heating vents were only six inches across. A wooden ceiling, not acoustic tile. No trapdoors that she could see. No doors other than the main one Ausonio had used and the fire door that Franciscovich had entered through.

Where? Franciscovich mouthed.

Her partner mouthed something back. The policewoman couldn’t decipher it but the message could be read in her face: I don’t have a clue.

‘Yo,’ a loud voice called from the doorway. They spun toward it, drawing targets on the empty lobby. ‘Ambulance and some other officers just got here.’ It was the security guard, hiding out of sight.

Heart slamming from the fright, Franciscovich called him inside.

He asked, ‘Is it, uhm... I mean, you get him?’

‘He’s not here,’ Ausonio said in a shaky voice.

‘What?’ The man peeked cautiously into the hall.

Franciscovich heard the voices of the officers and EMS techs arriving. The jangle of equipment. Still, the women couldn’t bring themselves to join their fellow cops just yet. They stood transfixed in the middle of the recital space, both uneasy and bewildered, trying vainly to figure out how the killer had escaped from a room from which there was no escape.


Chapter

TWO

‘He’s listening to music.’

‘I’m not listening to music. The music happens to be on. That’s all.’

‘Music, huh?’ Lon Sellitto muttered as he walked into Lincoln Rhyme’s bedroom. ‘That’s a coincidence.’

‘He’s developed a taste for jazz,’ Thom explained to the paunchy detective. ‘Surprised me, I have to tell you.’

‘As I said,’ Lincoln Rhyme continued petulantly, ‘I’m working and the music happens to be playing in the background. What do you mean, coincidence?’

Nodding at the flat-screen monitor in front of Rhyme’s Flexicair bed, the slim, young aide, dressed in a white shirt, tan slacks and solid purple tie, said, ‘No, he’s not working. Unless staring at the same page for an hour is work. He wouldn’t let me get away with work like that.’

‘Command, turn page.’ The computer recognized Rhyme’s voice and obeyed his order, slapping a new page of Forensic Science Review onto the monitor. He asked Thom acerbically, ‘Say, you want to quiz me on what I’ve been staring at? The composition of the top five exotic toxins found in recent terrorist laboratories in Europe? And how ’bout we put some money on the answers?’

‘No, we have other things to do,’ the aide replied, referring to the various bodily functions that caregivers must attend to several times a day when their patients are quadriplegics like Lincoln Rhyme.

‘We’ll get to that in a few minutes,’ the criminalist said, enjoying a particularly energetic trumpet riff.

‘We’ll get to that now. If you’ll excuse us for a moment, Lon.’

‘Yeah, sure.’ Large, rumpled Sellitto stepped into the corridor outside the second-floor bedroom of Rhyme’s Central Park West town house. He closed the door.

As Thom expertly performed his duties Lincoln Rhyme listened to the music and wondered: Coincidence?

Five minutes later Thom let Sellitto back into the bedroom. ‘Coffee?’

‘Yeah. Could use some. Too fucking early to work on a Saturday.’

The aide left.

‘So, how do I look, Linc?’ asked the pirouetting middle-aged detective, whose gray suit was typical of his wardrobe – made apparently from permanently wrinkled cloth.

‘A fashion show?’ Rhyme asked.

Coincidence?

Then his mind slipped back to the CD. How the hell does somebody play the trumpet so smoothly? How can you get that kind of sound from a metal instrument?

The detective continued: ‘I lost sixteen pounds. Rachel has me on a diet. Fat’s the problem. You cut out fat, you’d be amazed how much weight you can lose.’

‘Fat, yes. I think we knew that, Lon. So...?’ Meaning, get to the point.

‘Gotta bizarre case. Found a body a half hour ago at a music school up the street from here. I’m case officer and we could use some help.’

Music school. And I’m listening to music. That’s a pisspoor coincidence.

Sellitto ran through some of the facts: student killed, the perp was nearly collared but he got away through some kind of trapdoor that nobody could find.

Music was mathematical. That much Rhyme, a scientist, could understand. It was logical, it was perfectly structured. It was also, he reflected, infinite. An unlimited number of tunes could be written. You could never be bored writing music. He wondered how one went about it. Rhyme believed he had no creativity. He’d taken piano lessons when he was eleven or twelve but, even though he’d developed an enduring crush on Miss Osborne, the lessons themselves were a write-off. His fondest memories of the instrument were taking stroboscopic pictures of the resonating strings for a science-fair project.

‘You with me, Linc?’

‘A case, you were saying. Bizarre.’

Sellitto gave more of the details, slowly corralling Rhyme’s attention. ‘There’s got to be some way outta the hall. But nobody from the school or our team can find it.’

‘How’s the scene?’

‘Still pretty virgin. Can we get Amelia to run it?’

Rhyme glanced at the clock. ‘She’s tied up for another twenty minutes or so.’

‘That’s not a problem,’ Sellitto said, patting his stomach as if he were searching for the lost weight. ‘I’ll page her.’

‘Let’s not distract her just yet.’

‘Why, what’s she doing?’

‘Oh, something dangerous,’ Rhyme said, concentrating once more on the silken voice of the trumpet. ‘What else?’



She smelled the wet brick of the tenement wall against her face.

Her palms sweated and, beneath the fiery red hair shoved up under her dusty issue hat, her scalp itched fiercely. Still, she remained completely motionless as a uniformed officer slipped up close beside her and planted his face against the brick too.

‘Okay, here’s the situation,’ the man said, nodding toward their right. He explained that just around the corner of the tenement was a vacant lot, in the middle of which was a getaway car that’d crashed a few minutes ago after a high-speed pursuit.

‘Drivable?’ Amelia Sachs asked.

‘No. Hit a Dumpster and’s out of commission. Three perps. They bailed but we got one in custody. One’s in the car with some kind of Jesus-long hunting rifle. He wounded a patrolman.’

‘Condition?’

‘Superficial.’

‘Pinned down?’

‘No. Out of the perimeter. One building west of here.’

She asked, ‘The third perp?’

The officer sighed. ‘Hell, he made it to the first floor of this building here.’ Nodding toward the tenement they were hugging. ‘It’s a barricade. He’s got a hostage. Pregnant woman.’

Sachs digested the flood of information as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other, to ease the pain of the arthritis in her joints. Damn, that hurt. She noticed her companion’s name on his chest. ‘The hostage-taker’s weapon, Wilkins?’

‘Handgun. Unknown type.’

‘Where’s our side?’

The young man pointed out two officers behind a wall at the back of the lot. ‘Then two more in front of the building, containing the H-T.’

‘Anybody call ESU?’

‘I don’t know. I lost my handy-talkie when we started taking fire.’

‘You in armor?’

‘Negative. I was doing traffic stops... . What the hell’re we going to do?’

She clicked her Motorola to a particular frequency and said, ‘Crime Scene Five Eight Eight Five to Supervisor.’

A moment later: ‘This is Captain Seven Four. Go ahead.’

‘Ten-thirteen at a lot east of six-oh-five Delancey. Officer down. Need backup, EMS bus and ESU immediately. Two subjects, both armed. One with hostage; we’ll need a negotiator.’

‘Roger, Five Eight Eight Five. Helicopter for observation?’

‘Negative, Seven Four. One suspect has a high-powered rifle. And they’re willing to target blues.’

‘We’ll get backup there as soon as we can. But the Secret Service’s closed up half of downtown ’cause the vice president’s coming in from JFK. There’ll be a delay. Handle the situation at your discretion. Out.’

‘Roger. Out.’

Vice president, she thought. Just lost my vote.

Wilkins shook his head. ‘But we can’t get a negotiator near the apartment. Not with the shooter still in the car.’

‘I’m working on that,’ Sachs replied.

She edged to the corner of the tenement again and glanced at the car, a cheap low-rider with its nose against a Dumpster, doors open, revealing a thin man holding a rifle.

I’m working on that... .

She shouted, ‘You in the car, you’re surrounded. We’re going to open fire if you don’t drop your weapon. Do it now!’

He crouched and aimed in her direction. She ducked for cover. On her Motorola she called the two officers in the back of the lot. ‘Are there hostages in the car?’

‘None.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘Positive,’ was the officer’s reply. ‘We got a good look before he started shooting.’

‘Okay. You got a shot?’

‘Probably through the door.’

‘No, don’t shoot blind. Go for position. But only if you’ve got cover all the way.’

‘Roger.’

She saw the men move to a flanking position. A moment later one of the officers said, ‘I’ve got a shot to kill. Should I take it?’

‘Stand by.’ Then she shouted, ‘You in the car. With the rifle. You have ten seconds or we’ll open fire. Drop your weapon. You understand?’ She repeated this in Spanish.

‘Fuck you.’

Which she took to be affirmative.

‘Ten seconds,’ she shouted. ‘We’re counting.’

To the two officers she radioed, ‘Give him twenty. Then you’re green-lighted.’

At close to the ten-second mark, the man dropped the rifle and stood up, hands in the air. ‘No shoot, no shoot!’

‘Keep those hands straight up in the air. Walk toward the corner of the building here. If you lower your hands you will be shot.’

When he got to the corner Wilkins cuffed and searched him. Sachs remained crouched down. She said to the suspect, ‘The guy inside. Your buddy. Who is he?’

‘I don’t gotta tell you—’

‘Yeah, you do gotta. Because if we take him out, which we are going to do, you’ll go down for felony murder. Now, is that man in there worth forty-five years in Ossining?’

The man sighed.

‘Come on,’ she snapped. ‘Name, address, family, what he likes for dinner, what’s his mother’s first name, he have relatives in the system – you can think of all kinds of real helpful stuff about him, I’ll bet.’

He sighed and started to talk; Sachs scribbled down the details.

Her Motorola crackled. The hostage negotiator and the ESU team had just showed up in front of the building. She handed her notes to Wilkins. ‘Get those to the negotiator.’

She read the rifleman his rights, thinking, Had she handled the situation the best way she could? Had she endangered lives unnecessarily? Should she have checked on the wounded officer herself?

Five minutes later, the supervising captain walked around the corner of the building. He smiled. ‘The H-T released the woman. No injuries. We’ve got three collared. The wounded officer’ll be okay. Just a scratch.’

A policewoman with short blonde hair poking out from under her regulation hat joined them. ‘Hey, check it out. We got a bonus.’ She held up a large Baggie full of white powder and another containing pipes and other drug paraphernalia.

As the captain looked it over, nodding with approval, Sachs asked, ‘That was in their car?’

‘Naw. I found it in a Ford across the street. I was interviewing the owner as a witness and he started sweating and looking all nervous so I searched his car.’

‘Where was it parked?’ Sachs asked.

‘In his garage.’

‘Did you call in a warrant?’

‘No. Like I say, he was acting nervous and I could see a corner of the bag from the sidewalk. That’s probable cause.’

‘Nope.’ Sachs was shaking her head. ‘It’s an illegal search.’

‘Illegal? We pulled this guy over last week for speeding and saw a kilo of pot in the back. We busted him okay.’

‘It’s different on the street. There’s a lesser expectation of privacy in a mobile vehicle on public roads. All you need for an arrest then is probable cause. When a car’s on private property, even if you see drugs, you need a warrant.’

‘That’s crazy,’ the policewoman said defensively. ‘He’s got ten ounces of pure coke here. He’s a balls-forward dealer. Narcotics spends months trying to collar somebody like this.’

The captain said to Sachs, ‘You sure about this, Officer?’

‘Positive.’

‘Recommendation?’

Sachs said, ‘Confiscate the stuff, put the fear of God into the perp and give his tag number and stats to Narcotics.’ Then she glanced at the policewoman. ‘And you better take a refresher course in search and seizure.’

The woman officer started to argue but Sachs wasn’t paying attention. She was surveying the vacant lot, where the perps’ car rested against the Dumpster. She squinted at the vehicle.

‘Officer—’ the captain began.

She ignored him and said to Wilkins, ‘You said three perps?’

‘That’s right.’

‘How do you know?’

‘That was the report from the jewelry store they hit.’

She stepped into the rubble-filled lot, pulling out her Glock. ‘Look at the getaway car,’ she snapped.

‘Jesus,’ Wilkins said.

All the doors were open. Four men had bailed.

Dropping into a crouch, she scanned the lot and aimed her gun toward the only possible hiding place nearby: a short cul-de-sac behind the Dumpster.

‘Weapon!’ she cried, almost before she saw the motion.

Everyone around her turned as the large, T-shirted man with a shotgun jogged out of the lot, making a run for the street.

Sachs’s Glock was centered on his chest as he broke cover. ‘Drop the weapon!’ she ordered.

He hesitated a moment then grinned and began to swing it toward the officers.

She pushed her Glock forward.

And in a cheerful voice, she said, ‘Bang, bang... . You’re dead.’

The shotgunner stopped and laughed. He shook his head in admiration. ‘Damn good. I thought I was home free.’ The stubby gun over his shoulder, he strolled to the cluster of fellow cops beside the tenement. The other ‘suspect’, the man who’d been in the car, turned his back so that the cuffs could be removed. Wilkins released him.

The ‘hostage’, played by a very unpregnant Latina officer Sachs had known for years, joined them too. She clapped Sachs on the back. ‘Nice work, Amelia, saving my ass.’

Sachs kept a solemn face, though she was pleased. She felt like a student who’d just aced an important exam.

Which was, in effect, exactly what had happened.

Amelia Sachs was pursuing a new goal. Her father, Herman, had been a portable, a beat cop in the Patrol Services Division, all his life. Sachs now had the same rank and might’ve been content to remain there for another few years before moving up in the department but after the September 11 attacks she’d decided she wanted to do more for her city. So she’d submitted the paperwork to be promoted to detective sergeant.

No group of law enforcers has fought crime like NYPD detectives. Their tradition went back to tough, brilliant Inspector Thomas Byrnes, named to head up the fledgling Detective Bureau in the 1880s. Byrnes’s arsenal included threats, head-knocking and subtle deductions – he once broke a major theft ring by tracing a tiny fiber found at a crime scene. Under Byrnes’s flamboyant guidance the detectives in the bureau became known as the Immortals and they dramatically reduced the level of crime in a city as freewheeling back then as the Wild West.

Officer Herman Sachs was a collector of police department memorabilia, and not long before he died he gave his daughter one of his favorite artifacts: a battered notebook actually used by Byrnes to jot notes about investigations. When Sachs was young – and her mother wasn’t around – her father would read aloud the more legible passages and the two of them would make up stories around them.

October 12, 1883. The other leg has been found! Slaggardy’s coal bin, Five Pts. Expect Cotton Williams’s confession forthwith.

Given its prestigious status (and lucrative pay for law enforcement), it was ironic that women found more opportunities in the Detective Bureau than in any other division of the NYPD. If Thomas Byrnes was the male detective icon, Mary Shanley was the female – and one of Sachs’s personal heroines. Busting crime throughout the 1930s, Shanley was a boisterous, uncompromising cop, who once said, ‘You have the gun to use, and you may as well use it.’ Which she did with some frequency. After years of combating crime in Midtown she retired as a detective first-grade.

Sachs, however, wanted to be more than a detective, which is just a job specialty; she wanted rank too. In the NYPD, as in most police forces, one becomes a detective on the basis of merit and experience. To become a sergeant, though, the applicant goes through an arduous triathlon of exams: written, oral and – what Sachs had just endured – an assessment exercise, a simulation to test practical skills at personnel management, community sensitivities and judgment under fire.

The captain, a soft-spoken veteran who resembled Laurence Fishburne, was the primary assessor for the exercise and had been taking notes on her performance.

‘Okay, Officer,’ he said, ‘we’ll write up our results and they’ll be attached to your review. But let me just say a word unofficially.’ Consulting his notebook. ‘Your threat assessment regarding civilians and officers was perfect. Calls for backup were timely and appropriate. Your deployment of personnel negated any chance the perpetrators would escape from the containment situation and yet minimized exposure. You called the illegal drug search right. And getting the personal information from the one suspect for the hostage negotiator was a nice touch. We didn’t think about making that part of the exercise. But we will now. Then, at the end, well, frankly, we never thought you’d determine there was another perp in hiding. We had it planned that he’d shoot Officer Wilkins here and then we’d see how you’d handle an officer-down situation and organize a fleeing felon apprehension.’

