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Chapter One

Shielding himself from the early morning rain, Detective Frank Ballaro of the New York City Police Department bent down, squinted, and checked to see if it really was blood he had stepped in.

The showers, which had begun around six AM the previous morning, started out as just a sprinkle but strengthened as the morning gave way to afternoon. Throughout the day it paused at times—only to gather more strength before continuing to pour, leaving everything saturated in its wake.

He should have known that at least two inches of water would be awaiting his loafers when he stepped from the car; New York City’s streets promised that. In the past he would have cursed out loud a few times, letting everyone within his proximity know exactly what it was he had done to himself. But this morning extreme exhaustion impeded his desire to concern himself with any form of discomfort, and he accepted the slight mishap as simply another in a string of irks riddling his pressure-filled life.

Summer 1998 had been hot and dry all the way into October, the drought making it seem as if there would never be any rain to cool New York City’s streets and buildings. When the weekends arrived, thousands would flock to the beaches on Long Island in an effort to escape the stifling heat. Some would seek relief tinkering with the fire hydrants in prayer that they would release their short supply. It was almost as if the city were a great sandcastle built a bit too far away from shore, just out of reach of the ocean’s foamy crescents.

But then summer segued into fall, and like magic the tide rushed in, transforming October into a cooling off period: nearly twenty days of rain that pounded the skyscrapers and saturated the concrete sidewalks, flooding the labyrinth of subway tunnels after all the water tables had drunk their fill, causing streams of water to race along the curbs and rush around the corners in a seemingly endless circular flow.

The curb Frank stepped in was no exception.

He hunkered down and rubbed a finger across the toes of his black loafers. Holding it beneath the dull incandescent glow of the streetlamp next to him, he dabbed it with his thumb. Deep red. Thick like syrup. Indeed, Frank had stepped in blood.

He wiped his fingers on the rainy-wet lamppost, rinsing them of the red smear. He cautiously gazed about 4th Street, his mental wheels spinning in search of a clue to the cause of the blood, purposely averting his gaze from his apartment building directly across the street in an effort to avoid the temptation of being lured there. The world played dead: empty sidewalks, not a vehicle riding the street. Shops closed and shuttered. Everything nearly steeped in darkness aside from the streetlamps and the scattered glowings from within some apartment windows. Not even a distant siren called out. The disorderly pace that usually thrived in this neighborhood had ceased to exist, making Frank feel like the last human on a world that had suddenly stopped turning.

He peeked at his watch, a simple act he had not once performed during the past twelve hours. Four-sixteen AM. Again he resisted the urge to peek across towards his apartment. A very hard-earned three-day weekend awaited his company. All he had to do was carry himself across the street, lock the door behind and close out the rest of the world until Monday.

And to imagine: a very rare occurrence started it all off. Lucking into a good parking spot. Hell, why not? He deserved at least that much. He had spent the last twelve hours wrapping up the final paperwork on the Carrie Lindsay murder that he and his ever-annoying partner Neil Connor had slaved on over the past two months. What a relief, to finally have the poor girl’s older brother right where he belonged—behind bars, all the evidence needed to prove the case on paper, clasped in a manila folder and locked in his desk drawer. The judicial icing on the cake, as he liked to say.

He sucked in a breath, tried to rub the looming headache from his eyes. For two weeks he had wanted nothing more than a good night’s sleep. He always slept pretty well between jobs where he didn’t have to obsess about who, what, and why, and with the closure on the Carey Lindsay case clearing a lot of space in his head, that’s exactly where he was: in between assignments.

But of all things, thirty-one-year veteran Frank Ballaro hadn’t anticipated stepping in blood.

His detective mind set itself in investigation mode. He had to know.

Imagining his first glimpse unreliable due to utter exhaustion, he bent down to look at it again.

Swirling in the running water, the blood kept coming, carried by the ebbing current. It flowed with a smooth sensuality, spiraling down the curb into a wicked design before reaching a bump in the blacktop, where it gelled into a ball behind a twig like an oil slick on a slab of flotsam.

Frank felt his three distinct personalities begin to do battle. The meek, weary, yet rational man in him tried desperately to ignore the blood and force himself to retire for the night, go shrug out of his stale wet clothing and into a warm bathrobe, have a bowl of hot chicken soup and sleep for sixteen hours. But that part—secondary and rarely listened to—succumbed to Frank’s strongest personality: the brave truth-seeking NYC detective that had been commended with various honors over the years, the detective that was to retire in two years but still couldn’t turn down a piece of challenging work when it presented itself, no matter what the circumstances, no matter what time it was.

