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Chapter One

Manhattan, where the sun shines red on the
upturned faces of angels and Antichrists.

If the man coming in out of the rain ever
owned a halo, it had long since corroded into flakes of wishes and
dead iron. Fat rain came down from a charcoal sky as Gabriel Rush
let the glass-tinted door swing closed behind him. The grey of
cigarette smoke corkscrewed lazily into the haze of stale December
air.

Two talkers slumped down beside the cool
blue of the fish tank, threadbare elbows steeping in the warm wet
circles of beer staining the table between them. Their conversation
was muted by the sleazy whisper of saxophone jazz humming in the
barroom. Drowning their philosophies.

Beneath the stained window of St. Jude,
patron saint of drunks and losers, Nik Lomas stared into his
half-empty whiskey glass. Gabriel joined him at the window, waiting
for Jake to look up from towelling out a well-worn tumbler. Lomas
rolled his glass absently between thick fingers. Scratched a line
of blue ink across his notepad. His hands were square, with awkward
thumbs that jutted out at angles from his forefingers. The skin was
hard, ingrained with some chalk-like powder; a journalist born with
construction workers hands.

Gabriel sniffed, wiping a thin trickle of
rain from his brow, and lost himself in the glass reflection behind
the bar. The face in the mirror had sad eyes, framed by this just
longer than shoulder length hair, raven-black, mussed and tired
looking. In the mirror, his eyes were darkened to midnight blue,
not the deep blue of the ocean, but close enough that they could
have been father and son. The man was beaten down to the dye of his
red skin. There was a small scar beneath the left eye from a cut
that couldn’t be stitched. You’re no Geronimo, he told himself, a
cynical smile on his lips.

“Jesus, Gabe. You look like shit,” Lomas’
voice brought him back.

Behind the bar, Jake laughed, setting down
the well-wiped tumbler. It was a deep grumble that gurgled around
inside his ample gut long before it reached his lips. “And you
don’t smell so good, either. You okay?”

“Depends on what scale we’re using,” Gabriel
answered, rummaging in his pocket for a couple of crumpled bills to
put on the counter. “Put it this way: I’m not dead yet, but I’m
beginning to think it might not be such a bad idea. Know what I
mean?”

Another laugh. “Yeah, only too well, bud.
You wanna beer? Course you want a beer, right?” It wasn’t a
question. Balancing off a thick head of cream he put the beer on
the counter. “You hear about Mike Beijer?”

Gabriel shook his head doubtfully, sketching
a childish face in the froth of his drink. “What sort of mouth does
he get?” He asked, pointing down with his eyes. “Happy or sad?” The
question was part of a ritual carried over from the playground, the
bleached yellow faces painted on the concrete beneath the skipping
ropes.

“I’m thinking sad. Gabe, Mike took a bite on
his .45 last Friday. Pulled the trigger and left half his head on
the kitchen wall for his kid to scrape up.”

“Jesus…” What little colour the rain hadn’t
stung out of Gabriel’s cheeks leeched away as —

The vertigo-rush of sound, ghost voices of
yesterday launched themselves at him, dancing on the edge of
consciousness, the divide between waking and dreaming, the silken
hiss of the suicide song howling… To the pulse of light… Blinding…
White light… The sound of a pan filled with fat and fries hissing
on the stove… Dark… Black… The face of a shocked five year old
scrunching balled fists into her eyes, screaming but he can’t hear…
Screaming… Screaming… As the greasy back wall runs with thick
sugary red water… Light… And on the floor… Daddy lies dying… The
blood red rose of a bullet hole flowering in the side of his
head…

— the glass shattered in his hand, a jagged
splinter biting deep into his palm. The song of suicide haunted
him, a lullaby of blood running between his fingers. Gabriel opened
his hand, holding it out stupidly while blood and alcohol
blended.

“Christ, Gabe. Let me have a look at
that.”

The splinter had broken off in his palm and
looked like an angel’s glass tooth in the mouth of his hand.

Hearing the soft brush of the glass doors
opening behind him, Gabriel turned on his stool, bleeding hand
still held out straight, the drips of red flowering on his Chinos,
in time to see a tall, dark skinned woman glide in. She had a
chiselled, bony face, nose a little too long, with ink-stain eyes
and the rich black curls of an Afro-American. She looked tired as
she placed herself in an empty booth. She moved with the practised
grace of a dancer. Or a hooker, a little voice inside him said.

Two hands on his shoulders turned him
around. The bartender had wrapped ice in a towel and was tying it
into a makeshift bandage. Gabriel winced at the sting of the cold
on the cut. The blood soaked quickly into the wet towel.

On his notepad, Lomas quickly scribbled a
note. He ripped off the top sheet and passed it across to Gabriel:
She looks like an angel with her wings on fire.

His gaze drifted back to the newcomer, the
loose cling of her white cotton blouse, the gentle swell of
temptation beneath. The red tag of her faded jeans a delicacy in
cotton. Hair swept back tightly and braided with strings of black
pearls.

“I wouldn’t mind getting burned,” Gabriel
said, crumpling the note in his good hand and slipping it into his
pocket. “Who is she?”

Jake laughed his laugh again, not without
humour. “Hundred and fifty dollar hooker, my friend. Calls herself
Celine, after that singer. Some kind of Hispanic, not that you
couldn’t guess. Why? Your hormones hearing the call?” His eyebrows
creased upwards in a conspiratorial wink as he chuckled to
himself.

“Full Tom-Tom drums and smoke signals. Wait,
I’m getting a message… They’re saying… One hundred and fifty bucks…
One hundred and fifty bucks.”

“Go talk to her then, you old silver tongued
devil you. Just don’t go making trouble.”

“Would I?” Gabriel quipped with a grin.

“I know you Gabriel.”

“That you do, my friend. That you do.”

It would have been easy to talk to her, but
Gabriel walked back out into the rain of Third Avenue Looked at her
as she sat framed by the smoky glass of the bar’s window. A sad
faced girl alone in a street corner bar, drinking her day away.
Between her fingers she twirled a flawed rose. Delicate white
petals flaunting their imperfection; a single red tear weeping
through the silk weave. There was something desperate in the way
her long, sculptured fingernails pinched the fake stem. Her gaze
drifted out of the window, to the lamppost across the wide street,
some ghost of her past leaning against it, watching her.

Gabriel huddled under the pale shelter of a
tenement stoop and matched her movements, rolling a straggly
licorice-paper cigarette between his bloody fingers as he watched
her. Lit it. Inhaled. Exhaled jaundiced smoke as a municipal bus
rumbled by. His hand ached as he slipped his camera out of his
pocket, sneaking a flashless shot of her profile.

Through the lens she looked less an angel,
more a melancholy dreamer only anchored to this earth by the weight
of her thoughts.

He took four more photographs of her, two of
the rose in her hand.

 



Chapter two

He lay there, legs tangled in the damp
bedclothes, staring up at the raindrops as they broke and spilled
the length of the skylight.

They lay in pools of celluloid around the
bed; newspaper cut-outs, black and whites, Polaroid’s. The usual
cast of runaways, husbands and wife beaters highlighted by the
backsplash of light coming off the soft spotlight.

There was no glamour in trying to pretend he
was Jimmy Stewart. Real life wasn’t Rear Window; it was taking
candid snaps of melancholy girls in street corner windows. Stealing
moments of their souls to put food on the table. Taking candid
photographs of infidelity for the divorce courts. Hustling up bucks
off paranoia, feeding the green-eyed monster. That was real life.
Money, drugs and sex. All shades of the truth, black, white and
grey.

