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  Other books by Matthew Costello


  Prologue


  The young woman kept walking down Mott Street.


  It was Sunday. The street, still wet from the afternoon of rain, empty, deserted.


  She fingered the piece of paper in her hand. The street, the address, the location.


  The place where all her questions would be answered.


  Her heart beat fast. Breathing funny as if she had some weight on her chest. She felt nervous, excited. She wouldn’t have said she was scared.


  Not then. Not yet.


  She turned off Mott, then down Pell Street. The sidewalk and pavement glistened with wetness here too—a street lamp midblock was out.


  About halfway down the street, she looked at the number of the shuttered fruit market on her right. Her address, the address on the piece of paper, had to be about in the middle of this street.


  Yes. Just about where the dead street lamp hung over the dark wet street.


  The woman’s name was Caroline Brzow. Guys who found her attractive—and there were many of them—would call her Caroline ‘Wow’.


  No one ever made the other joke, Caroline Brzow-Wow, as if she might be a dog. Not with her deep, dark blue eyes, sandy blond hair, and gym-trained figure that looked so great on a dance floor bouncing to Outkast.


  Later, when the names were revealed, one newspaper would get her name wrong. One sloppy stupid copy editor would screw up her strange last name.


  Her one moment … of fame … ruined by sloppy editing. In a New York City paper! All of them rags, even the New York Times with its mistakes and lies and apologies.


  All rags.


  How much has been lost?


  But now—she stopped. In the darkness. Licking her lip. Perhaps chewing a bit as she held up the paper, trying to see in the darkness, trying to confirm in the darkness that she had the right address.


  A building number hung over stone stairs that led down.


  She had assumed—who wouldn’t?—that the location would be on the ground floor. That the others might already be there, waiting, ready to talk to her, to share their story.


  She hesitated at those stairs.


  She noticed: a railing on the left, and another on the right.


  Odd, she thought. Two railings …


  And if she thought it dark on the cracked sidewalk, it looked even darker down those stairs. But anything was better than not knowing. Anything was better than wondering what was happening, whether she was losing her mind.


  Anything—even walking down dark stairs to some subterranean New York room.


  She took one step, then another. She reached out for one of the handrails, and felt the cold, wet metal. Slippery from rain. It didn’t offer much in the way of support. Her hand could easily slide off the rail, sending her flying.


  More steps, closer to the darkness at the bottom.


  But that darkness had one glimmer of light.


  One glimmer that glowed in this pool of gloom.


  The pale yellow glow of a buzzer. No name visible below it. Just the yellow buzzer awaiting a finger to press it.


  Almost there, she must have thought. The end of the rainbow. The quest over. The journey to understand.


  Her finger pressed the buzzer.


  Strange …


  She heard nothing. No sound. If the buzzer didn’t work, she’d have to knock. She’d have to bang on the heavy metal door. Rap it with her knuckles. Maybe shout out a “Hello!”


  Say … “I’m here.”


  She pressed the buzzer again, this time harder, holding it.


  Still no sound. Not from the buzzer.


  But sounds did come from beyond the door.


  Yes, the noise of a dead bolt sliding away. Of tumblers turning, latches freed, a chain undone. The typical overkill for New York City security. So many locks to keep all the bad things out.


  Except—as she was only moments from learning—these locks, these latches and chains weren’t designed to keep the bad things … out.


  The door handle in front of her turned, the brasslike metal catching the scant bit of light.


  And Caroline Brzow—


  That’s … B, r, z, o, w …


  —didn’t hesitate as the door peeked open.


  You wonder what would make her do this?


  What would drive her to such a dark New York street, a street unknown even to most New Yorkers, to dark stairs, to a strange subterranean room, to do something so scary, so dangerous?


  If you were there, you would warn her.


  You would grab her arm, feeling the nicely shaped biceps from all her free-weight reps, and tell her, Hold on here a minute.


  Let’s just wait a second and think about what you are doing. This doesn’t look—what?


  Cool? Safe?


  Okay?


  Something’s not right here.