The officialese vanished and he smiled. ‘But you nailed the bastard.’

Bang, bang.

Then he asked, ‘You’ve done the written and orals, right?’

‘Yessir. Should have the results any day now.’

‘My group’ll complete our assessment evaluation and send that to the board with our recommendations. You can stand down now.’

‘Yessir.’

The cop who’d played the last bad guy – the one with the shotgun – wandered up to her. He was a good-looking Italian, half a generation out of the Brooklyn docks, she judged, and had a boxer’s muscles. A dirty stubble of beard covered his cheeks and chin. He wore a big-bore chrome automatic high on his trim hip and his cocky smile brought her close to suggesting he might want to use the gun’s reflection as a mirror to shave.

‘I gotta tell ya – I’ve done a dozen assessments and that was the best I ever seen, babe.’

She laughed in surprise at the word. There were certainly cavemen left in the department – from Patrol Services to corner offices at Police Plaza – but they tended to be more condescending than openly sexist. Sachs hadn’t heard a ‘babe’ or ‘honey’ from a male cop in at least a year.

‘Let’s stick with “Officer”, you don’t mind.’

‘No, no, no,’ he said, laughing. ‘You can chill now. The AE’s over.’

‘How’s that?’

‘When I said “babe”, it’s not like it’s a part of the assessment. You don’t have to, you know, deal with it official or anything. I’m just saying it ’cause I was impressed. And ’cause you’re... you know.’ He smiled into her eyes, his charm as shiny as his pistol. ‘I don’t do compliments much. Coming from me, that’s something.’

’Cause you’re you know.

‘Hey, you’re not pissed or anything, are you?’ he asked.

‘Not pissed at all. But it’s still “Officer”. That’s what you call me and what I’ll call you.’

At least to your face.

‘Hey, I didn’t mean any offense or anything. You’re a pretty girl. And I’m a guy. You know what that’s like... . So.’

‘So,’ she replied and started away.

He stepped in front of her, frowning. ‘Hey, hold on. This isn’t going too good. Look, let me buy you a coffee. You’ll like me when you get to know me.’

‘Don’t bet on it,’ one of his buddies called, laughing.

The Babe Man good-naturedly gave him the finger then turned back to Sachs.

Which is when her pager beeped and she looked down to see Lincoln Rhyme’s number on the screen. The word ‘URGENT’ appeared after it.

‘Gotta go,’ she said.

‘So no time for that coffee?’ he asked, a fake pout on his handsome face.

‘No time.’

‘Well, how ’bout a phone number?’

She made a pistol with her index finger and thumb and aimed it at him. ‘Bang, bang,’ she said. And trotted toward her yellow Camaro.


Chapter

THREE

This is a school?

Wheeling a large black crime-scene suitcase behind her, Amelia Sachs walked through the dim corridor. She smelled mold and old wood. Dusty webs had coagulated near the high ceiling and scales of green paint curled from the walls. How could anybody study music here? It was a setting for one of the Anne Rice novels that Sachs’s mother read.

‘Spooky,’ one of the responding officers had muttered, only half jokingly.

That said it all.

A half-dozen cops – four patrol officers and two in soft clothes – stood near a double doorway at the end of the hall. Disheveled Lon Sellitto, head down and hand clutching one of his notepads, was talking to a guard. Like the walls and floors the guard’s outfit was dusty and stained.

Through the open doorway she glimpsed another dim space, in the middle of which was a light-colored form. The victim.

To the CS tech walking beside her she said, ‘We’ll need lights. A couple of sets.’ The young man nodded and headed back to the RRV – the crime scene rapid response vehicle, a station wagon filled with forensic collection equipment. It sat outside, half on the sidewalk, where he’d parked it after the drive here (probably at a more leisurely pace than Sachs in her 1969 Camaro SS, which had averaged 70 mph en route to the school from the assessment exercise).

Sachs studied the young blonde woman, lying on her back ten feet away, belly arched up because her bound hands were underneath her. Even in the dimness of the school lobby Sachs’s quick eyes noted the deep ligature marks on her neck and the blood on her lips and chin – probably from biting her tongue, a common occurrence in strangulations.

Automatically she also observed: emerald-colored studs for earrings, shabby running shoes. No apparent robbery, sexual molestation or mutilation. No wedding ring.

‘Who was first officer?’

A tall woman with short brunette hair, her name tag reading D. FRANCISCOVICH, said, ‘We were.’ A nod toward her blonde partner. N. AUSONIO. Their eyes were troubled and Franciscovich played a brief rhythm on her holster with thumb and fingers. Ausonio kept glancing at the body. Sachs guessed this was their first homicide.

The two patrol officers gave their account of what had happened. Finding the perp, a flash of light, his disappearing, a barricade. Then he was gone.

‘You said he claimed to have a hostage?’

‘That’s what he said,’ Ausonio offered. ‘But everybody in the school’s accounted for. We’re sure he was bluffing.’

‘Victim?’

‘Svetlana Rasnikov,’ Ausonio said. ‘Twenty-four. Student.’

Sellitto turned away from the security guard. He said to Sachs, ‘Bedding and Saul’re interviewing everybody in the building here this morning.’

She nodded toward the scene. ‘Who’s been inside?’

Sellitto said, ‘The first officers.’ Nodding toward the women. ‘Then two medics and two ESU. They backed out as soon as they cleared it. Scene’s still pretty clean.’

‘The guard was inside too,’ Ausonio said. ‘But only for a minute. We got him out as soon as we could.’

‘Good,’ Sachs said. ‘Witnesses?’

Ausonio said, ‘There was a janitor outside the room when we got here.’

‘He didn’t see anything,’ Franciscovich added.

Sachs said, ‘I still need to see the soles of his shoes for comparison. Could one of you find him for me?’

‘Sure.’ Ausonio wandered off.

From one of the black suitcases Sachs extracted a zippered clear plastic case. She opened it and pulled out a white Tyvek jumpsuit. Donning it, she pulled the hood over her head. Then gloves. The outfit was standard issue now for all forensics techs at the NYPD; it prevented substances – trace, hair, epithelial skin cells and foreign matter – from sloughing off her body and contaminating the scene. The suit had booties but she still did what Rhyme always insisted on – put rubber bands on her feet to distinguish her prints from the victim’s and the perp’s.

Mounting the earphones on her head and adjusting the stalk mike, she hooked up her Motorola. She called in a landline patch and a moment later a complex arrangement of communications systems brought the low voice of Lincoln Rhyme into her ear.

‘Sachs, you there?’

‘Yep. It was just like you said – they had him cornered and he disappeared.’

He chuckled. ‘And now they want us to find him. Do we have to clean up for everybody’s mistakes? Hold on a minute. Command, volume lower... lower.’ Music in the background diminished.

The tech who’d accompanied Sachs down the gloomy corridor returned with tall lamps on tripods. She set them up in the lobby and clicked the switch.

There’s a lot of debate about the proper way to process a scene. Generally investigators agree that less is more, though most departments still use teams of CS searchers. Before his accident Lincoln Rhyme, however, had run most scenes alone and he insisted that Amelia Sachs do the same. With other searchers around, you tend to be distracted and are often less vigilant because you feel – even if only subconsciously – that your partner will find what you miss.

But there was another reason for solitary searching. Rhyme recognized that there’s a macabre intimacy about criminal violation. A crime scene searcher working alone is better able to forge a mental relationship with the victim and the perpetrator, gather better insights into what is the relevant evidence and where it might be found.

It was into this difficult state of mind that Amelia Sachs now slipped as she gazed at the body of the young woman, lying on the floor, next to a fiberboard table.

Near the body were a spilled cup of coffee, sheet music, a music case and a piece of the woman’s silver flute, which she’d apparently been in the act of assembling when the killer flipped the rope around her neck. In her death grip she clutched another cylinder of the instrument. Had she intended to use it as a weapon?

Or did the desperate young woman just want to feel something familiar and comforting in her fingers as she died?

‘I’m at the body, Rhyme,’ she said as she snapped digital pictures of the corpse.

‘Go ahead.’

‘She’s on her back – but the respondings found her on her abdomen. They turned her over to give her CPR. Injuries consistent with strangulation.’ Sachs now delicately rolled the woman back onto her belly. ‘Hands’re in some kind of old-fashioned cuffs. I don’t recognize them. Her watch is broken. Stopped at exactly eight A.M. Doesn’t look accidental.’ She closed her gloved hand around the woman’s narrow wrist. It was shattered. ‘Yep, Rhyme, he stomped on it. And it’s nice. A Seiko. Why break it? Why not steal it?’

‘Good question, Sachs... . Might be a clue, might be nothing.’

Which was as good a slogan for forensic science as any, she reflected.

‘One of the respondings cut the rope around her neck. She missed the knot.’ Officers should never cut through the knot to remove a cord from a strangulation victim; it can reveal a great deal of information about the person who tied it.

Sachs then used a tape roller to collect trace evidence – recent forensic thinking was that a portable vacuum cleaner, which resembled a Dustbuster, picked up too much trace. Most CS teams were switching to rollers similar to dog-hair removers. She bagged the trace and used a vic kit to take hair combings and nail scraping samples from the woman’s body.

Sachs said, ‘I’m going to walk the grid.’

The phrase – of Lincoln Rhyme’s own creation – came from his preference for searching a crime scene. The grid pattern is the most comprehensive method: back and forth in one direction, then turning perpendicular and covering the same ground again, always remembering to examine the ceiling and walls as well as the ground or floor.

She began the search now, looking for discarded or dropped objects, rolling for trace, taking electrostatic prints of shoeprints and digital photos. The photo team would make a comprehensive still and video record of the scene but getting those images took time and Rhyme always insisted on having some photographic record available instantly.

‘Officer?’ Sellitto called.

She glanced back.

‘Just wondering... . Since we don’t know where this ass-hole got to, you want some backup in there?’

‘Nope,’ she said, silently thanking him for reminding her that there was a missing murderer last seen nearby. Another of Lincoln Rhyme’s crime scene aphorisms: search well but watch your back. She tapped the butt of her Glock to remind herself exactly where it was in case she needed to draw fast – the holster rode slightly higher when she wore the Tyvek jumpsuit – and continued the search.

‘Okay, got something,’ she told Rhyme a moment later. ‘In the lobby. About ten feet away from the victim. Piece of black cloth. Silk. I mean, it appears to be silk. It’s on top of a part of the vic’s flute so it has to be his or hers.’

‘Interesting,’ Rhyme mused. ‘Wonder what that’s about.’

The lobby yielded nothing else and she entered the performance space itself, her hand continuing to stray to the butt of her Glock. She relaxed momentarily, seeing that there was in fact absolutely no hiding place where a perp could be, no secret doorways or exits. But as she started on the grid here she felt a growing sense of discomfort.

Spooky...

‘Rhyme, this is strange... .’

‘I can’t hear you, Sachs.’

She realized that in her uneasiness she’d been whispering.

‘There’s burned string tied around the chairs that’re lying on the ground. Fuses too, it looks like. I smell nitrate and sulfur residue. The reportings said he fired a round. But it’s not the smell of smokeless powder. It’s something else. Ah, okay... . It’s a little gray firecracker. Maybe that was the gunshot they heard... . Hold on. There’s something else – under a chair. It’s a small green circuit board with a speaker attached to it.’

‘“Small”?’ Rhyme asked caustically. ‘A foot is small compared with an acre. An acre’s small compared with a hundred acres, Sachs.’

‘Sorry. Measures about two inches by five.’

‘That’d be big compared with a dime, now, wouldn’t it?’

Got the message, thank you very much, she replied silently.

She bagged everything, then left by the second door – the fire door – and electrostaticked and photographed the footprints she found there. Finally, she took control samples to compare against the trace found on the victim and where the unsub had walked. ‘Got everything, Rhyme. I’ll be back in a half hour.’

‘And the trapdoors, the secret passages everybody’s talking about?’

‘I can’t find any.’

‘All right, come on home, Sachs.’

She returned to the lobby and let Photo and Latents take over the scene. She found Franciscovich and Ausonio by the doorway. ‘You find the janitor?’ she asked. ‘I need to look at his shoes.’

Ausonio shook her head. ‘He told the guard he had to take his wife to work. I left a message with maintenance for him to call.’

Her partner said solemnly, ‘Hey, Officer, we were talking, Nancy and me? And we don’t want this scumbag to get away. If there’s anything more we can do, you know, to follow up, let us know.’

Sachs understood exactly how they felt. ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ she told them.

Sellitto’s radio crackled and he took the call. Listened for a moment. ‘It’s the Hardy Boys. They’ve finished interviewing the wits and’re in the main lobby.’

Sachs, Sellitto and the two patrolwomen returned to the front of the school. There they joined Bedding and Saul, one of them tall, one short, one with freckles, one with a clear complexion. These were detectives from the Big Building who specialized in canvassing – post-crime interviewing of witnesses.

‘We talked to the seven people here this morning.’

‘Plus the guard.’

‘No teachers—’

‘—only students.’

Also called the Twins, despite very different appearances, the duo were skilled at double-teaming perps and witnesses alike. It got too confusing if you tried to tell them apart. Lump them together and consider them one person, they were a lot easier to understand.

‘The information was not the most illuminating.’

‘For one thing everybody was freaked out.’

‘The location’s not helping.’ A nod toward a wad of cobwebs hanging from the dark, water-stained ceiling.

‘Nobody knew the victim very well. When she got here this morning she walked to the recital room with a friend. She—’

‘The friend.’

‘—didn’t see anybody inside. They stood in the lobby for five, ten minutes, talking. The friend left around eight.’

‘So,’ said Rhyme, who’d overheard on the radio, ‘he was inside the lobby waiting for her.’

‘The victim,’ the shorter of the two sandy-haired detectives said, ‘had come over here from Georgia—’

‘That’s the Russia Georgia, not the peachtree Georgia.’

‘—about two months ago. She was kind of a loner.’

‘The consulate’s contacting her family.’

‘All the other students were in different practice rooms today and none of them heard anything or saw anybody they didn’t know.’

‘Why wasn’t Svetlana in a practice room?’ Sachs asked.

‘Her friend said Svetlana liked the acoustics better in the hall.’

‘Husband, boyfriend, girlfriend?’ Sachs asked, thinking of rule number one in homicide investigations: the doer usually knows the doee.

‘None that the other students knew.’

‘How’d he get into the building?’ Rhyme asked and Sachs relayed the question.

The guard said, ‘Only door’s open is the front one. We got fire doors, course. But you can’t open them from the outside.’

‘And he’d have to walk past you, right?’

‘And sign in. And get his picture took by the camera.’

Sachs glanced up. ‘There’s a security camera, Rhyme, but it looks like the lens hasn’t been cleaned in months.’

They gathered behind the desk. The guard punched buttons and played the tape. Bedding and Saul had vetted seven of the people. But they agreed that one person – a brown-haired, bearded older man in jeans and bulky jacket – hadn’t been among those they’d talked to.

‘That’s him,’ Franciscovich said. ‘That’s the killer.’ Nancy Ausonio nodded.

On the fuzzy tape he was signing the register book then walking inside. The guard glanced at the book, but not at the man’s face, as he signed it.

‘Did you get a look at him?’ Sachs asked.

‘Didn’t pay no attention,’ he said defensively. ‘If they sign I let them in. That’s all I gotta do. That’s my job. I’m here mostly to keep folk from walking out with our stuff.’

‘We’ve got his signature at least, Rhyme. And a name. They’ll be fake but at least it’s a handwriting sample. Which line did he sign on?’ Sachs asked, picking up the sign-in book with latex-clad fingers.

They ran the tape, fast-forward, from the beginning. The killer was the fourth person to sign the book. But in the fourth slot was a woman’s name.

Rhyme called, ‘Count all the people who signed.’

Sachs told the guard to do so and they watched nine people fill in their names – eight students, including the victim, and her killer.

‘Nine people sign, Rhyme. But there are only eight names on the list.’

‘How’d that happen?’ Sellitto asked.

Rhyme: ‘Ask the guard if he’s sure the perp signed. Maybe he faked it.’