Gabriel wasn’t proud of what he had become,
the depths he’d sunk to, the waters so grey they’d drowned the
idealist’s fire, washed it from his eyes.

His neck was stiff, ached from hours in
the rain. Stretching, he scratched at his chest. A black-inked
raven was tattooed in the hollow of his breastbone, wing-tips
touching each of his nipples. The raven, the Black Foot’s bird,
wisest of all.

“Gabe, we got us a little problem. Can you
come in to the Stationhouse?” Mannelli’s voice had taken on a
distant quality, leaving it half-hidden by the sullen buzz of
static. The frail spectre of that voice was an ethereal hand from
an unwanted past reaching into Gabriel’s here and now. An unwanted
ghost that dragged his eyes back to the line of photographs on the
dresser, each photograph a part of his life he refused to bury:
Francesca, another woman with a rose in her hand who had stolen his
heart, and Sam, smiling on his third birthday. You’d have been a
little over six now, he thought, the sadness of a widower’s
thoughts sinking like a smooth sided stone in his stomach.

He pressed his thumbs into his eyes and
sniffed back the sleep. 4 a.m. “Yeah, sure. I’m on my way.” He
fumbled the receiver back into the cradle and sat up.

Next to those, the last photograph, a woman
holding cotton candy and smiling mischievously at the camera.

The future.

Gabriel sighed.

The future. In essence, all that meant was
someone else to consider.

Ashley.

He found himself thinking about her more and
more, her laughter lines and the deep blue-green sea of her eyes.
And every time he pictured the lines of her face creasing into that
smile of hers he felt a delicious shiver of anticipation wriggle
the length of his spine. Somehow, this heightened sensitivity only
left him feeling even more distant.

Love?

The morning after the crash all of those
photographs spread out across the floor had become his life, the
be-all and end-all. A private investigator sludging through the
sickness of the streets, the ripped open garbage sacks and the used
Coke cans in the gutter of Manhattan and the Bronx. Life reduced to
taking photographs of corrupt business partners and wayward
spouses. It wasn’t a conscious decision, just the way it turned
out. He’d even managed to convince himself liked it that way — up
to a point. But that small tingle of anticipation?

Did she love him?

Maybe she couldn’t stand him; maybe she just
didn’t have the heart to tell him as much?

Francesca… Frankie…

Ashley…

Same kettle, very different fish.

Gabriel looked over at the sickly green time
as it blurred into four-ten.

“A little problem,” he muttered, swinging
his legs around and getting out of bed. There was only one type of
problem that warranted calling in an ex-cop (an ex-homicide
detective) at 4 a.m. and it wasn’t a little one, no matter what
Mannelli said.

 



Chapter Three

Gabriel Rush made the turn into Westwood
twenty minutes later.

Despite everything, nothing had changed.
Plus ça change, plus c’est la meme chose; loosely
translated, the more that things change, the more they stay the
same. A craggy faced Chinese woman with snowy locks, baggy black
pyjamas and straw sandals shuffled through the mixed smells of
ginger, cabbage, onions and urine. Behind her, her granddaughter
laughed, one hand in the pocket of her C.K. jeans. A deathless man,
his face bleached by years of exhaust fumes and cigarette smoke,
leaned against the still dark doorway, the cigarillo hanging limply
from his downturned lips. The wet broom in his hand was matted with
Chinese cabbage and onion peelings brushed up from the street. The
old man’s eyes followed Gabriel as drove slowly by.

Clothing Kit’s all-purpose store on the
corner of Sedgewick and Columbia was open for the pre-dawn crawl.
J.C. Penney’s window a lone black tooth in the smile of the
street.

The smells of New York by night still
drifted over the neighbourhood; not-yet-morning smells all too soon
swamped by the dirty smells of the city’s dirty life.

The 1956 Black Hawk coughed out a plume of
smoke as he pulled in by the fire hydrant in front of The Lotus
House, its red-gold hoarding advertising Hunan Szechwan cuisine
around the clock. The water dragon roared its discounts and
specials. Across the four lanes of traffic the Stationhouse loomed,
with its rusting fire escapes and carved seven-story facade.
Abandoned patrol cars and police bikes lined the curb out front.
The old green globes over the door burned dimly, the black legend
POLICE faint but clear in the coming light.

Gabriel ducked past the desk sergeant as he
entered the building, walked through the empty muster room and went
up the stairs; a narrow, winding passage of carved wood; its
majestic balustrade old and weak and riddled with woodworm; its
metal-tipped steps worn shiny by the shuffling feet of a thousand
cops over a hundred years.

The detective squad room could have passed
for an office in any insurance company; telephones on desks,
computers instead of the Naked Lunch typewriters of a year
before.

It had been a long time since he’d called
this room home…

The door to Mannelli’s office concealed a
two-way mirror. The detention cage, crammed in a corner, sat all
but empty; a wasted looking vagrant huddled up against the back
bars, drying out. Steel mesh covered all of the windows. Cardboard
wastepaper bins were scattered randomly about the room, the
overflowing garbage topped with Styrofoam cups, empty Coke cans,
pizza boxes and scrunched up bagel wrappers.

Jack Delgado sat at one of the desks, typing
up a rape report with two fingers, his two-hundred and ten pounds
crammed in behind the Formica, deep-set piggy eyes lost beneath the
Simian concentration. Another one of New York’s finest stood at the
bank of cabinets, one hand holding the line to the Assistant D.A.’s
office open, the other juggling the contents of a case folder.

Delgado looked up, two fingers hovering.
“Fuck me. What’re you doing here, Tonto? They kicked you off the
Reservation for smoking the peace pipe again?”

“Screw you, Kimo Sabe.” Gabriel drew himself
a cup of tasteless black treacle from the vending machine, knocked
on Mannelli’s door and let himself in.

Second generation Italian, Dan Mannelli was
a tall man blessed with a continental swath of dark features and a
thick crop of Italian-black hair to match. The law man had wide
shoulders made wider by the padded jacket he’d thrown on; brown
leather with the faded painting of an old war girl flaking on the
back. He smelled like he hadn’t slept, or washed, in a few days.
Dark circles ringed his eyes.

There’s a man with the woes of the world on
his back…

“Stern’s just called one in from Lexington,”
Mannelli said, wasting no time on the niceties. “I want your eyes
on this one, Gabe. I’ve got a bad feeling. Some of the stuff
sounds… Damn it all to freakin’ hell… It sounds like he’s started
pulling some freakin’ ritual shit… Started believing his own
freakin’ press.”

Downing a mouthful of tepid coffee,
Gabriel’s eyes drifted to the stack of well-thumbed sheets strewn
across Mannelli’s desk; the coroner’s reports on The Trinity’s
victims one through to five; reports six, seven and eight sat
neatly stacked on the swivel chair. A New York City street map hung
against the back wall. Six red-topped pins with neatly lettered
dates etched on their flat heads plotted out the killer’s movements
over the last three months; each silently marking off the passing
of another unfortunate. Another thirty or so pins pooled in the
small plastic tray beneath the map, waiting for more spent lives to
mark off. A stunted aluminium Christmas tree started and finished
Mannelli’s concessions to the festive season. Five leaves had
browned and curled, burned by a stray cigarette.

“What have you got to go on, Dan? Same
M.O.?”