  Let’s just back up a minute and think things through.


  You might say that. Anyone would. If they were there.


  But you aren’t Caroline. You haven’t seen what she’s seen.


  The door opened. More darkness beyond.


  This surprised her. She expected that once in the room, then there would be light. She’d see—for the first time in the flesh—the others. See them for real. The four others would already be there.


  A few thoughts fired in her brain. Disconnected thoughts, or so they seemed. But really all part of what was happening, or what was about to happen.


  A thought: This is the wrong address.


  She should get to some light and check her address again. Probably some old person’s basement hovel.


  Then another thought: The others here are scared. Of course, until they knew it was her, they would all be worried. Yes, that made sense. They’d want to see her face, to check that it was really her.


  But then … how could they see her face in all this darkness?


  All these thoughts … as she took another step into the room. She heard, from her step, that the floor was hard, stone, concrete. No rug here. Some kind of storage room.


  The door flew shut. The first noise, a loud bang smashing shut. Latches thrown again, tumblers turning. The sound of a chain. All in the terrible darkness.


  And then the slow awareness of other sounds.


  Movement, rustling, breathing, muffled noises.


  All sounds she should have heard right away. Yet somehow she had missed them.


  In the darkness, she turned back to the door, the door she knew to be locked again. The door with all those locks to keep the bad things out.


  Another thought: Sometimes locks keep the bad things in.


  And with that thought, with her breathing even faster, her heart thumping, and feeling dizzy, a light finally came on.


  She had only seconds to take it all in.


  Seconds to see the room with its low ceiling and exposed bulbs.


  I never saw this before, she thought.


  She had expected it to look familiar. But instead it was totally unfamiliar.


  The others were there, barely visible in the dim light. A woman tied to a chair with a crazy mesh of rope and wire and tape. Secured to that chair as if about be launched into space. Her head spun to another, an older man strapped to a wall, a web of rope pinning him there. His hands fastened—she couldn’t see clearly, but something had been driven into those hands, pinning him to the wall.


  “No,” she moaned.


  But there was more of this show to be taken in. Someone on a medical cot, held there by acres of white tape, endless surgical tape wrapped around the person, so only a head stuck out. A woman, older than her.


  And just her head stuck out.


  She’s dead, Caroline thought. Tears started flowing. Tears for all these prisoners.


  But now the chest of the mummy on the cot moved slightly, breathing. Still alive, they’re all still alive.


  Whipping around, to—


  Behind her, a young man on his knees. Caroline knew his name. He was a Wall Street lawyer.


  Of course, she had seen him …


  Now he was on his knees, hands tied behind his back, some kind of leather contraption over his mouth as his head bobbed and weaved crazily.


  Caroline moaned. Her tears made everything blurry.


  So that now—with one small turn more—she finally looked at the person standing behind her; it was the one image that wasn’t clear.


  She felt him quickly throw something on her wrist. Strips of plastic that tightened into a kind of handcuff.


  She started babbling.


  Saying all those words that you would say at such a time. Babbling, then screaming, until large gray tape covered her lips.


  And then the man finally said some words.


  The words beyond horrible in their meaning, and in their intent.


  “We’re all here now. It’s time we got started.”


  She saw the man slide shut a second door, a hidden, heavy door. Any sound would have no chance to escape to the street.


  Because despite all the tape, all the gags, all the covering—there would indeed be sound.


  Time passes everywhere.


  The present inevitably yields to a future.


  A future when certain things are over, when they have … ended.


  A time when you can look back at an event and realize that, yes, it’s in the past. Safely neutralizing that event’s power, its ability to grip and hold you.


  It’s not something that’s happening anymore.


  No. It’s something that happened.


  We have a word for it.


  It’s called over.


  Over—as in done, finished. Whatever the event is, there will be no more of it.


  And after this event, this moment, weeks passed.


  Weeks before the smell was noticed in nearby buildings, even at the Chinese butcher shop filled with its gory hanging rows of ducks. Authorities were called. Complaints lodged. Two young police officers, a Hispanic woman and a burly Irish kid, a throwback, showed up.


