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Chapter One
The city always looked different after someone had been killed.
At least, that's what Curran thought as he stood on the rain-slicked street enveloped by a cold mist and cigarette smoke. He imagined the water running off the cracked sidewalks could just as easily be the blood of all the victims of every killer he'd ever stalked.
A lot of rain, he thought.
A lot of blood.
Streetlights and multi-colored neon signs cast weird shadows that bounced off of limousines and nightclub fronts. Beat cops corralled drunken clubgoers while thick yellow police tape drew the attention of every news cameraman in town.
Curran took a final drag on his cigarette and tossed it into the gutter. The red cinder died as it touched the water and got swept away into the storm drain.
Where does all the blood go, Curran wondered as he ducked back inside the nightclub. Where does it all stop?
He heard the low growl - a creeping bassline to the dissonance of voices and other ambient crime scene noises. The heavy gauge steel zipper ground its teeth together; the body bag closed over the corpse inside.
Curran shuddered.
The sound always made him feel so hollow inside, a cobwebbed shell of a man so unlike how he'd been years ago.
"You okay, Steve?"
Curran glanced down. Kwon. The ever-efficient medical examiner's eyes stared at Curran, concern clearly evident.
"You don't look so good, pal."
"Sound of that zipper drives me nuts. Means another person's died and I've got the case."
"Just be glad you're hearing it from this side of the bag. Probably worse on the other, amigo." Kwon squatted next to the bag and gave last minute instructions to his assistant. He stood and looked at Curran.
"An awful thing - this happening to the nightclub circuit."
"Could have happened anywhere."
Kwon sighed. "Yeah, but I love these joints. I come dancing down here all the time. Before, people used to ask me what I did, I could have lied. Gig's up now for sure. I spotted a few waitresses who looked horrified to see me hop out of that meat wagon out front."
"Your poor rep," said Curran. "How long before you know what killed him?"
"Are you planning on solving this case tonight?"
Curran looked around the club. The music had long since stopped but some of the lights still whirred overhead, casting reds and oranges and yellows onto barstools and the parquet dance floor. Partially emptied glasses still littered the tables, condensation clearly evident in the warm still air. He looked back at Kwon. "I might get lucky."
Kwon rubbed his expanding bald spot and nudged the bag with his foot. "Tomorrow, I guess. I gotta get some damned sleep. Been working thirty-six hours straight."
"Didn't they put enough money in your budget for help?"
"Sure, but she's out at a conference in San Francisco right now. Be back in a few days."
"In the meantime - "
"In the meantime," said Kwon, "I wouldn't know a scalpel if you put one in front of me."
"Any chance I can get you to crack this guy open tonight?"
Kwon yawned. "I don't suppose you know a pair of nymphomaniac twin sisters?"
Curran lit a fresh cigarette, took a long inhale, and blew out a thin stream of smoke. "If I did, I'm not so sure I'd share that information with you."
"What's so special this guy can't wait until tomorrow?"
"He's got no wounds for one thing."
"Maybe he had a myocardial infarction - a heart attack."
"There's no blood pooling anywhere."
"That's not necessarily unusual." Kwon zipped up his jacket.
Curran sucked the cigarette. "No powder burns, either."
"So he wasn't shot."
"No broken bones."
"None I can find on a crude surface examination anyway."
"There's nothing," said Curran. "I don't like corpses with no discernible signs of death." Curran watched Kwon's assistants roll the gurney outside. "Especially when dying looks like the last thing that should have happened to them."
Kwon sighed. "Look pal, this is Boston. We've got plenty of bodies with no reason to be dying. But they do anyway. That doesn't mean they get bumped to the top of the line."
Curran chewed his lower lip. "How about doing me a personal favor, then?"
Kwon laughed. "What kind of bullcrap is that?"
"No bullcrap."
"Buddy, how long have we known each other?"
"Maybe five years."
Kwon nodded and slid his hands into his jacket. "We've worked a lot of hellish cases together, you and I. I'm the best friend you've got in this town. If you know something about this, you'd better not hold out on me."
Curran looked beyond the maroon velvet curtains. The shadowy entrance of the club seemed to bleed right into the dark of night outside. Kwon's crew negotiated the corridor and bounced the gurney out. Curran felt his head begin to pound. He closed his eyes. He saw the same images - different cities and different bodies.
But always the same result.
With no answers.
He opened his eyes and looked at Kwon. "Maybe I've seen this before."
"Maybe's are for politicians and other scumbag liars." Kwon fixed one of his hard stares and waited.
Curran stubbed out the cigarette in a silver ashtray and dropped the butt into a glass of something blue. "Before I came to Boston."
"Back in the Bureau?"
Curran winced again. Hearing those words still made his gut ache. Five years away from the Washington backstabbers - the Old Boy network that had raped him hard - hadn't dulled his wrath. Curran doubted if anything ever could.
"Yeah. And I'm not excited that I'm seeing it again."
Kwon held up his hand. "Okay, okay. You bring your car?"
"Parked down the street."
"Meet me back at the office. Bring some damned coffee."
"Thanks."
Curran followed Kwon outside. The November night had turned colder, aided by a fierce wind that swept over Fenway Park and stabbed down into the collar of Curran's coat. He shivered and walked back up the street toward his car. Around him, the uniforms yanked down the yellow crime scene tape and began laughing away any of the remaining tension.
If only it was that easy, thought Curran. He felt a deep gnaw at the pit of his stomach and frowned. His gut was trying to tell him something.
Curran ignored it.
He knew a lot of cops who went out of their way to trust their instincts. Curran preferred hard facts and cold figures. The more he could rely on science and logic, the better he felt.
He lit a fresh cigarette. The hair on the back of his neck stood up. He felt a presence. Curran wheeled around, expecting to see someone.
He saw no one.
Curran stood there, cigarette dangling out of the side of his mouth. His eyes searched the passers-by, looking. For what, he didn't know. But something felt oddly familiar.
Déjà vu?
He frowned. Please no, he thought. Not here in my town.
My new town.
He slid inside the Toyota and shut the flashing blue strobe off. He tucked it back under his seat and sat there for a second, inhaling hard on the filter. After so many medical warnings, Curran may as well have been suckling at the breast of death.
It didn't bother him much.
What did bother him was this body.
He gunned the engine and backed the car up the street, u-turning and jumping down into Kenmore Square. He took Commonwealth Avenue until it ended near the Public Gardens, swung around and over the backside of Beacon Hill, dropping into Albany Street and parking in an 'authorized vehicles' only slot.
He grabbed two black coffees at the twenty-four hour donut stand by Government Center and then cut back toward the Medical Examiner's office.
At one-thirty in the morning, most security guards would have been fighting sleep, but the old fellow manning the checkpoint at the entrance to the City Morgue looked chipper enough.
"Dr. Kwon says you should go straight on in there," he said after checking Curran's identification.
Curran walked down the linoleum floor toward the heavy blue swinging doors. He sighed. The air around him felt cold. Like the death that hung over this entire section of the building. He hated coming here. Hated being surrounded by the dead.
But he knew the answers lay beyond the swing doors. He pushed through.
The outer office consisted of a few small desks, file cabinets and computer terminals. Curran noticed a set of coveralls, an apron, face shield, two pairs of gloves and shoe covers laid out for him. He glanced through the window separating the examination room from the outer office and saw Kwon looking up. His voice spilled out of a metal speaker by Curran's right side.
"Hurry up. I'd like to get at least two hours sleep tonight."
"You want the coffee?"
"Leave it for right now."
Curran slid off his jacket and stepped into the coveralls. "Aren't these gloves supposed to kept in a sanitary dispenser?"
Kwon smirked behind his plastic shield. "You aren't going to make this guy any sicker, Steve. Get in here already."
"You got any of that...stuff?"
Kwon sighed. "Second drawer in my desk."
Curran opened it and found the small vial of eucalyptus oil. He dabbed it under each nostril, slid on his shield and gloves and then walked through the door.
Kwon waved him over. "You made good time."
"You made better. I wouldn't have thought you'd have him unloaded already."
"I have help," said Kwon. "Couple of heavies who can haul bags like nothing make all the difference in the world."
Curran glanced around and saw they were alone. "Where's the diener?"
"Gone for the night. I don't need to remind you we normally perform our autopsies between 8 in the morning and four in the afternoon. This is a bit unorthodox."
"The death could well be as well."
"Well, since you insisted on this, you'll be my assistant tonight."
"Me?"
Kwon smiled. "No one else is here, pal."
"You know I don't do well at these things."
"Then tonight's your lucky night." He smiled. "Are you ready?"
Curran noticed his breathing had increased. Keep it together, Steve. He clenched and unclenched his hands.
"Yeah."
Kwon switched on the recorder with his other hand. Curran heard him clear his voice and begin speaking the particulars into the tape.
Curran looked down at the corpse. Nude. Limp. Completely devoid of life. But how had he died?
Kwon measured the body and called out the numbers to the recorder. He looked at Curran. "Help me with the body block, would you?"
"The what?"
Kwon held up a small rectangle of plastic. "Got to slide this under his back so I can get to the chest cavity better. You lift and I'll slide it under."
Curran frowned. "Wonderful." He slid his arms under the small of the back and the neck and lifted. Kwon slid the block under and Curran let it down. The corpse's arms dangled back slightly, making the chest protrude upwards more.
"Good," said Kwon. "Preparation for the initial cut. Begin making a Y incision from the pubic bone up and branching off toward each deltoid..."
Curran listened to the running commentary. He saw Kwon's scalpel cut deep into the skin. A red line broke in the scalpel's wake, but not as much blood appeared as Curran would have thought.
"It's pooled," said Kwon. "Only a bit presents at the initial cut if the corpse has been this way for a while." He glanced at Curran. "Ready to pull the flaps back?"
Curran took a deep breath. "Guess so."
Kwon nodded. "Let me cut the muscles and soft tissue off the chest wall." He stooped lower and Curran heard him make some quick cuts. He leaned back, bloody blade in one hand. "Okay. Pull the chest flap up and over his face."
Curran grasped the angled sides of the initial cut and felt the skin give easily. It flopped up over the face. The underside reminded him of a pizza without the cheese on it. The smell hit him a second later. "Christ."
Kwon frowned. "You know, to me this smells like raw lamb meat."
"Wonderful."
"What - you never had a gyro before?"
"Only one I ever ate gave me food poisoning back in high school."
"You never had another one ever again?"
"Do we need to discuss food right now?"
"Sorry." He hefted a small electric saw. "Let's open the rib cage." The saw switched on with a high-pitched whine that sounded a bit lower in octave than the drill at the dentist. Kwon leaned over the chest cavity and Curran heard the blade bite into bone. A small amount of smoke crept out. Small bits of white bone leapt out of the cavity. Curran thanked God he hadn't eaten in a while. Most of the autopsies he'd seen before were after all the dissection had occurred. Going through the process bit by bit was something new to him.
Curran wasn't sure he wanted to repeat the experience any time soon.
Kwon lifted off the plate of ribs and handed it to Curran. "Put it down there in that tray." Curran did so and looked back to see Kwon examining what he thought looked like the heart.
"What are you doing now?"
Kwon began probing with his finger and then made a cut. "Opening the pericardial sac. I need to find the pulmonary artery - where the blood leaves the heart - and check it out."
"For what?"
"Thromboembolus. Ever hear of it?"
"No."
"It's a blood clot that's broken off somewhere else in the body. It travels into the heart, gets lodged there - usually by the pulmonary artery, and causes sudden death." He glanced up. "I know you've got some theory of how this happened, but I'd like to be able to rule out any possibles."
"I'd rather it was something like that what you just described," said Curran.
Kwon grimaced and prodded for another few seconds. "So much for that."
"Nothing?"
"Nada. We'll cut the abdominal walls next so we can get to the organs inside." Kwon made some more cuts with the scalpel and Curran saw the sides of the stomach fall apart.
Kwon leaned back. "Okay, pal. Here's where we play hand-off. I'll remove the organs and you place them down there in those trays for dissection later on, okay?"
Curran winced. "Great."
"It's in one big block. Be cool." He pointed at the counter. "Hand me that string would you?"
"What's this for?"
Kwon felt around the neck. "Cut me off two lengths about six inches long. I've got to cut the subclavian and carotid arteries. I'll tie 'em off and that way the mortician will see the string and know where to inject the embalming fluids."
"Nice of you to make it convenient for them."
Kwon leaned back. "Okay. Now I'll make some cuts, give you the organ block and then we'll move on to the brain."
Curran watched Kwon make a few quick slashes with his scalpel. He heard the squishy and springy sounds of tendons and ligaments snapping after being cut. He saw the precision with which Kwon operated.