“That’s just it. Killings are usually
systematic. You know this shit, Gabe. They have mathematical
patterns built into them, stuff for the profilers to build on. Be
it how they’re chosen, killed or dumped afterwards. There’s some
kind of underlying logic, but not with this guy. He’s off on his
own personal vendetta that just happens to involve carving
elaborate patterns all over his victims' bodies.”

 



Chapter Four

One of the two patrolmen standing in front
of 1143 Lexington flagged them down as they approached.

Closing the Black Hawk’s door behind him,
Mannelli called to the uniform: “Where’s Stern?”

“Up on the third, Lieutenant,” the officer
answered, falling back into position beside his partner as they
went through the open door.

The door to the third floor studio stood
open, letting the bad air circulate. Gabriel breathed deeply, as if
trying to smell any traces the murderer might have left behind; the
stench of his rotten soul clinging to the grease and the fat in the
frying pans. The floor was covered by cracked linoleum, the
checkerboard pattern broken up by missing tiles and the gap-toothed
grin of the floorboards beneath. A grubby kitchenette stacked with
rotten food and the chitinous sound of hatching maggots ran the
length of the room. Next to an open window was a bed, its fittings
tarnished brass, and a chipboard chest of drawers. Not many
possessions to mark the passing of a life.

Inside the room, Gabriel’s guess about the
bad air confirmed itself.

The body of a white man, naked but for a
pair of black stockings, suspenders and patent leather heels,
stretched flat on his stomach, lay on the sagging mattress. His
pallid face was set at right angles to his shoulders; his sightless
— half-eaten — eyes still open on death. The blood had drained away
to his legs, leaving a stark blue discoloration around the base of
his spine. An elaborate series of cuts in the dead flesh made the
body and arms of a crucifix. Suspended from each arm, the cups of a
scale, weighing out sins and atonement. A single large cut opened
him from balls to throat, splitting the image neatly in two.

The neck of a broken wine bottle lay on the
floor, clotted blood clinging to its jagged edges.

The dead man’s face was all he needed to see
the final mercy death had been when it finally claimed him; set as
it was in a cruel sculpture of agony forever recorded by the hand
of rigor mortis.

Bill Stern, Costello to Mannelli’s Abbot,
was standing over the body, a thick Cuban cigar jutting out of the
corner of his dour mouth. Stern’s face was deeply seamed and pitted
with the crags and craters of acne from twenty five years ago.
“Good to see ya, Gabe. Danny. Not a pretty picture is it?” He
grumbled, every other word punctuated by a wispy puffball of
smoke.

Gabriel moved over to the window and stared
out at the stark stretch of the Manhattan skyline. The rain might
have stopped for the morning, but the sky over the city was slashed
with streaks of silver, grey and white; the sky a backdrop to a
latticework of cold, rippling clouds and the fading outline of a
werewolf moon.

Using the hard edge of a fingernail, Gabriel
traced the outline of two simplistic shapes carved into the wooden
sill. A tadpole and a crude frog. Old magic… The metamorphosis from
water to earth… He shook his head, thinking of his father’s tales
of the Old Man who defeated the terrible underwater enemies of
mankind. The perpetual war between the sky and the water spirits.
Salt had been powdered into the opened grains of the wood. Next to
white man wardings… This was one scared man.

He scratched the tattooed relic on his
chest, looking for inspiration.

Great Spirit, help me, he thought bitterly
and said: “Hey Dan, something over here you ought to see.”

Forensics took photos of the warding from
above and from either side while he explained its significance. The
clash of cultures and superstitions. Stern grunted, making notes in
his pad, then thumbed over a page and scrawled: SALVATION DAMNATION
TRINITY as if the words themselves were. “Wait ‘til you get a load
of this, though. Shirley Bassey here’s the priest from St.
Malachi's. Don’t seem to me like a man of God would be messin’ with
your Voodoo, Gabe. No matter how scared he was.”

Gabriel’s fingers strayed back to his chest,
seeking the comfort of the raven. He didn’t argue, simply slipped
the camera from his pocket and took three quick shots of the crime
scene. He knew the superstitions and the hexes as well as he knew
the scent of rain. You can take the man out of the Reservation, but
you can’t take the Indian from his soul, and that was the bitterest
irony because that was exactly what he’d done, playing along with
their dirty White Man magic, sacrificing the Great Spirit to the
four winds. My world has moved on, he told himself, knowing it
sounded like the lame excuse it was. There’s no place for the old
ways in my life, no place… His fingers scratched almost angrily at
the tattoo, denying the lie of his thoughts.

“You sure about that, Bill?”

“Yeah, had a run in with him three years
back. Same night Al Culpepper was shot. The padre here gave last
rites after…” After that doped-up speed freak put a slug through
his head. Killed in a fuckin’ church, killed in the fuckin’ arms of
God… Stern sucked on his cigar, let out a shaky breath. Didn’t say
any of that out loud.

Gabriel moved over to the body, laying his
hand palm flat on the clammy skin. His fingers stopped moving as
they touched the ugly Trinity tattoo, his thoughts blind men
suddenly cursed with the gift of sight. Suddenly, touching the dead
man was like feeling the fangs of an electric serpent sinking into
his fingertips, the venomous contact burning up through his arm,
the violently discharged voltage sending him reeling as —

The boy rose from his knees, looking
bewildered, blank… His Latino lips moved, suddenly hungry to taste
the fresh air… He was circled by the black-eyed gaze of guns… the
smoke curling from the votive candles, a lazy lover done dying for
them… and then the silent screams and the not-so-silent curses as
the boy’s body was suddenly forced into a twisting, jerking dance
by their bullets… spinning, arms drowning and dying as his body
crashed into the stone altar… Up above, the crucifix… Wearing its
crown of thorns… Drifting down, breathing its sickness into the
boy… and the boy rising again… reaching out to touch his cheek, a
fingernail burning its scar into his face while the stained window
wept its tears of broken glass…

— the light bulb hanging from the bare flex
shattered, raining hot glass on his scalp and the dead padre’s
rumpled sheets. Gabriel recoiled involuntarily, hands flying up,
crushing the heels of his palms against his temples, face twisting
in a mask of agony.

“Get… out… of… my… head…” The words hissed
between clenched teeth even as he started to collapse. His legs
buckled and he hit the floor, head clipping off the side of the bed
with a sickening crunch.

Mannelli reacted first, making a grab for
thin air as Gabriel slipped through his fingers.

Face a mask of concern, he knelt down beside
Rush, “You okay, Gabe?” He reached out, touched his forehead.

Gabriel’s eyelids fluttered, reacting to the
sounds, the intrusion of light, bringing him back. His fingers
touched the gash left by the bed’s edge, tentatively feeling out
the wound. The scar on his left cheek throbbed. Sickness knifed his
stomach, but that was all. It came and it went. He blew out a
pained breath. A ragged sigh. “I’m not feeling so good; this whole
place is spinning…” He bit back the urge to tell Mannelli, to
explain, how his world was turning itself upside down.

Mannelli helped him to his feet, supported
him. “You’ve got to lay off the Peace Pipe,” his friend joked, the
hardened cop again, trying to make light of Gabriel’s sudden
collapse. “I suppose it’s too much to ask, but I don’t suppose
there were any witnesses were there Bill?”

“The old lady downstairs reported it. Found
him like this when she came up to give him his early morning
wake-up call. Seems she used to get the padre up at four every
morning so he could go down in time to deliver the morning
Mass.”