The part that always piled on the grind, but somehow, always eased him out of it.

Blood on his shoes? It was coming from somewhere. Someone. He had to investigate.

The early morning moon tore through a dispersing tapestry of blue-black rain clouds, adding a faint touch of light to the dull glow of the fading streetlamps. Thin wisps of fog sluggishly advanced in from around the buildings at the corner of 4th and Mason like skeletal fingers, adding a cold sheet of humidity to the diminishing precipitation. The moon’s radiance gleamed palely from it, eerily illuminating the scene with reflections of Autumn beams. A wind picked up and hurled a few wet leaves across the sidewalk.

Slowly and methodically, Frank paced along the edge of the curb, opposite the bloody flow, keeping his eyes glued to the hairline streaks of crimson wavering atop the stream of lapping rainwater. He passed dark apartment buildings and storefronts on his left, cars parked alongside meters to his right.

A taxi turned the corner ahead and roared by, ripping through the silence, speeding past Frank down the block over Scudder Place.

From the gloom its former passenger appeared, footsteps approaching, tapping on the sidewalk. A girl.

Frank glanced in her direction. She sported green hair and a nose-ring, carried a straight-forward expression as heavy as an iron weight. Her jade eyes were catatonic, seemingly angry at the world. Frank thought of Jaimie, only nineteen years old, perhaps the same age as this confused girl. Dear God, how horrible would his life turn if his baby came home one day adorned with electric hair and a pierced face? Or worse yet: a guy with the same embellishments? It was hard enough getting her to turn the volume down on that damn music she listened to. He couldn’t imagine engaging in some futile lifestyle conflict with her.

He tore his eyes from the girl as she passed, returning his gaze to the curb and the blood. He continued his pursuit of the wispy flow to the north-west corner of 4th and Mason.

All of a sudden he heard a squeak and looked down to investigate. In the gutter a rat groveled on all fours, its pink tongue lapping urgently at a patch of blood congealing in the litter-clogged grill. Its oil-drop eyes were aimed at Frank, beady, paranoid, seemingly saying come near my warm meal and I’ll bite your little human finger off.

Frank’s weak and weary identity again begged him to turn around and head home, begged him to fight the sudden frivolous urge to pull out his .45 and pulverize the rat. Damn his third personality, that irrational part inside that always misguided his thoughts, tempting him to act foolishly and recklessly. The personality that would clearly get him into big trouble if he listened to it. Thank God this personality had never bared the strength to coerce his body into action all the time.

Take out the gun, pull the trigger, then slide away into your apartment and start your three-day weekend.

The lunacy of these ill-advised thoughts sent his body to shudders. Chills swam through his body like a school of fish. Clearly the fatigue was tearing his mind to shreds. But still, the rat’s beady eyes, they just stared at him. And the whiskers, dappled with ruby droplets, tongue sliding in and out, in and out, lap, lap, lap.

He placed a hand on his gun. C’mon, Frank, only one shot, that’s all. Just one…

Without a forewarning, a fierce scream ripped through the deadened silence of the night. Frank startled. His skin crawled, and he pulled his gun. The rat freaked also, squealing maniacally, darting into the sewer, leaving its tasty meal behind in a diluted puddle.

Frank jogged into the street. He saw a taxi racing up Mason, its headlights floating like two beacons in the ocean. He glanced quickly to the south and then back up the street, saw only the approaching cab.

The scream sounded again, louder this time, more intense. Frank stepped forward, his eyes searching the street. Nothing, at first.

Then, its source finally appeared.

A filthy man, completely naked, darting into the street a half block up, like a bat escaping the throes of hell.

Right in front of the cab.

The cab’s wheels screeched. A jolting gunshot sound blasted. Frank thought the cab had blown a tire or backfired, but soon realized with horror that the explosive sound was the result of the cab’s cold hard metal striking the naked man.

The shocking sight caused Frank’s eyelids to flutter. He swallowed hard and clutched his gut in reactive pain as the man’s waist caved into an accordion shape at the point of contact, the opposite side of his body tearing open like a piece of citrus fruit, exposing a red swamp of liver, kidney, and entrails. The stricken man catapulted head over heels like a sailing gymnast performing an out-of-control cartwheel, struck the pavement and tumbled end over end on the concrete, like a fumbled football, pieces of his insides spraying about in a symphonic shower of red beads.