And still he didn't feel comfortable.
Kwon looked at him. "You ready?"
"Yeah."
Kwon scooped out the organ block, which ran from just under the neck to down into the intestines and slid the gooey mass into Curran's cradled arms.
Curran saw his arms instantly slick over with bright red. His fingers closed around the organs and he hurriedly dumped the block into the stainless steel tray over the corpse's feet.
Kwon yanked the body block out and positioned it under the corpse's head. To Curran, it looked like the corpse was reaching up for a kiss. Kwon's scalpel bit into the corpse's head behind his right ear. Kwon cut all the way up and over the top of the head, down to behind the other ear. He took the scalpel out and smiled at Curran.
"Ever scalped someone before?"
"Excuse me?"
"There are now two sections of the head. The front flap and the rear flap. We need them both pulled back to expose the skull. Which end do you want?"
Curran wanted a cigarette. Badly. "Front, I guess."
"Don't be afraid to use a little strength. That can be tough sometimes." He motioned for Curran to position his hands. "Okay, give it a good yank."
Curran felt his fingertips slide under the lip of skin on either side. He pulled and it suddenly came loose in his hands. The skin came down just over the forehead. It looked like the corpse had a mask halfway off his face.
Kwon repeated the procedure for the rear flap. Curran saw the skull exposed and tried to keep from remembering what the image looked like.
"Hand me that Stryker saw, would you?"
Curran picked it up and handed it to Kwon. Another high-pitch whine filled the air. Kwon bent low and began cutting around the equator of the skull. Curran stood back.
Please, he prayed, please don't let it be.
Kwon finished cutting and looked up. "You okay, Steve?"
Curran opened his eyes. "Yeah."
"You sure?"
"Are we almost done?"
"I'm ready to remove the calvarium - what we call the top of the skull. Don't get freaked out by the sound."
"Is it bad?"
Kwon grinned and grasped the top of the skull. Curran heard a wet sucking sound and then the top came off in Kwon's hands.
No!
"Jesus H. Christ."
Curran exhaled. It couldn't be. Not here. Not now!
Kwon leaned back against the counter, skullcap still in his hand. He pointed at the exposed brain. "Is that your theory, Mr. Homicide Detective?"
Curran nodded slowly. "Yeah."
"You've seen this crap before?"
"Yeah."
"That brain is green, Steve."
Curran sighed. "Yeah. It is."
"That's not normal. Not one goddamn bit."
Curran shut his eyes, but the images already filled his mind. After all this time. After the peace. The quiet.
Shattered.
God help me, thought Curran. God help us all.
Chapter Two
Curran drove the long way back to his three-bedroom Colonial in West Roxbury after the autopsy. They'd finished around two-thirty. Curran was due at work by nine, which meant he'd have about six hours worth of sleep.
He figured he needed about a million times that amount to help make him forget the realization that the horror he thought he'd left behind all those years ago - the horror that had infected his life - seemed to have once again returned to his world.
Cold drizzle still coated Boston's streets and gave them a black tarry look. Curran could almost imagine his tires getting stuck in the wet ooze, like some kind of evil force was reaching up for his car.
And him.
His right hand withdrew the crumpled pack of Marlboros and flipped it until one of the butts inside tumbled onto the seat next to him. He jabbed the cigarette lighter in his car and waited for it to pop moments later.
I ought to quit these damned things, he thought. Gotta be a cheaper method of suicide out there. The lighter popped and he almost grinned.
Later.
He touched the hot metal coil to the end of the tobacco stick and inhaled, nursing the cinder. It caught and he took a lungful of smoky death into his body.
He savored the nicotine.
His pulse steadied.
Could it be something else that had killed the guy tonight? Some other cause for the death that he hadn't looked for yet?
Kwon had sent some blood down for a toxicology work-up, but he seemed convinced that the green brain was somehow a major factor in the death.
Unfortunately, so was Curran.
He already knew what to expect from the toxicology screen. There'd be substantial amounts of glucose present, the result of an incredible surge of adrenaline just prior to death. Curran had seen the toxicology reports from six other cases back when he'd been with the FBI.
Toxicology hadn't helped one bit.
Nothing had.
He wheeled his way down the Jamaicaway, rounding dangerous curves that sent most drivers whimpering for second gear. Curran handled them at forty miles per hour, enjoying the slight fishtail action of the car before he righted it again.
It had to be him. The same killer Curran had unsuccessfully tracked. A killer so adept at dealing death that his victims showed no signs of it, other than the green brain.
The sole souvenir of their demise.
Curran drove past Holy Name on Centre Street. The spire rose high above the other rooftops nearby. Almost like it was calling out to get his attention. But he hadn't been to church in years. His faith had suffered. Curran wasn't sure it could ever be salvaged.
Not after...
He blocked the images and drove on, anxious to get home.
His mind's eye played back the image of the corpse on the floor of the nightclub. According to the wallet the first uniforms found on him, Gary William Fields was thirty-two years old. His short brown hair and thin mustache made him look older while the sleek black satin shirt, gold chain, and tight black pants made him look sleazy.
Witnesses? Hardly. Curran frowned and skirted another pothole. The people closest to Fields when he suddenly dropped said that they hadn't noticed a thing. And the club had been far too crowded for it to seem unusual if another person wandered close by.
The club's video surveillance system covered everyone coming into and leaving the club, but Curran doubted he'd get lucky there. Thousands of people passed through the doors of a club each night. Still, it was a lead one of the junior grunts in Homicide would no doubt get stuck with. Especially if they eventually got lucky.
Luck.
Curran sniffed. As if such a thing even existed.
He slid the window down and tossed the cigarette butt into the slipstream. What made Fields so special that he had to die tonight? And would this mark the start of another wave of bodies just as it had all those years ago?
The key, he decided as he turned on to his street, was Fields. In the morning, he'd pore through the computer databases and put a picture together of what Fields might have done that warranted someone killing him.
Curran felt pretty certain he knew who had killed him.
But after so many years, he wondered why.
***
In the darkness he felt the pressure of its gaze. The heavy stare cloaked his mind from an unseen source, boring into his skull with relentless zeal. He could feel it lapping at the fringes of his subconscious, tasting and drooling with desire at the thought of causing mayhem in the city.
It will be.
The velvet voice oozed over his mind, seeping into his head. It repeated itself over and over again like a mantra of evil.
It will be.
Curran wanted to shout but his throat felt thick. He wanted to claw at the voice but a million arms grabbed him and held him fast. He struggled but nothing would work. His legs felt rubbery and his arms were pinned behind him.
In the darkness in front of him, a face emerged. But it was unlike any he'd ever seen before. It didn't look human. It didn't look like anything he knew.
Two cold yellow eyes swept over him. He felt himself go cold as the stare bore down on him.
From a gaping maw a spindly tongue rolled out, flicking at the air by Curran's face. Flecks of spittle dropped onto Curran's skin and he almost retched. The tongue touched his cheek. Curran grimaced as the wet sandpaper rubbed against him.
The voice spoke inside his head again. You will never be able to stop me.
"Why are you back?"
I never left.
"Why now?"
Because now is the time. It will be.
"NO!"
Sunlight exploded into Curran's eyes as they snapped open. He shot upright in bed, whirling his arms around trying to punch and kick at the same time.
"-wha?"
The alarm clock on his nightstand read 6:30.
Curran slumped back against the pillow.
A dream?
"Jesus Christ."
A nightmare?
The sheets - what Curran thought were arms holding him - had wrapped themselves around his body. They felt wet. Sticky. Soaked with Curran's sweat. In the struggle of the nightmare, he'd managed to get tangled up in them.
Or was it a nightmare?
The voice.
Curran rubbed his eyes. That voice. It spoke to me. And I spoke to it?
Impossible.
He felt wrecked. Like the four hours had rushed by in the space of five minutes. Curran glanced at the bedroom window, at the gray daylight poking in through the wooden blinds he'd installed a few months previously. Another cold November day.
But Curran wasn't thrilled at what today might bring.
More sleep, he thought as he closed his eyes again. He needed more sleep.
If he could just keep the dark at bay.
And the evil he knew it contained.
***
Curran took Centre Street down to Columbus Avenue to work after he'd showered and shaved. Next to him on the seat, he'd brought a large container of orange juice and a banana muffin - testament to his fledgling exercise program. Curran wasn't fat and he wasn't out of shape, but he did want to lose a few paunchy pounds.
He sighed when the glass brick building that house the Boston Police Department headquarters appeared. A few years before, the department occupied a white stone building over on Berkeley Street just outside of Copley Square. Over the years, the number of cops inside had grown while space had dwindled. The city finally coughed up some money and built a new police headquarters.
Curran would have rather stayed at Berkeley Street and he knew plenty of cops who felt the same. The new building looked like someone had gone bargain shopping on the set of the Brady Bunch and pocketed the savings. The building was a shoebox of glass bricks and blocks. Even the simple sign wasn't original. It was a direct rip-off of the one used by Scotland Yard.
Curran parked his car and walked into the building, showing his identification to the bored desk sergeant before heading upstairs on the elevator to the homicide division.
He sat at his desk, placed the bag of orange juice and muffins on one side and then unlocked his file drawer. Just as he was about to reach in, the phone on his desk purred. He grabbed it.
"Homicide, Curran."
"It's Kwon."
Curran glanced at his watch. "It's only nine. Shouldn't you be home asleep?"
"I should be, yeah. But I'm not. I'm at the office. You busy?"
"I was going to get a detailed jacket on the deceased from last night. Try to figure out why he got clipped."
"Can you come down later? I want to run some more tests on this guy's brain and see if we can't figure out exactly why it is...the way it is."
I already know, thought Curran. But he couldn't very well tell Kwon that modern science didn't have an explanation for it - annoying as that was to Curran. "Gimme two hours."
"Good." Kwon disconnected leaving Curran holding a dead phone and looking at his banana-nut muffins with a sudden lack of appetite.
He took a bite and swallowed, flushing it down with a healthy drag of orange juice. He turned and looked at the files in the drawers. Toward the back, he scooped out a five-inch stack of them and spread them out over his desk. Most of them were marked with the words "FBI: Official Government Property."
Curran opened several of them and instantly felt himself transported back to when these cases were still fresh. He felt the sudden stir of adrenaline. The thrill of the chase reappeared.
For just a moment.
Now the case files were several years old.
Dusty.
Old.
Like Curran.
He frowned.
These files might just be useful again. Curran hoped they would be. He didn't want to have to go through that hell again of trying to solve a case all of his former colleagues considered a dead-end.
Of course, things were different now. Now he didn't have a wife to worry about. And now he didn't have to think about his career with the illustrious FBI.
He slid the files aside and looked at his dark computer monitor. Curran liked it fine when it was dark and lifeless. Unfortunately, nowadays everyone worked on the things. And Curran's old method of writing and using notebooks was deemed archaic.
There were a few older cops who still worked like Curran did. But most of them had been farmed out to the district offices where they couldn't infect the minds of younger cops coming up through the ranks.
Somehow, they'd missed Curran.
He grabbed the muffin and took another bite, tasting the walnuts and banana flavors mixing together. He chewed slowly and then flicked the computer on.
It beeped once and then began prompting him for a series of access codes Curran still wasn't sure how he'd managed to memorize them all. Security had become a lot tighter in recent years thanks to the war on terrorism.
Curran didn't mind this part, though. After all, he'd lost a lot of friends in the attacks in New York and Washington. Security was one thing he could put up with.
After completing the log-on process, Curran switched over to the criminal database and entered the name of last night's victim into it. The computer beeped once and then the screen blossomed into a long list.
Curran opened his favorite notebook and began taking notes.
***
By eight-thirty, he had a decent picture of the victim from the previous night.
And it wasn't a pretty one.
Gary William Fields, at the ripe young age of 32, had been a real slimeball. Curran looked at a rap sheet printout twice as long as his left leg and shook his head. Starting at twelve, Fields had been involved in a series of burglaries. By the time he was fifteen, he'd graduated to grand theft auto, assault, and armed robbery. He served a stretch at Norfolk House of Corrections back in the late eighties and then got out early on good behavior.
Good behavior. Curran smirked. As if there really was such a thing.
As soon as Fields got out, he went from bad to worse. Suspected in a series of horrible armed rapes out in Amherst, he was never indicted. And there was also suspicion that he'd killed at least five people in connection with drug trafficking. Sprinkled here and there were relatively "minor" incidents of indecent exposure to children, driving under the influence, assault, conspiracy, and racketeering charges.
"Real piece of work," muttered Curran. He sighed.