“Now there’s devotion for you, four every
morning, huh?”

“Yep. Anyways, the doc’s in with her right
now, treating her for shock. Poor old cow’s gonna be on Prozac ‘til
she croaks, but as far as I can tell, she didn’t see shit.”

“Sure is getting to be repetitive, ain’t
it?”

“You think?”

“How long’s he been like this?” Mannelli
nodded downwards, eyes straying back to the grey putty beneath the
suspenders.

“About eighteen hours, give or take. We’ll
have to wait for the Morgue to give us anything more precise. If
it’s another one of The Trinity’s and not some other freak out for
a good time, this takes him on to four hookers, two cops, a college
kid, a city girl and a transvestite preacher. Can’t make up my mind
if he is moving up or down in the world.”

“Too fucking funny, Bill. Cover the padre
up, will ya?”


Chapter Five

“Who are you?” Gabriel wondered softly. The
red-tinged Judas light of dark room bled across the drying prints,
colouring his thoughts.

Looking down at the girl in the developing
tray, he drew on the unfiltered nicotine of his roll-up. A wisp of
smoke coiled around her, lingering, like the languid arms of a lazy
lover. He felt a long way from the usual cast of runaways and
wife-beaters, lost in a rabbit-warren of dirty streets and dirtier
lives.

Carefully, he used a pair of plastic
pinchers to rescue the contact sheet from the shallow tray of
developing fluid and a peg to hang it from the roped-up washing
line. He felt cold looking at her like this, reduced to the size of
a thumbnail gazing through five of the ten squares. The definition
wasn’t particularly sharp in any of them, but it was recognisably
her.

As Gabriel ran his eyes over the contacts,
one stood out. One where her sad eyes were aware. Looked out
through the wet paper and saw deep into his own.

Turning his back on her, he turned off the
overhead red and went through to the luncheonette to grab a Pepsi
from the cooler. It was a serious case of Old Mother Hubbard
syndrome in there. A pitta bread growing its own penicillin
cultures, half a green bell pepper and a clutch of carrots,
otherwise, the cupboard was bare.

Gabriel popped the can’s tab. His neck was
stiff, ached from hours in the rain and not enough sleep.

In the bathroom, he set the shower running,
opened the cabinet and rescued a half-popped foil of Tylenol,
swallowed, stripped and stepped in, savouring the delicious sting
of the water on his skin, tiny burns that ran like scalpel blades
down the length of his back. Gabriel planted his hands against the
wall tiles and simply soaked, thinking about sleep, thinking about
the girl with the flower, thinking about the transvestite
preacher’s labyrinth of bloody tattoos. Thinking about the boy who
wouldn’t die, even in his dreams…

 



Chapter Six

As an insipid sun rose over Manhattan,
sending its pale golden shafts into the bedroom, Gabriel Rush
tossed and turned fitfully; sleep taunting him with its infinite
possibilities and unanswered prayers. The sun that hid the one
unchangeable thing in his world, the stars, the sky river and the
giant turtle. The same stars that had looked down on the First
Father and old Saukamappee’s thunderbirds.

His dreamself was standing on a high place,
looking down over a city of coloured glass, being buffeted and
battered by a howling wind. Ice chapped against his fingers,
freezing into a brittle jigsaw of crystals that cracked and flaked
away, stealing skin.

He wasn’t alone.

Daniel Mannelli was with him; though not the
Mannelli he knew, his companion was Mannelli just the same. That
dream identity where the soul clad itself with whatever skin it
desired. Together, they stood side by side, gazing down onto a
crystal-coated sheet of ice, watching as ribbons of coloured
gossamer thread cavorted through the streets of the glacial
wasteland.

All around him, things were wrong.

There was something…

Not quite a face.

Something else… a crown… of glass
thorns…

Spectral, ethereal, moving through the
sunlight.

“I’m walking in your footsteps, Indian,” the
voice of the nightmare rasped. “I’m the end of your everything… I
will…” It paused for a full second, letting the nightmare’s wind
sing its lonely lament. When the voice came back to him it was
filled with such venomous hatred, “Taste your soul…”

The image shattered, and he fell, plunged,
down and down into the arms of a gnarled tree of clear glass…

The echo of a word carried back to him as he
woke, “Soon…”

 



Chapter Seven

He woke feeling worse for the few hours of
restless sleep.

There was an over-exposed fuzz over part of
her face in one of the photographs. Nothing precise, but something
peculiar. It could have been dirt on the lens or from the window,
there had been enough glass between them, but then the smear would
have been on all of the shots.

He took the contact sheet down from the
washing line and used a fisheye lens to magnify the girl.

Her long lashes, thick with mascara, guarded
her eyes. He saw it then, the substance in the haze, the body and
form of the illusion, melting into her left cheek, the mark of the
Trinity; Father, Son and Holy Ghost, the simple rendition of three
from one carved into her cheek...

A body with a foetus carved where a stomach
should be, the pair surrounded by a bloody nimbus that was mark of
the ghost…

Quickly, Gabriel checked the single shot of
the dead preacher. There was something on the dead man’s cheek,
amid the swirl of cuts, but it was too still too small to be
certain.

It could be anything, he told himself but
even as he thought the thought, he knew exactly what he’d find
there if he made an enlargement:

The mark of The Trinity.

 



Chapter Eight

Gabriel developed the reflections of two
souls in the dark room. A4 exposures of the window girl and the
dead preacher.

He half-hoped (but didn’t expect) that the
strange tattoo-haze over her cheek would be proved benign; a smudge
or smear on the glass between them, and not the Trinity tattoo at
all.

He slipped them into a manila envelope along
with photographs of The Trinity killer’s other victims. The quality
of the printouts was grainy, but each one shared the same macabre
tattoo on left cheek.

Gabriel went back to the bar on Third
Avenue, because he didn’t know where else to go. Stood across the
street, camera in hand. Waited for her. Counted the buses going one
way in the rush hour traffic and the yellow cabs coming the other.
Felt the subway train rumble by beneath the sidewalk and lost
count. Watched a red faced Santa Claus rifling the bins for scraps,
the neck of a brown baggie-wrapped bottle peering out of a festive
pocket.

Someone else was in her seat, holding a copy
of the New York Times at a distance to keep the print in
focus. Gabriel stole a single shot of the reading man, more to
dismiss the doubt that by rights should have been niggling at the
back of his mind. After that, he went inside and settled into a
comfortable lean against the bar, a slowly settling Guinness and a
saucer full of cashew nuts to chew the wait out.

The barroom was mothballed in the cheap
gasoline scent that was so essentially New York City.

She came in at lunchtime, just after,
ordered an iced lemon tea and nothing else. As she had the day
before, the sad faced girl who called herself Celine sat at her
window table and stared out at the lamppost across the street,
looking for her saviour on the wet sidewalk.

Gabriel slipped the camera out of his pocket
and stole a single flashless snap of her profile, left side, before
he put it away again; this one for confirmation of the impossible.
Ran a hand through his hair and walked across to where she was sat.
Squeezed into the booth opposite her and put his hands flat on the
table between them. “Can we talk? Someplace private?”

Without looking up, she said: “The booth’s
occupied mister.” Her voice was low, rich, like the tremble of the
black keys on a piano; and her smell…

…Sweetness; of expensive cologne, rose
shampoo and scented bubble bath. Delicate scents fresh from the
perfume counter in Bloomingdales.