  The source of the complaint was localized.


  There could be no question about it.


  Down the stairs.


  Down there. Behind the big metal door.


  Other officers came with special equipment to knock the doors down.


  The day? Blazingly beautiful, a perfect New York City blue sky.


  Such days can indeed hide and reveal all sorts of horrors.


  Though the team of what now became five officers were completely unprepared for what they would see when the door finally flew open, when they finally broke down that other metal door.


  The first warning of the surprises that lay beyond?


  The way the smell spiked. Not a smell as much as an overwhelming stench. A cloud that erupted from the room. One woman officer gagged. Pedestrians who had gathered around now backed up.


  Everyone’s nostrils flared with some primal warning about what lay beyond.


  The team of officers hesitated.


  They looked at one another. Even those with limited experience could guess what that bilious cloud meant. But there was no one of rank there to tell them what to do.


  The woman’s partner said, “Should we call it in?” He stopped, gagged, choked. “Ask what we should do?”


  Another cop, the one who had arrived with the door buster, shook his head, over and over.


  “We should”—he also had a hard time speaking—”just go on. We got to see.”


  On their faces, such terrible pain.


  As if each knew how their lives, their minds, their nights and days would be changed forever once they went in.


  The street had cleared.


  Without anyone saying a word. No yellow tape. No barked order to clear out.


  The woman took charge. “We have to go in. Breathe through your mouth.” One young cop made a sick face at that thought, as though tasting the smell would be worse than smelling it.


  He shook his head. The bright blue sky seemed like a joke. “Jesus …”


  All five cops jockeyed for the rear position. Each of them put one hand to his or her mouth, while the other hand held a gun. They entered in the standard at-ready position, guns held close, aimed directly at where they’d be looking. Though not one of them expected anything alive on the other side.


  When no one took the lead, the woman did.


  She gave the second door, a fat slab of now crushed-in metal, a strong push. It fell open.


  There was no light inside save for the reflected glow of the brilliant morning outside.


  And that was enough.


  That was plenty.


  And when they were all inside, gagging, choking, turning away—except there was no away—one young cop started crying. They had all been seared. Their minds and lives brutally burned by what they saw.


  The incomprehensibility of it.


  Years of counseling could do nothing to ever make the images fade.


  In the newspaper, Caroline Brzow’s name did not appear in the report of the story.


  Only later would the papers get a chance to get it wrong.


  Down at One Police Plaza it was quickly decided that only a version of what happened could be released. Anything else would be too horrific. In a city that could withstand anything, what occurred in that room had to be sanitized. Details hidden.


  All standard procedure. Details hidden so that the police had an advantage.


  The papers had a photo of the street. The building completely girded in yellow tape. Local residents kept talking about the smell. No way that could be hidden. The newspapers knew that it had been the scene of a mass murder of five people. Names initially were withheld.


  Another detail hidden: no connection seemed to exist among the five people.


  No connection except the fate they shared at the end.


  The public just knew they’d been killed. The public was not told how they were killed, or, more important, the duration of that process. Or any of the physical details of the space where it happened. Nothing about the markings, symbols, images that filled the stone walls, and the floor and even the ceiling.


  The officers said nothing, not even to girlfriends, or spouses, or even priests. Nothing explicit. Partly because that’s what they were ordered to do, and partly because maybe—just maybe—if they didn’t talk about it, the event could really slip somehow into the past.


  Fade into the past.


  Letting time make it easier.


  But one event leads to another. That is the essence of time. Some events, even bad ones, are really only a prologue to other, larger occurrences.


  Warning signs.


  For those who can see the warning …


  PART ONE


  The Dreamers


  1


  Mari bounded up the stone steps two at a time, leaving Will in the dust.


  “Come on,” she yelled, hitting the top step. “You do wanna sweat, don’t you?”


  Will came close behind her as they ran straight to the promenade of Carl Schurz Park and then cut left, toward Gracie Mansion.