If only this was a simple murder case. If only the modus operandi didn't seem so familiar to Curran.
If only...a lot of things.
He grabbed his beeper off the desk and picked up his car down at the parking lot. Traffic crawled up Columbus Avenue thanks to the rush hour being in full swing. Curran flipped around the radio station until he found a music station he could actually tolerate. Lately, there didn't seem to be many of them left.
Kwon split his time between the Albany Street office and the morgue down at Boston City Hospital. Most of the time he was in both places at once. At least that was what people thought. Kwon worked harder than six people and still managed to have an unusually active social life.
Unlike Curran.
He parked beneath the Suffolk County Court House close to where the runoff traffic from the federal offices parked. Upstairs, Kwon was still finishing the paper work when he walked in.
"'Morning."
"The hell," said Kwon. "I'm dead on my feet here." He finished writing something and then looked up. "Got any thoughts on last night?"
"Sure. I had a nightmare about it and everything."
"A nightmare? You?" Kwon smiled. "I've never known you to be scared of anything."
"Some things," said Curran. "They scare me plenty."
Kwon's smile disappeared. "Like green brains?"
"Not the brain's themselves. But what they represent."
Kwon looked like he was going to ask a question, but he never completed it. The door buzzer sounded. Curran looked at the office. "What's that?"
"Someone's coming down. Family, I think. Gonna ID him."
"Is he...presentable?"
"Yeah, I put him back together." Kwon held up a needle and thread. "I worked my way through college in a funeral home. So, what'd you find out about this guy, anyway?"
"Grade A scumbag," said Curran. "Rap sheet's a testimony to that fact. If he didn't buy it last night, someone would have killed him sooner or later."
"So somebody did us a favor," said Kwon. "Getting rid of scum like this, eh?"
"If this is what I think it is, it won't seem like much of a favor."
"Excuse me."
Curran turned around at the same time as Kwon and found himself staring into the deep blue eyes of a thirty-something woman with short brownish hair and carefully sculpted eyebrows.
"Hi," said Curran.
Kwon moved in front of him. "Can I help you?"
"I'm Lauren Fields. You've got my brother here, I think."
Kwon looked at Curran. "Yes. Yes we do." He guided her over to the gurney in the examination room so she could see the body laying on it. Curran followed.
Her eyebrows came down slightly and a frown pressed itself across her face. Curran wondered if she'd cry.
She didn't. She just kept staring at his face. "That's him."
"Sorry for your loss," said Curran.
She almost smirked. "'Grade A scumbag', was the term I believe I overheard you using in reference to him."
Curran cleared his throat. "Yeah, well, that was probably not the best choice of words."
"Actually, I'd say you were right on target." She nodded at the gurney. "That man caused a lot of heart ache. God knows how he survived as long as he did without someone doing what happened last night to him earlier."
Kwon guided her back toward the office. "I've got some forms for you to sign, Ms. Fields."
Curran tagged along. "You knew about his past?"
"Of course. How could I not know what he was up to. We grew up together, he and I. I always knew what kind of trouble he was involved with."
"But you couldn't stop him."
She stopped and turned. "Just who are you, exactly?"
"Forgive him," said Kwon. "He's just a nosy cop with no tact."
"A nosy cop," said Curran, "Who's investigating the death of your brother." He held out his hand. "Steve Curran."
She took it and kept looking into his eyes. "I can't say it's a pleasure to meet you, detective." Her eyes crinkled slightly. "Given the circumstances."
"I guess not."
"You can probably let go of my hand now, too."
Curran stepped back. "Sorry."
She turned to Kwon. "Those forms?"
"Over here." Kwon gave Curran a frown and then led them into the office. While Lauren signed the various forms, Curran examined her as covertly as he knew how.
She obviously kept in shape judging by the trim outline concealed under the slacks and blouse she wore. The outfit itself was modest, neither revealing skin nor cleavage. But somehow, Curran found it appealing anyway.
She finished and straightened, flattening the wrinkles in her blouse with one hand as she tucked away a fountain pen with the other. "Is there anything else?"
"We'll let you know when the body can be taken by the funeral home for proper burial," said Kwon.
"Thank you."
"Ms. Fields?"
She turned to face Curran. "Yes?"
"I wonder if we could speak a few moments about your brother? It'd be a big help."
"You're putting in an awful lot of time to my brother's case, Detective. Not something I'd expect for the likes of someone like him."
"I'm putting in the sort of time my career demands. Professional," said Curran. "Whether or not your brother was the kind of guy I'd recommend for sainthood isn't the point. A crime was committed and I aim to see it solved."
"Admirable."
Kwon frowned. "Don't let him fool you, Ms. Fields. Curran is probably the straightest-laced cop you'll ever find. If it's work, he gives one hundred and ten percent."
"That must not leave much time for anything else," said Lauren.
Curran shot Kwon a look. "I take my job seriously is all. I'm lucky to have a lot of time to devote to my job."
"Not many people in today's world commit themselves so entirely."
Curran shrugged. "Can I take that as a yes that you'll sit down and talk to me about your brother?"
"You aren't going to posthumously persecute him for some of the things he did while he was alive, are you?"
Curran smiled. "Last I checked, I don't think our courts work that way."
"All right then." She dug into her pocketbook and extracted a vanilla business card. "My number's on the back. Call me this evening. I've got some free time then."
"I'll do that."
She nodded at Kwon. "Nice meeting you. Please let me know about the body. A proper burial's important to me."
"Will do," said Kwon. He and Curran watched her go.
"Damn," said Curran.
"Kind of an understatement, Steve. She's a knockout," said Kwon. "But hey, you got her number. That's gotta count for something."
"No thanks to you trying to cut me down at every opportunity."
"Didn't you once tell me nothing worth having ever comes easy? I know how much you groove on challenges. I was just trying to make you appreciate the gal."
Curran smirked. "Of course you were. And really, I do appreciate it."
"Always glad to help out," said Kwon. "Now will you get out of here and let me work?"
"I'm going," said Curran.
At the door Kwon stopped him. "Steve."
"Yeah?"
"I want details. You got it?"
Curran smiled. "Sorry, I don't kiss and tell."
Kwon sniffed. "Steve, if you get any kind of play at all, you won't have to say a word. It'll be all over your face in big bold letters: FIRST TIME IN YEARS."
Curran gave him a smile, then extended his middle finger and walked out.
Chapter Three
I don't know why I agreed to this, thought Lauren as she entered the restaurant. She could already see the smile on Detective Curran's face, but kept her own face neutral.
He stood as she got to the table. "You look great."
Lauren narrowed her eyes. "That's not usually the type of comment I hear about this outfit." She ran her hands over the white blouse and gray herringbone skirt. "Most people think I look too much like a school teacher."
Curran smiled. "I used to have crushes on all my teachers."
Lauren ignored him, glancing around the room. "Interesting choice for our meeting - pastel pinks and yellows on the walls and stainless steel lighting."
"This is gourmet Chinese. The owner used to collect art all over Asia so this is something of a gallery for his acquisitions."
"Gourmet Chinese? What exactly does that mean?"
"Means you don't have to skirt puddles of grimy water and urine down in Chinatown to get a decent meal. You do eat Chinese, right?"
"Sure." She noticed him staring at her neck. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing at all. I was just wondering if that gold cross you're wearing is something special."
She fingered the cross, feeling the cool metal against her fingertips. "Special is measured in a lot of ways, Detective."
"Steve."
She eyed him again and he looked away. Lauren almost grinned. She knew her gaze could be unsettling when she wanted it to be.
Curran turned his attention to the menu. "The Mandarin beef is excellent here."
"That sounds fine."
He put the menu down. "Is something bothering you?"
Should she tell him? Her stomach felt queasy then. She noticed the smells of the restaurant and felt her appetite wane. Lauren took a breath and exhaled. "Why did you ask me here?"
"I told you earlier, to find out some background about your brother."
She shook her head. "You say that, but I feel like there's something more."
"What are you - psychic?"
"Are you confirming my feeling?"
Curran looked at her. "I'm not the enemy here, Ms. Fields."
"Lauren."
He smiled. She shrugged. "Seems only fair if I have to call you Steve."
Curran folded his white linen napkin on his lap. "I'm just a cop trying to figure this whole thing out."
"Figure what out: my brother's killer or me?"
Curran smiled. "Yes."
She tried to hide the small grin. "At least you're honest."
"So?"
She sighed. "There's not a lot to tell. My brother was the only real family I had left. Our parents died a number of years ago."
"But you don't seem all that broken up about his death. You said yourself this morning that he caused a lot of heart ache."
Heartache. If only it had been that and nothing else. If only he'd only caused a fraction of the horror he'd wrought. She sipped some water. "My brother was a complete piece of garbage for the majority of his life."
"I think we've got most of it in his jacket down at headquarters."
Her stomach churned again. You don't know any of it, she wanted to say. Nothing! She wanted to yell and cry and vomit then. Even after so many years, the pain could still surge without warning.
"Are you all right?"
She took another sip of water. It slid down her throat, cold against the rising heat within. She felt flushed and wondered if Curran could see the turmoil coursing throughout her. He seemed astute enough.
"I'm fine."
Curran's eyebrows waggled a bit but he went back to studying the menu. She felt better with his eyes not boring into her.
"You're not being entirely up front with me, Lauren."
"There may be some things I'm not ready to share."
He looked up again. "Even if they help me catch this killer? Even if they help save the life of another person?"
"It's not that easy."
He nodded. "I've seen a lot of miserable crap in my life. I know not everything is as it seems on the surface."
That was the problem. On the surface, Lauren could keep everything calm. But deep down inside she knew the death of her brother would haunt her for years. Just as he had in life.
"I don't see how what I could tell you would help you catch this killer. And it's probably better that I don't."
Curran set his menu down and stared at her again. She could see his eyes soften, almost like his pupils had expanded. Darkened. They drew her in. She found her breathing relaxing. She felt her shoulders loosen.
"Whenever you want to tell me, that will be fine."
Even his voice had softened. Deepened. It almost seemed to resonate within her. She felt the heat dissipating.
The waiter came by and Curran gave the order all the while still looking into her eyes. When the waiter disappeared again, Curran broke the eye contact and took a sip of his water.
"Are you all right now?"
Lauren smiled. "Fine. Thank you."
Curran grinned. "For what?"
"Whatever you just did there. I felt like I was being relaxed. Almost hypnotized."
"Oh that."
"Yes. That."
"You wouldn't believe the things you pick up being a cop. I learned that from a psychologist one time. I probably shouldn't have done it with you, but you looked so concerned - no, terrified. I figured it wouldn't hurt if I took you down a notch."
Lauren nodded. "It worked quite well."
"You feel like talking any now?"
"Do we have to?"
"No. We don't have to do anything except eat. But it would help me out an awful lot if I knew something more about your brother. Especially since I can see there's plenty that didn't show up in his file."
She sighed. Would it ever get easier? Would it ever go away entirely? There was only way to find out.
"You know all about how he started breaking into homes, right?"
Curran nodded. "Sure."
"And then he worked his way up to stealing cars. He used to get into fights a lot, too."
"Assault. Yeah, I saw plenty of that in the jacket."
"Was he suspected of murder?"
"Couple of times. Nothing ever stuck to him. Especially since he got involved in organized crime back in the late 80's."
"He killed easily enough, my brother did." Lauren closed her eyes for a moment, trying to shut out the images of her brother covered in blood coming back one night.
Curran's voice was a whisper. "What else, Lauren?"
Lauren looked down. Her eyes felt moist. Hot. Her throat closed. She clutched the napkin under the table. Twisting it into knots.
"Have you ever done any reading on the criminal mind?"
Curran nodded. "Most of us cops have."
"Then you probably know that the experts always say that criminals - the really deviant ones - don't start out as horrible as they eventually become. They start small at first."
"An experimentation stage, in other words."
"Exactly. Experimentation." The word made her shudder.
The hot and sour soup arrived. Lauren didn't look at it. Neither did Curran.
"Go on."
"In order for a creature of habit to become that, he first needs to find a habit he enjoys. Do you follow me?"
"I don't really know."
She looked at him. "Evil doesn't exist solely on its own, Steve. It can't exist without being nurtured. An evil act cannot stand on its own; it needs roots. It needs time to grow."
"You're likening this to a seed."
"That's exactly what I'm doing. My brother didn't become a monster overnight. He didn't even become a monster just in the pages of whatever file you have on him down at the police station." She took a deep breath. "He started a long time ago. Ages before he came to the attention of the police." She turned away. "He started in the shadows and the whispers of dark scary nights when no one else was around. No one...but me."
Curran cleared his throat. "Lauren-"
"No. Don't stop me, Steve. Please."