“You’re Celine, right? Humour me, Celine.”
He took a roll of bills from the pocket of his Chinos, rifled them
and pulled out three fifty’s. Sliding them across the table,
Gabriel stopped an inch short of her long, sculptured fingernails.
They were plastic, fake, he noticed, seeing a leaking glue-bubble.
“I just want to talk, even if I have to pay the going rate.”

“For Christ’s sake,” she breathed, her
accent a slow southern drawl, and fixed him with a long suffering
look with about as much warmth in it as a dead caveman frozen in an
ice floe. “It ain’t even three-thirty in the afternoon, and I ain’t
working this place, no way, no how. So put your fucking money
away.”

“Hey, hey. Sorry. Look, this has started all
wrong. I’m not looking for a date. I need to talk to you.” Gabriel
held out his hands, palms pressed out in a gesture of peace, one
bandaged, one bare, shrugged his thickset shoulders. What am I
supposed to say? I used to be a cop until I killed my own son…

She looked at him, her ink-stain eyes moving
down the lines of his chest, to the lip of the table and back in
open appraisal to his face, saw the pain his eyes and
misunderstood. “Talk all you like,” she said. “I ain’t promising
I’ll listen.”

He could feel the dusky bristling of
three-thirty shadow poking through his olive tanned chin. There was
no nice way to say what he had to say, so he slid a photograph from
the envelope and slid it across the table. “Look at the picture,
tell me what you see.”

Celine studied the photo in careful silence.
Then said: “A shadow, something. On my cheek. When did you take
these?”

“Yesterday… I saw you sat here, thought it
was a good picture. I’ve got some other photos. They’re pretty ugly
but I want you to look at them, same deal. Tell me what you see,
okay?” He put the envelope on the table; let her do it in her own
time. Let her make up her own mind.

One by one Celine withdrew the brutal
images, laying them out in a macabre fan; the dead faces; the
injuries; the Trinity, father, son and bloody ghost carved into
each cheek in turn. She looked back at her own photograph. Back at
the ghost there, superimposed on her face, looking for the trickery
but not finding it. Silence, stunned. Then:

“You think I’m part of this? That I’m going
to get hurt? Is that it?”

“Like I said, humour me.” There was just the
merest hint of irony in Gabriel’s voice. He’d come so close to
saying trust me, and that would have been a mistake, given the
circumstances. This girl’s world was being turned upside down by a
stranger, asking for her trust while he did it was too much, too
soon. Instead he asked: “Have you got friends you can stay with for
a couple of days? Somewhere to go?” Safe ground. “Surround yourself
by familiar faces; maybe take a few days off from meeting
strangers. Give this some time to blow over. It’s probably nothing
but… just humour me, okay?”

She nodded mutely, staring at the mess of
the padre’s body.

He left his number of his mobile, the number
back at the apartment, Mannelli’s number at the Westwood Precinct,
and the photographs for her to think about.


Chapter Nine

He wondered, quietly, as he looked out at
the banks of sleazy neon that advertised the peepshow across the
way, what they would have thought of their precious God driving
around in a blood red, stolen, Pontiac Bonneville with golden licks
of flame scorched along its door panels and a horn that whistled
Dixie.

It was loud, and crude, and of course
unnecessary, but they were giving him so much to live up to, so
many standards to meet, that he had to at least make the
effort.

Not that spending between ten and twelve
hours a night living inside a cramped ’87 Bonneville was a good
deal, or worth even half the pain. She guzzled juice like a
bar-propping lush chasing away the blues on a bad day, reeked with
the attar of octane and oil and lived her life among the red-lined
sectors of the gauges.

He was stiff, sore; aches and pains nagging
away around the base of his spine and along the length of his
shoulders.

Irritating little nothings.

It was all a case of patience and picking
the moment.

He smiled into the rear-view mirror. This
was his moment. Written in the stars.

Gunning the engine, he moved on, the Pontiac
crawling along the length of the curb like a grubbing snail, and
turned a corner. This part of the city seemed to be filled with
boarded up shops and abandoned lots, as if the lifeblood of the
entire neighbourhood had been drained away and its corpse left out
to rot under the glare of the bitter moon.

The idea had a certain something.

The sheets of plywood boarding up the shop
fronts were covered with stickers for touring rock bands, the
stickers over-sprayed with colourful layers of inventive
graffiti.

The Unfortunate stood alone, her eyes stains
of ink on her midnight face. Behind her, an oversized banner was
plastered across the window of an out-of-fashion carpet warehouse.
This grubby little back alley, with its festering garbage and
forgotten shops could have been a slip road onto Interstate 101, a
road to nowhere.

Puddles of dull sodium mottled the damp
flagstones, highlighting the tumbling food wrappers and sheets of
yesterday’s news, where unbroken streetlights still cast their own
shine, creating darkness within the mouths of doorways and
blackness around corners. The streetlights were few, and very far
between.

The Unfortunate shifted her gaze away from
the Middle Distance as the dipped headlights of the Pontiac rolled
gradually closer.

Coming level, he reached across and rolled
the window down halfway, stubbing the wet-lipped dog-end of his
cigarette out in the flip-front ashtray. The Unfortunate stooped
and peered in through the tight opening, her eyes alert and on
guard.

A wry little smile played on his lips as he
put on his face for her.

Close to, the Unfortunate was nothing more
than a sad-faced young girl masquerading as a dark-skinned honey
with her hair braided into strings of black pearls and lipstick
smudged lips the vivid red of sex. It didn’t matter; an artist had
carved her face with a delicate chisel, working miracles that
make-up couldn’t hide.

“You looking for another date, sweetie?” she
asked, parting those lipstick smeared lips to tease her tongue
slowly along the gloss. “I’ve kept that rose you gave me last
time.”

Reaching across to the glove compartment he
lifted out a handful of dog-eared dollar bills, the faces of dead
presidents crumpling in his hand. “Thought we could go for a ride,”
he answered.

“So, where’re we going?” She laughed, moving
around the hood towards the passenger door and climbing in.

“Straight to heaven, I think…” his smile
spread into the toothy rictus of a door-to-door salesman closing in
for the kill, lips splitting his face neater than the edge of any
knife could.

He touched the soft curve of her left cheek,
tracing the outline of a picture that had been waiting for the
canvas of her body before it could be drawn.

 



Chapter Ten

Under direction, he drove the Unfortunate
back to the apartment she rented out on the fifteenth floor of a
crumbling high-rise that towered over the banks of the Hudson.
Riding up in the elevator she had told him to call her Celine, like
the singer. Laughing as the doors opened on her floor, she had said
she felt happier being a Celine, like she was a different person.
It was a way of hiding from reality that suited her just fine.

He stopped listening to her constant prattle
as she struggled with the lock and deadbolt, almost pushed passed
her in his hurry to get inside. Didn’t stop walking until his
fingers were tapping on the windowsill, scratching the fake
wood.

He could see out onto the Hudson, a strip of
Riverside, down to the Soldiers and Sailors Monument, and along, to
the skeletal span of the George Washington Bridge lit up in the
misty distance. Naked girders and stacked up slabs of concrete
surrounded the body of another half-made building. It looked like
an exposed ribcage. All bones and wounds too deep and too wide for
it to live. Life in negative. Where life was being poured into it,
it looked as if the towering skyscraper was caving in and dying on
its shaky feet.

Celine didn’t join him at the window.