  As her good friend came abreast of her, Mari looked at him. And he looked well. She knew he’d had a rough patch months ago, but the meds seemed to be working. He seemed … okay.


  But she imagined that could all disappear so quickly.


  “I think it’s time for me to take up walking,” he said. “Or maybe”—he struck a pose even as he jogged—”Jazzercise.”


  “Spinning,” Mari said. “Crazy women in a dark room with 50 Cent blowing their eardrums out.”


  “I wonder if there’s some kind of exercise that involves cooking and wine tasting? Or maybe checking out men’s butts?”


  “Hey, then we could still do it together.”


  They laughed. A tricky thing to do when running, when every breath was necessary just to keep going.


  The promenade sloped down to Gracie Mansion, where the mayor stayed infrequently—if at all. Not a bad little shack, but probably not quite to the multimillionaire’s tastes. Mari and Will curved around at the bottom of the promenade, where the water ferry docked, and started to head back.


  “So, no shoptalk today?” Will said between pants.


  Mari looked at Will. “I thought you absolutely hated my shoptalk. I thought you found the newspaper business horribly boring.”


  “It is. I mean, movie times and restaurant reviews can be helpful. The rest? You can have it.”


  “I do have it. It’s my life.”


  “Exactly. And that, my dear, is why I care. You’re quiet today. So … whassup?”


  Mari felt her hair—pulled into a ponytail—bouncing on her back as she jogged. Needs a major cut, she thought. Something short and stylish and not just another fast hack-and-slash job.


  Maybe that’s why my social life sucks.


  Every day’s a bad hair day.


  Or maybe New York just had too many “Wills.” Charming gay guys who, while fun to hang with, were in no way close to date material. And so many of the straight guys were aging frat boy types who thought that a bar wasn’t a bar without at least five TVs running distant sport competitions.


  Or maybe—Christ—she just worked too hard.


  All work, and very little play.


  No, scratch that. No play.


  That had to change.


  “So, things still bad? With your editor?”


  “Things are always bad with him. Now only worse.”


  “Not a happy camper?”


  “He hated my last story. Not enough facts, not enough background. Said to me—are you sure you want to hear this? Newspaper shoptalk?”


  “You have something else to pass the time with while we pound the pavement?”


  “Okay—he said to me, ‘Your story is shit and you need to get on the streets.’ Meaning I should do some real investigative work.”


  “Shit? Is that a technical term from journalism school?”


  Mari laughed. The park still had some lingering mothers with their strollers, enjoying the later summer light, the incredible river scene. On second thought … probably not mothers, but long-suffering nannies from Sweden waiting for one of the family breadwinners to come home.


  They passed the small dog run, loaded—as usual—with a bunch of small dogs yapping and chasing one another.


  “Five people killed. No details worth a damn from Police Plaza. No photos except for the street. No comments from any of the officers. So how the hell do 1 build a story out of that?”


  “Your editor ran it?”


  “Had to. He had nothing else. But he said he expected better of me. I expect better of me.”


  “And that’s all that’s bugging you?”


  “Yes,” Mari said. “Trust me, it’s enough.”


  The lie sat there. Hanging between them as they neared the southern end of the promenade. One Starbucks overpriced latte wasn’t too far away.


  Will was too good a friend not to know that she had lied.


  But the other thing, the thing that really bothered her? Even just thinking about it made her feel crazy.


  Talk about it—and she’d have to check herself in somewhere.


  Probably not a bad option, she thought.


  Will stopped at the end of the promenade. He stood at the fence, where one good leap could send a desperate person flying into the river or, with a bad bounce, into the roaring traffic of the FDR below.


  “Cutting short our run?”


  Will’s eyes had shadowy patches below them. She hadn’t noticed before. Lack of sleep?


  Maybe.


  Or maybe something else.


  He put a hand on her shoulder.


  “I know … I mean, I know that isn’t everything, Mari. It’s not just the story that has you upset. And I want you to know …” He grinned, and started to sing in an R & B style … “I need you to know that whatever it is, I will be there for you. Capiche?”