She put the question to the placid man.

‘Yeah, he did. I saw it. I don’t always look at their faces but I make sure they sign.’

That’s all I gotta do. That’s my job.

Sachs shook her head and dug into the cuticle of her thumb with another nail.

‘Well, bring me the sign-in book with everything else and we’ll have a look at it here,’ Rhyme said.

In the corner of the room a young Asian woman stood hugging herself and looking out the uneven leaded glass. She turned and looked at Sachs. ‘I heard you talking. You said, I mean, it sounded like you didn’t know if he got out of the building after he... afterward. You think he’s still here?’

‘No, I don’t,’ Sachs said. ‘I just meant we’re not sure how he escaped.’

‘But if you don’t know that, then it means he could still be hiding here, somewhere. Waiting for somebody else. And you don’t have any idea where he is.’

Sachs gave her a reassuring smile. ‘We’ll have plenty of officers around until we get to the bottom of what happened. You don’t have to worry.’

Though she was thinking: The girl was absolutely right. Yes, he could be here, waiting for somebody else.

And, no, we don’t have a clue who or where he is.


Chapter

FOUR

And now, Revered Audience, we’ll take a short intermission.

Enjoy the memory of the Lazy Hangman... and relish the anticipation of what’s coming up soon.

Relax.

Our next act will begin shortly... .

The man walked along Broadway on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. When he reached one street corner he stopped, as if he’d forgotten something, and stepped into the shadow of a building. He pulled his cell phone off his belt and lifted it to his ear. As he spoke, smiling from time to time, the way people do on mobiles, he gazed around him casually, also a common practice for cellphone users.

He was not, however, actually making a call. He was looking for any sign that he’d been followed from the music school.

Malerick’s present appearance was very different from his incarnation when he’d escaped from the school earlier that morning. He was now blond and beardless and wearing a jogging outfit with a high-necked athletic shirt. Had passersby been looking they might have noticed a few oddities in his physique: leathery scar tissue peeked over the top of his collar and along his neck, and two fingers – little and ring – of his left hand were fused together.

But no one was looking. Because his gestures and expressions were natural, and – as all illusionists know – acting naturally makes you invisible.

Finally content that he hadn’t been followed, he resumed his casual gait, turning the corner down a cross street, and continued along the tree-lined sidewalk to his apartment. Around him were only a few joggers and two or three locals returning home with the Times and Zabar’s bags, looking forward to coffee, a leisurely hour with the newspaper and perhaps some unhurried weekend morning sex.

Malerick walked up the stairs to the apartment he’d rented here a few months ago, a dark, quiet building very different from his house and workshop in the desert outside Las Vegas. He made his way to the apartment in the back.

As I was saying, our next act will begin shortly.

For now, Revered Audience, gossip about the illusion you’ve just seen, enjoy some conversation with those around you, try to guess what’s next on the bill.

Our second routine will involve very different skills to test our performer but will be, I assure you, every bit as compelling as the Lazy Hangman.

These words and dozens more looped automatically through Malerick’s mind. Revered Audience.... He spoke to this imaginary assembly constantly. (He sometimes heard their applause and shouts of laughter and, occasionally, gasps of horror.) A white noise of words, in that broad theatrical intonation a greasepainted ringmaster or a Victorian illusionist would use. Patter, it was called – a monologue directed to the audience to give them information they need to know to make a trick work, to build rapport with the audience. And to disarm and distract them too.

After the fire, Malerick cut off most contact with fellow human beings, and his imagined Revered Audience slowly replaced them, becoming his constant companions. The patter soon began to fill his waking thoughts and dreams and threatened, he sometimes felt, to drive him completely insane. At the same time, though, it gave him intense comfort, knowing that he hadn’t been left completely alone in life after the tragedy three years ago. His Revered Audience was always with him.

The apartment smelled of cheap varnish and a curious meaty aroma rising from the wallpaper and floors. The place had come lightly furnished: inexpensive couches and armchairs, a functional dining room table, currently set for one. The bedrooms, on the other hand, were packed – filled with the tools of the illusionist’s trade: props, rigs, ropes, costumes, latex molding equipment, wigs, bolts of cloth, a sewing machine, paints, squibs, makeup, circuit boards, wires, batteries, flash paper and cotton, spools of fuse, woodworking tools... a hundred other items.

He made herbal tea and sat at the dining room table, sipping the weak beverage and eating fruit and a low-fat granola bar. Illusion is a physical art and one’s act is only as good as one’s body. Eating healthy food and working out were vital to success.

He was pleased with this morning’s act. He’d killed the first performer easily – recalling with shivery pleasure how she’d stiffened with shock when he’d appeared behind her and slipped the rope around her neck. Never a clue he’d been waiting in the corner, under the black silk, for a half hour. The surprise entrance by the police – well, that’d shaken him. But like all good illusionists Malerick had prepared an out, which he’d executed perfectly.

He finished his breakfast and took the cup into the kitchen, washed it carefully and set it in a rack to dry. He was meticulous in all his ways; his mentor, a fierce, obsessive, humorless illusionist, had beaten discipline into him.

The man now went into the larger of the bedrooms and put on the videotape he’d made of the site of the next performance. He’d seen this tape a dozen times and, though he virtually had it memorized, he was now going to study it again. (His mentor had also beaten into him – literally sometimes – the importance of the 100:1 rule. You rehearse one hundred minutes for every one minute onstage.)

As he watched the tape he pulled a velvet-covered performing table toward him. Not watching his hands, Malerick practiced some simple card maneuvers: the False Dovetail Shuffle, the Three-Pile False Cut then some trickier ones: the Reverse Sliparound, the Glide and the Deal-Off Force. He ran through some actual tricks, complicated ones, like Stanley Palm’s Ghost Cards, Maldo’s famous Six-Card Mystery and several others by the famous card master and actor Ricky Jay, others by Cardini.

Malerick also did some of the card tricks that had been in Harry Houdini’s early repertoire. Most people think of Houdini as an escapist but the performer had actually been a well-rounded magician, who performed illusion – large-scale stage tricks like vanishing assistants and elephants – as well as parlor magic. Houdini had been an important influence in his life. When he first started performing, in his teens, Malerick used as a performing name ‘Young Houdini’. The ‘erick’ portion of his present name was both a remnant of his former life – his life before the fire – and an homage to Houdini himself, who’d been born Ehrich Weisz. As for the prefix ‘Mal’ a magician might suspect that it was taken from another world-famous performer, Max Breit, who performed under the name Malini. But in fact, Malerick had picked the three letters because they came from the Latin root for ‘evil’, which reflected the dark nature of his brand of illusion.

He now studied the tape, measuring angles, noting windows and the location of possible witnesses, blocking out his positions as all good performers do. And as he watched, the cards in his fingers riffled together in lightning-fast shuffles that hissed like snakes. The kings and jacks and queens and jokers and all the rest of the cards slithered onto the black velvet and then seemed to defy gravity as they leaped back into his strong hands, where they vanished from sight. Watching this impromptu performance, an audience would shake their heads, half-convinced that reality had given way to delusion, that a human being couldn’t possibly do what they were observing.

But the truth was the opposite: the card tricks Malerick was now performing absently on the plush black cloth were not miraculous at all; they were merely carefully rehearsed exercises in dexterity and perception, governed by mundane rules of physics.

Oh, yes, Revered Audience, what you’ve seen and what you’re about to see are very real.

As real as fire burning flesh.

As real as a rope knotted around a young girl’s white neck.

As real as the circuit of the clock hands moving slowly toward the horror that our next performer is about to experience.



‘Hey, there.’

The young woman sat down beside the bed where her mother lay. Out the window in the manicured courtyard she saw a tall oak tree on the trunk of which grew a tentacle of ivy in a shape that she’d had interpreted a number of ways over the past months. Today the anemic vine wasn’t a dragon or a flock of birds or a soldier. It was simply a city plant struggling to survive.

‘So. How you feeling, Mum?’ Kara asked.

The appellation grew out of one of the family’s many vacations – this one to England. Kara had given them all nicknames: ‘His Kingness’ and the ‘Queenly Mum’ for her parents. She herself had been the ‘Royal Kid’.

‘Just fine, darling. And how’s life treating you?’

‘Better than some, not as good as others. Hey, you like?’ Kara held up her hand to show off her short, evenly filed fingernails, which were black as a grand piano’s finish.

‘Lovely, darling. I was getting a bit tired of the pink. You see it everywhere nowadays. Awfully conventional.’

Kara stood and adjusted the down pillow under her mother’s head. Then sat again and sipped from the large Starbucks container; coffee was her sole drug but the addiction was intense, not to mention expensive, and this was her third cup of the morning.

Her hair was cut in a boyish style, currently colored auburn-purple, having been pretty much every color of the spectrum at some point in her years in New York City. Pixieish, some people said of the cut, a description she hated; Kara herself described the do simply as ‘convenient’. She could be out her door minutes after stepping from the shower – a true benefit for someone who tended not to get to bed before 3:00 A.M.  and who was definitely not a morning person.

Today she wore black stretch pants and, though she was not much over five feet, flat shoes. Her dark purple top was sleeveless and revealed taut, cut muscles. Kara had attended a college where art and politics took precedence over the cult of the physique but after graduating from Sarah Lawrence she’d joined Gold’s Gym and was now a regular weight-pumper and treadmill runner. One would expect an eight-year resident of bohemian Greenwich Village, hovering somewhere in her late twenties, to dabble in body art or to sport at least a latent ring or stud but Kara’s very white skin was tattoo-free and unpierced.

‘Now, check this out, Mum. I’ve got a show tomorrow. One of Mr. Balzac’s little things. You know.’

‘I remember.’

‘But this time it’s different. This time he’s letting me go on solo. I’m warm-up and main bill rolled into one.’

‘Really, honey?’

‘True as toast.’

Outside the doorway Mr. Geldter shuffled past. ‘Hello, there.’

Kara nodded at him. She recalled that when her mother had first come to Stuyvesant Manor, one of the city’s best aging facilities, the woman and the widower had caused quite a stir.

‘They think we’re shacking up,’ she’d told her daughter in a whisper.

‘Are you?’ Kara had asked, thinking it was about time her mother struck up a relationship with a man after five years of widowhood.

‘Of course not!’ her mother had hissed, truly angry. ‘What a thing to suggest.’ (The incident defined the woman perfectly: a hint of the bawdy was fine but there was a very clear line – established arbitrarily – past which you would become The Enemy, even if you were her flesh and blood.)

Kara continued, rocking forward excitedly and telling her mother in an animated way about what she planned for tomorrow. As she spoke she studied her mother closely, the skin oddly smooth for a woman in her mid-seventies and as healthy pink as a crying baby’s, hair mostly gray but with plenty of defiant wiry black strands scattered throughout. The staff beautician had done it up in a stylish bun. ‘Anyway, Mum, some friends’ll be there and it’d be great if you could come too.’

‘I’ll try.’

Kara, now sitting on the very edge of the armchair, realized suddenly that her fists were clenched, her body a knot of tension. Her breath was coming in shallow sibilant gasps.

I’ll try... .

Kara closed her eyes, filling with slivers of tears. Goddamnit!

I’ll try... .

No, no, no, that’s all wrong, she thought angrily. Her mother wouldn’t say, ‘I’ll try.’ That wasn’t her sort of dialogue. It might be: ‘I’ll be there, hons. In the first row.’ Or she’d say frostily, ‘Well, I can’t tomorrow. You should’ve let me know earlier.’

Whatever else about her mother, there was nothing I’ll-try about her. Balls-out for you, or hell-to-pay against.

Except now – when the woman was hardly a human being at all. At most a child, sleeping with her eyes open.

The conversation Kara had just had with the woman had occurred only in the girl’s hopeful imagination. Well, Kara’s portion had been real. But her mother’s, from the Just fine, darling. And how’s life treating you? to the glitch of I’ll try, had been ginned up by Kara herself.

No, her mother hadn’t said a single word today. Or during yesterday’s visit. Or the one before. She’d lain beside the ivy window in some kind of waking coma. Some days she was like that. On others, the woman might be fully awake but babbling scary nonsense that only attested to the success of the invisible army moving relentlessly through her brain, torching memory and reason.

But there was a more pernicious part of the tragedy. Once in a rare while, there’d be a fragile moment of clarity, which, brief though it was, perfectly negated her despair. Just when Kara had come to accept the worst – that the mother she knew was gone forever – the woman would return, just like in the days before the cerebral hemorrhage. And Kara’s defenses vanished, the same way an abused woman forgives her slugging husband at the slightest hint of contrition. At moments like that she’d convince herself that her mother was improving.

The doctors said that there was virtually no hope for this, of course. Still, the doctors hadn’t been at her mother’s bedside when, several months ago, the woman woke up and turned suddenly to Kara. ‘Hi there, hons. I ate those cookies you brought me yesterday. You put in extra pecans the way I like them. And heck with the calories.’ A girlish smile. ‘Oh, I’m glad you’re here. I wanted to tell you what Mrs. Brandon did last night. With the remote control.’

Kara had blinked, stunned. Because, damn, she had brought her mother pecan sandies the day before and had stocked them with extra nuts. And, yes, crazy Mrs. Brandon from the fifth floor had copped a remote and bounced the signal off the windows next door into the nursing home’s lounge, confounding the residents for a half hour by changing channels and volume like a poltergeist.

There! Who needed better evidence than this that her vibrant mother, her real mother remained within the injured shell of a body and could someday escape.

But the next day Kara had found the woman staring at her daughter suspiciously, asking why she was there and what she wanted. If this was about the electric bill for twenty-two dollars and fifteen cents she’d paid it and had the canceled check for proof. Since the pecan-sandy/remote-control performance there’d been no encores.

Kara now touched her mother’s arm, warm, wrinkle-free, baby pink. Sensing what she always did here on her daily visits: the numbing trilogy of wishing that the woman would mercifully die, wishing that she’d come back to her vibrant life – and wishing that Kara herself could escape from the terrible burden of wanting both of those irreconcilable choices.

A glance at her watch. Late for work, as always. Mr. Balzac would not be happy. Saturday was their busiest day. She drained the coffee cup, pitched it out and walked into the hallway.

A large black woman in a white uniform lifted a hand in greeting. ‘Kara! How long you been here?’ A broad smile in a broad face.

‘Twenty minutes.’

‘I would’ve come by and visited,’ Jaynene said. ‘She still awake?’

‘No. She was out when I got here.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry.’

‘Was she talking before?’ Kara asked.

‘Yep. Just little things. Couldn’t tell if she was with us or not. Seemed like it... . This is some gorgeous day, hm? Sephie and me, we’re gonna take her walking in the courtyard later if she’s awake. She likes it. She always does better after that.’

‘I’ve gotta get to work,’ Kara told the nurse. ‘Hey, I’m doing a show tomorrow. At the store. Remember where it is?’

‘Sure do. What time?’

‘Four. Come on by.’

‘I’m off early tomorrow. I’ll be there. We’ll drink some more of those peach margaritas after. Like last time.’

‘That’ll work,’ Kara replied. ‘Hey, bring Pete.’

The woman scowled. ‘Girl, nothing personal, but th’only way that man’ll see you on Sunday is if you’re playing the halftime show for the Knicks or the Lakers an’ it’s on network TV.’

Kara said, ‘From your mouth to God’s ear.’


Chapter

FIVE

One hundred years ago a moderately successful financier might’ve called this place home.

Or the owner of a small haberdashery in the luxurious shopping neighborhood of Fourteenth Street.

Or possibly a politician connected with Tammany Hall, savvy in the timeless art of growing rich through public office.

The present owner of the Central Park West town house, however, didn’t know, or care, about its provenance. Nor would the Victorian furnishings or subdued fin de siècle objets d’art that had once graced these rooms appeal to Lincoln Rhyme at all. He enjoyed what surrounded him now: a disarray of sturdy tables, swivel stools, computers, scientific devices – a density gradient rack, a gas chromatograph/mass spectrometer, microscopes, plastic boxes in myriad colors, beakers, jars, thermometers, propane tanks, goggles, latched black or gray cases of odd shapes, which suggested they contained esoteric musical instruments.

And wires.