He hadn’t heard her stop talking, but when
he turned he saw her fingers slip the shoulder of her blouse back
on the feverish flesh of her shoulder, the fabric rustling like the
silken rush of snow as it fell to the floor. She smiled at him,
unsure. His eyes drifted over the black lace, lingering on her
belly as if it were the most erotic treasure she had to offer. She
stepped out of her jeans. The light danced across the gentle swell
of her hip, half-gleaming; the skin beneath freshly waxed with some
kind of body oil. Tangles of black curled onto her thigh, too long
and too thick to be attractive.

“You should shave,” he said.

“Ain’t no refund, pal,” Celine replied,
turning on the CD. John Popper’s harmonica cut the cooling air and
she began to dance, a kind of shiver that seemed to squirm the
length of her body in a teasingly painful performance. From toes to
waist, hips to head and back down again. “Now,” she said, hands
resting on the mocha flesh of her thighs, massaging just a few
inches from those tight black curls. “Are you gonna fuck me or
not?”

“Come here and unbuckle me,” was his answer,
that smile sneaking back. The kill so close… “It’d be a crime to
waste that lip gloss, sugar.”

She laughed her laugh and there was no
innocence in that bell as she went down on her knees, fingers
dragging over the teeth of his zipper before they tugged at the
belt. Fingers curled around him, brought him to her lips.

He forced her head to take him in too
deeply, pressed as he looked down at the top of her head, then at
her eyes as she looked up at him, that desperate need to please in
her ink-stain eyes.

He let her make him come, kept his hands
braced on the back of her head while he skull-fucked her until his
semen was dribbling out of the corners of her wet mouth.

“Nice. But not worth a hundred and fifty
bucks.” He said, putting himself away. “I need a drink and ten
minutes so I can get my money’s worth. Where’d you keep the
liquor?”

“Through there,” she said, wiping the back
of her hand across her mouth, cleaning up his mess.

He left her on her knees and went through to
the kitchen. In a second he had found what he was looking for, the
Saran wrap; it sat on a wooden chopping board beside the skillet.
Quietly, so as not to be heard, he tore off a strip long enough for
what he had in mind and walked back into the lounge.

Celine was still on her knees, her hand
still raised to her lips as if his semen had somehow burned her and
she was feeling out the blisters left behind.

He walked up behind her, “You should call
yourself Felitia,” he said and laughed at his own joke. As her head
started to turn his laugh turned into the harsh bray of a mule. He
snatched up a fistful of her hair and jerked her backwards onto her
back, not caring that she screamed against the unnatural angle he
forced her legs into before he kicked them out from under her. He
slapped her across the face.

Before Celine could start to get up, he
dropped onto her heaving chest. The breath leaked out of her like a
balloon going down. He punched her in the throat. Hard. Her eyes
bugged and those chiselled layers of flesh reddened as she gagged,
gasping for air that wasn’t there.

In his hand the Saran wrap had folded on
itself, wrinkling up.

Celine squirmed, wriggling her body about
like a lizard trapped in a sardine tin, but his knees kept her arms
pinned and his weight held her chest.

Taking his time, he peeled the Saran wrap
away from itself, opening the sheet out again, and doubling its
thickness so she couldn’t somehow suck a breath through it, he
stretched it taught across Celine’s mouth and nose.

Her flattened lips paled as her body bucked
and thrashed about wildly under him but he rode her until there was
nothing left, Celine’s face cold and dead against his groin, where
the whole erotic dance had started.

Standing again, he peeled away the Saran
wrap and took out his knife, began cutting, cutting, cutting…
carved the shape of a tree into her belly, opened her up lips to
lips and unravelled her, laying the grey coils of intestine out
like so many umbilical cords looping back to the tree of life…
carved the image of a pregnant man on her left cheek, smeared the
blood into a halo… The Father, Son and Holy Ghost…

Finally, he dipped his hands inside her,
sank himself into the bottom of Celine, feeling out every inch of
her insides, brought his bloody hands back up to his lips, hands
pulsing with an incandescent light that was everything vile in the
world, and tasted her sweet, secret flesh the way God had meant him
to.


Chapter Eleven

Clean, he walked back out into the city,
past the Pontiac and away, whistling softly to himself as he
went... All Along the Watchtower…

Thin gossamer threads of vapour, like finely
crafted webs of spiders silk, licked at the worn down heels of his
Neubuck boots, something like ice cracking on the sidewalk in his
wake.

A fallen angel of no particular age, like so
many other fallen souls in the twilight city; dressed in faded
Levi’s and an off-white shirt; very much alive to the many
possibilities of the long night.

Just another one of the crowd.

 



Chapter Twelve

That dream again, the almost-face and the
battering winds.

This time Gabriel tried to recapture it in
pen and ink after he woke. An impossibly tall monolith. He wasn’t
brilliant, but he was good. Every unsteady inked line caught and
reflected another aspect of the serpentine twists and frenzied
architecture of his dream tower, laying down a mass of sky-catching
reflections amid the elongated walls of plated glass as they
stretched higher, toward the circlet of marshmallow cloud hidden
beyond the beckoning edge of the paper.

The drawing took most of the morning, and it
was made more difficult by the pain in his hand whenever a careless
movement stretched the healing wound. Bob Dylan told him he made
love just like a woman, which put a smile on his face while he
drew.

Still smiling, Gabriel added a crudely drawn
stick man at the top of the tower, unconsciously changing pens to
ink in a red outline.

Marooned amid the bleak whiteness of the
paper, set safely on the tower of reflections, the stick man
twisted its head as if to look up at its creator.

It’s still part of the dream; Gabriel told
himself, the ache in his hand denying him even that small comfort.
The part that should have died when the sunlight touched my eyes.
That’s all it is, a part of the dream…

Gabriel dropped the pen. Dylan stopped
singing. The featureless face pressed against the barrier of paper,
a writhing jumble of red lines struggling to breach the containing
weave. For a second, between songs, he was faced with the
irrational fear that the paper would split open and the thing from
his dream would reach through to seize him by the throat with
greasy, scaled claws…

Through the pregnant swell of the paper-face
Gabriel saw the repulsive mambo of squirming maggots, their bodies
splashed with the semi-gloss sheen of red. Slick with blood. The
face began to pulse in time with the thunderous heartbeat booming
against his eardrums.

Even as he stared, the weave of the paper
began to slowly unknit: thin, fibrous strands of woven pulp peeling
back on themselves rather than going up against the press of the
nightmarish paper-face. Radiated light, red, like the leprous paste
of blood, squeezed through the tiny cracks as, heartbeat by
heartbeat, the face began to unknit itself.

Great Spirit, First Father, help me, “Go!
Go! Back to the dream,” he hissed, fingers pressing painfully into
his temples as his eyes screwed up, refusing to see.

The eyes of the paper-face went wide, a
fissure cracking its cheek like the track of a shed tear, re-knit,
and the stick man’s coloured body started on a final, deadly
plummet, arms windmilling wildly as it plunged out of the cartoon
sky…

Without looking back, Gabriel turned away,
leaving his drawing to die its unnatural death.


Chapter Thirteen

He arrived at the Westwood Precinct an hour
before the preliminary on The Trinity Killer’s Number Nine, Father
Joseph D’Angelo, was due through from downtown. Didn’t talk about
the dreams or the stick man’s suicide plunge.

Mannelli swallowed a mouthful of tepid
coffee and put down the Styrofoam cup, a warm wet circle ringing
the after-face of Maria Massey, the hooker with a heart of gold.
Number One. Where the before-face was pretty, not stunning but
enough to bring the eye back for a second look, the after-face was
a mess of bloody carvings washed clean and cut deep. It was easy to
see patches where the ruined skin had started to swell, which made
Mannelli think she had still been alive when the cutting began.