The cab screeched to a halt and the driver leapt out—just in time to see the body come to a dead rest fifteen feet away.

Frank raced to the body, hand cramping around his gun, finger wet on the trigger. The cab driver, wearing dark pants and a short sleeve Hawaiian shirt, sprinted forward on long, chicken-thin legs but abruptly stopped a few yards away, steeling himself in a surrender-like stance, arms in the air.

Frank focused on him, puzzled.

The cabby started yelling, face taut with panic, accent thick, “Don’t hurt me! I-I did no see him! He come from nowhere!”

Frank scrutinized the driver’s defensive posture, his timid reaction, following his line of vision which was aimed at his own shaking hands. The gun.

Ignoring him, Frank reached for his hand-held radio but found only his empty belt. In the car! He had removed it earlier and placed it on the seat next to him. His brains too it seemed.

Instead he gently brushed the man’s long stringy hair from his face, gazing at his empty features through the jagged headlight beams of the taxi. Young, he was in his late teens at most, his blue eyes dilated and bleeding and virtually devoid of life, staring through Frank at an invisible blackness that could have been death itself looming over them. His sharp jaw trembled in syncopation with his entire naked body.

Frank peered down along the length of the man’s broken torso. A lemon-sized lump of guts emerged from the rupture in his waist.

But most unspeakable was the damage in his crotch area.

Hellishly bloodied, his penis appeared to have been shredded, as if slashed at repeatedly with a straight-edged razor or knife. His testicles were shrunken, like two small raisins, drawn in. Blood pooled on the cement between his legs. Frank felt a gorge rise in his throat, and he had to force a swallow to get the bitterness out from his mouth.

Lightly pained whines escaped the victim’s trembling lips. He appeared to be trying to say something, and Frank focused his attention on him, listening intently, hoping to hear something, any pained morsel of information that may clue him into a reason for the tragedy.

But nothing came, only desperate wheezes. Shock was progressing upon him, cloaking his physical awareness. His weak whispering pleas were most likely instinctual.

“I did not see him!”

Frank jumped, nearly shot the cabby, who was now perching over him, arms wide in plea, clearly less scared of Frank now and more concerned with his own ass than with the condition of the man he’d just pummeled. Probably had visions of being deported back to his country.

For the second time tonight Frank had to control the urge to fire his weapon. He waved it in the cabby’s direction and the driver stepped back, cringing like a child warding off the blows of an angry parent.

“Call for help. God damn it! Move!” He felt a wave of frustration race along his nerve endings. The cabby darted back into the cab and started shouting wildly into his CB radio.

Frank placed his free palm on the boy’s forehead. Cold and wet. His lips chattered uncontrollably, blue and chapped, devoid of moisture. His skin had released its tone and was now gray like cold fish. Frank swallowed a dry lump clinging to the back of his throat. It seemed that there was nothing he could do to help the boy.

He still needed to find out what had happened.

He took a cursory glance around. Aside from the idling cab and wild cries of the cabby attempting to explain to his supervisor what had just occurred, silence dominated, just as it did only minutes earlier when he stepped from his car into the bloody water.

A breeze swept by, chilling the sweat on Frank’s brow. It then seemed to blow down past Frank, through the boy’s blue stuttering lips and into his dying subconscious mind, grabbing a single word from within.

“Atmosphere”.

It emerged harshly, a barely audible whisper. Pained, yet emphatic. Garbled, but intelligible. But what did it mean? Was it possible that the boy could be trying to reveal a reason to his naked insanity?

“What? What’d you say?” Frank’s own words stammered as much as the injured boy’s breaths. They garnered no response. Suddenly he wanted so desperately to feed his frustration, scrape at the boy’s lips with his fingers and vainly attempt to pry more information. But he did not, resorting to his sensible mind, allowing the situation to unfold without any harsh interference. This left him only one option. Satisfy his curiosity with what he had: only one word, it being all he would ever capture.

The boy’s eyes sealed shut, two empty envelopes forever closed.

A police cruiser pulled up.

And Frank sat like a zombie in the wake of its madly twirling beacons, a dead body in front of him and a single word challenging his mind.

Atmosphere.