Wires and cables everywhere, covering much of the limited square footage of the room, some tidily coiled and connecting adjacent pieces of machinery, some disappearing through ragged holes shamefully cut into the hard-earned smoothness of century-old plaster-and-lath walls.

Lincoln Rhyme himself was largely wireless now. Advances in infrared and radio technology had linked a microphone on his wheelchair – and on his bed upstairs – to environmental control units and computers. He drove his Storm Arrow with his left ring finger on an MKIV touchpad but all the other commands, from phone calls to email to slapping the image from his compound microscope onto computer monitors, could be accomplished by using his voice.

It could also control his new Harmon Kardon 8000 receiver, which was currently piping a pleasant jazz solo through the lab.

‘Control, stereo off,’ Rhyme reluctantly ordered, hearing the front door slam.

The music went silent, replaced by the erratic beat of footsteps in the front hall and the parlor. One of the visitors was Amelia Sachs, he knew; for a tall woman she had a decidedly light footfall. Then he heard the distinctive clump of Lon Sellitto’s big, perpetually out-turned feet.

‘Sachs,’ he muttered as she entered the room, ‘was it a big scene? Was it huge?’

‘Not so big.’ She frowned at the question. ‘Why?’

His eyes were on the gray milk crates containing evidence she and several other officers carried. ‘I was just wondering because it seemed to take a long time to search the scene and get back here. It is okay for you to use that flashing light on your car. That’s why they make them, you know. Sirens are allowed too.’ When Rhyme was bored he grew testy. Boredom was the biggest evil in his life.

Sachs, however, was impervious to his sourness – she seemed in a particularly good mood – and said merely, ‘We’ve got ourselves some mysteries here, Rhyme.’

He recalled that Sellitto had used the word ‘bizarre’ about the killing.

‘Give me the scenario. What happened?’

Sachs offered a likely account of the events, culminating in the perp’s escape from the recital hall.

‘The respondings heard a shot inside the hall then they did a kick-in. Timed it together, went in through the only two doors in the room. He was gone.’

Sellitto consulted his notes. ‘The patrol officers put him in his fifties, medium height, medium build, no distinguishings other than a beard, brown hair. There was a janitor who says he didn’t see anybody go in or out of the room. But maybe he got witnessitis, you know. The school’s gonna call with his name and number. I’ll see if I can refresh his memory.’

‘What about the vic? What was the motive?’

Sachs said, ‘No sexual assault, no robbery.’

Sellitto added, ‘Just talked to the Twins. She hasn’t got any present or recent boyfriends. Nobody in the past that’d be a problem.’

‘She was a full-time student?’ Rhyme asked. ‘Or did she work?’

‘Full-time student, yeah. But apparently she did some performing on the side. They’re finding out where.’

Rhyme recruited his aide, Thom, to act as a scribe, as he often did, jotting down the evidence in his elegant handwriting on one of the large whiteboards in the lab. The aide took the marker and began to write.

There was a knock on the door and Thom disappeared momentarily from the lab.

‘Incoming visitor!’ he called from the hallway.

‘Visitor?’ Rhyme asked, hardly in the mood for company. The aide, though, was being playful. Into the room walked Mel Cooper, the slim, balding lab technician whom Rhyme, then head of NYPD forensics, had met some years ago on a joint burglary/kidnapping case with an upstate New York police department. Cooper had disputed Rhyme’s analysis of a particular type of soil and had been right, it turned out. Impressed, Rhyme had dug into the tech’s credentials and found that, like Rhyme, he was an active and highly respected member of the International Association for Identification – experts at identifying individuals from friction ridges, DNA, forensic reconstruction and dental remains. With degrees in math, physics and organic chemistry, Cooper was also top-notch at physical evidence analysis.

Rhyme mounted a campaign to get the man to return to the city where he’d been born and he finally agreed. The soft-spoken forensic tech/champion ballroom dancer was based in the NYPD crime lab in Queens but he often worked with Rhyme when the criminalist was consulting on an active case.

Greetings all around and then Cooper shoved his thick, Harry Potter-style glasses high on his nose and squinted a critical eye at the crates of evidence like a chess player sizing up his opponent. ‘What do we have here?’

‘“Mysteries,”’ Rhyme said. ‘To use our Sachs’s assessment. Mysteries.’

‘Well, let’s see if we can’t make them a little less mysterious.’

Sellitto ran through the scenario of the killing for Cooper as he donned latex gloves and began looking over the bags and jars. Rhyme wheeled up close to him. ‘There.’ He nodded. ‘What’s that?’ He was gazing at the green circuit board with a speaker attached.

‘The board I found in the recital hall,’ Sachs said. ‘No idea what it is. Only that the unsub put it there – I could tell by his footprints.’

It looked like it’d come from a computer, which didn’t surprise Rhyme; criminals have always been in the forefront of technological development. Bank robbers armed themselves with the famous 1911 Colt .45 semiautomatic pistols within days of their release even though it was illegal for anyone but the military to possess one. Radios, scrambled phones, machine guns, laser sights, GPS, cellular technology, surveillance equipment and computer encryption ended up in the arsenal of criminals often before they were added to law enforcers’.

Rhyme was the first to admit that some subjects were beyond his realm of expertise. Clues like computers, cell phones and this curious device – all of which he called ‘NASDAQ evidence’ – he farmed out to the experts.

‘Get it downtown. To Tobe Geller,’ he instructed.

The FBI had a talented young man in its New York computer crimes office. Geller had helped them in the past and Rhyme knew that if anyone could tell them what the device was and where it might’ve come from Geller could do it.

Sachs handed off the bag to Sellitto, who in turn gave it to a uniformed policeman for transport downtown. But aspiring sergeant Amelia Sachs stopped him. She made sure he filled out a chain-of-custody card, which documents everyone who’s handled each piece of evidence from crime scene to trial. She checked the card carefully and sent him on his way.

‘And how was the assessment exercise, Sachs?’ Rhyme asked.

‘Well,’ she said. A hesitation. ‘I think I nailed it.’

Rhyme was surprised at this response. Amelia Sachs often had a difficult time accepting praise from others and hardly ever bestowed it on herself.

‘I didn’t doubt you would,’ he said.

‘Sergeant Sachs,’ Lon Sellitto pondered. ‘Gotta good ring to it.’

They turned next to the pyrotechnic items found at the music school: the fuses and the firecracker.

Sachs had figured out one mystery, at least. The killer, she explained, had leaned chairs backward on two legs, balancing them in that position with thin pieces of cotton string. He’d tied fuses to the middle of the strings and lit them. After a minute or so the flame in the fuses hit the strings and burned through them. The chairs tumbled to the floor, making it sound like the killer was still inside. He’d also lit a fuse that ultimately set off the squib they mistook for a gunshot.

‘Can you source any of it?’ Sellitto asked.

‘Generic fuse – untraceable – and the squib’s destroyed. No manufacturer, nothing.’ Cooper shook his head. All that was left, Rhyme could see, were tiny shreds of paper with a burned metal core of fuse attached. The strings turned out to be narrow-gauge 100 percent cotton, generic and thus also impossible to source.

‘There was that flash too,’ Sachs said, looking over her notes. ‘When the officers saw him with the victim he held up his hand and there was a brilliant light. Like a flare. It blinded both of them.’

‘Any trace?’

‘None that I could find. They said it just dissolved in the air.’

Okay, Lon, you said it: bizarre.

‘Let’s move on. Footprints?’

Cooper pulled up the NYPD database on shoe-tread prints, a digitized version of the hard-copy file Rhyme had compiled when he’d been head of NYPD forensics. After a few minutes of perusal he said, ‘Shoes are slip-on black Ecco brand. Appear to be a size ten.’

‘Trace evidence?’ Rhyme asked.

Sachs picked several plastic bags out of a milk crate. Inside were strips of adhesive tape, torn off the trace pick-up roller. ‘These’re from where he walked and next to the body.’

Cooper took the plastic bags and extracted the adhesive tape rectangles, one by one, over separate examining trays, to avoid cross-contamination. Most of the trace adhering to the squares was dust that matched Sachs’s control samples, meaning that its source was neither the perp nor the victim but was found naturally at the crime scene. But on several of the pieces of tape were some fibers that Sachs had found only in places where the perp had walked or on objects that he’d touched.

‘Scope ’em.’

The tech lifted them off with a pair of tweezers and mounted them on slides. He put them under the stereo binocular microscope – the preferred instrument for analyzing fibers – and then hit a button. The image he was looking at through the eyepiece popped onto the large flat-screen computer monitor for everyone to see.

The fibers appeared as thick strands, grayish in color.

Fibers are important forensic clues because they’re common, they virtually leap from one source to another and they can be easily classified. They fall into two categories: natural and man-made. Rhyme noted immediately that these weren’t viscous rayon or polymer based and therefore had to be natural.

‘But what kind specifically?’ Mel Cooper wondered aloud.

‘Look at the cell structure. I’m betting it’s excremental.’

‘Whatsat?’ Sellitto asked. ‘Excrement? Like shit?’

‘Excrement, like silk. It comes from the digestive tract of worms. Dyed gray. Processed to a matte finish. What’s on the other slides, Mel?’

He ran these through the scope too and found they were identical fibers.

‘Was the perp wearing gray?’

‘No,’ Sellitto reported.

‘The vic wasn’t either,’ Sachs said.

More mysteries.

‘Ah,’ Cooper said, peering into the eyepiece, ‘might have a hair here.’

On the screen a long strand of brown hair came into focus.

‘Human hair,’ Rhyme called out, noting hundreds of scales. An animal hair would have at most dozens. ‘But it’s fake.’

‘Fake?’ Sellitto asked.

‘Well,’ he said impatiently, ‘it’s real hair but it’s from a wig. Obviously. Look – at the end. That’s not a bulb. It’s glue. Might not be his, of course, but it’s worth putting on the chart.’

‘That he’s not brown-haired?’ Thom asked.

‘The facts,’ Rhyme said tersely, ‘are all we care about. Write that the unsub is possibly wearing a brown wig.’

‘Okay, bwana.’

Cooper continued his examination and found that two of the adhesive squares revealed a minuscule bit of dirt and some plant material.

‘Scope the plant first, Mel.’

In analyzing crime scenes in New York, Lincoln Rhyme had always placed great importance on geologic, plant and animal evidence because only one-eighth of the city is actually on the North American mainland; the rest is situated on islands. This means that minerals, flora and fauna tend to be more or less common to particular boroughs and even neighborhoods within them, making it easier to trace substances to specific locations.

A moment later a rather artistic image of a reddish twig and a bit of leaf appeared on the screen.

‘Good,’ Rhyme announced.

‘What’s good about it?’ Thom asked.

‘It’s good because it’s rare. It’s a red pignut hickory. You hardly ever find them in the city. The only place I know of are Central and Riverside Parks. And... oh, look at that. That little blue-green mass?’

‘Where?’ Sachs asked.

‘Can’t you see it? It’s right there!’ Feeling painfully frustrated that he couldn’t leap from his chair and tap the screen. ‘Lower right-hand corner. If the twig’s Italy then the mass is Sicily.’

‘Got it.’

‘What do you think, Mel? Lichen, right? And I’d vote for Parmelia conspersa.’

‘Could be,’ the tech said cautiously. ‘But there’re a lot of lichens.’

‘But there aren’t a lot of blue-green and gray lichens,’ Rhyme replied dryly. ‘In fact, hardly any. And this one is most abundant in Central Park... . We’ve got two links to the park. Good. Now let’s look at the dirt.’

Cooper mounted another slide. The image in the microscope – grains of dirt like asteroids – wasn’t forensically revealing and Rhyme said, ‘Run a sample through the GC/MS.’

The gas chromatograph/mass spectrometer is a marriage of two chemical analysis instruments, the first of which breaks down an unknown substance into its component parts with the second determining what each of those parts is. White powder that appears uniform, for instance, might be a dozen different chemicals: baking soda, arsenic, baby powder, phenol and cocaine. The chromatograph has been compared to a horse race: the substances start out moving through the instrument together but they progress at different rates, becoming separated. At the ‘finish line’ the mass spectrometer compares each one with a huge database of known substances to identify it.

The results of Cooper’s analysis showed that the dirt Sachs had recovered was impregnated with an oil. The database, though, reported only that it was mineral based – not plant or animal – and couldn’t identify it specifically.

Rhyme commanded, ‘Send it to the FBI. See if their lab people’ve run across it.’ Then he squinted into a plastic bag. ‘That’s the black cloth you found?’

Might be a clue, might be nothing...

She nodded. ‘It was in the corner of the lobby where the victim was strangled.’

‘Was it hers?’ Cooper wondered.

‘Maybe,’ Rhyme said, ‘but for the time being let’s go on the assumption it’s the killer’s.’

Cooper carefully lifted out the material. He examined it. ‘Silk. Hemmed by hand.’

Rhyme observed that even though it could be folded into a tiny wad it opened up to be quite large, about six by four feet.

‘We know from the timing he was waiting for her in the lobby,’ Rhyme said. ‘I’ll bet that’s how he did it: hid in the corner with that cloth draped over him. He’d be invisible. He probably would’ve taken it with him except the officers showed up and he had to get away.’

What the poor girl must’ve felt when the killer materialized as if by magic, cuffed her and strung the rope around her neck.

Cooper found several flecks adhering to the black cloth. He mounted them on a slide. An image soon popped up on the screen. Under magnification the flecks resembled ragged pieces of flesh-colored lettuce. He touched one with a fine probe. The material was springy.

‘What the hell is that?’ Sellitto asked.

Rhyme suggested, ‘Rubber of some kind. Shred of balloon – no, too thick for that. And look at the slide, Mel. Something smeared off. Flesh-colored too. Run it through the GC.’

While they waited for the results the doorbell rang.

Thom stepped out of the room to open the door and returned with an envelope.

‘Latents,’ he announced.

‘Ah, good,’ Rhyme said. ‘Fingerprints are back. Run them through AFIS, Mel.’

The powerful servers of the FBI’s automated fingerprint identification system, located in West Virginia, would search digitized images of friction ridges – fingerprints – throughout the country and return the results in hours, possibly even minutes if the latents team had found good, clear prints.

‘How do they look?’ Rhyme asked.

‘Pretty clean.’ Sachs held up the photos for him to see. Many were just partials. But they had a good print of his whole left hand. The first thing Rhyme noticed was that the killer had two deformed fingers on that hand – the ring and little fingers. They were joined, it seemed and ended in smooth skin, without prints. Rhyme had a working knowledge of forensic pathology but couldn’t tell whether this was a congenital condition or the result of an injury.

Ironic, Rhyme thought, gazing at the picture, the unsub’s left ring finger is damaged; mine is the only extremity below my neck that can move at all.

Then he frowned. ‘Hold off on the scan for a minute, Mel... . Closer, Sachs. I want to see them closer.’

She stepped next to Rhyme and he examined the prints again. ‘Notice anything unusual about them?’

She said, ‘Not really... . Wait.’ She laughed. ‘They’re the same.’ Flipping through the pictures. ‘All his fingers – they’re the same. That little scar, it’s in the same position on every one of them.’

‘He must be wearing some kind of glove,’ Cooper said, ‘with fake friction ridges on them. Never seen that before.’

Who the hell was this perp?

The results from the chromatograph/spectrometer popped onto a computer screen. ‘Okay, I’ve got pure latex... and what’s this?’ he pondered. ‘Something the computer identifies as an alginate. Never heard of—’

‘Teeth.’

‘What?’ Cooper asked Rhyme.

‘It’s a powder you mix with water to make molds. Dentists use it for crowns and dental work. Maybe our doer’d just been to the dentist.’

Cooper continued to examine the computer screen. ‘Then we have very minute traces of castor oil, propylene glycol, cetyl alcohol, mica, iron oxide, titanium dioxide, coal tar and some neutral pigments.’

‘Some of those’re found in makeup,’ Rhyme said, recalling a case in which he’d placed a killer at the scene after the man wrote obscene messages on the victim’s mirror with a touch-up stick, smears of which were found on his sleeve. Running the case, he’d made a study of cosmetics.

‘Hers?’ Cooper asked Sachs.