  Mari grinned. How she loved him. He was worried about her. And how horrible it would be to lose him.


  “Capiche,” she said. “And now can we finish?”


  “Lead on, girlfren’.”


  And they started trotting back, toward the exit from the park, to the darkening streets of the Upper East Side.


  Detective David Rodriguez stood one step down from the real estate agent, who fiddled with a bunch of keys.


  Blond, trim, and wearing spike heels that made her as tall as David.


  “I tell you,” she said, turning to him. “This place will sell in a heartbeat. A heartbeat! Wait till you see it.”


  David smiled. “Not on the market, though?”


  She nodded, with a shark-like smile, David thought, that recognized that every human on the planet was potential victim for a real estate agent.


  “Watch this top step,” she said as the door popped open. “There’s a little half step as you go in.”


  “Yeah.” David was getting used to people who saw him with his cane and immediately went into watch out mode. Like he was a toddler who might go rolling down the stairs. They entered the small house.


  The agent had left the front door open. Standard procedure.


  The man had been a dentist. Lived here, and had his office a block away, a partnership with another dentist—David’s next stop on this little tour.


  He was here, despite the fact that the place had already been examined carefully by the crime scene unit.


  Still, he didn’t get to be a detective through a lack of thoroughness.


  “Now, Detective … Rodriguez, is it?”


  “Yes.”


  “Is there anything special you want to see? The family wants to sell this baby fast … so as soon as we have a go-ahead from your department, we want to clean this out. Though you can see—it’s pretty damn clean.”


  That it was.


  David looked around. Big plasma screen. No photos anywhere. On a coffee table a few magazines that looked like props. He walked into the bedroom, which also had the look of a hotel room—clean, generic.


  Who the hell was this guy?


  This Dr. Bernard Kenner, who took a detour to the dark side, a side trip to hell that led to him being hung …


  … fucking hung …


  … from a crossbeam.


  Back at One Police Plaza they had gathered a pile of personal effects from the guy. He could look at those later.


  But for now …


  “And your office left everything here?”


  “Yes. As I said. Very clean.”


  “I see.” David turned to her, facing the radiant smile and ruby red lips.


  A hungry real estate lioness.


  “Thanks. I can go now.”


  The woman led him out, and David lagged behind, his cane digging into the plush rug to the door.


  “I got a full waiting room, Officer.”


  “It’s Detective, Doctor. I just need a few minutes. From you, and maybe your hygienist.”


  The waiting room was indeed full—adults, kids, all studying David standing with the dentist, Kenner’s partner Robert Jay, in the waiting room.


  David looked around. “Maybe your office would be better?”


  The dentist nodded. “And I’ll get Marie.”


  Marie had a massive head of curly black hair, and chewed her gum with an admirable determination.


  “I can’t tell you much more,” Dr. Jay said. “We”—he looked at Marie for confirmation—”were as horrified as could be. Bernie? Bernie killed somehow? It was incredible. And nobody has told us any details.”


  “Have to do that,” David said. “It helps us.”


  “I’m sure. But we know nothing.”


  “I understand. But—leading up to the day he didn’t show up, when you learned that he had been killed, did you notice anything odd?”


  “No, noth—”


  The girl popped her gum.


  Classy. This is the place I want to come for my root canal, that’s for sure, David thought.


  But the pop signaled some information about to erupt from that gum-filled mouth.


  “Y’know”—one word, of course—”there was somethin’, Dr. Jay.”


  David wondered if Dr. Jay got to sample the hygienist’s … other … skills.


  “What was it, Marie?” Jay said tightly.


  The woman looked at David.


  “For a few weeks before it happened, Dr. Kenner seemed awfully tense. I mean, sometimes he’d just snap at me, and—”


  “Marie—” Dr. Jay started. But David reached out and touched the man’s forearm.


  “Please. Let her continue.”


  “Like, he’d snap about how slowly I mixed the cement stuff—”


  “Fixative. It’s called fixative.”