According to the reports, four of The
Trinity’s eight confirmed victims — Caroline Öberg, Jessica
McMahon, Lindy Matther and Anna Selvin — showed signs of sexual
activity, not the bruising of abuse, mild haemorrhaging, and low T
and White Cell count, cognisant with the first pernicious touch of
the HIV virus.

Mannelli pulled a clean sheet of foolscap
from a large legal pad and wrote himself a summary of all the
murders to date, with basic details for each killing and a few
sketchy suppositions of his own. Where the bodies were discovered,
by whom, injuries, clothing. The idea of a Gay Plague killer was
there, beside it a ringed picture of the pregnant man which they
had all assumed was part of the Holy Trinity.

The four HIV girls backed up the theory as
far as the two cops, Seth Lawson and Ben Sheldon, but then the idea
died. A response to a reported breaking and entering in above a
7-Eleven in East Tremont.

Four prostitutes, two cops, a college boy, a
city woman and a partridge in a pear tree…

Barring victims, times and dates, he was
left with eight seemingly unrelated murders.

Some of the killings involved sexual
assault, but not all of them. Four, the HIV virus was eating away
at the corpse. One involved robbery gone haywire. Two drugs. In
some cases the victims’ bodies showed evidence to suggest extreme
tortures undergone before death, in others they were almost
untouched. Almost.

Only two facts remained anchored amid a sea
of floating variables; the cause of death in each case, despite the
variety of wounds: asphyxiation. The trademark: the Trinity tattoo
on the left cheek, Father, Son and Holy Ghost.

No matter what other cruel and unusual
punishments had been meted out, mutilation, slashing,
dismemberment, these two constants proved that the same man had
perpetrated each of the seemingly random killings.

Precious little, and nothing they didn’t
already know.

There were no fingerprints to go on, but in
three cases there was semen. Caroline Öberg’s body had yielded
three different traces; Lindy Matther’s two, both recent; and Anne
Selvin’s, four, one a match with Caroline Öberg. The matching
samples had been recovered from girl’s throat in both cases.

His handwriting covered three pages by the
time he’d finished transcribing everything he knew about The
Trinity Killer’s modus operandi. There were too many question marks
and blind alleys where things that should have simply didn’t link.
They were missing something…

Mannelli had pretty much given up hope that
they would find it.

It wasn’t going to be that simple.

He walked over to the window and braced his
hands against the wooden windowsill, fingers skirting the peeling
emulsion as he looked out from his ivory asylum onto the city
below. His breath frosted on the pane of glass.

The window reflected his worn face; the dark
puffs under his reddened eyes and the gloomy, growing crack between
his neck and shirt collar.

Behind him, Gabriel looked at the
reflection, seeing the face of a friend slowly decaying into a pale
shade of its self, a good man’s soul being sucked dry, and
shivered. His own photograph of Celine lay on top of the coroner’s
report for Seth Lawson, the ghost of that damned tattoo taunting
their helplessness.

On the other side of the closed door, with
the faint background chorus of Christmas Carols, Jack Delgado
fielded another crank call. His in-tray held fifty-six memos, each
headed up ‘Trinity Killer’, each one a phoned in confession from
someone desperate to get their sins off their chests. Next to the
confessions he had a pile of ‘Could-Be’s’ and psychiatric
evaluations, two hundred thick; the results of concerned
neighbours, wives, girlfriends, employers, and friends eager to
account for the whereabouts of loved ones, friends and
subordinates. The simple process of feeding the useless facts into
the database would take days, and there were no guarantees that the
precious model winging its way down from Quantico would be any more
use than a fart in a wet hole. More spurious facts were coming in
by the hour.

Mannelli turned away from the window,
leaving his half-cup of cold coffee behind as he walked back to the
desk. Face up was the preliminary case report on Rebecca Scott,
Number Six. Two red words, ‘Trinity Homicide’ were scrawled in Jack
Delgado’s handwriting across the manila cover.

He knew the Scott girl’s case by heart:
death by asphyxiation; mild contusions on the cerebral cortex,
consistent with a rain of heavy blows to the head — mating with the
forensics report on the iron fire poker found at the scene — a
ruptured spleen; wounds carved to a depth of 5 millimetres
depicting a gravid male body surrounded by more cuts that might
have been some kind of aura; universal bruising and lesions around
the base of the spine and lower torso; series of shallow, cosmetic
scratches around the vaginal entrance; and mild haemorrhaging — the
latter probably the result of excessive shock.

He knew all of the open case files, and
could take an educated guess at the one coming in.

But something just didn’t fit.

It wasn’t coming together in any sort of
recognisable pattern he’d seen before.

“Ritual killings,” he said aloud, and shook
his head.

“My father used to say that if you stare too
long at something you stop seeing the truth of it. For all his
failings, there is some truth in that, Dan.”

Grunting, Mannelli shifted the weight of
reports off his chair and sat himself down behind the desk to read
through them again; as if by staring at the words for long enough
an answer would begin the slow meandering dance from the paper and
into his eyes.

 



Chapter Fourteen

Bill Stern watched the pathologist’s
careless artistry, fascinated and simultaneously sickened by the
way the man’s hands moved through the cold stew of organ and sinew
inside the nine-inch slash that cut through Father Joseph D'Angelo
slight pot-belly.

Pulling and probing with all the consummate
skills of a fish-gutter.

“I think I preferred looking at him in
stockings,” he said. “What’s it they say, Doc? We’re all the same
colour inside?”

“Mmmm…” Ellery mused, tutting as something
else failed to add up to his professional expectation.

“Notice how they never say we look like a
cold bowl of Hungarian goulash?”

Flecks of the dead padre’s blood slicked off
Ellery’s surgical gloves, splashing a film of thin crimson over the
kidney tray on the trolley, as he swapped the thick bladed scalpel
he had been probing with for a more precisely edged blade.

“So, what do you reckon, Doc?”

“Hard to say,” the pathologist hedged,
slicing through another rasher of fatty tissue to expose the
motorway of abandoned veins. “For sure. It certainly looks like he
died before the first of the knife wounds were inflicted, see
here?” he said, pointing at the rough circle of severed veins and
arteries with the scarlet-tainted tip of the scalpel. “Not much
evidence of bleeding. If the wounds are fresh this would suggest a
cardio-vascular failure. In fact, I think I would go so far as to
suggest that this major wound, here,” he ran the scalpel blade the
length of the cut from the dead padre’s groin to his neck, “was
inflicted somewhere in the region of ten to fifteen hours after the
time of death. However, the obvious lack of muscle deterioration
would rule out the likelihood of any greater length of time.”

The pathologist prodded at the fatty tissue
of the stomach wall. “The muscle still hasn’t tightened too badly.
Yet, that said, there are signs of several bunched clusters of
corded sinew to go against it being much less than ten hours, give
or take the effects of cold and that sort of thing.” Ellery paused,
scratching at his bearded cheek.

“So what you’re saying is it wasn’t the
knife that killed him? Right?”

“I’d have to say no. Asphyxiation. The
damage to his thorax is extreme, distending of the atlas and axis,
and discoloration of internal tissue suggests some sort of
struggle. Look at the slight bruising around his mouth and nose.
Most probably from the attacker’s knuckles pressing down against
the face whilst he struggled.”