Chapter Two

The silent night surrendered to twirling siren lights and a whirlwind of activity. Four cruisers and an ambulance clogged the now cordoned off block. A few early morning enthusiasts watched from behind, craning their necks to get a good view of the commotion. Paramedics hunkered over the injured man, working frantically, administering anesthesia, taping his injuries with sheets of gauze. A few policemen from the 13th precinct gathered about the medical team, watching inquisitively, while others casually leaned on the cruisers and laughed amongst themselves. Frank heard them cracking gay jokes about the victim.

“So Smoky…what brings you out at this time of night?”

Frank recognized the voice at once. Smiling, he turned to face Captain Hector Rodriguez. Frank had worked his longest tour of duty with Hector at the 13th, nearly twenty years, before being promoted—and transferred—to the 12th eleven years ago.

In 1968, his first month as a rookie cop, Frank had been posted at the corner of Bleeker and 3rd, three blocks from an open-air concert being performed by the Grateful Dead. Greenwich Village in the late sixties always offered a great deal of culture to look at: drunk and stoned kids roaming the streets, all living life to its fullest, sex, drugs, and rock and roll. Frank was just a kid himself at the time, and being from Brooklyn, had had many friends participating in all the far-out activities thriving at the time. The day of the concert he had been perched at the corner watching the semblance of activity, wondering with a bit of envy what his life would have been like had he not chosen to become an officer of the law. He pictured himself dressed in bell-bottom jeans, a tie-dye shirt, headband, John Lennon specs, and a cigarette dangling from his lip.

As he daydreamed, a group of teens approached him, most of them proudly sporting marijuana joints. They jeered him, and Frank—as young and as naive as they got at the time—just stood there against a brick building as frozen as a snowman while they all took turns blowing pot smoke into his face. He felt so helpless that they probably could have helped themselves to his gun. It was a good thing they didn’t; he wouldn’t have been a cop today.

As it happened, the whole episode was simply a harmless prank on the part of the hippies, and as far as they had been concerned, were simply spreading the “word”, love, peace and happiness, man. Frank had gotten so stoned he needed to wait until the following day before he could write up a report on the incident. Of course by that time he had completely forgotten what any of the teens looked like. It was an incident that would haunt him for the rest of his career, and it was how he got the nickname “Smoky”.

“Please don’t call me that, Hect.”

“C’mon,” Hector said, his voice rife with sarcasm. “I couldn’t imagine calling you by any other name.” He gave Frank a smile and a wink.

Ballaro returned the playful gesture with a grin of his own. It took effort given the circumstances and the exhaustion racing through in his veins, but Hector was a pal, and deserved his respect. “Well…how about ‘Frank’. That has a nice ring to it.” He wondered how Hector, especially at his age, found the energy to be so vibrant at this early hour.

Rodriguez gave Frank a soft tap on the shoulder. “Okay. You got it. No more Smoky jokes…if I can help it.” Another wink.

Frank took a good look at his old friend. Lines adorned every crevice of his face, around the eyes, nose, mouth. And his hair looked like vanilla frosting, white tufts escaping the brim of his cap. Lord, how times flies. He had to be pushing, what, fifty-nine, sixty?

“So what are you doing here? And when in God’s name are you going to retire?” Frank pointed a thumb towards the paramedics, who were now racing the body on a stretcher along with an IV rig toward the ambulance. “You don’t need this crap anymore.”

“Can’t Frank,” he answered succinctly, tipping his hat—a motion handled subconsciously. “This is my life. Call me crazy, but I love this, crap and all.”

Frank knew quite well how Hector Rodriguez felt. He inexplicably felt the same way. It was something special deep inside, something that compelled him to seek out answers to every challenging mystery confronting him. Take criminals off the streets where they could threaten the innocent. He had no idea why all his life he urged for this lifestyle. Growing up, his parents never made any efforts to steer him towards a career of law enforcement. On the contrary, they had painstakingly tried to avert his enthusiasm for becoming an officer, constantly pestering him about all the money doctors and lawyers made, reassuring him that he’d quit his job as soon he saw his first dead body.

That was nearly thirty years ago, and he’d seen many bodies since then, murdered ones, raped ones, kidnapped ones. Terrible encounters that tormented him with nightmares, migraines, an ulcer. But not once had he wanted to leave the force. It all seemed worth it when an opportunity arose to shut a piece of filth away, expunge all the crimes that he or she might have committed had they continued roaming the streets. It was almost like playing God: he could intervene, he could make a difference and put an end to one bad person’s string of crimes. And as far as retiring, well, every time thoughts of packing it in toyed with his mind, he would suffer sick visions of Jaimie in the grasp of some scum-of-the-earth, and he’d find the will to continue. “Takes a crazy man, huh Captain?”