‘No,’ the policewoman answered. ‘I took swabs of her skin. She wasn’t wearing any.’

‘Well, put it on the board. We’ll see if it means anything.’

Turning to the rope, the murder weapon, Mel Cooper looked up from his slump over a porcelain examining board. ‘It’s a white sheath of rope around a black core. They’re both braided silk – real light and thin – which is why it doesn’t look any thicker than a normal rope even though it’s really two put together.’

‘What’s the point of that? Does the core make it stronger?’ Rhyme asked. ‘Easier to untie? Harder to untie? What?’

‘No idea.’

‘It’s getting mysteriouser,’ Sachs said with a dramatic flair that Rhyme would have found irritating if he hadn’t agreed with her.

‘Yup,’ he confirmed, disconcerted. ‘That’s a new one to me. Let’s keep going. I want something familiar, something we can use.’

‘And the knot?’

‘Tied by an expert but I don’t recognize it,’ Cooper said.

‘Get a picture of it to the bureau. And... don’t we know somebody at the Maritime Museum?’

‘They’ve helped us with knots a few times,’ Sachs said. ‘I’ll upload a picture to them too.’

A call came in from Tobe Geller at the Computer Crimes Unit at New York’s FBI headquarters. ‘This is fun, Lincoln.’

‘Glad we’re keeping you amused,’ Rhyme murmured. ‘Anything helpful you might be able to tell us about our toy?’

Geller, a curly-haired young man, was impervious to Rhyme’s edge, especially since there was a computer product involved. ‘It’s a digital audio recorder. Fascinating little thing. Your unsub recorded something on it, stored the sounds on a hard drive then programmed it to play back after some delay. We don’t know what the sound was – he built in a wiping program so that it destroyed the data.’

‘It was his voice,’ Rhyme muttered. ‘When he said he had a hostage it was just a recording. Like the chairs. It was to make us think he was still in the room.’

‘That makes sense. It had a special speaker – small but excellent bass and midtone range. It’d mimic a human voice pretty well.’

‘There’s nothing left on the disk?’

‘Nope. Gone for good.’

‘Damn. I wanted a voiceprint.’

‘Sorry. It’s gone.’

Rhyme sighed in frustration and rolled back to the examination trays; it was left to Sachs to tell Geller how much they appreciated the help.

The team then examined the victim’s wristwatch, which had been shattered for reasons none of them could figure out. It yielded no evidence except the time it was broken. Perps occasionally broke watches or clocks at crime scenes after they’d set them to the wrong time to mislead investigators. But this was stopped at close to the actual time of death. What should they make of that?

Mysteriouser...

As the aide wrote their observations on the whiteboard Rhyme looked over the bag containing the sign-in book. ‘The missing name in the book.’ He mused, ‘Nine people signed but there’re only eight names in the log... . I think we need an expert here.’ Rhyme ordered into the microphone, ‘Command, telephone. Call Kincaid comma Parker.’


Chapter

SIX

On the screen the display showed a 703 area code, Virginia, then the number being dialed.

A ring. A young girl’s voice said, ‘Kincaid residence.’

‘Uhm, yes. Is Parker there? Your father, I mean.’

‘Who’s calling?’

‘Lincoln Rhyme. In New York.’

‘Hold on, please.’

A moment later the laid-back voice of one of the country’s preeminent document examiners came on the line. ‘Hey, Lincoln. Been a month or two, hasn’t it?’

‘Busy time,’ Rhyme offered. ‘And what’re you up to, Parker?’

‘Oh, getting into trouble. Nearly caused an international incident. The British Cultural Society in the District wanted me to authenticate a notebook of King Edward’s they’d purchased from a private collector. Note the tense of the verb, Lincoln.’

‘They’d already paid for it.’

‘Six hundred thousand.’

‘Little pricey. They wanted it that badly?’

‘Oh, it had some real nice juicy gossip about Churchill and Chamberlain. Well, not in that sense, of course.’

‘Of course not.’ As usual Rhyme tried to be patient with those from whom he was seeking gratuitous help.

‘I looked it over and what could I do? I had to question it.’

The innocuous verb, from a respected document examiner like Kincaid, was synonymous with branding the diary a bad-ass forgery.

‘Ah, they’ll get over it,’ he continued. ‘Though, come to think of it, they haven’t paid my bill yet... . No, honey, we don’t make the frosting till the cake cools... . Because I said so.’

A single father, Kincaid was the former head of the FBI’s documents department at headquarters. He’d left the bureau to run his own document examination service so he could spend more time with his children, Robby and Stephanie.

‘How’s Margaret?’ Sachs called into the speaker.

‘That you, Amelia?’

‘Yup.’

‘She’s fine. Haven’t seen her for a few days. We took the kids to Planet Play on Wednesday and I was just starting to beat her at laser tag when her pager goes off. She had to go kick in somebody’s door and arrest them. Panama or Ecuador or someplace like that. She doesn’t give me the details. So, what’s up?’

‘We’re running a case and I need some help. Here’s the scenario: perp was seen writing his name in a security desk sign-in book. Okay?’

‘Got it. And you need the handwriting analyzed?’

‘The problem is we don’t have any handwriting.’

‘It disappeared?’

‘Yep.’

‘And you’re sure the writer wasn’t faking?’

‘Positive. There was a guard who saw ink going on paper, no question.’

‘Anything visible now?’

‘Nothing.’

Kincaid gave a grim laugh. ‘That’s smart. So there was no record of the perp entering the building. And then somebody else wrote their name over the blank space and ruined whatever impression there might’ve been of his signature.’

‘Right.’

‘Anything on the sheet below the top one?’

Rhyme glanced at Cooper, who shone a bright light at an acute angle on the second sheet in the log – this, rather than covering the page with pencil lead, was the preferred method to raise impression evidence. He shook his head.

‘Nothing,’ Rhyme told the document examiner. Then asked, ‘So how’d he pull that off?’

‘He Ex-Laxed it,’ Kincaid announced.

‘How’s that?’ Sellitto called.

‘Used disappearing ink. We call it Ex-laxing in the business. The old Ex-Lax contained phenolphthalein. Before it was banned by the FDA. You’d dissolve a pill in alcohol and make a blue ink. It had an alkaline pH. Then you’d write something. After a while, exposure to the air would make the blue disappear.’

‘Sure,’ said Rhyme, recalling his basic chemistry. ‘The carbon dioxide in the air turns the ink acidic and that neutralizes the color.’

‘Exactly. You don’t see phenolphthalein much anymore. But you can do the same thing with thymolphthalein indicator and sodium hydroxide.’

‘Can you buy this stuff anyplace in particular?’

‘Hm,’ Kincaid considered. ‘Well... . Just a minute, honey. Daddy’s on the phone... . No, it’s okay. All cakes look lopsided when they’re in the oven. I’ll be there soon... . Lincoln? What I was going to say was that it’s a great idea in theory but when I was in the bureau there were never any perps or spies who actually used disappearing ink. It’s more of a novelty, you know. Entertainers’d use it.’

Entertainment, Rhyme thought grimly, looking at the board on which were taped the pictures of poor Svetlana Rasnikov. ‘Where would our doer find ink like that?’

‘Most likely toy stores or magic shops.’

Interesting...

‘Okay, well, that’s helpful, Parker.’

‘Come and visit sometime,’ Sachs called. ‘And bring the kids.’

Rhyme grimaced at the invitation. He whispered to Sachs, ‘And why don’t you invite all their friends too. The whole school...’

Laughing, she shushed him.

After he disconnected the call Rhyme said grumpily, ‘The more we learn, the less we know.’

Bedding and Saul called in and reported that Svetlana seemed to be well liked at the music school and had no enemies there. Her part-time job wasn’t likely to have produced any stalkers either; she led sing-alongs at kids’ birthday parties.

A package arrived from the medical examiner’s office. Inside was a plastic evidence bag containing the old handcuffs the victim had been restrained with. They were unopened, as Rhyme had ordered. He’d told the M.E. to compress the victim’s hands to remove them since drilling out the locks could destroy valuable trace.

‘Never seen anything like this,’ Cooper said, holding them up, ‘outside of a movie.’

Rhyme agreed. They were antique, heavy and made of unevenly forged iron.

Cooper brushed and tapped all around the lock mechanisms but he found no significant trace. The fact they were antique, though, was encouraging because it would limit the sources they might’ve come from. Rhyme told Cooper to photograph the cuffs and print out pictures to show to dealers.

Sellitto received another phone call. He listened for a moment then, looking bewildered, said, ‘Impossible... . You’re sure?... Yeah, okay. Thanks.’ Hanging up, the detective glanced at Rhyme. ‘I don’t get it.’

‘What’s that?’ Rhyme asked, in no mood for any more mysteries.

‘That was the administrator of the music school. There is no janitor.’

‘But the patrol officers saw him,’ Sachs pointed out.

‘The cleaning staff doesn’t work on Saturday. Only weekday evenings. And none of ’em look like the guy the respondings saw.’

No janitor?

Sellitto looked through his notes. ‘He was right outside the second door, sweeping up. He—’

‘Oh, goddamn,’ Rhyme snapped. ‘It was him!’ A glance at the detective. ‘The janitor looked completely different from the perp, right?’

Sellitto consulted his notebook. ‘He was in his sixties, bald, no beard, wearing gray coveralls.’

‘Gray coveralls!’ Rhyme shouted.

‘Yeah.’

‘That’s the silk fiber. It was a costume.’

‘What’re you talking about?’ Cooper asked.

‘Our unsub killed the student. When he was surprised by the respondings he blinded them with the flash and ran into the performance space, set up the fuses and the digital recorder to make them think he was still inside, changed into the janitor outfit and ran out the second door.’

‘But he didn’t just strip off throwaway sweats like some chain-snatcher on the A train, Linc,’ the rotund policeman pointed out. ‘How the hell could he’ve done it? He was out of sight for, what, sixty seconds?’

‘Fine. If you have an explanation that doesn’t involve divine intervention I’m willing to listen.’

‘Come on. There’s no fucking way.’

‘No way?’ Rhyme mused cynically as he wheeled closer to the whiteboard on which Thom had taped the printouts of the digital photos Sachs had taken of the footprints. ‘Then how ’bout some evidence?’ He examined the perp’s footprints and then the ones that she’d lifted in the corridor near where the janitor had been.

‘Shoes,’ he announced.

‘They’re the same?’ the detective asked.

‘Yep,’ Sachs said, walking to the board. ‘Ecco, size ten.’

‘Christ,’ Sellitto muttered.

Rhyme asked, ‘Okay, what do we have? A perp in his early fifties, medium build, medium height and beardless, two deformed fingers, probably has a record ’cause he’s hiding his prints – and that’s all we goddamn know.’ But then Rhyme frowned. ‘No,’ he muttered darkly, ‘that’s not all we know. There’s something else. He had a change of clothes with him, murder weapons... . He’s an organized offender.’ He glanced at Sellitto and added, ‘He’s going to do this again.’

Sachs nodded her grim agreement.

Rhyme gazed at Thom’s flowing lettering on the evidence whiteboards and he wondered: What ties this all together?

The black silk, the makeup, the costume change, the disguises, the flashes and the pyrotechnics.

The disappearing ink.

Rhyme said slowly, ‘I’m thinking that our boy’s got some magic training.’

Sachs nodded. ‘Makes sense.’

Sellitto nodded. ‘Okay. Maybe. But whatta we do now?’

‘Seems obvious to me,’ Rhyme said. ‘Find our own.’

‘Our own what?’ Sellitto asked.

‘Magician of course.’



‘Do it again.’

She’d done it eight times so far.

‘Again?’

The man nodded.

And so Kara did it again.

The Triple Handkerchief Release – developed by the famous magician and teacher Harlan Tarbell – is a sure-fire audience-pleaser. It involves separating three different colored silks that seem hopelessly knotted together. It’s a hard trick to perform smoothly but Kara felt good about how it’d gone.

David Balzac didn’t, however. ‘Your coins were talking.’ He sighed – harsh criticism, meaning that an illusion or trick was clumsy and obvious. The heavyset older man with a white mane of hair and tobacco-stained goatee shook his head in exasperation. He removed his thick glasses, rubbed his eyes and replaced the specs.

‘I think it was smooth,’ she protested. ‘It seemed smooth to me.’

‘But you weren’t the audience. I was. Now again.’

They stood on a small stage in the back of Smoke & Mirrors, the store that Balzac had bought after he’d retired from the international magic and illusion circuit ten years ago. The grungy place sold magic supplies, rented costumes and props and presented free, amateur magic shows for customers and locals. A year and a half ago Kara, doing freelance editing for Self magazine, had finally worked up her courage to get up on stage – Balzac’s reputation had intimidated her for months. The aging magician had watched her act and called her into his office afterward. The Great Balzac himself had told her in his gruff but silky voice that she had potential. She could be a great illusionist – with the proper training – and proposed that she come work in the shop; he’d be her mentor and teacher.

Kara had moved to New York from the Midwest years before and was savvy about city life; she knew immediately what ‘mentor’ might entail, especially when he was a quadruple divorcé and she was an attractive woman forty years younger than he. But Balzac was a renowned magician – he’d been a regular on Johnny Carson and had been a headliner in Las Vegas for years. He’d toured the world dozens of times and knew virtually every major illusionist alive. Illusion was her passion and this was a chance of a lifetime. She accepted on the spot.

At the first session her guard was up and she was ready to repel boarders. The lesson indeed turned out to be upsetting to her – though for an entirely different reason.

He tore her to shreds.

After an hour of criticizing virtually every aspect of her technique Balzac had looked at her pale, tearful face and barked, ‘I said you have potential. I didn’t say you were good. If you want somebody to polish your ego you’re in the wrong place. Now, are you going to run home crying to mommy or are you going to get back to work?’

They got back to work.

And so began an eighteen-month love-hate relationship between mentor and apprentice, which kept her up until the early hours of the morning six or seven days a week, practicing, practicing, practicing. While Balzac had had many assistants in his years as a performer he’d been a mentor to only two apprentices and in both cases, it seemed, the young men had proved to be disappointments. He wasn’t going to let that happen with Kara.

Friends sometimes asked her where her love of – and obsession with – illusion came from. They were probably expecting a movie-of-the-week tormented childhood filled with abusive parents and teachers or, at least, a little slip of a mousy girl escaping from the cruel cliques at school into the world of fantasy. But they got Normal Girl instead – a cheerful A student, gymnast, cookie baker and school-choir singer, who started on the path of entertainment undramatically by attending a Penn and Teller performance in Cleveland with her grandparents, followed a month later by a coincidental family trip to Vegas for one of her father’s turbine-manufacturing conventions, the trip exposing her to the thrill of flying tigers and fiery illusions, the exhilaration of magic.

That’s all it took. At thirteen she founded the magic club at JFK Junior High and was soon sinking every penny of baby-sitting money into magic magazines, how-to videos and packaged tricks. She later expanded her entrepreneurial efforts to yard work and snow shoveling in exchange for rides to the Big Apple Circus and Cirque du Soleil whenever they were appearing within a fifty-mile radius.

Which is not to say that there wasn’t an important motive that set – and kept – her on this course. No, what drove Kara could be easily found in the blinks of delighted surprise on the faces of the audience – whether they were two-dozen of her relatives at Thanksgiving dinner (a show complete with quick-change routines and a levitating cat, though without the trapdoor her father wouldn’t let her cut in the living room floor) or the students and parents at the high school senior talent show, where she did two encores to a standing ovation.

Life with David Balzac, though, was quite different from that triumphant show; over the past year and a half she sometimes felt she’d lost whatever talent she’d once had.

But just as she’d be about to quit he’d nod and offer the faintest of smiles. Several times he actually said, ‘That was a tight trick.’

At moments like that her world was complete.

Much of the rest of her life, though, blew away like dust as she spent more and more time at the store, handling the books and inventory for him, the payroll, serving as webmaster for the store’s website. Since Balzac wasn’t paying her much she needed other work and she took jobs that were at least marginally compatible with her English degree – writing content for other magic and theater websites. Then about a year ago her mother’s condition had began to worsen and only-child Kara spent her little remaining free time with the woman.

An exhausting life.