"We don't need to talk about this now. Not here."
"If not now then when? I've kept things to myself for too long." She smiled around the tears that dribbled out of her eyes. "Believe me, I walked the path of the victim for years. It's a stupid waste of time. Far better to make peace with the past you can't change and forge ahead into the future. That's become my mantra of sorts."
"That's a tough path to walk alone."
"It's the toughest thing I've ever done." She sat silent for a minute before looking at the soup. The swirling contents mirrored the churning deep down in her bowels. The thought of putting any of it into her mouth repulsed her. She bit down on her lip, trying to stem the rising gorge at the back of her throat.
"My brother raped me, Steve."
He nodded like he'd known. Like he'd been able to see into her soul and feel her torment.
"Was that the start of it?"
The waiter reappeared with the main dishes. Lauren watched the plate of beef, set off with red peppers and broccoli, sizzle on the table. The waiter brought two small rice bowls, each packed with white grains. The Szechuan chicken completed the meal. Curran didn't acknowledge the food and the waiter looked annoyed as he walked away.
Lauren waited until they were alone again. "It didn't seem so evil at first. Does that sound foolish of me?" She shrugged. "Maybe it is."
"It doesn't."
She tried to smile. "But maybe that's what makes evil so potent: in the beginning it's never easy to see."
"What happened?"
Lauren looked away from the food. "At first it was the silly kind of stuff a brother and sister might do. Peek-a-boo here and there, you know? We were both young. It could be forgiven by even the most uptight therapist as completely natural."
"But it didn't stay there."
"No." Lauren sighed. "When it became too much for him - when his hormones became too much for him to control - he forced himself on me. Countless times."
"You couldn't tell anyone?"
"It's funny that everyone who hears about sexual abuse thinks it's the easiest thing in the world to just tell someone."
"I wasn't saying that-"
"But it's not, you know? It's the scariest moment in your life when it happens. And when it keeps happening. How could I tell anyone? I thought I'd been the reason why he did what he did. I thought I was to blame."
"It wasn't your fault."
"But in some way it felt like it was. I don't expect you to understand that. I doubt very much anyone who hasn't gone through what victims of those crimes go through would ever understand it. It's the most horrible feeling in the world. I didn't feel safe anywhere. I couldn't hide. I couldn't run away. All I could do was wait for the next time. And pray every time would go faster than the last. That he'd...finish quicker than before and leave me alone to cry into my pillow again."
She saw him lower his eyes again. "I can't imagine what that must have been like."
"Don't try." She sighed. "It happened throughout most of my junior and senior year in high school. Thankfully, he left soon after to live on his own. He found...other playmates."
"Victims, more likely."
"That's probably true." She sighed. "My brother, he was probably one of the most evil people I ever met. Him being my brother didn't make that fact any easier to take. I heard about his atrocities. He used to even brag sometimes about things he'd done."
"He used to visit you?"
"He tried to. I moved around a lot but somehow he used to find a way to run into me. He never touched me after he moved out, but I could still see the desire in his eyes. There was that gleam. But there was something more - something vile about him. In so many ways, he seemed to bleed lechery like it was the plague."
"You know if he used to prey on anyone else?"
"He used to brag about his sexual conquests all the time. Whether they were true or not, I don't know." She felt her stomach lurch again. "The odd thing is, I can't figure out who would want to kill him. I mean, sure he had enemies, but the kind of enemies he had wouldn't have killed him in such a nondescript way."
"Your brother had ties to organized crime. If they'd wanted him dead, it would have been a showy execution."
"Bullets flying everywhere, yes." She frowned. "But instead..."
"I know," said Curran. "It doesn't make sense."
"Something else that doesn't make sense." She peered into his eyes. "You."
Curran grinned. "Me?"
"You don't seem nearly as fazed by this as the medical examiner did."
"Yeah, well, I see a lot more garbage than Kwon does."
She shook her head. "That's not it. I get the feeling this case almost seems...familiar to you."
She stared at him. Curran looked away and toyed with his chopsticks. "I might have heard about some cases sort of similar to this."
Lauren frowned and stabbed her own chopsticks into the bowl of rice. "You're lying."
Curran removed her chopsticks. "Don't do that."
"What?"
He pointed. "Never leave them pointing straight up in a bowl of rice."
"You're schooling me on etiquette now? That's going quite a ways to change the subject."
Curran shook his head. "Leaving your chopsticks like that means death in most Asian cultures. They look at it as an omen of sorts."
"How'd you get so acquainted with Asian culture?"
"Military."
"Before you joined the police?"
"Before I joined the FBI."
Curran was a G Man? That surprised her.. "You were with the Bureau?"
He smirked. "Impressed? Don't be."
She smiled. "I wouldn't tell you if I was. And I still think you're lying."
"Maybe I can't talk about it in front of you."
She frowned. "That's ridiculous. I just sat here and spilled out a host of ugly skeletons that most folks would try to bury. And you can't even discuss your experiences with unexplained deaths?" Lauren rested her elbows on the tabletop. "Any time you want to talk will be fine."
He sighed. "You don't give up easily."
"I've been told that."
Curran sighed. "When I worked in the FBI, I came across a series of murders that happened in Miami. Unexplained deaths, all of them."
"How many were there?"
"That we knew of? Five in Miami. Privately, I suspected there were many more."
"So what happened?"
"I got assigned the cases. I was a young hotshot eager for a tough case. I guess I wanted to prove myself as capable. I tried my damnedest to do just that."
"But?"
Curran frowned and Lauren watched his eyes go dark again. But they didn't stare at her any longer. Curran was a million miles away. She watched what must have been awful memories pour across his face in rapid succession. Dark shadows that creased his forehead and made the crows feet at the edges of his eyes seem more pronounced. What has he gone through, she wondered.
"It didn't work out," he said.
Lauren never blinked. "I just watched a dozen nightmares play across your face. That was some 'but.'"
"Probably better if we don't discuss that right now. I may not be as strong as you."
"All right."
He sighed and reached for his water. "They stopped eventually - the murders I mean."
"In Miami?"
"Yeah. Thing is, for a serial killer, which is what we pigeonholed this guy as, it didn't quite make sense. The experts figured he'd start up again somewhere else. Once the fury got too much for him to handle."
"You keep saying 'him.' Do you know for sure it was a man?"
Curran shrugged. "Statistically, most serial killers are white males in their mid-thirties. And I guess for some reason, right at the beginning, I felt the killer was a man."
"So, were the experts right?"
"Yeah. They were right. Six months later. Dallas. Another bunch of bodies with no discernible marks on them start showing up. Each one during the post mortem had characteristics that fit with how your brother died."
"Like what?"
"Like blood work showing an abnormally high level of glucose spikes just prior to death."
"Glucose?"
"It's a side effect of a sudden adrenaline rushes. Like what might happen if the victim knew they were in trouble. It's that fight or flight instinct response programmed in us all."
"But they didn't fight, did they?"
"And they couldn't flee, either. So this massive dump of adrenaline floods their system. On the outside, it almost looked like they'd been scared to death."
"There was nothing else that would help unravel the case?"
"Each victim did have a peculiar oddity to them."
"What's that?"
"During the post-mortem examination, the prosector - that's the guy who does the autopsy - discovered the victims - all of them - had green brains."
Lauren leaned back. "Are you joking?"
"I don't have an explanation for it. I'm just relating what I found out."
"Did my brother-?"
"Yeah," said Curran. "Kwon and I did the PM last night - this morning really - and confirmed what I thought I might find."
"You had a suspicion you'd find it?"
Curran shrugged. "I'm a cop, Lauren. I see scores of dead bodies. Most of them have gunshots, stab wounds, foamy mouths, something that tells me how they died. I came on the crime scene last night, your brother looked like the picture of perfect health. No reason for him to be dead. It kind of stood out as unusual."
"Especially since Miami."
"Right."
"Have there ever been any witnesses?"
Curran motioned for the check and then frowned. "Well, in Dallas, some woman in a nightclub saw someone close to the victim right before it happened. She confirmed it was a man."
"She saw him kill the guy?"
Curran smirked. "That's the problem. According to the woman, the killer simply walked up and touched the man on his shoulder. After a few seconds, the person dropped dead."
"You're dismissing it."
Curran smiled. "Well, come on. How silly does that sound? I've done a lot of research into Asian cultures and the closest thing I could dig up was a martial art technique called the death touch. But even that didn't work that fast."
"There are other traditions out there that might have something like that in them."
"You know of any?"
Lauren shifted in her chair. "Actually, it sounds something like a reverse laying of hands."
Curran shook his head. "Never heard of it."
"Laying of hands is a traditional, albeit unusual method of healing."
"You mean holistic?"
"Something like that. It's widely accepted by the Catholic Church as a special occurrence. The healer places their hands on the afflicted and helps heal them using special energies."
"Special energies?" Curran smiled.
Lauren pointed at him. "Don't look so surprised. A minute ago you were telling me about green brains, after all."
"Touché."
"Laying of hands has been acknowledged in the writings of the church for many years and while most consider it something of legend, there are reasonably accurate accounts of healers being able to cure in the name of God."
"There's a flip side - that reversal thing you spoke of?"
"I don't know." She took a sip of water, thankful her stomach didn't vomit it back up. "I could research it. See if there are any references to something like it anywhere. It sounds pretty odd, I know."
"I don't know if I need any help."
"Sure sounds like you do."
"You're being stubborn again."
"Determined."
"Let me think about it."
"Don't think too long. There might be more bodies."
"I hope not." And she could see in his eyes that he really meant that.
Lauren smiled at him. She felt certain he'd come around. "How come you're not with the Bureau anymore?"
"To be blunt, I was fired."
"For not solving the cases?"
"That and an evil manager who had it in for me. I couldn't win to save my life. The Bureau canned me and I came north to Boston."
"Why Boston?"
"At the time, I was dating a woman who had family up here. I figured it'd be nice to be closer to her."
"Your relationship didn't work out?"
"It was one of those instances where you like the family more than the person you're supposed to be in love with."
I wouldn't know, thought Lauren. "How did you get into the Boston Police Department?"
"My last friend at the Bureau put in a good word for me. That was five years back. Things are good, but it's not where I pictured myself when I was younger."
"Let me guess: you wanted to head up the FBI."
"Guilty as charged."
"A boy's got to dream, I guess," she said.
"You're telling me you don't have any dreams?"
"I never said that."
"So...share on."
She folded her hands. "All right. Thanks to my evil brother, I grew up pretty jaded. I hated men. I became the antithesis of feminine. I felt scarred, broken, unable to figure out what I was supposed to be doing with my life." She leaned closer. "It was a lonely time for me. I traveled a lot. Hitchhiking here and there, skirting danger and even flirting with the same path my brother had chosen for himself."
"What changed you?"
"God changed me."
"What do you mean - you found him?"
"Kind of. He came to me in a dream one night. When I awoke, something inside of me felt changed forever. I can't really describe it. It was as if the sorrow I'd been carrying for all those years suddenly lifted. My vision cleared. I wouldn't turn to evil like my brother. I would turn away from it."
"Become good."
"More than that. I'd become a soldier in God's army." She smiled and hoped he wouldn't think she was some sort of weirdo. "Don't laugh. I know it sounds extremely cultish. But it's not at all."
"I'm not saying anything."
"Think about it, Steve. The world is full of evil. If it isn't people out actively committing evil acts, then there are millions of apathetic souls who will never stand up to evil, they'll never sacrifice themselves for the greater good. Their only concern is what's in it for them."
"I agree."
"I thought you would. We're similar in that respect, I think." Lauren looked at the table of food. "I'm sorry, Steve, but I don't think I can eat any of this after what we've been talking about."
Curran nodded. "No sweat. I'll get it to go."
"I'm not good at leftovers."
He grinned. "Fortunately, I am." He waved the waiter over and the food disappeared. After a moment, he looked at her. "So, how do you intend to combat all this evil?"
"I asked myself that same question for a long time. Finally, six months ago, I found my answer."
"Which was what?"
She smiled. "It's quite simple, really. I'm becoming a nun."
Curran looked like his stomach had just dropped twenty stories. "Oops."
She grinned. "I thought that might throw you for a loop."
"Sorry, I had no idea."
"Of course, you didn't." She winked at him. "But then again, this wasn't actually a date...was it?"
Curran's smile looked as natural as a five-leaf clover. "Uh...of course not. No way. I'm just gathering information about the case."
She grinned some more. "Pay the bill, Steve. You're an awful liar."
Chapter Four
Curran's phone rang as soon as he reached the office the next morning. He swallowed the gulp of orange juice and grabbed the receiver.