“Number Nine, then?” Stern asked, although
he already knew the answer.

“Almost certainly,” Ellery conceded,
dropping his scalpel into the kidney tray. “Even without the
Trinity tattoo on the left cheek I’d be given to believe that this
was our man again.”

“Shit.”

“That’s about the size of it,” Ellery
agreed. “Look, you don’t have to stop around while I sew him up.
It’ll only take a few minutes. Why don’t you go through to
reception and grab a coffee. I’ll come through when I’ve finished
up and we can go grab something stronger. This kind of thing always
makes me want a drink, just to get the taste of death out of my
mouth.”

“Just point me in the direction of the
kettle, Doc. I’ll take care of the rest.”

 



Chapter Fifteen

The telephone rang.

Once. Twice. Three times.

Mannelli didn’t move, so Gabriel answered
it. He listened for a moment, then said: “Right,” and hung up.
Holding a half-eaten bagel, he walked across to the street map,
took out a flat-topped pin and marked off a spot over on Lexington,
near the Lincoln Tunnel.

The padre’s cramped apartment.

“D’Angelo’s one of his,” he said without
looking around. “Number Nine.”

 



Chapter Sixteen

Two more calls came in within the hour.

The first from a distraught Port Authority
official who had had the misfortune to find his secretary stripped
naked and laid out across his desk with a steel bar buried fist
deep in her anus. The second, from a man who had tried to get into
his neighbour’s apartment. He’d knocked twice more, then opened the
mailbox and noticed the smell.

An hour later, as Dan Mannelli faced down a
barrage of leading questions from the pariahs of the press and Bill
Stern picked up the phone to answer a call from Brendon Ellery,
Jack Delgado parked behind an abandoned Pontiac Bonneville on the
Riverside, breathed deeply on the Hudson’s nearly fresh Christmas
air, and walked in on The Trinity’s tenth victim.

 



Chapter Seventeen

The CNN camera eye focused on a new face in
the crowd. A woman, tall and striking with stark winter-grey eyes,
the sharp rise of a carved nose and the square curves of a stubborn
jaw, all white against the backdrop of straight black hair. A few
other familiar faces mixed in with the pack of piranhas. Lomas
scribbling something in his pad.

“Well, that is comforting to know,
Lieutenant Mannelli. I’m sure we’ll all sleep so much sounder in
our beds tonight knowing that you are on the case. But, tell me,
just how long do you plan to wait this thing out? It may have
escaped your notice but out there in the real world people are busy
dying. How many more people have to get carved up before you get up
off your Italian ass and get down to finding this Monster?”

Her eyes met his, locked, unwavering.
Mannelli bristled, rising to the bait: “Obviously I would rather no
one got carved up, as you so eloquently put it, miss. And you are
right; my job is no more difficult than catching a very dangerous
man.” Mannelli said simply. His gaze went to the camera. Without a
smile he spoke directly to it. “We live in a media society, we’ve
all seen the films, Silence of The Lambs, Seven, and Kiss the
Girls, sociopaths are the modern disease. We take murderers and put
their faces on tee-shirts. We glorify them. Turn them into fucking
heroes but the truth, the ugly truth, is that we don’t need films
to embroider their sicknesses, men like The Trinity Killer are more
frightening than anything Hollywood can dream up because they are
real...”

He paused to let the weight of his words
sink into the silent crowd; picking the moment to take up an
uncapped biro to punctuate his final statement.

“They are real… Hell, they are frightening.
Think about it for a moment. A man devoid of care or compassion.
Oblivious to feelings of guilt and conscience, the things that keep
normal people in line. A thrill seeker busy chasing down the
highest high, no matter what the cost. Always ready, shit, eager to
face the rapidly escalating risks involved in what he is doing. He
doesn’t care. There is no guilt. Read my lips. No remorse, nothing.
My job is no more difficult than catching him. He’s prepared to die
for the thrill. I’m prepared to die to making sure he doesn’t get
it.”

 



Chapter Eighteen

Brendon Ellery, Manhattan District’s Chief
Coroner, tapped out the all too familiar set of numbers, listening
to the jangle of the bell at the other end of the line.

He was alone in the mortuary, the last
assistant long gone for an overdue lunch. Midway through the fourth
bleat the ringing abruptly died and Bill Stern’s cigar-husked
baritone answered:

“Stern, homicide?”

“Could I speak with Lieutenant
Mannelli?”

“Sorry, the boss is tied up with the
scavengers at the minute, can I take a message?”

“This is Brendon Ellery —”

“Hey, what’s up Doc?” Stern cut across him,
trying to sound like Bugs Bunny but managing something close to Pee
Wee Herman. “Miss me that much you just had to call?”

“Very good, detective. Look, can you tell
Mannelli I think we might have a bigger problem on our hands than
any of us bargained for.” He heard the voice on the other end of
the open line suck in a sharp steamboat whistle of breath and
imagined it shaking its head. “Have you got the Scott girl’s file
in front of you?”

There was a muffled rifle of papers,
followed by a: “Yup, found her.”

“Good. You see she suffered a severe amount
of cranial trauma, fractured skull, manubrium and sternum caved in,
costal cartilage torn, universal lesions, discoloration and damage
to the spinal vertebra, yes? That’s not counting the knife
wounds.”

The answer had come to him after Stern had
left to answer the call to Riverside. It seemed so bloody obvious
now, that he wondered how he could have missed it for so long.
Looking at things head on… It's like the Chinese finger puzzles,
the harder you pull at the idea the less chance you have of finding
what you are looking for… You just end up trapped and pulling
against yourself.

“Now, that rings familiar with what we know
about the Matther girl and to a lesser extent Caroline Öberg, am I
right?”

“I guess,” Stern conceded uncertainly.

“Good. But you’ll notice that the other
files show either a marked absence or severely lessened degree of
physical damage. The cause of death throughout appears to be
asphyxiation as opposed to haemorrhaging or penetrations, yes? And
the tattoos are present on all bodies,” Ellery paused, waiting for
the coin to drop and the sobering effect of his words to set
in.

“I’m not sure I see where you are going with
this, Doc?”

“Think about it then. What would be the
worst case scenario you could dream up for this Trinity Killer of
yours?”

Stern didn’t need to think too hard. “More
than one,” he said sombrely.

“Yes. That’s where I am going, detective. If
I am right, and I have a very strong suspicion that I am, the nine
bodies brought in so far have been killed by different people.
Similar, if not identical murders, but almost definitely the work
of different men. The bitterest irony being that they have been
telling us this from the start, with their Holy Trinity. Father
D’Angelo’s body just helped to confirm things. It’s like one of the
killers has, and I know it is a bad word under the circumstances,
but it’s like one of the Trinity has an element of style, panache,
call it what you will. He has a penchant for killing and takes a
certain amount of pride in what he’s doing. The remainder of the
Trinity is simply churning out results to a set formula. Quicker,
and more brutal. Definitely got a taste for the macabre if you
consider the mutilations. I just can’t decide if they are working
in concert, knowingly, or independently.”

Stern was silent for a moment.

“You don’t think he might have been hurried
or something? You know, disturbed or caught in the act, so to
speak?”

Ellery exhaled a laboured breath and shook
his head, not that Stern could appreciate the gesture down the
phone line. “It’s possible of course, anything is possible, but not
likely I’m afraid. The more I think about it, the surer I am we
have to face up to an ugly reality.”
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