But she could handle it for now. In a few years Balzac would pronounce her fit to perform and off she’d go with his blessing and his contacts with producers around the world.

Hold tight, girl, as Jaynene might say, and stay on top of the galloping horse.

Kara now finished Tarbell’s three-silk trick again. Tapping his cigarette ash onto the floor, Balzac frowned. ‘Left index finger slightly higher.’

‘You could see the tie?’

‘If I couldn’t see it,’ he snapped angrily, ‘why would I ask you to lift your finger higher? Try again.’

Once more.

The goddamn index finger slightly goddamn higher.

Wshhhhhh... the entangled silks separated and flew into the air like triumphant flags.

‘Ah,’ Balzac said. A faint nod.

Not traditional praise exactly. But Kara had learned to make do with ah’s.

She put the trick away and stepped behind the counter in the cluttered business area of the store to log in the merchandise that had arrived in Friday’s afternoon shipment.

Balzac returned to the computer, on which he was writing an article for the store’s website about Jasper Maskelyne, the British magician who created a special military unit in World War Two, which used illusionist techniques against the Germans in North Africa. He was writing it from memory, without any notes or research; that was one thing about David Balzac – his knowledge of magic was as deep as his temperament was unstable and fiery.

‘You hear that the Cirque Fantastique’s in town?’ she called. ‘Opens tonight.’

The old illusionist grunted. He was exchanging his glasses for contact lenses; Balzac was extremely aware of the importance of a performer’s image and always looked his best for any audience, even his customers.

‘You going to go?’ she persisted. ‘I think we should go.’

Cirque Fantastique – a competitor to the older and bigger Cirque du Soleil – was part of the next generation of circuses. It combined traditional circus routines, ancient commedia dell’arte theater, contemporary music and dance, avant-garde performance art and street magic.

But David Balzac was old school: Vegas, Atlantic City, The Late Show. ‘Why change something that works?’ he’d grumble.

Kara loved Cirque Fantastique, though, and was determined to get him to a performance. But before she could pitch her case to convince him to accompany her the store’s front door opened and an attractive, redheaded policewoman walked in, asking for the owner.

‘That’s me. I’m David Balzac. What can I do for you?’

The officer said, ‘We’re investigating a case involving someone who might’ve had some training in magic. We’re talking to magic supply stores in town, hoping you might be able to help us.’

‘You mean, somebody’s running a scam or something?’ Balzac asked. He sounded defensive, a feeling Kara shared. In the past magic has often been linked to crooks – sleight-of-hand artists as pickpockets, for instance, and charlatan clairvoyants using illusionist techniques to convince bereaved family members that the spirits of their relatives are communicating with them.

But the policewoman’s visit, it turned out, was prompted by something else.

‘Actually,’ she said, glancing at Kara then back to Balzac. ‘The case is a homicide.’


Chapter

SEVEN

‘I have a list of some items we found at a crime scene,’ Amelia Sachs told the owner, ‘and was wondering if you might’ve sold them.’

He took the sheet she handed him and read it as Sachs looked over Smoke & Mirrors. The black-painted cavern of a store in the photo district, part of Manhattan’s Chelsea neighborhood, smelled of mold and chemicals – plastic too, the petrochemical body odor from the hundreds of costumes that hung like a limp crowd from racks nearby. The grimy glass counters, half of them cracked and taped together, were filled with card decks and wands and phony coins and dusty boxes of magic tricks. A full-size replica of the creature from the Alien movies stood next to a Diana mask and costume. (BE THE PRINCESS OF THE PARTY! a card read. As if no one in the store even knew she was dead.)

He tapped the list and then nodded at the counters. ‘I don’t think I can help. We sell some of this, sure. But so does every magic store in the country. A lot of toy stores too.’

She observed he hadn’t spent more than a few seconds looking it over. ‘How about these?’ Sachs showed him the printout of the photo of the old handcuffs.

He glanced at it quickly. ‘I don’t know anything about escapology.’

Was this an answer? ‘So that means you don’t recognize them?’

‘No.’

‘It’s very important,’ Sachs persisted.

The young woman, with striking blue eyes and black fingernails, looked at the picture. ‘They’re Darbys,’ she said. The man glanced at her coolly. She fell silent for a moment then: ‘Regulation Scotland Yard handcuffs from the eighteen hundreds. A lot of escapists use them. They were Houdini’s favorites.’

‘Where could they’ve come from?’

Balzac rocked impatiently in his office chair. ‘We wouldn’t know. Like I was saying, that’s not a field we have any experience with.’

The woman nodded, agreeing with him. ‘There’re probably escapology museums somewhere you could get in touch with.’

‘And after you restock,’ Balzac said to his assistant, ‘I need you to process those orders. There were a dozen came in last night after you left.’ He lit a cigarette.

Sachs offered him the list again. ‘You did say you sold some of these products. Do you have records of customers?’

‘I meant, products like them. And, no, we don’t keep customer records.’

After some questioning, Sachs finally got him to admit that there were recent records of mail-order and on-line sales. The young woman checked these, though, and found that nobody had bought any of the items on the evidence list.

‘Sorry,’ Balzac said. ‘Wish we could be more help.’

‘You know, I wish you could be more help too,’ Sachs said, leaning forward. ‘Because, see, this guy killed a woman and escaped by using magic tricks. And we’re afraid he’s going to do it again.’

Giving a frown of concern, Balzac said, ‘Terrible... . You know, you might try East Side Magic and Theatrical. They’re bigger than us.’

‘We have another officer over there now.’

‘Ah, there you go.’

She let a moment pass, silent. Then: ‘Well, if you can think of anything else, I’d appreciate a call.’ A good civil servant’s smile, an NYPD sergeant’s smile (‘Remember: community relations are as important as criminal investigations’).

‘Good luck, Officer,’ Balzac said.

‘Thanks,’ she said.

You apathetic son-of-a-bitch.

She nodded farewell to the young woman and glanced at a cardboard cup she was sipping from. ‘Hey, there anyplace around here to get some decent coffee?’

‘Fifth and Nineteenth,’ she replied.

‘Good bagels too,’ Balzac said, helpful now that there was no risk, or effort, involved.

Outside, Sachs turned toward Fifth Avenue and found the recommended coffee shop. She walked inside, bought a cappuccino. She leaned against a narrow mahogany bar in front of the flecked window, sipping the hot drink and watching the Saturday morning populace here in Chelsea – salespeople from the clothing stores in the area, commercial photographers and their assistants, rich yuppies who lived in the massive lofts, poor artists, lovers young and lovers old, a wacky notebook scribbler or two.

And one magic store clerk, now entering the shop.

‘Hi,’ said the woman with short reddish-purple hair, carrying a battered faux zebra-skin purse over her shoulder. She ordered a large coffee, filled it with sugar and joined Sachs at the bar.

Back at Smoke & Mirrors the policewoman had asked about a venue for coffee because of a conspiratorial glance the assistant had shot Sachs; it seemed that she’d wanted to say something out of Balzac’s presence.

Sipping her coffee thirstily, the woman said, ‘The thing about David is—’

‘He’s uncooperative?’

A frown of consideration. ‘Yeah. That says it pretty well. Anything outside his world he doesn’t trust or want any part of. He was afraid we’d have to be witnesses or something. I’m not supposed to be distracted.’

‘From what?’

‘From the profession.’

‘Magic?’

‘Right. See, he’s sort of my mentor more than my boss.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘Kara – it’s my stage name but I use it most of the time.’ A pained smile. ‘Better than the one my parents were kind enough to give me.’

Sachs lifted a curious eyebrow.

‘We’ll keep that a secret.’

‘So,’ Sachs said, ‘why’d you give me that look back at the store?’

‘David’s right about that list. You can buy those things anywhere, in any store. Or on the Internet in hundreds of places. But about the Darbys, the handcuffs? Those’re rare. You should call the Houdini and Escapology Museum in New Orleans. It’s the best in the world. Escapism’s one of my things. I don’t tell him, though.’ Reverent emphasis on the third-person pronoun. ‘David’s kind of opinionated... . Can you tell me what happened? With that murder?’

Normally circumspect about what she gave away on an active case, Sachs knew they needed help and gave Kara an outline of the killing and the escape.

‘Oh, that’s horrible,’ the young woman whispered.

‘Yeah,’ Sachs replied softly. ‘It is.’

‘The way he disappeared? There’s something you ought to know, Officer – Wait, do I call you “officer”? Or are you like a detective or something?’

‘Amelia’s fine.’ Enjoying a brief memory of how she’d aced the assessment exercise.

Bang, bang...

Kara sipped more coffee, decided that it wasn’t sweet enough and unscrewed the top of the sugar bottle then poured more in. Sachs watched the young woman’s deft hands then glanced down at her own fingernails, two of which were torn, the cuticles bloody. The girl’s were perfectly filed and the glossy black finish reflected the overhead lights in exact miniature. A jealous twinge – at the nails and the self-control that kept them so perfect – flared momentarily and then was put quickly to sleep by Amelia Sachs.

Kara asked, ‘You know what illusion is?’

‘David Copperfield,’ Sachs replied, shrugging. ‘Houdini.’

‘Copperfield, yes. Houdini, no – he was an escapist. Well, illusion’s different from sleight of hand or close-in magic, we call it. Like...’ Kara held up a quarter in her fingers, change from the coffee. She closed her palm and when she opened it again the coin was gone.

Sachs laughed. Where the hell had it gone?

‘That was sleight of hand. Illusion is tricks involving large objects or people or animals. What you just described, what that killer did, is a classic illusionist trick. It’s called the Vanished Man.’

‘Vanishing Man?’

‘No, the Vanished Man. In magic we use “vanish” to mean “to make disappear”. Like, “I just vanished the quarter.”’

‘Go on.’

‘The way it’s performed usually is a little different from what you described but basically it involves the illusionist getting out of a locked room. The audience sees him step into this little room onstage – they can see the back because of a big mirror behind it. They hear him pound on the walls. The assistants pull the walls down and he’s gone. Then one of the assistants turns around and it’s the illusionist.’

‘How does it work?’

‘There was a door in the back of the room. The illusionist covers himself with a large piece of black silk so the audience can’t see him in the mirror and slips through the back door just after he walks inside. There’s a speaker built into one of the walls to make it sound like he was inside all the time and a gimmick that hits the walls and sounds like he’s pounding. Once the illusionist’s outside he does a quick change behind the silk into an assistant’s costume.’

Sachs nodded. ‘That’s it, all right. Could we get a short list of people who know the routine?’

‘No, sorry – it’s pretty common.’

The Vanished Man...

Sachs was recalling that the killer had changed disguises quickly to become an older man, recalling, too, Balzac’s lack of cooperation and the cold look in his eyes – almost sadistic – when he was talking to Kara. She asked, ‘I need to ask – where was he this morning?’

‘Who?’

‘Mr. Balzac.’

‘Here. I mean, in the building. He lives there, above the store... . Wait, you’re not thinking he was involved?’

‘These’re questions we need to ask,’ Sachs said noncommittally. The young woman seemed more amused than upset by the inquiry, though. She gave a laugh. ‘Look, I know he’s gruff and he has this... I guess you’d call it an edge, you know. A temper. But he’d never hurt anybody.’

Sachs nodded but then asked, ‘Still, you know where he was at eight this morning?’

Kara nodded. ‘Yeah, he was at the store. He got in early because some friend of his is in town doing a show and needed to borrow some equipment. I called to tell him I’d be a little late.’

Sachs nodded. Then a moment later asked, ‘Can you take a little time off work?’

‘Me? Oh, no way.’ An embarrassed laugh. ‘I was lucky to sneak out now. There’re a thousand things to do around the store. Then I’ve got three or four hours of rehearsing with David for a show I’m doing tomorrow. He doesn’t let me rest the day before a performance. I—’

Sachs held the woman’s crisp blue eyes. ‘We’re really afraid this person’s going to kill someone else.’

Kara’s eyes swept the sticky mahogany bar.

‘Please. Just for a few hours. Look over the evidence with us. Brainstorm.’

‘He won’t let me. You don’t know David.’

‘What I know is that I’m not letting anybody else get hurt if there’s any way I can stop it.’

Kara finished her coffee and absently played with the cup. ‘Using our tricks to kill people,’ she whispered in a dismayed voice.

Sachs said nothing and let silence do the arguing for her.

Finally the young woman grimaced. ‘My mother’s in a home. She’s been in and out of the infirmary. Mr. Balzac knows that. I guess I could tell him I have to go check on her.’

‘We really could use your help.’

‘Oh-oh. The sick mother excuse... . God’s gonna get me for this one.’

Sachs glanced down again at Kara’s perfect, black nails. ‘Hey, one thing: What happened to that quarter?’

‘Look under your coffee cup,’ the girl replied.

Impossible. ‘No way.’

Sachs lifted up the cup. There sat the coin.

The bewildered policewoman asked, ‘How’d you do that?’

Kara’s answer was an enigmatic smile. She nodded at the cups. ‘Let’s get a couple more to go.’ She picked up the coin. ‘Heads you buy, tails it’s on me. Two out of three.’ She flipped it into the air.

Sachs nodded. ‘Deal.’

The young woman caught it and glanced into her cupped palm. She looked up. ‘We said two out of three, right?’

Sachs nodded.

Kara opened her fingers. Inside were two dimes and a nickel. The dimes were heads up. No sign of the quarter. ‘Guess this means you’re buying.’


Chapter

EIGHT

‘Lincoln, meet Kara.’

She’d been warned, Rhyme could see, but the young woman still blinked in surprise and glanced at him with the Look. The one he knew so well. Accompanied by the Smile.

It was the famous don’t-look-at-his-body gaze, accompanied by the oh-you’re-handicapped-I-never-noticed grin.

And Rhyme knew she’d be counting down the moments until she could get the hell out of his presence.

The spritely young woman walked farther into the parlor lab in Rhyme’s town house. ‘Hi. Nice to meet you.’ The eyes remained rooted in his. At least she didn’t start forward with that minuscule lean that told him she was stifling an offered handshake and then cringe in horror at the faux pas.

Okay, Kara. Don’t worry. You can give the gimp your insights then get the hell out.

He offered her a superficial smile that matched hers crease for crease and said how pleased he was to meet her too.

Which on a professional level, at least, wasn’t sardonic – Kara was, it turned out, the only magician lead they’d snared. None of the employees at the other shops in town had been any help – and everyone had alibis for the time of the killing.

She was introduced to Lon Sellitto and Mel Cooper. Thom nodded and did one of the things he was known for, whether Rhyme wanted him to or not: offered refreshments.

‘We’re not really in a church social mode here, Thom,’ Rhyme muttered.

Kara said no that was all right but Thom said no he was insisting.

‘Maybe coffee?’ she asked.

‘Coming up.’

‘Black. Sugar. Maybe a couple sugars?’

‘We really—’ Rhyme began.

‘For the whole room,’ the aide announced. ‘I’ll make a pot. Get some bagels too.’

‘Bagels?’ Sellitto asked.

‘You could open a restaurant in your spare time,’ Rhyme snapped to the aide. ‘Get it out of your system.’

‘What’s spare time?’ came the trim blond man’s fast quip. He headed for the kitchen.

‘Officer Sachs,’ he continued to Kara, ‘told us that you had some information you thought might help.’

‘I hope so.’ Another tight perusal of Rhyme’s face. The Look again. Closer this time. Oh, for Christ’s sake, just say something. Ask me how it happened. Ask me if it hurts. Ask me what it’s like to pee into a tube.

‘Hey, what’re we calling him?’ Sellitto tapped the top of the evidence whiteboard. Until the identity of the unsub – for ‘unknown subject’ – was learned, many law enforcers gave perps nicknames. ‘How ’bout the “Magician”?’

‘No, that sounds too tame,’ Rhyme said, looking at the pictures of the victim. ‘How’s the “Conjurer”?’ Surprising himself by offering this decidedly right-brained suggestion.

‘Works for me.’

In handwriting far less elegant than Thom’s the detective wrote the words on top of the chart.

The Conjurer...

‘Now let’s see if we can make him appear,’ Rhyme said.

Sachs said, ‘Tell them about the Vanished Man.’