"Curran."
"So? Was she any good?"
He grinned. "'Morning Kwon."
"Man, don't 'good morning' me. I told you, I want details."
"No details to give."
"Liar."
"I'm not."
Kwon's sigh came through the phone. "I don't believe this. I spend my time humping dead bodies all over town, doing extensive reports for you, busting my balls to make sure you've got what you need, and you can't even be bothered to spill a little dirt about what happened between you and that lovely lady. Thanks a lot."
"You want details?" Curran grinned.
"Absolutely."
"She's getting ready to become a nun."
"So, you can be a cowboy. I've done the dress-up thing, man. It's kind of cool."
"I mean it, Kwon. She's going to become a nun." Curran didn't feel good saying it, either. Last night had been the first almost date he'd had in a long time and it had felt really nice sitting across from a good-looking woman.
"Really?"
"Really."
"Well..."
"Yeah."
"That sucks."
"Yeah. I'm kind of fond of her."
"'Fond of her?' Curran, anyone ever told you that you got some weird old fashioned ways about you?"
"Yeah, I heard that before." He bit into the muffin and chewed, but somehow the muffin didn't taste as good today. "I like old fashioned."
"She have any thoughts on why her brother's brain turned green?"
"I mentioned it but we didn't stay on that topic for very long."
"What'd you talk about, then?"
"The case. Her life."
"Anything interesting?"
Plenty, thought Curran. But he wouldn't share that with Kwon just yet. Part of him was still amazed Lauren had given up as much as she had last night. "She's running some stuff down for me."
There was a pause. "I knew it."
"What?"
"You aren't done trying yet. I can hear it in your voice. You old Devil. You're going to corrupt that poor woman, aren't you?"
"I'm not going to corrupt anyone, Kwon."
"You know what kind of hard time you'll do for that, Curran? The man upstairs will bust your ass big time for messing with one of his ladies."
"And I suppose that foul mouth of yours will get you a pair of wings?"
"Hey, I'm not freaking a nun."
"I'm not freaking a nun!" He glanced around, but fortunately no one seemed to be paying attention. He turned back to the phone. "Jesus, Kwon, lay off, would you?"
"Yeah, whatever. I'll be waiting for the full report when you do, you dog. Call me if you find out why this dude's brain turned green."
Curran hung up the and hauled out the pile of old case reports. Photographs, files, maps and assorted evidence came out in a jumble.
So did the memories.
Years of busting his hump to make heads or tails of this serial killer. Years of trying his damnedest to figure out the connection. The pain, the late nights, the unyielding complexity. Everything all at once came pouring out of him.
And the frustration, the final frustration at being heaved out on his ass when things didn't pan out.
That took the cake, he thought.
He sighed, God I need a smoke. But he wasn't allowing himself a cigarette every time he felt the craving. He had to wean himself off those things. He wasn't going to smoke for at least - he checked the wall clock - another ninety minutes.
Instead, he took another swig of juice and then began sorting things into piles. Maybe a fresh look at it would jar something lose. Some small piece that would connect everything.
Curran sure hoped so.
But he secretly doubted it.
After all, how long had he spent searching through this material when he was back in the Bureau? And at what cost?
His mind jumped back to the image of his ex-wife. Back to when they both seemed so young and carefree. And so in love. Evenings back then were spent in pursuit of whatever sexual antics ruled the day. Nights of passion and of whispered words of devotion and tender caring.
And then the case arrived.
Suddenly, the bizarre nature of the deaths absorbed Curran like a black hole suckling the light out of every nearby living thing. The names of the victims, the dates, the backgrounds, the abject surprise etched - frozen - into their dead visages.
Everything.
Curran became the case. He lost interest in anything else.
He shook his head like a dog trying to shed water after playing in a lake. That was the past, he thought. Surely, I paid for my overzealous enthusiasm enough.
Now, what hadn't he looked at yet?
What was the clue he needed?
He glanced at Gary Fields' picture again. The grim mug radiated a calm defiance and a cold confidence Curran found unsettling. The picture of pure evil, he thought. He smirked; for the first time, it's a bad guy getting killed and not some innocent bystander.
He stopped.
Miami.
Dallas.
The names. The rap sheets.
My god, he thought, they're all like Fields.
They're all evil.
He dug into the piles and began yanking out the backgrounds of all the previous victims. Within minutes, he knew he'd found a connection. He almost hit himself for not finding it before. He'd heard that happened sometimes. You got too close to a case and couldn't see the most obvious thing of all.
But it raised a question.
Was the killer just a simple vigilante? Was he out to right the wrongs of society by killing off its dregs?
Curran frowned. Was killing justified if the victims were all evil?
Not for a civilian. He felt pretty convinced about that.
But what about for him - an officer of the law?
He didn't know.
He'd killed before.
Each time in self-defense. Each time he'd been exonerated. But that didn't necessarily make it feel all right when he lay awake at night reliving the scenarios over and over again.
Especially when he woke up bathed in a pool of sweat sucking in lungfuls of oxygen as if he was suffocating.
He looked back down at the piles before them. It was all there. Each of the victims had all been bad seeds. The worst men and women in their respective cities.
And each and every one of them had died at the hands of the man Curran knew must now be lurking around Boston.
But how was Curran going to protect the evil people in this city?
He frowned. Cripes, did he even want to?
Instinctively, he reached for the phone. Before he realized it, he had pressed out the numbers and heard the ringing. When the soft voice on the other end of the phone spoke, Curran cleared his throat.
"I may need your help after all."
Chapter Five
Lauren glanced up at the crucifix hanging on the wall opposite her in the room she sat in. Shelves sprang up around the room, each filled to capacity with thousands of books. Around her, men and women pored over thick books. Each of them a scholar of some sort devoted to the Church. Lauren saw a few other women that were preparing to enter a convent like her.
She sighed. Since receiving Curran's call, she'd felt excited at first at the prospect of helping him with the case. Part of her wondered whether she was doing it to make peace with her brother's death. Even though she'd hated him for most of her life, there was still something about him - about her last remaining family - being killed that angered her.
Another part of her thought she might have a small crush on the handsome detective. She frowned and pushed that thought out of her mind. Lauren's romantic experiences could be counted on the fingers of one hand. And besides, she had important work to do for the Church. There was no time, she chided herself, for entertaining such silly notions of lustful dalliances.
The initial excitement at helping had also begun to wear off. Despite spending almost a full day in the divinity school's library, Lauren had been unable to find anything that could shed some light on the mysterious deaths that Curran had occupied so much of his life with.
She shut the book and slid her chair back, its legs squawking against the polished wooden floor. She needed some fresh air to clear her head.
Outside, November winds blew hard around her, tossing the flaps of her overcoat about in the gray daylight. She shivered instinctively and closed her eyes as a blast of wind sent dirt flying at her face.
She walked across the campus with its rolling green lawns. Tucked away on the underside of Brighton, a few miles outside of Boston, the school's buildings sheltered a select group of people who still wished to enter the service of God in an age of sexual abuse scandals and political infighting.
Even here, she thought, evil could reach in and disrupt the work of God.
At the administration building, she stopped. A lone beam of sunlight pierced the gray sky and broke over the carved statues of saints on either side of the building. She smiled once. And then climbed the steps toward the front door.
Inside, the quiet seemed almost overpowering. A door to her left beckoned and she wandered through it.
The old nun at the front desk looked up and smiled. "Can I help you?"
"Is Sister McDewey in?"
"Yes. Do you have an appointment?"
Lauren stopped. She didn't. "No. But she was my advisor last year and I was hoping I could get her advice about something."
The nun smiled and lifted the phone. "Let me just check, dear. I don't think there's any reason why she couldn't spare a few minutes for you. Sit down if you like."
Lauren took off her overcoat and sat on a long wooden bench running along one side of the office. She looked at the pictures of the Pope on one wall. Across from him, a beautiful painting depicting the Last Supper featured prominently. Otherwise, the contents of the office with its desks and stacks of paper and books and reports, looked like most other academic offices she'd been in throughout her life.
"Sister McDewey will see you, dear."
Lauren looked up. "Really? Thanks so much for your help."
"Think nothing of it. I know there's plenty of decisions that need talking over with someone before you can make them right. You have yourself a good talk with her. She's one sharp nun."
Lauren smiled and walked toward the heavy brown oak door with the small brass nameplate on it. She knocked once and heard the invitation to enter come from the other side. She turned the doorknob and walked in.
Sister McDewey looked about fifty, but Lauren had heard she was actually much older. No one seemed to much about her except that she'd done missionary work all over the world for many years.
She rose as Lauren came in. "Ms. Fields. How nice to see you."
"Sister."
The elder nun pointed at a cushioned chair across from her desk. "Sit. Please. Make yourself comfortable."
Lauren did and smiled. "Thanks for seeing me."
"How can I help?"
"You gave me such great advice over the last few years when I decided to actually enter the service. I thought I might speak with you about a matter that's come to my attention lately."
"Even though I'm no longer your official advisor, I can certainly still counsel you on choices affecting your future, have no fear."
"Well, this isn't exactly an official type of decision. It's more a matter of acquiring information."
"Indeed, go on."
Lauren shifted, unsure of how to begin. "My brother was murdered the other night."
"Oh my heavens, I'm terribly sorry to hear that. Are you all right?"
Lauren shrugged. "We weren't really on the best terms. Still, his death was a bit of a shock to me. He was the last family I had."
"And you're troubled by this naturally."
"In a manner of speaking, yes. I'm most troubled by the way in which he died."
"How did he die?'
Lauren hesitated. How was she going to phrase this? "There were no apparent causes for his death. He simply...died."
"How peculiar. And the authorities? What have they told you?"
"That's why I'm here actually. The lead detective on the case has seen this type of death before. When he worked for the FBI, he investigated several episodes of this throughout the entire country. He shared some information with me and I told him it sounded almost as though someone had performed some type of reverse laying of hands on the victims."
"Laying of hands?"
"Yes, the old stories of those with the ability to heal by touch."
"I'm well aware of the stories, Lauren." Sister McDewey frowned. "Unfortunately, that's all there is to them. They're simply stories."
"There's nothing legitimate about them?" Lauren found that hard to believe.
Sister McDewey smiled. "Let me tell you something. As you might know, I worked a long time doing work overseas. In the service of the Church we are sometimes sent to the most inhospitable places on earth to do His bidding. Obviously we go to do the goodness that needs doing. I've seen an awful lot in my years abroad. And I've been to countless tiny villages where someone was reputed to have the gift of healing."
"What happened?"
Sister McDewey shrugged. "What generally happens in cases like those: it turns out to be some sort of charlatan at work whose only motive is to gain some type of control over the local populace. Sometimes it's for money, other times not. But never - not once - have I seen any real evidence of the ability."
"But don't you think it might be true?"
"Even if it was, this thing you're speaking of - a reversal? It's never even been documented. Not that I'm aware of."
"I did research in the school's library and couldn't find anything. I thought I'd come to you and see if you knew where there might be additional information."
"And how would I know about that?"
Lauren raised her eyebrows. She was about to skirt dangerous ground. "I've heard rumors of another library here in Boston. One that has certain types of information on arcane subjects."
Sister McDewey laughed. "I see that rumor still lives, huh? Well, you can put it right out of your mind. There's no such place around here. I'd certainly like to think I'd know about it if there was. Although I need hardly remind you that even if it did exist, you wouldn't be granted access to it unless you were a fully ordained nun. You understand that such a place wouldn't be open to the public."
"So, it doesn't exist."
"No."
Lauren stood. "I'm sorry to have wasted your time."
Sister McDewey smiled. "No waste at all, Lauren. I'm glad to see you again. How are your preparations coming for entering the service?"
"Well enough I suppose." Lauren tried to smile. "I should be going. Thank you so much for your help."
"Any time."
Lauren turned and walked out. In the outer office, the older nun was nowhere to be seen. Lauren shrugged her coat on and walked out of the administration building, back into the November cold.
Was Sister McDewey lying about the secret library? Probably. Lauren had heard the rumors long enough to suspect that there was some measure of truth to there. It was simply a matter of finding out its location.
The worst part, she decided, was having to tell Steve that she hadn't been able to find anything out. She felt guilty, like she'd lied about being able to help him. Why did I tell him I could find something out? Why did I do that?
She turned up a side walkway and headed toward Commonwealth Avenue where she could catch the Green Line train that would take her into Boston. Better to tell Steve face-to-face than by telephone.
I owe him that much at least, she thought.
"I hope you didn't believe her."