  “Right, I know that, Dr. Jay. Then I saw his hands shake. And his eyes. The guy looked like he didn’t sleep at all. It was a little freaky.”


  “I think that’s quite enough. Detective—”


  “Hold on a second. Marie, did Dr. Kenner ever say anything, give you any clue what was bothering him?”


  “Well, I asked. One morning, when he looked so bad. And he just said … ‘My sleeping’s gone to hell.’ He said those exact words.”


  Dr. Jay let out a giant breath of air.


  “Anything more?” David asked.


  The dental tech shook her head. “No. And even when he said that, it was like he wished he hadn’t said anything, like it embarrassed him. But I can guess one thing.”


  “What’s that?”


  “For some reason … he wasn’t sleeping well.”


  “Detective—I have a lot of patients waiting. Mine, now Bernard’s.”


  “Fine. All right, I may be back.” He looked at the gum chewer. “And thanks. That actually might be of some help.”


  She smiled, and David walked out of the office.


  As soon as David was on the sun-bleached sidewalk outside the dental offices of Dr. Bernard Kenner and Dr. Robert Jay, his cell phone vibrated with a message.


  The office.


  Which in this case meant One Police Plaza.


  From Captain Hicks.


  Simple and to the point.


  Come back now. Stuff happening.


  David took a breath—the air hot, humid.


  Stuff happening. And he imagined … not good stuff.


  He walked over to his car, his cane now tapping out a rhythm.


  David swiped his ID card through the reader. A green light appeared.


  Then he shifted his cane to his left hand and pressed down hard with his right hand on the thick metal door handle. Then, with a heavy shove of his shoulder, the door finally moved open.


  Christ, he thought, think they could have made it more difficult to get in?


  He moved the cane back to his right hand.


  This is great, he thought, hobbling into the office. He’d practically had to beg the doctor to sign off on his returning to work. The doctor wanted him to use a wheelchair.


  Take a month off.


  Christ!


  No way, David said. Scootering around didn’t go with the image of someone in the Violent Crimes division. Of course, the cane didn’t look so great either.


  A young woman working at her terminal looked up and gave him a smile. She was new here. Lisa … something.


  David smiled back.


  They had flirted a bit. Before the accident.


  Now he was probably way off her radar.


  He tried to walk as normally as possible to his office.


  People went on with their work, some looking up to nod at him, shoot him a quick smile—all of them doing their part.


  They all knew it wasn’t David’s fault that he caught a bullet just above his left knee. So damn lucky—it could have shattered the kneecap. They had said he was all done with operations for now. But he had to wonder if that was true. When he walked around on the leg sometimes, all he could think about was how good it would be to get his weight off it, just lie down on his bed and sleep forever.


  Johanna had been great through the whole thing.


  For an ex, she couldn’t have been better. The visits, the food, the advice … Time to hang it up, David. Unless you want to be dead.


  But Jo knew all too well that he was crap at taking advice.


  And the accident—such a fluke thing. He still wasn’t sure how it happened.


  His long march to Hicks’s office was almost done… when he noticed that the room was filled.


  Fuck.


  That didn’t look good.


  He forced himself to walk straighter. Put a smile on his face. Come on, he thought, I don’t need this. I took a bullet for the department… doesn’t that buy me any slack?


  But as he walked into the office, the grim faces showed that slack didn’t seem to be on offer.


  “David, sorry for making you hustle back here.”


  David kept the smile on his face. “What’s the occasion?”


  His captain, Ed Hicks, an old-line guy who started out as patrolman in the Bronx, out of Fort Apache, looked pained.


  David turned to the other two people in the room. One was the Violent Crimes head, Captain Frank Biondi. More of a political guy than a cop. But he was the five-hundred-pound gorilla in the room.


  And standing next to him, a kid.


  No, maybe not a kid, but someone … what, thirty … thirty-one? David had seen him around the office. A young detective. Their paths hadn’t crossed before—but it looked as if they were crossing now.


  “Rodriguez, the leg still hurting?”


  David turned to Biondi, still smiling. “Only when I walk on it.”