With this, Rodriguez asked the inevitable. “Speaking of crazy men, what the hell’re you doing out here? What happened?”

Frank rubbed his tired eyes with a thumb and forefinger. “It all happened so quickly.” He went on to explain how he had worked late on the Lindsay case, parked the car, heard the scream. The cabby, flailing wildly—it seemed he was good at this—was now telling his version to an officer who took notes on a small scratch pad.

“Must be something in the air,” Hector said, watching the ambulance pull away from the scene.

“That time of year, Hect. Weather gets cooler, people get depressed and toss themselves in front of moving vehicles.”

Hector pointed up 4th street. “You said you were standing on the corner when you heard the scream and came running?”

“Yes, I…wait…” Frank stepped away towards the curb. “There’s something else…”

Hector followed.

“Come, look.” Frank crouched down next to the curb. The rain had stopped altogether, and although the sun had not yet broken over the East River, it started to grow lighter out and he was able to see the blood more clearly than before: dried now, thin stains streaking along the crevice joining the curb and the street.

“This is what originally caught my attention. Don’t ask me what made me look down, I just did. I stepped in it as I got out of my car tonight.” Frank stood back up, stretched out his right leg and displayed his shoe to Hector. There were crustlets of dried blood edging the sole. “Look, see?”

Hector peered down, his interest obviously piqued. “You sure that didn’t come from the naked boy?”

Frank shrugged his shoulders. “Could’ve. But not while I was trying to help him.”

“So you heard the scream then stepped in the blood?”

“No, the other way around.”

“So he’d been injured before the cab hit him.”

“Yes, I’d say so. Assuming all this blood came from him. When I got to him, his genitals were badly mutilated. My guess is that that injury occurred before he fled into the street.”

“Probably much before,” Hector said. “It’d take time for the rain to carry the blood around the corner.”

“That means the kid was tortured by someone.”

“Looks that way. Unless it was self-inflicted, and I doubt that very much.”

Frank locked gazes with Hector. “He must have been fleeing someone when he darted into the street.”

Hector nodded. “Can you remember anything else?”

Frank closed his eyes, rubbed his chin, digging through the cloud of fatigue shrouding his memories. “Well, after I stepped in the blood,” he said, pacing along the curb, pointing, “I followed it to the corner.” Both he and Hector trailed the veiny smears, which ran a few yards down Mason, then up the curb and across the sidewalk into a thin alley. The two men peered wide-eyed into the dark of the alley like two young boys trying to drum up the nerve to descend into a darkened cellar.

“Hector…he came from here, the naked boy. I’m almost positive of it.”

“You sure?”

“Hect, the blood. Look at it.”

Hector Rodriguez turned around and silently motioned to one of his men with a wave of an arm. A young officer, maybe thirty years of age, trotted over. His badge read “Muldoon”.

“Officer Kevin Muldoon, this is Detective Frank Ballaro, from the 12th.” The two men exchanged handshakes and then Hector said, “Kevin, bring a light. I want to check out the alley.” Muldoon jogged away and returned with a halogen flashlight.

“Kevin, we think the kid came from back there. We also think he was trying to escape from someone when the cab got him. Let’s see if we can find anything.”

Muldoon nodded and the three cops entered the alley in a single file, Muldoon in the lead, flashlight in his left hand. Frank kept a hand on his holstered .45.

They slowly shuffled forward, Frank at once feeling closed in; the cramped buildings snuffed out much of the growing light—it was probably dark here at midday—and the ominous gloom nearly swallowed up the flashlight beam. Litter blanketed the ground, newspapers, flattened cans, broken glass, candy wrappers, everything saturated with rainwater. Their footsteps squashed over everything.

Suddenly, from within the near-distant shadows, a pained whimper pitched forth.

Muldoon stopped dead in his tracks. Frank glanced over his shoulder. “You hear that?”

“Keep going, slowly,” Hector said, pointing with his chin. He heard it.