Lauren jumped. She turned. The old nun from the administration building stood in the recessed shadows of the nearby building. A thin trail of smoke encircled her head, coming from the cigarette in her mouth. Lauren thought the picture looked a bit silly. An old nun in a habit hanging out with a cigarette in her mouth.
"Don't mind the cig, it's the only vice I'm sure I've got." The old nun smiled and dropped the cigarette, grinding it underfoot with her black shoe. She looked at Lauren. "Walk with me."
She led Lauren down another side pathway, away from the buildings. The wind blew strong in the confined space. When they'd gone a few hundred feet, the old nun dropped onto a bench and smoothed her coat and leaned back.
Lauren sat next to her and waited.
"It's not really a rumor."
Lauren raised her eyebrows. How had she heard?
"Don't seem so shocked. There's an intercom system that I can use to listen in one what happens in every office there. Yes, I know I shouldn't, but I've always been interested in keeping abreast of what goes on."
"Okay."
"She told you it was a rumor. It's not."
"The library?"
"Most rumors have some measure of truth to them, dear. The trick is figuring out which part is truth and which part is a load of hooey." She smiled. "Sister McDewey is a fine woman, but it's her duty to keep the young and inquisitive -" She smiled at Lauren. "- that's you, dear - focused on their studies."
"So, in this case, which is the truth?"
"The truth is that there is indeed a building containing research material on the strange and bizarre. The Church has been engaged in missionary work for so many years that our people in the field have run into almost every known and unknown thing out there. It had to be catalogued somewhere."
"In the library."
"Well, that's the false part of the rumor. It's not a library. Not in the traditional sense of the word anyway." The old nun's eyes took on a faraway look and almost seemed to mist over. She sighed. "Are you familiar with the Back Bay?"
"Pretty well."
"There are brownstones along Marlborough Street that the Church owns. In fact, there are several all in a row that we control. You wouldn't find a record of the property holding anywhere since private citizens who do favors for the Church conceal it. But we own it.
"And this...material is kept there?"
"Yep." The old nun frowned. "Is it true what you told Sister McDewey? About the death, I mean."
"Yes."
The old nun looked away. "Then you'll need to go there."
Lauren eyed her. "Sister, have you heard of this thing before?"
"Which thing?"
"The deaths. The mysterious deaths."
The old nun lit a fresh cigarette and inhaled deeply. After a moment, she let the stream out in a sudden rush. "No."
Lauren frowned. She was lying. But before she could press the issue, the old nun turned to her.
"It's better that you explore this for yourself. There are reasons why. They'll become obvious when you find what you need."
"How do I get in to the library?"
"You simply walk in. If you know how to get there, it's assumed you belong there." The old nun smiled at her. "You're a fair one at making people think you're something you're not, I can see that in you."
Lauren nodded. "I suppose so."
"Then use that confidence and you'll be fine." The old nun stood. "Good luck on your search." She pressed a piece of paper in her hand. "The address is on that."
Lauren put her hand in her pocket and stood. "Thank you."
The old nun's eyes seemed sad. "Don't thank me. I fear that what you're looking for maybe the last thing you wish to find." She started to walk away.
"You know about this, don't you?"
The old nun stopped. Lauren could still see the smoke encircling her from the new cigarette. Finally, she turned and walked back toward Lauren. She held out her hand.
Lauren held out her own. The old nun pressed something short and cold into Lauren's palm. The her withered hand closed over Lauren's. She looked up into her eyes.
"Just remember that evil cannot exist without good."
She turned and hurried away before Lauren could call after her.
Lauren opened her hand and stared. There, against her warm skin, lay a small tarnished key, of the kind that might open a very old lock.
I wonder what this is for?
And part of her shuddered to think of what it might open.
Chapter Six
She found the library easily enough, exactly where the old nun had told her it would be. From the outside, it looked like any other brownstone on the tree-lined street, with its old-style iron fence and gate leading up to granite steps offset by twin columns. Ivy grew on the bricks, spreading its long dark green tendrils all over the masonry.
The front door was unlocked.
Lauren pushed in and at once found herself in a large hallway complete with a white marble floor and a vaulted ceiling painted in antique white that contrasted with the rich chestnut brown of the wooden walls. The entrance seemed to radiate a certain coolness about it. Almost as if God himself had laid a hand across this place.
A single door led out of the main hall. But right before the door, just off to its left, sat an old woman in regular clothes at a small oak desk. She had a book open in front of her and didn't appear to take much interest in Lauren.
Should I say hello? Lauren frowned. Or would that mark her as an intruder?
She walked closer. The old woman turned the page of her book and kept reading. Lauren's heart hammered in her chest.
Any minute now she'll look up and demand to know who I am...
Lauren reached for the doorknob.
Turned it.
Heard the click and the door swung back on well-oiled hinges.
Lauren walked through.
She exhaled in a rush, relieved to be past the front door.
As soon as she stepped across the threshold, stacks of books seemed to sprout up everywhere. Books lined every wall. Doorways branched off of this room, each leading to a new room containing more books.
And what books they were! As she walked through the stacks she could make out hand-bound journals of priests and missionaries several hundred years old. Faded limited editions of varying translations of the bible. Historical accounts of the Church not ordinarily released to the public. And so much more.
As Lauren walked through the rooms, she saw only one other person: an elderly nun with her head bent deep into a thick book.
Lauren kept walking. She had no idea where to start.
She frowned. Better to wander around and see what I can discover on my own before I risk asking for help. Besides, she thought, the key the old nun gave me has to open something. Maybe it will be obvious.
It took her thirty minutes to make a pass at all the rooms. As she walked, her footsteps echoed off the floors. At any moment she expected to see people running for her, shouting about trespassing.
But no one came.
Gradually, her heartbeat calmed down and Lauren set about trying to find the locked room she knew she'd have to locate.
It was on the third time through each of the rooms that she saw the small door at the rear of one of them. It seemed to be disguised to look more like a painting than a door. Lauren wasn't even sure it was one until she got close enough to run her hands along the edges and felt the lip of wood jutting out of it. Peering closer, she saw the lock.
Her heartbeat increased.
Was this the room?
The key felt hot in her hand and she realized she'd been clutching it within the folds of her palm since the old nun had pressed it there hours ago.
Now or never, she thought. She held the key up and then aimed it at the keyhole.
It stuttered into the lock, coughing for a blast of graphite dust to smooth its passage. Lauren turned the key and heard the heavy deadbolt slid back into its recess with a solid thunk.
She opened the door.
A long thin wooden table stood before her, polished to a dull sheen from years of sleeves and elbows resting on it. Around the table, more bookshelves. But the books in this room differed greatly from the rest of the library.
The books here had strange titles.
Some were in foreign languages.
And some didn't seem very Church-like at all.
As she looked at the titles, she knew she'd found the repository of information she'd need. In this room, the Church apparently kept its documents related to Satanism, exorcism, old legends, witchcraft, supernatural studies, and all manner of accounts on dealing with the occult.
Lauren inhaled, tasting the stale musty air mixed with old leather and smiled. The room seemed to pull at her. It's as if, she thought, God wants me to be here. Like he wants me to study these subjects.
So she could help Steve.
Detective Curran, she corrected herself.
And smiled in spite of it. Certainly he was the best looking man she'd seen in a long time. Not that he would have ever graced the pages of a fashion magazine, but the rugged features of his face and body made him seem carved out of wood. Tall and strong. And she'd even detected a hint of emotion lurking somewhere far beneath his ironclad exterior.
She laughed almost out loud at the thought of a dalliance with him before pledging herself to God forever. But she quickly abandoned that idea, knowing her path lay elsewhere.
Before her, books stretched out in either direction.
Where to start?
She chose the shelf closest and began scanning the old Latin titles. She'd studied a number of ancient languages in preparation for her Church service. But she still didn't know what she was looking for.
For the next three hours she proceeded to pull each book off the shelf and scan through it as fast as she could. In that time she saw all manner of personal accounts of the occult. Enough to convince her that even though it was the 21st century, evil had always lurked on the fringes of society and would most likely continue to do so.
In her fourth hour, she found the book.
Written in the twelfth century by a monk named Gerhardt in the monastery at Schwarzwaldheim, a small town in Bavaria known for its close proximity to the Black Forest, the book catalogued every known creature and demon available to help the Devil in his work.
Even as Lauren scanned the pages, roughly translating in her mind what she read, she felt a shadow of fear pass over her. The names and spells within the pages told of incredible evil and untold power for the person who swore eternal allegiance to the Dark Lord.
They also warned of the unbearable agony inflicted upon those in his service.
A cold gust of air swept through the room.
Lauren shivered and looked up.
The room had no windows.
The light hairs along her forearms stood up straight.
Where had the wind come from?
She bent back over the book and read some more.
Another gust of cold wind swept over her, this time flipping the pages of the book in front of her. The old paper crinkled and crackled as sheets flew by under her nose.
The wind died.
And Lauren looked down.
The book now lay open at a chapter dealing with servants of the Devil.
Lauren looked up again.
There was no one in the room with her.
The wind had vanished.
Her heartbeat had drummed up again to a steady staccato rhythm. She tried to grin. Get a hold of yourself, Lauren.
She turned the pages, reading and translating. Toward the end of the chapter, she stopped and felt very cold. But this time she felt cold on the inside.
Soul Eaters.
She ran her finger down the page to the text and began reading...
Little is known of the Soul Eaters except that they have been
imbued with the ability to steal the very essence of man from
him with little more than a touch of the hands. All that makes
up the man himself, his memories, his thoughts, his very
emotions, is robbed from him. For what purpose the
Soul Eater exists is not yet known, but care must be taken
in dealing with them, for their power is truly directly
given from the Devil himself.
Lauren sat back and inhaled a long deep breath.
A Soul Eater.
What if...?
What if there were one actually living here in Boston? What if he had killed her brother? What if he was planning something right here in the city itself?
But what?
She frowned. Would Steve believe her? He didn't necessarily appear to be a very trusting soul himself. She'd never met many cops who were. Most of them stuck to hard facts only. It was understandable, being a prerequisite for the job. They couldn't put someone away on speculation or the supernatural.
And Steve himself had told her he was firmly rooted in facts and logic. He would be difficult to convince.
Still, she wondered.
After all, Steve had invested years of his own life trying to get to the bottom of the strange murders that plagued him. Perhaps he would be able to see the possibility.
Perhaps.
She traced her finger lower on the page reading again...
The Soul Eater himself is apt to be cunning in his own right.
By virtue of his job for the Devil, he must be careful to remain
hidden. If discovered, he would be unable to complete his
nefarious objectives, whatever they may be.
Something had been written in pencil in the margin of the book and then erased. Lauren peered closer, barely able to make out the letters and what they spelled out.
Graham Westerly - 1907
She frowned again and continued reading, but there was little else, except for several documented cases that happened during the third, seventh, eleventh, and nineteenth centuries. The nineteenth century instance was hand-written in German scrawl, which Lauren could not read. She knew it must have been details of the Soul Eater for that time.
She made a quick notation in the small red notebook she carried and then closed the book.
The air in the room suddenly changed.
It felt heavy.
Oppressive.
Lauren felt glued to her chair. Like she couldn't get up.
She tried taking a deep breath. It did little good. The earlier joyful smell of must and leather cloyed at her, now almost suffocating her as she tried to breathe.
It felt like...something was in the room with her.
Lauren glanced up at the door. Was someone outside watching her?
The air grew cold again.
But a line of sweat broke out along her hairline.
And then she heard it.
A soft sound that snaked through the stacks, slowly circumventing the room as it came closer to her, caressing her ankles and slithering up her body past her shoulders until it kissed her ears.
Sooooooooooooooooon.
Lauren sat very still. She lifted her eyes toward the ceiling and saw a small crucifix on the wall. She closed her eyes and pleaded.
God, don't let anything happen to me here.
She kept her eyes shut and began praying softly. After a dozen Hail Mary's she felt better and opened here eyes, able to breathe again.
Whatever she felt had passed. She gathered up the book and placed it back on the shelf, pushing it back into its resting place with care.
Pushing the chair back to the table, she gathered her things and left the room. As soon as she opened the door, the air seemed lighter. She could breathe again.
She walked back through the rooms, but paused when she saw the same nun still bent deep in study.
"Excuse me, sister?"
The nun, older than Lauren, looked up. "Yes?"
Lauren smiled, almost embarrassed. "Just a few minutes ago...did someone else come through here?"
"Someone else?" The nun looked closer at Lauren. "No, I'm afraid not. It's just us in here today, dear."
"Okay."
"Are you all right?"
"I...I'm not quite sure." Lauren smiled. "I felt a little odd a minute ago."
"Odd?"
"It was probably nothing. Sorry to disturb you."