The young woman rubbed her hand over her boyish hair as she described an illusionist’s trick that sounded almost identical to what the Conjurer had done at the music school.

She added the discouraging news, though, that most illusionists would know about it.

Rhyme asked, ‘Give us some idea about how he does the tricks. Techniques. So we’ll know what to expect from him if he tries to target somebody else.’

‘You want me to tip the gaff, huh?’

‘Tip the –?’

‘Gaff,’ Kara said, then explained: ‘See, all magic tricks’re made up of an effect and a method. The effect is what the audience sees. You know: the girl levitating, the coins falling through a solid tabletop. The method is the mechanism of how the magician does it – wires holding up the girl, palming the coins then dropping identical ones from a rig under the table.’

Effect and method, Rhyme reflected. Kind of like what I do: the effect is catching a perp when it seems impossible. The method is the science and logic that let us do it.

Kara continued, ‘Tipping the gaff means giving away the method of a trick. Like I just did – explaining how the Vanished Man worked. It’s a sensitive thing – Mr. Balzac, my mentor, he’s always hounding magicians who tip the gaff in public and give away other people’s methods.’

Thom carted a tray into the room. He poured coffee for those who wanted some. Kara dumped sugar into hers and sipped it fast, even though to Rhyme it seemed scalding hot. He glanced at the Macallan eighteen-year-old single malt on a bookcase across the room. Thom noticed his eyes and said, ‘It’s mid-morning. Don’t even think about it.’

Sellitto gave a similarly lustful gaze toward the bagels. He allowed himself only half. Without cream cheese. He looked pained with every bite.

They went over each item of evidence with Kara, who studied it carefully and delivered the discouraging news that there were hundreds of sources for most of the items. The rope was a color-changing rope trick, sold in F.A.O. Schwarz as well as magic stores throughout the country. The knot was one Houdini used in his routines when he planned to cut the cord to escape; it was virtually impossible for a bound performer to untie.

‘Even without the cuffs,’ Kara said softly, ‘that girl never had a chance of getting away.’

‘Is that rare? The knot?’

She explained that, no, anyone with a basic knowledge of Houdini’s routines would know it.

The castor oil in the makeup, Kara continued, meant that he was using very realistic and durable theatrical cosmetics, and the latex was, as Rhyme had suspected, probably from the fake finger cups, which were also popular magician’s tools. The alginate, Kara suggested, wouldn’t be from dental work but was used to make molds for latex casting, probably for the finger cups or the bald cap he’d worn in his janitor disguise. The disappearing ink was more of a novelty, though some illusionists occasionally used it in their shows.

Only a few things were unique, she explained: the circuit board (which was a ‘gimmick’, she said, a prop the audience can’t see), for instance. But he’d made that himself. The Darby handcuffs were rare. Rhyme ordered someone to check out the escapology museum in New Orleans that Kara had mentioned. Sachs suggested they take the responding officers, Franciscovich and Ausonio, up on their offer to help. This was the sort of assignment that’d be perfect for a couple of eager young officers. Rhyme agreed and Sellitto arranged it through the head of the Patrol Services Division.

‘How about his escape?’ Sellitto said. ‘What’s the deal where he changed into janitor clothes so fast?’

‘“Protean magic” it’s called,’ Kara said. ‘Quick change. It’s one of the things I’ve been studying for years. I just use it as part of my routines but there’re some people, it’s all they do. It can be amazing. I saw Arturo Brachetti a few years ago. He could do three or four dozen changes in one show – some of them in under three seconds.’

‘Three seconds?’

‘Yeah. And see, true quick-change artists don’t just change clothes. They’re actors too. They walk differently, hold themselves differently, speak differently. He’ll prepare everything ahead of time. The clothes are breakaway – they’re held together with snaps or Velcro. Most of quick change is really quick strip. And they’re made of silk or nylon, real thin, so we can wear layers of them. I sometimes wear five costumes under my top outfit.’

‘Silk?’ Rhyme asked. ‘We found gray silk fibers,’ he explained. ‘The officers on the scene reported that the janitor was wearing a gray uniform. The fibers were abraded – sort of buffed to a matte finish.’

Kara nodded. ‘So they’d look like cotton or linen, not shiny. We also use collapsible hats and suitcases, shoe coverings, telescoping umbrellas, all kinds of props that we hide on our bodies. Wigs, of course.’

She continued, ‘To alter a face the most important thing is the eyebrows. Change those and the face is sixty, seventy percent different. Then add some prostheses – we call them “appliances”: latex strips and pads you put on with spirit gum. Quick-change performers study the basic facial structures of different races and genders. A good protean artist knows the proportions of a woman’s face versus a man’s and can change genders in seconds. We study psychological reactions to faces and posture – so we can become beautiful or ugly or scary or sympathetic or needy. Whatever.’

The magic esoterica was interesting but Rhyme wanted specific suggestions. ‘Is there anything concrete you can tell us that’ll help find him?’

She shook her head. ‘I can’t think of anything that might lead you to a particular store or other place. But I do have some general thoughts.’

‘Go ahead.’

‘Well, the fact he used the changing rope and finger cups tells me he’s familiar with sleight of hand. That means he’ll be good at picking pockets, hiding guns or knives or things like that. Getting people’s keys and IDs. He also knows quick change and it’s obvious what kind of problem that’ll be for you. But more important – the Vanished Man routine, the fuses and squibs, the disappearing ink, the black silk, the flash cotton means he’s a classically trained illusionist.’

She explained the difference between a sleight-of-hand artist and a true illusionist, whose acts involved people and large objects.

‘Why’s that important for us?’

Kara nodded. ‘Because illusion is more than just physical technique. Illusionists study audience psychology and create whole routines to trick them – not just their eyes but their minds too. Their point isn’t making you laugh because a quarter disappears; it’s to make you believe in your heart that everything you see and believe is one way when in fact it’s the opposite. There’s one thing you’ll have to keep in mind. Never forget it.’

‘What?’ Rhyme asked.

‘Misdirection... . Mr. Balzac says it’s the heart and soul of illusion. You’ve heard the expression that the hand is quicker than the eye? Well, no, it’s not. The eye is always quicker. So illusionists trick the eye into not noticing what the hand is doing.’

‘Like, you mean, diversion, distraction?’ Sellitto asked.

‘That’s part of it. Misdirection is pointing the audience’s attention where you want it and away from where you don’t want it. There’re lots of rules he’s been drumming into me – like, the audience doesn’t notice the familiar but’re drawn to novelty. They don’t notice a series of similar things but focus on the one that’s different. They ignore objects or people that stand still but they’re drawn to movement. You want to make something invisible? Repeat it four or five times and pretty soon the audience is bored and their attention wanders. They can be staring right at your hands and not see what you’re doing. That’s when you zing ’em.

‘Okay, now there’re two kinds of misdirection he’ll be using: first, physical misdirection. Watch.’ Kara stepped near Sachs and stared at her own right hand as she lifted it very slowly and pointed to the wall, squinting. Then she dropped her hand. ‘See, you looked at my arm and where I pointed. Perfectly natural reaction. So you probably didn’t notice that my left hand’s got Amelia’s gun.’

Sachs gave a faint jump as she glanced down and saw that, sure enough, Kara’s fingers had lifted the Glock partway out of the holster.

‘Careful there,’ Sachs said, reholstering the pistol.

‘Now, look in that corner.’ Pointing with her right hand again. This time, though, Rhyme and the others in the room naturally looked at Kara’s left hand.

‘Caught my left hand, didn’t you?’ She laughed. ‘But you didn’t notice my foot, pushing that white thing behind the table.’

‘A bedpan,’ Rhyme said acerbically, irritated that he’d been tricked again but feeling he’d scored a point or two by mentioning the indelicate nature of the object she’d moved.

‘Really?’ she asked, unfazed. ‘Well, it’s not just a bedpan; it’s also a misdirection. Because when you were looking at it just now, I got this with my other hand. Oh, here,’ she said. ‘Is this important?’ She handed a canister of Mace back to Sachs.

The policewoman frowned, looked down at her utility belt to see if anything else was missing and replaced the cylinder.

‘So, that’s physical misdirection. That’s pretty easy. The second kind of misdirection is psychological. This is harder. Audiences aren’t stupid. They know you’re going to try to trick them. I mean, that’s why they’ve come to the show in the first place, right? So we try to reduce or eliminate the audience’s suspicion. The most important thing in psychological misdirection is to act naturally. You behave and say things that’re consistent with what the audience expects. But underneath the surface you’re getting away with...’ Her voice faded as she realized how close she’d come to using the word that described the death of the young student that morning.

Kara continued, ‘As soon as you do something in an unnatural way, the audience is on to you. Okay, I say I’m going to read your mind and I do this.’ Kara put her hands on Sachs’s temples and closed her eyes for a moment.

She stepped away and handed Sachs back the earring she’d just plucked from the policewoman’s left ear.

‘I never felt a thing.’

‘But the audience’d know instantly how I did it – because touching someone while you’re pretending to read minds, which most people don’t believe in anyway, isn’t natural. But if I say part of a trick is for me to whisper a word so that nobody else can hear.’ She leaned closer to Sachs’s ear, with her right hand over her own mouth. ‘See, that’s a natural gesture.’

‘You missed the other earring,’ Sachs said, laughing; she’d lifted a protective hand to her ear when Kara had stepped close.

‘But I vanished your necklace. It’s gone.’

Even Rhyme couldn’t help but be impressed – and amused, watching Sachs touch her neck and chest, smiling but troubled to keep losing accessories. Sellitto laughed like a little kid and Mel Cooper gave up on the evidence to watch the show. The policewoman looked around her for the jewelry and then at Kara, who offered her empty right hand. ‘Vanished,’ she repeated.

‘But,’ Rhyme said suspiciously, ‘I do notice that your left hand’s in a fist behind your back. Which is, by the way, a rather unnatural gesture. So I assume the necklace is there.’

‘Ah, you’re good,’ Kara said. Then laughed. ‘But not at catching moves, I’m afraid.’ She opened her left hand and it too was empty.

Rhyme scowled.

‘Keeping my left fist closed and out of sight? Well, that was the most important misdirection of all. I did that because I knew you’d spot it and it would focus your attention on my left hand. We call it “forcing.” I forced you to think you’d figured out my method. And as soon as you did that your mind snapped shut and you stopped considering any other explanations for what had happened. And when you – and everybody else – were staring at my left hand that gave me the chance to slip the necklace into Amelia’s pocket.’

Sachs reached inside and pulled the chain out.

Cooper applauded. Rhyme gave a grudging but impressed grunt.

Kara nodded toward the evidence board. ‘So, that’s what he’s going to do, this killer. Misdirection. You’ll think you’ve figured out what he’s up to but that’s part of his plan. Just like I did, he’ll use your suspicions – and your intelligence – against you. In fact, he needs your suspicions and intelligence for his tricks to work. Mr. Balzac says that the best illusionists’ll rig the trick so well that they’ll point directly at their method, directly at what they’re really going to do. But you won’t believe them. You’ll look in the opposite direction. When that happens, you’ve had it. You’ve lost and they’ve won.’ The reference to her mentor seemed to upset her and she glanced at the clock and offered a faint grimace. ‘I really have to get back now. I’ve been away too long.’

Sachs thanked her, and Sellitto said, ‘I’ll get a car to take you back to the store.’

‘Well, near the store. I don’t want him to know where I’ve been... . Oh, one thing you might want to do? There’s a circus in town. The Cirque Fantastique. I know they have a quick-change act. You might want to check it out.’

Sachs nodded. ‘They’re setting up right across the street in Central Park.’

The park was often the site for large-scale outdoor concerts and other shows during the spring and summer. Rhyme and Sachs had once ‘attended’ a Paul Simon concert by sitting in front of the criminalist’s open bedroom windows.

Rhyme scoffed. ‘Oh, that’s who was rehearsing that god-awful music all night.’

‘You don’t like the circus?’ Sellitto asked.

‘Of course I don’t like the circus,’ he snapped. ‘Who does? Bad food, clowns, acrobats threatening to die in front of your children... . But’—he turned to Kara—‘it’s a good suggestion. Thanks... . Even though one of us should’ve thought of it before,’ he said caustically, looking over the others on the team.

Rhyme watched her sling an ugly black-and-white purse over her shoulder. Escaping from him, fleeing into the cripfree world, taking the Look and the Smile with her.

Don’t worry. You can give the gimp your insights then get the hell out.

She paused and looked at the evidence board once more with a cloud in her striking blue eyes then started for the door.

‘Wait,’ Rhyme said.

She turned.

‘I’d like you to stay.’

‘What?’

‘Work with us on the case. At least for today. You could go with Lon or Amelia to talk to the people at the circus. And there might be more magic evidence we uncover.’

‘Oh, no. I can’t really. It was hard for me to get away now. I can’t spend any more time.’

Rhyme said, ‘We could use your help. We’ve just scratched the surface with this guy.’

‘You saw Mr. Balzac,’ she said to Sachs.

In nomine patri...

‘You know, Linc,’ Sellitto said uneasily, ‘better not to have too many civilians on a case. There are regs on that.’

‘Didn’t you use a psychic one time?’ Rhyme asked dryly.

‘I didn’t fucking hire her. Somebody at HQ did.’

‘And then you had the dog tracker and—’

‘You keep saying “you”. No, I don’t hire civilians. Except you. Which gets me into enough shit.’

‘Ah, you can never get into enough shit in police work, Lon.’ He glanced at Kara. ‘Please. It’s very important.’

The young woman hesitated. ‘You really think he’s going to kill someone else?’

‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘we do.’

The girl finally nodded. ‘If I’m going to get fired, at least it’ll be for a good cause.’ Then she laughed. ‘You know, Robert-Houdin did the same thing.’

‘Who’s that?’

‘A famous French illusionist and magician. He helped out the police too, well, the French army. Sometime, I don’t know, in the 1800s, there were these Algerian extremists, the Marabouts. They were trying to get local tribes to rise up against the French and they kept saying they had magic powers. The French government sent him to Algeria to have a sort of magical duel. To show the tribes that the French had better magic – you know, more power. It worked. Robert-Houdin had tighter tricks than the Marabouts.’ Then she frowned. ‘Though I think they almost killed him.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Sachs reassured her. ‘I’ll make sure that doesn’t happen to you.’

Then Kara looked over the evidence chart. ‘You do this in all your cases? Write down all the clues and things you’ve learned?’

‘That’s right,’ Sachs confirmed.

‘Here’s an idea – most magicians specialize. Like the Conjurer doing both quick-change and large-scale illusion? That’s unusual. Let’s write down his techniques. That might help narrow down the number of suspects.’

‘Yeah,’ Sellitto said, ‘a profile. Good.’

The young woman grimaced. ‘And I’ll have to find somebody to replace me at the shop. Mr. Balzac was going to be out of the store with that friend of his... . Oh, man, he’s not going to like this.’ She looked around the room. ‘There a phone I can use? You know, one of those special ones?’

‘Special one?’ Thom asked.

‘Yeah, in private. So there’s nobody around to hear you lie to your boss.’

‘Oh, those phones,’ the aide said, putting his arm around her shoulders and directing her toward the doorway. ‘The one I use for that’s in the hall.’




THE CONJURER
	




	
Music School Crime Scene

•Perp’s description: Brown hair, fake beard, no distinguishing, medium build, medium height, age: fifties. Ring and little fingers of left hand fused together. Changed costume quickly to resemble old, bald janitor.


	


•No apparent motive.

•Victim: Svetlana Rasnikov.

•Full-time music student.

•Checking family, friends, students, coworkers for possible leads.


	


•No boyfriends, no known enemies. Performed at children’s birthday parties.








	




	
•Circuit board with speaker attached.

•Sent to FBI lab, NYC.

•Digital recorder, probably containing perp’s voice. All data destroyed.

•Voice recorder is a ‘gimmick’. Homemade.


	
•Used antique iron handcuffs to restrain victim.

•Handcuffs are Darby irons. Scotland Yard. Checking with Houdini Museum in New Orleans for leads.

•Destroyed victim’s watch at exactly 8:00 A.M.


	
•Cotton string holding chairs. Generic. Too many sources to trace.