All of a sudden Hector’s belted radio squelched, ripping apart the silence in the alley like a whistling firecracker. He grumbled a shit, fumbling to turn it off. As soon as the silence was resurrected, a sickly moan loomed as if in answer to the radio’s cry. The three cops stood in position, listening to it as it leveled for a moment then tapered down into a gurgly cough before finally evaporating. The cry clearly claimed more pain than the unobtrusive snivel that preceded it, sounding like an animal with a leg snared in a hunter’s trap.

Muldoon held the flashlight high in attempt to get a better angle, waving it around in ovals. “I can’t see anything.”

Frank tried to shove his lassitude aside, force some wheels spinning in his head. Throughout his career he had unwrapped numerous crimes clue by perplexing clue. But this? So far: blood led into an alley from where a naked, castrated man emerged in an obvious state of alarm, entrenched to the point where he ended up as a piece of road under the wheels of a cab. The poor bastard never so much as flinched before he was mowed down. And now, someone else here, hidden and hurt, someone who would no doubt provide another piece to an already intriguing puzzle.

They stepped forward, one step, and then the next, slowly and carefully, Frank considering two possibilities: one, the moan came from the perpetrator, the individual guilty of the heinous castration, the presumed murderer. Assuming this to be a likelihood, extreme caution had to be necessitated, defensive postures set in effect. He pulled his gun, finger gently touching the trigger.

Second, the unseen person could very well be a victim himself, henceforth requiring immediate medical assistance. This scenario, however, could not be trusted until an injured person in fact lay in their sights. Expect the worst, pray for the best.

They inched closer. From Frank’s vantage he could see in the beams of Muldoon’s flashlight a chain link fence separating a courtyard from the alley. From the shadows he saw a large tree growing just beyond the fence on the other side. A park bench sat a few feet to the right under the tree. The crooked branches and leaves of additional trees swayed like ghosts in the distance, their wet dying leaves sending a static-like noise through the air. To the right, four battered aluminum trash cans hugged the alley wall like barnacles on a ship’s hull.

In the silence of the moment, Frank wondered if it could have been the fatigue shrouding his mind that concocted the pained cry—just as he thought it had conjured the blood on his shoes when all this started.

But then he heard it again, louder, more pained.

Positioning himself, Frank stepped to the left side of Muldoon. Shoulder to shoulder, they almost touched the alley walls. “Who’s there?” he yelled, craning his neck but still unable to see the source of the moan.

Then, like a wicked alarm in the middle of the night, horrifying laughter sounded. It sent a dreadful chill coursing through Frank’s body, as if a metal fork had been slowly scraped along a chalky blackboard. Shivering, Frank stayed motionless, feet rooted, listening to the shrouded cackle as its cadence rose and fell. He tightened his grip further on the .45. He and Muldoon looked at each other, nodded an affirmative, then edged ahead, Muldoon in the lead. In his peripheral vision Frank saw Hector hang back and quietly radio for assistance.

Frank was about to shout a come out with your hands in the air so I can see them threat when Muldoon uttered “Jesus-H-Christ” in a quiet yet panicked tone. Frank quickly stepped forward, in front of Muldoon, looked to the corner of the alley where Muldoon had the flashlight’s beam aimed.

His heart trembled.

Flanking the right wall, a portion of the link fence had been peeled open from the bottom, exposing a hole large enough for a man to fit through. Between the hole and the last garbage can, two naked legs jutted out, covered with blood.


Chapter Three

“I need paramedics here now!” Hector yelled into his radio, a series of squelches and feedback breaking up his harried voice.

Frank and Muldoon stood opposite the body, unmoving, both men in halt and unsure of what to do at that very moment. In this tentative state, Frank dug deep into his mind and tried to remember if he had ever in his thirty-one-year career seen anything as remotely grotesque, as horrible as the vision before him. He’d seen a great deal of daunting incidents, but could not recall anything equaling this, and he simply did what his mind allowed him to do at the moment: stand frozen with fear and awe and amazement. And Muldoon—well Frank could only assume similar feelings distressed him, perhaps to a point of even further torment than Frank perceived, given his limited exposure to such adverse episodes. He remained immobilized as well, gun lowered, agape and trembling.

It was quite a sight. A young man like the first sat naked in a puddle amidst a ring of refuse on the alley ground. He leaned back crookedly against the building wall, his entire body trembling like a machine. At first glance it seemed he was staring up at them, eyes rolling wildly and unable to pin their target, but in reality his tense face bore eyes turned up into their sockets, the whites glistening, shot with ruptured circles of blood.