The nun smiled. "Now, don't you apologize. There are plenty of books in this library that can make you feel a little...suffocated. Some of the cardinals used to say the very knowledge of the world rests in these books. All the good, you know."
And all the evil, thought Lauren. She tried to smile. "I heard that."
"Have you entered the service yet?"
"Not yet, no. I'm preparing to, though."
"How soon?"
"Probably next year."
The old nun smiled. "It will be a glorious time for you. Don't worry about this old place. Just keep your studies up and make sure you've made your peace with God before you enter the Church."
Lauren nodded. "Thank you. I'll do that." She glanced around, suddenly wanting to call Steve. "I should go."
The nun merely inclined her head and Lauren backed away, quickly turning the corner back toward the front of the library.
I need some fresh air, she thought.
Outside in the entranceway, she paused, leaning against one of the marble columns. It felt cool to the touch and she welcomed the temperature change. She realized her skin was hot and she felt her head.
Her hand came away wet with sweat.
What happened back there?
Briefly, she wondered if it was her period but she dismissed this. Ever since her brother had raped her, she'd stopped menstruating. The doctors all concluded that the psychological trauma of the event had jarred her system so much that she'd simply become barren.
Strangest thing, though, she thought. This does feel a lot like PMS.
Chapter Seven
Curran stirred some sugar into his coffee. "Say that again."
Lauren's eyes sparkled in the late afternoon sunlight that streamed through the windows of the coffee shop cum bookstore on Newbury Street, a spit away from the secret library. Around their small table, shelves packed with used and new paperbacks leaned in on them.
"A Soul Eater."
Curran sighed and tried to ignore Lauren's beauty and remind himself she was going to become a nun. He didn't succeed. "Listen, I know you did a lot of work here."
He could see the frown already creeping across her face. "But?"
Curran took a sip of his coffee. "I don't know if I'm all the ready to accept a supernatural reason as being the cause of all these deaths. I mean, in all likelihood, it's probably some nut case who's just figured out a nifty trick of killing people off."
"Steve, you asked for my help. I'm telling you what I found."
"Yeah, but this..." He paused. "Do you really buy it?"
"Why shouldn't I?"
"We're living in the 21st century for one thing. A Soul Eater sounds more like it belongs in some sword and sorcery epic movie or something." Curran could see his fellow detectives laughing their asses off when he tried to tell them there was a servant of the Devil at work in Boston.
Lauren looked down at her coffee. "I don't have a problem accepting ideas based solely on faith." She looked up. "Do you?"
Curran chewed his lip. "Yeah, I do."
"Your lack of belief doesn't mean this guy will go away, though. Does it?"
Not with my luck, thought Curran. "What did this book say it could do?"
"Eat a person's soul."
"And there are recorded instances of this in Church history?"
"Yes. And the method of death fits with what you've described as happening with all these cases. The Soul Eater is somehow able to steal the life essence away from the people he touches."
"But why?"
Lauren shrugged. "I don't know. What I read in the book didn't make mention of the reasons for its existence." She rummaged in her purse and brought out the red notebook. "But someone had penciled someone's name into the margin. Even though it had been erased, I was able to make it out: 'Graham Westerly, 1907.'"
"What do you think it means?"
"Maybe he was some sort of expert on Soul Eaters."
"Great. I guess we're a little late to interview him, huh?"
"He might have passed his information on to someone else in the Church. The old nun I told you about seemed to have a lot of information."
"Can you find her again?" Curran didn't think it would yield much, but he didn't want to entirely discourage Lauren, either. He liked having her around.
"That shouldn't be a problem." She sipped her coffee. "Did you make any headway on the case today?"
"As a matter of fact, I hit on a connection. Finally."
"What is it?"
"Evil."
Lauren eyed him. "What?"
"They were all evil."
"Who?"
"The victims of this...Soul Eater guy. Each one of them had rap sheets a mile long. All bad seeds, the bunch of 'em. Each one was a certifiable-"
"Grade A Scum bag?"
Curran smiled. "Exactly."
Lauren smiled. "How come you didn't figure this out before?"
"Honestly? Probably because we're so used to having murder victims that are good people, not bad. Certainly not in a serial murder case. Like I said, most of those cases came at me pretty quick all those years back. Plus, there's the fact that I was so close to the case, so absorbed by it, that I probably couldn't see the most obvious thing in front of me. Sometimes we look too hard for the solution when it's staring us in the face."
"Are you sure they were all evil?"
"Well, the cases I had at the Bureau all were. And your brother was a pretty rotten egg-" He winced. "Sorry."
Lauren waved him off. "Forget about it. You're right." Even so, Curran saw her eyes mist over slightly. They cleared quickly and Lauren looked at him again. "So, now what?"
"I need to see if there are other outstanding unsolved murder cases anywhere else in the country. Since I wasn't with the Bureau for close to five years, there's a good chance our boy has been busy elsewhere."
"Will that be easy to track down?"
Curran nodded. "It might be. All I'll have to do is put out a request for information. We'll see what comes back. For all we know this guy could have been criss-crossing the country offing people and we weren't even aware of it."
"I think there's a pretty strong chance that's what been happening."
She seemed strangely confident. "Oh? What makes you say that?"
She frowned. "I'm not really sure. I just have a feeling."
Curran cocked an eyebrow. "A feeling?"
"Don't make fun of me on this, Steve. I swear I'll walk out that door if you do."
Curran held up his right hand. "Promise."
"Besides, there's nothing weird about a feeling. Haven't you ever had them before? Like a sense of premonition?"
"As much as I hate to admit it, I have." He took a sip of his coffee and paused to wipe his mouth. "I'd graduated from Quantico and got shipped out to Montana. Lot of times, they do that with new agents. Get them acclimated at a less-busy field office. After a year or two there, they get bumped up to a busy office like LA or New York."
"What happened in Montana?"
"One time, me and this other guy were working late. We'd had a rash of bank robberies across the state. Nothing too serious, but enough to get concerned about." Curran took another sip. "So, the phone rings. Turns out some guy has a tip for us. It'd been happening a lot. A bank would get robbed, we'd ask for the public's help. Tips would come in and we'd go out following up on them. Got so we pretty much thought they were all dead-ends. Nothing ever panned out.
"But this one time, this one evening for some reason it felt different. I can't describe it."
"What did you do?"
"We drove out. This was in January. State was frozen. All sorts of howling wind. Chest-high snowdrifts. The kind of snow that comes at you sideways and manages to get itself down your collar, in your boots, everywhere. And it was cold. You know the kind of cold where your breath comes out in huff of steam and then freezes? This was worse."
"I don't think I've ever been that cold," said Lauren.
"Yeah, it's not the greatest sensation. Anyway, I made sure I took a vest along, one for me and one for my partner. Outside the house where these guys were supposed to be holing up, I put the armor on, the feeling was getting a lot stronger then. I told my partner to put his on, too."
"Did he?"
Curran saw the scene again in his mind. The snow. The howl of wind. The purr of the car engine. Even the heat streaming out of the vents. "Uh uh. Said we'd be back at the office in no time and he didn't want to waste time slapping a bulky vest on. Said he thought it would turn out to be another bad tip. I tried to insist but he was adamant.
"So we made our approach. I took the back and he said he'd flush the front. I worked my way around back, trudging through the snow, getting all wet and uncomfortable. Really sucked being out in that weather." He took a sip of the coffee trying to push out the memory of the cold. "I could hear my partner out front knocking on the door, identifying himself."
"Did they come out?"
"They shot him through the front door with a single shotgun blast."
Lauren didn't say anything. She just sat there with wide eyes.
"Took him right off his feet and tossed him back down the steps. He bled out pretty fast, having the front of his chest cavity ripped open like that."
"Did you get the guys?"
Curran looked away. "Two of them. Yeah."
"Did they stand trial?"
"They never got that far."
Curran watched Lauren stop breathing. After a minute of staring at her, she exhaled slowly. She said nothing.
"So," continued Curran. "To answer your question, yes, I have felt a sense of premonition before and that was it. I somehow knew there was going to be trouble that day. Luckily, I listened to it. That could have just as easily been me taking that shotgun blast in the chest."
Lauren finished her coffee. "Steve...I...I felt something earlier today when I was researching the Soul Eater."
"Felt something? Like what?"
"A presence in the library with me while I was reading."
"You mean like a ghost?"
"Possibly. But I don't think so. It felt different than a ghost."
Curran eyed her. "You've felt ghosts before?"
"Yes."
I'm not going to touch that one, thought Curran. "Okay. Tell me about it."
"The library seemed to close in on me. But at the same time there was a breeze. It made my hair stand on end. It flipped the pages of the book I was reading until the chapter about Soul Eaters came up. Later on, it got incredibly cold in the room but I started sweating. I suddenly felt like someone was there with me."
"Could it have been another person in the library with you?"
"I thought of that, too, but it wasn't. The only other person there was an old nun. And she was far too busy studying to have been it. But Steve...something else was in there with me."
"You think it was this Soul Eater guy?"
Lauren shook her head. "I doubt it. I don't think his power extends to invisibility. But something, some kind of presence, was in that room."
"And you think it's related?"
"I think so. I heard something that sounded like a voice."
Curran stopped drinking his coffee. "Did you say a voice?"
"Yes."
"What did it say?"
Lauren looked away. "Don't think me foolish. But it sounded like it said 'soon.'"
Curran's heart jumped. Could it be that she heard the same thing Curran heard in his dreams? He frowned. Ridiculous. They were just dreams. Weren't they?
"Steve?"
He snapped back to reality. "Yeah?"
"You look concerned. Everything all right?"
A buzzing on his left hip made him jump. The cell phone. He exhaled and grabbed it. "Yeah?"
What he heard didn't make him feel any better. He hung up and got to his feet.
Lauren stood. "Steve, what is it?"
"We'll have to continue this some other time."
"Why?"
"They just found another body. Looks like the Soul Eater - whatever we end up calling him - has struck again."
Chapter Eight
They'd found the body on the top part of Prince Street in Jamaica Plain. Woods bordered the street on both sides a short throw from Jamaica Pond. The leafless trees leaned in on the police cruisers, their bent and broken branches threatening to scratch the tops of heads and cars alike.
By the time Curran arrived, Kwon and his meat wagon were already there. Kwon didn't look happy.
"Another one," he said by way of introduction.
Curran lit a cigarette, inhaled and held it for a few seconds before letting the smoke stream out of his mouth. "Who's the lucky stiff?"
"Tell me that's not supposed to be funny."
"Okay."
Kwon bent down and unzipped the body bag. "Name's Jeremiah Simpson. Ring any bells?"
Curran frowned. "Wasn't he the pedophile that judge went real easy on over in Cambridge? Got herself disbarred for it, too, I heard."
"He was. You guys would know more about him than I would. But judging from how the uniforms are talking, this guy wasn't the nicest dude on the planet."
"Understatement," said Curran. "If I recall the case right, Cambridge PD busted him for ten counts of sodomy on children, a handful of kiddie porn possession charges, and they suspected him in the deaths of at least four kids. They never had enough evidence to press those on him though."
"Dude's dressed like a woman," said Kwon. "Even down to the bra, for crying out loud."
Curran nodded. "That was his thing. He apparently thought that he projected a less threatening demeanor towards kids as a woman."
"Piece of work," said Kwon. "And he's got the same marks as our friend from the other night."
"Nothing."
Kwon nodded. "Exactly."
Curran glanced around. Through the trees he could see Jamaica Pond's icy glacial waters. "But what's he doing over here?"
Kwon shrugged. "Someone mentioned he'd been paroled recently. There's a school up on Moss Hill. Maybe he was scouting it out."
Curran frowned. Pedophiles deserved to die. On any other day, he would have been thrilled to see a piece of garbage like Simpson end up in Kwon's body bag.
But now.
"He was looking for victims."
Kwon nodded. Looks that way."
Curran looked at the sky. The sun had already descended and the first tendrils of the night had bled across the sky. It would be dark in fifteen minutes. The cold November winds blew through the trees and rustled the yellow crime scene tape strung from light pole to light pole.
"He must have lived around here."
Kwon glanced up from writing something on his clipboard. "What makes you say that?"
"He was found like this? Just out and all alone?"
"Yeah."
"No car nearby," said Curran. "We're a bit isolated here. Maybe he was out for a walk. That's when it happened."
"No identification on him," said Kwon.
"We can get his address from his parole officer." Curran dug into the cigarette again keeping the tip bright red. Another damned death.
"I can do the PM right away if you want," said Kwon.
"You don't mind?"