•Squib for gunshot effect. Destroyed.

•Too many sources to trace.

•Fuse. Generic.








	




	
•Too many sources to trace.

•Responding officers reported flash in air. No trace material recovered.

•Was from flash cotton or flash paper.

•Too many sources to trace.


	
•Perp’s shoes: size 10 Ecco.

•Silk fibers, dyed gray, processed to a matte finish.

•From quick-change janitor’s outfit.

•Unsub is possibly wearing brown wig.


	
•Red pignut hickory and Parmelia conspersa lichen, both found primarily in Central Park.

•Dirt impregnated with unusual mineral oil. Sent to FBI for analysis.

•Black silk, 72 x 48”. Used as camouflage. Not traceable.








	




	
•Illusionists use this frequently.

•Wears caps to cover up prints.

•Magician’s finger cups.

•Traces of latex, castor oil, makeup.

•Theatrical makeup.


	
•Traces of alginate.

•Used in molding latex ‘appliances.’

•Murder weapon: white silk-knit rope with black silk core.

•Rope is a magic trick. Color changing. Not traceable.


	
•Unusual knot.

•Sent to FBI and Maritime Museum—no information.

•Knots are from Houdini routines, virtually impossible to untie.

•Used disappearing ink on sign-in register.








	
Profile as Illusionist

•Perp will use misdirection against victims and in eluding police.

•Physical misdirection (for distraction).

•Psychological (to eliminate suspicion).


	


•Escape at music school was similar to Vanished Man illusion routine. Too common to trace.

•Perp is primarily an illusionist.

•Talented at sleight of hand.


	


•Also knows protean (quick change) magic. Will use breakaway clothes, nylon and silk, bald cap, finger cups and other latex appliances. Could be any age, gender or race.








Chapter

NINE

They sensed many smells as they walked: blooming lilacs, smoke from the pretzel vendors’ carts and families barbecuing chicken and ribs, suntan lotion.

Sachs and Kara were making their way to the huge white tent of the Cirque Fantastique through the damp grass of Central Park.

Noticing two lovers kissing on a bench, Kara asked, ‘So, he’s more than your boss?’

‘Lincoln? That’s right.’

‘I could tell... . How’d you meet?’

‘A case. Serial kidnapper. A few years ago.’

‘Is it hard, him being that way?’

‘No, it’s not,’ Sachs replied simply, which was the complete truth.

‘Can they do anything for him, the doctors?’

‘There’s some surgery he’s been thinking about. It’s risky, though, and it probably wouldn’t do any good. He decided not to last year and hasn’t mentioned it since. So the whole thing’s been on hold for a while. He may change his mind at some point. But we’ll see.’

‘You don’t sound like you’re in favor of it.’

‘I’m not. A lot of risk and not much gain. To me, it’s a question of balancing risks. Let’s say you want to bust a perp real bad, lots of paper on him, okay? Warrants, I mean. You know he’s in a particular apartment. Well, do you go ahead and kick the door in even when you don’t know if he’s asleep or if he and his buddies have two MP5s pointed at the door? Or do you wait for backup and take the chance that he’ll get away? Sometimes the risk is worth it, sometimes it’s not. But if he wants to go ahead with the surgery I’m with him. That’s the way we work.’

Then Sachs explained that he’d been undergoing treatments that involved electronic stimulation of his muscles and a series of exercises that Thom and some physical therapists had been administering – the same exercises that the actor Christopher Reeve had been doing, with remarkable results. ‘Reeve’s an amazing man,’ Sachs said. ‘Incredible determination. Lincoln’s the same. He doesn’t talk about it much but sometimes he just disappears and has Thom and the PTs work on his exercises. I don’t hear from him for a few days.’

‘Another sort of vanished man, hm?’ the young woman asked.

‘Exactly,’ Sachs replied, smiling. They were silent for a moment and she wondered if Kara expected more about their relationship. Stories of perseverance over the obvious obstacles, some hint about the knobby details of life as a quad. People’s reactions when they were out in public. Or even some hint about the nature of the intimacies. But if she was curious she didn’t pursue it.

In fact, Sachs detected mostly envy. Kara continued, ‘I haven’t had much luck lately in the man department.’

‘Not seeing anybody?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Kara replied pensively. ‘Our last contact was French toast and mimosas. My place. Brunch in bed. Way romantic. He said he’d call me the next day.’

‘And no call.’

‘No call. Oh, and maybe I should add that the aforementioned brunch was three weeks ago.’

‘Have you called him?’

‘I wouldn’t do that,’ she said firmly. ‘It’s in his court.’

‘Good for you.’ Pride and power were born joined at the hip, Sachs knew.

Kara laughed. ‘There’s an old routine a magician named William Ellsworth Robinson did. It was way popular. It was called How to Get Rid of a Wife, or The Divorce Machine.’ A laugh. ‘That’s my story. I can vanish boyfriends faster than anybody.’

‘Well, they’re also pretty good at vanishing themselves, you know,’ Sachs offered.

‘Most of the guys I’d meet working at my old job, the magazine, or the store’re interested in two things. A one-night romp in the hay. Or else the opposite – wooing then settling down in the ’burbs... . You ever get wooed?’

‘Sure,’ Sachs said. ‘It can be creepy. Depending on the wooer, of course.’

‘You got it, sister. So hay-romping or wooing and ’burbsettling... they’re both a problem for me. I don’t want either. Well, a romp now and then. Let’s be realistic.’

‘What about men in the business?’

‘Ah, so you noticed I excluded them from the romp/woo equation. Other performers... naw, I don’t go there. Too many conflicts of interest. They also claim they like strong women but the truth is most of them don’t want us in the business at all. The ratio of men to women is about a hundred to one. It’s better now. Oh, you see some famous women illusionists. Princess Tenko, an Asian illusionist – she’s brilliant. And there’re a few others. But that’s recent. Twenty, thirty years ago you never saw a woman as the star, only the assistant.’ A glance at Sachs. ‘Kind of like the police, huh?’

‘It’s not as bad as it used to be. Not my generation. The sixties and seventies – that’s when women were breaking the ice. That was the hard time. But I’ve had my share. I was a portable before I moved to crime scene and—’

‘A what?’

‘A portable’s a beat cop. If we ever worked Hell’s Kitchen in Midtown they’d partner a woman with some experienced male cop. Sometimes I’d have a knuckle-dragger who hated being with a woman. Just hated it. He didn’t say a word to me for the entire watch. Eight hours, walking up and down the streets, this guy not saying a word. We’d go ten-sixty-three for lunch and I’d be sitting there trying to be pleasant and he’d be two feet away, reading the sports section and sighing ’cause he had to waste his time with a woman.’ Memories came back to her. ‘I was working the Seven-five house—’

‘The what?’

Sachs explained, ‘Precinct. We call them “houses”. And most cops don’t say Seventy-fifth. In numbers it’s always Seven-five or Seventy-five. Like Macy’s is on Three-four Street.’

‘Okay.’

‘Anyway, the usual supervisor was off and we had a temporary sergeant who was old school. So it’s one of my first days at the Seven-five and I’m the only woman on this particular watch. I go to roll call in the assembly room and there’re a dozen Kotex taped to the lectern.’

‘No!’

‘Kid you not. The regular supervisor never would’ve let anybody get away with that. But cops’re like kids in a lot of ways. They push until an adult stops ’em.’

‘Not what you see in the movies.’

‘Movies’re made in Hollywood. Not in the Seven-five.’

‘What’d you do? About the pads?’

‘I walked up to the front row and asked the cop sitting right in front of the lectern if I could have his seat – which is where I was going to sit anyway. They were all laughing so hard I’m surprised some of them didn’t pee their pants. Well, I sat down and just started to take notes about what the sergeant was telling us – you know, outstanding warrants and community relations things and street corners with known drug activity. And about two minutes later, no more laughter. The whole thing became embarrassing. Not for me. For them.’

‘You know who did it?’

‘Sure.’

‘Did you report him?’

‘No. See, that’s the hardest part of being a woman cop. You have to work with these people. You need them behind you, watching your back. You can fight every step of the way. But if you have to do that you’ve already lost. The hardest part isn’t having the balls to fight. It’s knowing when to fight and when to just let it go.’

Pride and power...

‘Like us, I guess. My business. But if you’re good, if you can bring in audiences, management’ll hire you. It’s a catch-22 though. You can’t prove you’ll draw crowds if they don’t hire you, and they won’t hire you if you can’t bring in door receipts.’

They walked closer to the massive, glowing tent and Sachs watched the young woman’s eyes light up as she gazed at it.

‘This the sort of place you’d like to work?’

‘Oh, man, I’ll say. This’s my idea of heaven. Cirque Fantastique and doing TV specials.’ After a moment of silence as she gazed around her, she said, ‘Mr. Balzac has me learning all the old routines and that’s important – you’ve got to know ’em cold. But’—a nod toward the tent—‘this is the direction magic’s going. David Copperfield, David Blaine... . performance art, street magic. Sexy magic.’

‘You should audition here.’

‘Me? You’re kidding,’ Kara replied. ‘I’m nowhere near ready yet. Your act has to be perfect. You have to be the best.’

‘Better than a man, you mean?’

‘No, better than everybody, men and women.’

‘Why?’

‘For the audience,’ Kara explained. ‘Mr. Balzac’s like a broken record: you owe it to the audience. Every breath you take onstage is for your audience. Illusion can’t be just okay. You can’t just satisfy – you have to thrill. If one person in the audience catches your moves you’ve failed. If you hesitate just a moment too long and the effect is dull you’ve failed. If one person out there yawns or looks at his watch you’ve failed.’

‘You can’t be at a hundred percent all the time, I’d think,’ Sachs offered.

‘But you have to be,’ Kara said simply, sounding surprised anyone would feel different.

They arrived at the Cirque Fantastique, where rehearsals for the opening show tonight were under way. Dozens of performers were walking around, some in costumes, some in shorts and T-shirts or jeans.

‘Oh, man... .’ came a breathy voice. It was Kara’s. Her face was like a little girl’s, eyes taking in the brilliant white canvas of the sweeping tent.

Sachs jumped at the sound of a loud crack above and behind her. She looked up and saw two huge banners, thirty or forty feet high, snapping in the wind, glowing in the sunlight. On one was painted the name CIRQUE FANTASTIQUE.

On the other was a huge drawing of a thin man in a black-and-white-checkered bodysuit. He was holding his arms forward, palms up, inviting his audience inside. He wore a black, snub-nosed half-mask, the features grotesque. It was a troubling image. She thought immediately of the Conjurer, hidden by masks of disguise.

His motives and plans hidden too.

Kara noticed Sachs’s gaze. ‘It’s Arlecchino,’ she said. ‘In English, that’s “Harlequin”. You know commedia dell’arte?’ she asked.

‘No,’ Sachs said.

‘Italian theater. It lasted from, I don’t know, the fifteen hundreds for a couple of hundred years. The Cirque Fantastique uses it as a theme.’ She pointed to smaller banners on the sides of the tent that displayed other masks. With their hook noses or beaks, arching brows, high serpentine cheekbones, they appeared otherworldly and unsettling. Kara continued, ‘There were a dozen or so continuing characters that all the commedia dell’arte troupes used in their plays. They wore masks to show who they were playing.’

‘Comedy?’ Sachs asked, lifting an eyebrow as she looked at a particularly demonic mask.

‘We’d call them black comedies, I guess. Harlequin wasn’t exactly a heroic figure. He had no morals at all. All he cared about was food and women. And he’d just appear and disappear, sneak up on you. Another one, Pulcinella, was way sadistic. He played really mean pranks on people, even his lovers. Then there was a doctor who’d poison people. The only voice of reason was this woman, Columbine.’ Kara added, ‘One of the things I like about commedia dell’arte was that her part was really played by a woman. Not like in England, where women weren’t allowed to perform.’

The banner snapped again. Harlequin’s eyes seemed to stare off slightly behind them as if the Conjurer were easing up close, an echo of the search at the music school earlier.

No, we don’t have a clue who or where he is...

She turned away to see a guard approaching, looking over her uniform. ‘Help you, Officer?’

Sachs asked to see the manager. The man explained that he was away but did they want to talk to an assistant?

Sachs said yes and a moment later a short, thin, harried woman – dark, gypsylike – arrived.

‘Yes, I can help you?’ she asked in an indeterminate accent.

After introductions, Sachs said, ‘We’re investigating a series of crimes in the area. We’d like to know if you have any illusionists or quick-change artists appearing in the show.’

Concern blossomed in the woman’s face. ‘We have that, yes, of course,’ she said. ‘Irina and Vlad Klodoya.’

‘Spell those please.’

Kara was nodding as Sachs wrote down the names. ‘I know about them, sure. They were with the Circus of Moscow a few years ago.’

‘Right,’ confirmed the assistant.

‘Have they been here all morning?’

‘Yes. They rehearsed until about twenty minutes ago. Now it is they are shopping.’

‘You’re sure this’s the only time they’ve been away?’

‘Yes. I supervise myself where everyone is.’

‘Anyone else?’ Sachs asked. ‘Maybe somebody who’s had training at illusion or magic? I mean, even if they’re not performing.’

‘No, nobody. Those are only the two.’

‘Okay,’ Sachs said. ‘What we’re going to do is have a couple of police officers parked outside. They should be here in about fifteen minutes. If you hear about anyone bothering your employees or the audience, acting suspicious, tell the officers right away.’ This had been Rhyme’s suggestion.

‘I will tell everyone, yes. But can you please to tell me what is this about?’

‘A man with some illusionist experience was involved in a homicide earlier today. There’s no connection to your show that we know of but we just want to be on the safe side.’

They thanked the assistant, who offered a troubled farewell, probably sorry that she’d asked the reason for the visit.

Outside, Sachs asked, ‘What’s the story on those performers?’

‘The Ukrainians?’

‘Yeah. Do we trust ’em?’

‘Husband and wife team. Have a couple of children who travel with them. They’re two of the best quick-change artists in the world. I can’t imagine they’d have anything to do with the killings.’ She laughed. ‘See that’s who gets jobs at Cirque Fantastique – performers who’ve been pros since they were five or six.’

Sachs called Rhyme’s phone and got Thom. She gave him the Ukrainian performers’ names and what she’d learned. ‘Have Mel or somebody run them through NCIC and the State Department.’

‘Will do.’

She disconnected the call and they started out of the park, walking west toward a slash of livid clouds, like striations of bruise, in the otherwise brilliant sky.

Another loud snap behind her – the banners again, flapping in the breeze, as the playful Harlequin continued to beckon passersby into his otherworldly kingdom.



Refreshed, Revered Audience?

Relaxed?

Good, because it’s time now for our second routine.

You may not know the name P. T. Selbit, but if you’ve been to any magic shows at all or seen illusionists on television you’re probably familiar with some of the tricks this Englishman made popular in the early 1900s.

Selbit began his career performing under his real name, Percy Thomas Tibbles, but he soon learned that such a mild name didn’t suit a performer whose forte wasn’t card tricks, vanishing doves or levitating children but sadomasochistic routines that shocked and therefore, of course, drew – crowds throughout the world.

Selbit – yes, his stage name was the reverse of his surname – created the famous Living Pincushion, in which a girl was apparently skewered with eighty-four needle-sharp spikes. Another of his creations was the Fourth Dimension, a routine where audiences watched in horror as a young woman was seemingly crushed to death under a huge box. One of my favorites of Selbit’s was a routine he introduced in 1922. The title says it all, Revered Audience: The Idol of Blood, or Destroying a Girl.

Today I’m delighted to present to you an updated variation of Selbit’s most renowned illusion, one that he presented in dozens of countries and that he was invited to perform at the Royal Command Variety Performance in the London Hippodrome.

It’s known as...

Ah, but no...

No, Revered Audience. I think I’ll keep you in suspense and refrain for the moment from mentioning the name of the illusion. But I’ll give you one clue: when Selbit was performing this routine he instructed his assistants to pour fake blood into the gutters in front of the theater to tantalize passersby and get them to buy tickets. Which, naturally, they did.

Enjoy our next routine.

I hope you will.

I know of one person who most certainly won’t.
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