Just like the first boy they encountered, this victim also suffered gruesome wounds to his groinal area. The penis and testicles had been castrated, reduced to mere shreds of flesh. A flare of blood rose up from his crotch in a wave-like pattern across his entire upper body, across his face and into his hair—which was saturated and standing at various angles. His thin arms, also coated in crimson, looked completely skinless, as if only raw veins and muscles were exposed.

When he was finally able to pull his sights away from the blood, Frank noticed a small object locked in the boy’s hands. It was about the size of a grapefruit, round with maybe a half-dozen circular, six-inch spikes emerging from it. As Muldoon tried to steady the flashlight’s beam on the boy’s trembling hands, Frank could see his bloody fingers gently caressing the object, smearing the gore around in finger-painting circles, exposing a dark shiny hue beneath the deep wet crimson. Frank thought the object to be black in color, but couldn’t be sure as it had so much blood covering it.

Something then happened, and as shocking and as paralyzing as the whole vision was, nothing could compare to…well it tempted their minds with madness, taking them beyond all the carnage and gore and into a more terrifying and disturbing persuasion of lunacy.

He smiled. Wide grinned, teeth ivory white and aglow beneath his red mask of death. A delineation of dementia gone overboard.

Frank’s weaker rational personality spoke out to him, struggled desperately to convince him to break away, to flee this terrible wickedness, and even though it was his own voice, it was not that of Frank Ballaro the adult but that of Frank Ballaro the child, reminding him in his very own unfledged, high-pitched utterance that something as profoundly terrifying and evil-appearing as this was something not to be reckoned with—no matter what age he was, no matter what the circumstances might be. Frank strangely realized for the first time in his life that in some situations, such as this, the helpless child had more common sense than that of the rational adult.

But he resisted the urge to run. The strongest identity inside—the truth-seeking detective—again fought his less daring half—the source of the child’s voice—and shut it down from making any weak decisions. It demanded answers, wanted to understand what afflictions had become of the young man before him, and it forced Frank to stay.

Something is very wrong, he thought to himself, something here, in New York City, this Friday morning, October 21st, 1998, and he had unwittingly taken the first of many steps that would presumably lead toward an explanation to this madness, had scratched at the surface of an incredibly terrifying mystery. Its substance was now under his nails. It was too late to run.

The boy’s chest rose and fell. The smile suddenly vanished from his face and his lower jaw dropped. A foul odor rushed out in an almost visible gush. Rushing footsteps approached from behind, flashlight beams flying like nightclub lights. Breaking his inactivity, Frank quickly turned and glimpsed a team of paramedics scurrying down the alley toward them.

“Freeze!” Muldoon suddenly screamed.

Frank leapt at the sound of Muldoon’s shout, felt a lump form in the back of his throat. He spun and saw something…something so alarming, so quick and dream-like and more frighteningly mysterious than the injured boy himself, that it at once became difficult to believe that what he saw actually happened as it unexpectedly did, right before his eyes.

A strange looking man shot into sight through the hole in the fence, perhaps six-two or three, arms long and lanky, shoulders broad. His entire body was ensconced in black; jeans, boots, jacket. His hands were covered as well, fitted with sleek mitten-like gloves. Even his eyes were lost behind large dark sunglasses. Only the pearl white skin of his face and bald head were exposed to the traces of the growing morning.

With spider-like finesse, the man stretched forward, grabbed the bloody boy beneath his arms and yanked him through the hole in the link fence, into the courtyard and out of sight around the corner of the building.

The air suddenly reeked of feces and urine, uncomfortably counteracting the panic that ensued. Hector screamed for back-up, the quiet alternative of the radio serving no purpose now. In the commotion, Muldoon abruptly forced the EMT workers against the alley wall, making room for additional police to squeeze through. One medic, a young girl with freckles and blond hair tied in a bun, screamed as she struck the brick surface.

Frank pressed himself against the wall opposite the EMT workers, his three personalities engaged in a whirlwind of conflict. This battle, in combination with his semi-suppressed exhaustion, stunned him to the point where he simply couldn’t make a move, take action, and he remained frozen, allowing the oncoming police to engage in the pursuit while his minds chattered.

What the hell just happened? Did some guy just reach through that hole in the presence of armed police officers and snatch a castrated man away in mere seconds? Yes, it had to be. No level of fatigue could drum up such a bizarre hallucination.