"I'm still backlogged, but I know it means a lot to you." He stood and placed his hand under Curran's elbow. "What the hell is going on here, man?"
Curran tossed his cigarette and watched the tip burn out as it hit a puddle of brackish water. "Wish I knew."
"No theories?"
"Lauren has one."
"How about sharing?"
"She's done some research. Found out there have been recorded instances of this activity in the history of the Roman Catholic Church."
"Yeah?"
"Book she found says the culprit is something called a Soul Eater."
Kwon stopped walking. "You aren't freaking with me, are you Steve?"
"Wish I was, pal. That's what she found out."
"Great." Kwon sighed.
"For a science geek, you're taking the prospect of supernatural involvement pretty well."
"First of all, I'm not a geek." Kwon crossed his arms. "And secondly, I'm not devoid of interest in stuff like this."
"You dig the occult?" Kwon never ceased to amaze Curran.
"Not like how you make it sound," said Kwon. "But my upbringing in Korea was surrounded with myths and legends. Some of them weren't all that far-fetched."
"Yeah, but something like this living in the modern world?" Curran shook his head. "Seems like it's way out there to me."
"Even today, sometimes we have to go on faith rather than facts."
"You're starting to sound like Lauren."
"Great minds," said Kwon. "So this thing...what's it doing this for?"
"We're still trying to find out."
Kwon sighed. "I hate it when things aren't all neat and orderly."
Curran tried to grin but it failed him again. "Welcome to my world."
***
By the time ten o'clock rolled around that night, Curran's eyes felt sticky and hot. Darkness covered the rest of the floor at police headquarters. And in the room where Curran sat, the only illumination came from the dull glow of his computer screen.
Eerie shadows drawn out to funhouse lengths stretched across the room. Outside, cars whizzed past on Columbus Avenue, their headlights streaking across the walls behind Curran.
Kwon hadn't gotten to the post mortem on the transvestite pedophile yet. A relative of the mayor had died from an apparent stroke and Kwon had been tapped to make sure.
Curran meanwhile had spent the last few hours composing requests for information about strange deaths. He'd sent them to all the various bulletin boards used by the police network around the country.
He belched, and in the silence of the room, the croak seemed to echo off the walls. Remnants of the barbecued rib dinner he'd gotten from a take-out place around the corner at the foot of Mission Hill splayed across his workstation in the form of a plastic container, an empty can of orange soda and several piles of sauce-stained napkins.
Curran rubbed his eyes. He needed sleep.
I wonder what Lauren's doing, he thought. He smiled halfway and then tried to shut the image of her from his mind.
His email alert dinged.
He clicked on the icon at the bottom of his screen. At the same time, he heard a series of tiny scrapes echo across the linoleum floor behind him. Curran smiled. Harry was back. The homicide detectives had nicknamed the gray field mouse some months before, feeding the little guy bits of candy bars and sandwiches.
As a way of saying thanks, Harry had doubled his size and become increasingly friendly. He'd appear at odd times of the day looking for more food. And the shock of white fur on his head always made him look like he had a Mohawk hair cut.
But Harry didn't usually scrounge this late at night.
The mail window popped open. Curran saw the response had come in from the Los Angeles County Sheriff's Department. He frowned. Another big city?
He watched as the words blossomed on to his screen.
In response to your query regarding a series of unsolved
murders, we had several cases two years ago that defied logical
explanation. At this time, they remain open. I will fax you the
files tomorrow. Heading home for some long overdue sleep.
Had a helluva day.
You and me both, sighed Curran.
He stretched back and shrugged his shoulders. Tiny pops sounded from his back. As the years had rolled by, the number of creaks and dings had increased.
Outside, another spell of cold drizzle splattered the windows. Curran watched the rivulets run down in odd patterns.
The room went silent.
A blast of cold air swept into the room.
Napkins and papers scattered on his desk. Curran nearly fell out of his chair, jumping as the sudden burst of energy broke the relative calm.
Curran looked into the gloom. His eyes saw little, unable to penetrate the deep shadows.
"Hello?"
Curran's skin suddenly felt hot and clammy. Sweat broke out on his face.
He stood.
His right hand slid back to his right hip, feeling the quiet reassurance of his pistol.
He walked toward the office door.
Another blast of cold air pushed him toward the door.
Curran unsnapped his holster.
His hair felt on edge.
Then he caught a whiff of something.
"What th-"
It smelled like rotten garbage, like something had been in a state of decay for weeks. Curran had smelled death before, but this made his stomach churn.
His right foot kicked something.
He bent down.
Harry's lifeless body lay by the doorway. Curran frowned. The stench made his eyes water.
Hadn't he just heard Harry running around a few minutes earlier?
Now he was dead?
It didn't make any sense.
But Harry's dead body lay there as proof.
Curran pulled on a latex glove and prodded the corpse. It felt bloated. Harry's stomach gave when Curran pushed it in.
The stink swept over him again.
What the hell was going on?
"Sooooooooooooooooooon..."
Curran wheeled, ripping his gun out and aiming it at...
...nothing.
Only the shadows stared back at him.
A low rolling chuckle filled the air.
Curran spun again but found nothing to shoot.
Abruptly, the cold wind vanished.
And the quiet returned.
Curran slumped to the floor.
He's really here, he thought.
The Soul Eater.
Curran grabbed an evidence bag and scooped Harry's body into it. Then he walked out of the office.
Working late didn't seem so appealing anymore.
Chapter Nine
"Can you do it?"
Kwon sighed. "I'm really starting to wonder about you, Steve. First you go bonkers over some chick who's going to be a nun. Now you bring me a dead mouse that smells like the bathroom after an all-you-can-eat burrito contest and you want me to do an autopsy on it."
"Nice analogy."
Kwon sighed. "You brought him home with you last night?"
"Your office was closed."
"And now it's almost twelve hours later." Kwon frowned. "Did you at least put him the fridge?"
"Right next to a six-pack." It was true. Curran had stored Harry's limp body next to the bottles of the Sam Adams Boston Lager he liked so much.
Kwon took the bag. "You owe me big for this."
"I'll score you some Celtics tickets." He looked around the office. "How long's it going to take?"
Kwon shook his head. "Well, gee, I have to get my miniature drill, saw, and scalpel. Then I'll just rig up a freaking electron microscope so I can actually see the guy's insides."
"How long, Kwon?"
"You see that corpse over there?"
Curran glanced at the closest gurney. "What about it?"
"That's a human. Or it was. That's what I get paid to cut open. Mice tend to fall outside my job description." He sighed. "It'll be a few hours."
"You do the pedophile we tagged yesterday?"
Kwon pointed at the gurney again. "That's him. I was all set to start until you brought me the shake-and-bake furry dude here."
"Maybe I'll stick around then," said Curran.
"What - now you got a green brain fetish?" Kwon shook his head. "Just for your sake then, I'll change the order of the PM so we can get to the brain first."
"Is that allowed?"
"I'm the damned ME, Steve. I'll cut him open proper after I show you his skull. I don't think anyone will be upset if we aren't all that proper with a scumbag chicken hawk like this."
"Probably not."
"Remember the drill?" Kwon drew back the sheet and took out the body block. Curran placed it under the pedophile's head.
Kwon leaned in and began cutting with a scalpel behind the right ear.
"Shouldn't I have my apron on for this?" asked Curran.
Kwon glanced up. "Why? This isn't the bloody part. I'm saving you from the organ removal."
"Kind of you."
"Get some gloves though, we have to do the double yank thing now to expose the skull."
Curran pulled on the latex gloves. "I'll take the front again."
Kwon nodded. "On three."
On the count, Curran pulled hard and found the skin actually came off easier than it had on Lauren's brother the other night.
Kwon cranked up the Stryker saw and began cutting around the top of the skull. He finished and set the machine down. "Okay, off with the top and we can confirm if this is another one of the Soul Eater's victims."
Curran frowned. It sounded so odd hearing Kwon use it matter-of-factly like that. "You going to put that down in the case file as cause of death?"
"Hell no. Business and personal beliefs don't coincide very often in this world. I'll keep my opinions to myself."
"Pop it."
Kwon tugged the top of the skull and it came off with the same squishy sound Curran heard before.
"Crap."
Kwon nodded. "Green as an Irishman drinking beer on St. Patty's day."
Curran started to say something but stopped.
The green brain said enough.
***
He drove back to headquarters and got himself situated at his desk within twenty minutes. He had ten emails waiting for him as well as a pile of faxes about four inches thick on his desk.
"Popular guy today, Steve," said one of his fellow detectives. "The fax machine's got diarrhea for you today. Been beeping since this morning when you left."
Curran fingered the piles of paper on his desk. "This everything?"
The detective nodded. "So far. Day ain't over yet, though."
Curran took the next three hours and pored through the faxes, most of which were case files from the cop in California. There'd been eight murders in Los Angeles. Eight! Each one more mysterious than the last. In each case, the chief medical examiner ruled the cause of death as heart attack brought on by acute spike in adrenaline levels.
Like they'd been scared to death.
Curran took a look at the backgrounds of the victims. All of them, he concluded within five minutes, all of them were evil.
An arms dealer, a drug dealer, a lawyer who defended only the worst criminals, the leader of a girl gang in East Los Angeles, various leaders of organized crime syndicates, and a serial killer - all had died mysteriously.
The Soul Eater's been busy, he thought. He frowned. Great, now he was thinking of this guy in supernatural terms.
He sighed and leaned back. What the hell had happened in here last night? He'd already fielded enough questions about Harry to make him feel awful. The detectives had grown attached to the little guy. So had Curran.
And now he was dead.
Curran flipped through the other reports on his desk. Other cases from around the country. After Curran left the FBI, the killer hadn't stopped. But Los Angeles showed the most deaths and tightest concentration. The other cases seemed piecemeal - scattered around the country in single and sometimes double incidents.
Was the killer being careful?
Or was there some method to his madness?
To give the supernatural theory a go, it might make more sense that he had a mission of sorts. But if the killer was simply insane, then there'd be no figuring out the formula he used to pick his victims.
The only way they'd catch him would be to be there as he was killing.
Curran wasn't so sure he wanted that.
In fact, a big part of him simply wanted this guy to disappear out of his jurisdiction so Curran could go back to busting gangbangers and frustrated divorcees who off'd their ex-spouses.
He wondered about Lauren again. It was becoming more and more difficult to keep her image out of his mind. He reached for the phone but stopped. She'd be out now, wouldn't she?
He sighed.
His phone rang.
Curran heart jumped. Maybe it was Lauren. He grabbed the phone.
"Homicide. Curran."
"Get your ass down here."
"Jesus, Kwon, I only just left you a few hours ago."
The phone went dead in his ear. Curran hung up, grabbed his coat and jumped into his car. He made it back down to Albany Street within ten minutes.
Kwon was waiting for him when he walked in.
"Hit the flashing lights did you?"
"You sounded so serious," said Curran. "So, what's up?"
They walked through the swinging blue doors and into the autopsy room. Kwon gestured to a small table and handed Curran a set of latex gloves.
"Your little mouse there shouldn't have croaked."
Curran looked at him. "You finished already?"
"Yeah. And I know what you're thinking. I'm a physician. I don't know crap about animals. But I was going to be a vet before I switched. And if that's not good enough for you, I phoned up a buddy of mine who works for the vet school at Tufts out in Grafton. He drove up and took a look."
"He still here?"
"No. Had to teach a class at one. But he confirmed my initial findings. The mouse - Harry you guys called him? He was in perfect health. No doubt helped by the large amount of handouts you clowns down at homicide must have fed him."
"The guys loved the little scruff," said Curran. "They were pretty bummed when they heard the news this morning."
"Yeah, well, I don't know if you want to go spreading this around. Probably just better to let them think he was on his way out anyway."
"Are you telling me what I think you are?"
Kwon motioned for Curran to look closer at Harry's still corpse. "See here?"
"The flap?"
Kwon nodded and handed Curran a small pair of tweezers. "Check it out."
Curran bent and used the tweezers to snag the edge of the flap.
He lifted it.
His heart sank.
Kwon's voice came close to his ear. "Want a magnifying glass?"
Curran shook his head. "No."
He let the flap go and stood back up. "I take it mice brains aren't supposed to be green, either?"
"Not according to my friend."
"Nifty."
"Whatever can do this," said Kwon. "Or whoever - I'll tell you what: I've never seen anything like it. There's no medical precedent. As far as science is concerned, this crap-" he pointed at Harry. "-just does not happen."
Curran nodded. "Which leaves us where?"
"Pretty obvious to me," said Kwon. "Might be time to look a little closer at the supernatural theory."
Just what he did not want to do. "You know where Harry died?"
"In your office, right?"
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