  Shit, gotta get that sarcasm under control. Inherited from his Irish mother and not his Cuban dad. David’s wiseass mouth always got him into trouble.


  Biondi nodded.


  “Here. David. Take a seat.”


  David nodded. No use pretending that standing there—for what looked like a kangaroo court—wasn’t fucking painful.


  He navigated past Biondi, and past the young detective, to the offered chair. Lowering his body was tricky. It involved positioning his cane in the right place and then trying to land in the seat and then not sending the rolling chair flying backward.


  He performed it this time with—he thought—a better than average amount of grace.


  “We were, um, meeting upstairs, and thought—well—we’d come down, talk to you about the case …”


  The case.


  David knew what that meant. The case. As if there was a case. What they really had was a charnel house filled with bodies all arranged in the most disturbing, bizarre way.


  One look at that scene, and everyone knew that the department couldn’t let any of that freaky shit out to the public.


  So far, no leaks had sprouted.


  And that was good.


  But a case?


  What goddamn case? David had nothing. In his twenty years he had never seen something so devoid of leads, evidence.


  “So, Detective,” Biondi said, “we’re concerned. You know, the press, the mayor’s office, all that stuff. Bearing down real hard. And so far, you—the detective in charge—have nothing.”


  Biondi let his gaze drift down to David’s leg.


  The implication couldn’t be clearer: Maybe if we had a detective with two good legs, then maybe, just maybe we wouldn’t be at this dead end.


  “Yeah, I know. Been frustrating. For me too. But it’s early and—”


  Biondi shook his head. “No, Detective Rodriguez. It’s not early. Every day is a day too many. We can’t let the thing become a black hole.”


  David let his eyes drift to the window. The NYC Municipal Building with its gold dome blocked his view of the rest of Lower Manhattan. He couldn’t glimpse what a lot of cops here called ‘The Hole’. That giant slice of sky made by two fallen buildings, a chunk of sky now open, awaiting a new skyscraper to—slowly, someday—fill it.


  Everyone knowing that nothing would ever fill ‘The Hole’.


  David looked back at his interrogators.


  “Look, I know we don’t have much. Yet. I have people here looking in other cities, other countries, for similar patterns. And we’re not done with the crime scene. No way, not by a long shot. We’re still going through everything a second time, and then a goddamn third time.”


  Easy, he reminded himself.


  Sarcasm and language would not be of any help here.


  “And the victims. Lot of work to be done there. Their backgrounds, connections—”


  “What connections?” Biondi said.


  Hicks looked at David. The captain was a big supporter of David. But there would only be so much he could do. His eyes said it all: I’m kinda boxed in here.


  Biondi looked to his left. “This is Detective James Corcoran. He’s got the background to jump in on this, take over—”


  David shook his head and stood up—without the cane.


  He didn’t even pause to marvel at what a burst of adrenaline could do.


  They wanted to replace him with this kid? No fucking way.


  “Listen, I’m just getting everything in place. Yank me now and it all goes to hell.”


  “I think it’s already gotten there, Rodriguez. I want someone who can move, hustle. You can’t do that. I think—we think”—Biondi shot a look at Hicks, David saw Hicks turn away—”you need to be replaced. For your own good. Nothing against you. But you’re disabled.”


  David counted to three.


  If Biondi wanted to get him to explode, the D word would do it.


  Though Johanna had told him the same thing.


  David looked at Hicks for some help. But he could see in the captain’s eyes that it was too late for that.


  Time for a ‘Plan B’.


  He looked at Corcoran. Short, marine-cut hair. Chiseled chin. Probably a gym rat and a babe magnet, maybe ex-military. Blue eyes that were watching all this go down. He hadn’t said a word.


  And why should he?


  The case of his lifetime was about to be dropped into his lap.


  My case, David thought.


  His three counts over … “Okay, you got a point about my mobility. But to waste everything I know about this stuff, my background—”


  “You can still do some desk work,” Biondi said.


  David shook his head. “I need to see things
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