Muldoon followed his counterparts through the shed hole in the fence. Frank finally coerced movement in himself, and he and Hector followed.

The entire courtyard came into view. It was smaller than it had first seemed, perhaps only thirty feet across to the next building. It appeared from this angle that the only legitimate accesses to the yard were those from the buildings themselves; all the other alleys were fenced off.

Frank immediately saw streaks of blood in the grass, like trails of paint, the body clearly having been dragged away with the same quick determination as it had been scooped through the hole in the fence. Frank and Hector followed the messy streaks to a hole in the ground where the policemen stood circled about it, looking down inside and shaking their heads with what indicated utter disbelief. Muldoon and a middle-aged mustachioed cop with tufts of black hair jutting from the sides of his hat were shining their flashlights down into the hole. Another was crouched on his knees, tugging at a manhole cover in the grass at the side of the opening.

The cop with the moustache, McGoldrick, spread his arms in question, disbelief drawn on his face. “Bastard disappeared down the sewer.”

“Did anyone see him go down?” Hector asked, jerking his head in all directions, including all the cops in the query.

“No…but there’s blood all over the edge,” McGoldrick answered, shining the flashlight around to confirm his statement. “And on the grass around it.”

“Maybe he threw the body down there and fled?” Hector suggested, breaths escaping his throat in anxious gasps.

“Captain, I don’t think so. He would’ve been spotted heading across the courtyard. Cullen and Shafski went to check out the exits and the other alleys, but we’re pretty sure he went down here.”

Hector’s face flushed red as if the veins inside his head had exploded and let their flow seep beneath his skin. He shook his head, confusion no doubt bringing about a flurry of questions. One eventually came out. “Why hasn’t anyone gone down after him?”

The cops stayed motionless, lips sealed and eyes blank, not the slightest bit of initiative present in their body language. Something had hold of them and kept them rooted.

“What? What’s the matter?” Hector looked at Frank, eyes wide with disbelief as if to say, You believe these guys, Frank? They’re nothing like we used to be, when we were young.

McGoldrick stepped forward. “Captain, it’s a cesspool duct. There’s no ladder. It’s nothing but cement walls and hook-eyes from here on down. You need equipment to get down there.” Muldoon nodded, confirming his statement.

Hector stared at him for a moment, clearly befuddled. “You sure?” Receiving four nods in unison, Hector removed his hat, frustration clearly getting to him. How many times in his checkered career had something as cunning and corrupt as this occur just beyond the grasp of his fingertips, and slip away so easily without allowing a fragment of opportunity to take hold of it? Never? Yet here it happened, a first, and there seemed to be no excuse or valid explanation for letting this incredible mystery just slip away.

He swiped his forehead then stepped forward, peering into the dark depression. Frank stepped next to him.

“They’re right Hect. No way down.”

“Except if you jumped.”

“Must be, what, twenty? Twenty-five feet? Can’t be done without nearly killing yourself.”

“Which means the bastard’s still down there with a broken ankle or leg.”

A crazy thought entered Frank’s mind and he shuddered at its outrageousness. But it seemed to make some sense. “Unless…”

“Unless what?” Hector’s mouth trembled and his cheeks, even here in the early morning light, started showing deep ruddy patches of maroon. He would listen to anything as long as he got a viable answer.

“Unless he used the body to break his fall.” The option suddenly seemed all to realistic, and Frank could see Hector’s frustration jarring almost every muscle in his face as he considered this possibility. It looked as if steam would start pouring out from his ears.

“Captain?” Muldoon interrupted. “He probably is still down there. It’s a cesspool. There’s gonna be a lot of pipes and ducts leading out, but no tunnels. None that a man could fit through anyway.”

Hector at once pulled his radio, placed a call into Special Teams. They’d have spelunkers here in a half hour, all geared up and ready to hoist on down. Holstering his radio, he asked, “If this is a cesspool, how come there’s no stink?”

Still peering into the dark of the hole, Frank said, “I imagine it’d stink if you went down there.”

Hector gave Frank a quizzical look, one eyebrow jutting in the air.

Frank smiled and shrugged, fatigue making an effort of it. “That’s why I’m a detective.”

“The object,” Muldoon suddenly said, bringing about a round of silence and a variety of perplexed looks. “The thing he was holding, remember Captain?” He stepped forward. “The black thing? It was covered in
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