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Epilogue
Bennie Walls was a hard-ass nigger from the South Side of Chicago. He had two gold front-teeth, a couple of fingers missing, and little regard for anything but himself.
They had just paroled him two weeks earlier from Illinois State Prison, after a ten-year-stretch for murder that was plea bargained down to manslaughter, despite cries from the victim’s family.
Now that he was out, he needed money--bad.
So he waited at the agreed pick-up spot next to the bus terminal. They promised he’d be paid well for a few hours work.
At 10 P.M., a dark, Lincoln Town Car pulled up to the curb. The windows were tinted black, and Walls looked at his reflection as the front passenger glass rolled down.
“Get in,” a voice said.
Walls climbed in the back seat and smiled. He rubbed his hand across the seat.
“This is first class, man.”
“Help yourself to a drink,” the driver said.
Walls reached over and pulled open a small wet-bar built into the back-seat. He found a miniature of Tanquray, and a bottle of lime soda. He filled a glass with ice and sat back and mixed his drink. He drained the glass in two gulps and reached for another miniature. “How bout some tunes back here,” he called to the driver.
Walls peered through the smoked glass at the activity along the streets as they headed down Washington Street and out of the downtown area.
Marvin Gaye began to sing What’s Goin On and Walls began to sing along, tapping out a beat on his leg. After a couple of verses, he began to slur his words.
Not on one mutherfuckin drink.
“Hey man, this is some strong-ass gin.”
“Good stuff isn’t it,” the phantom voice from the front said. “I mixed it myself.”
Walls saw the man’s face in the rear-view mirror smile wildly. Suddenly, the interior of the limo seemed to take a sharp tilt underneath him like a bad carnival ride.
“What the fu... is this... shi...”
When he woke up, Walls was strapped to a metal gurney. A bright kettle light blinded him from above. He tried to move, but his hands and feet were tied down. He started to focus his eyes, then wished he hadn’t. The man he’d seen in the rear-view mirror with his fucked-up smile stared down at him as he struggled against the restraints.
“Let me out of here, man! What the fuc—”
Walls voice was drowned out by the thin shriek of an electric saw.
Then everything went dark for Bennie Walls.
The sky was a perfect crayon-blue as I watched the Chesapeake Bay pass beneath us from my window seat of the 737. I had managed to secure a few days off, and was on an 7 A.M. Air-Tran flight out of BWI, en route to Chicago.
I was going there to help out a longtime friend and fellow detective, Sam Books. The fourth murder in a bizarre case had prompted his call.
Halfway through my flight, I looked over the fax he had sent me the day before. His detailed notes were disturbing, but most of all, unusual. I couldn’t recall a case in my twenty years of detective work that even came close to the peculiarities of this one. No wonder Sam needed help.
The latest victim was a thirty-year-old black male named Bennie Walls. He had a rap sheet as long as his arm, and they’d paroled him two weeks earlier.
They discovered his body in an ally in the seedy part of town known as the Impact Zone. Hookers, pimps, crackheads.
Not too unusual for someone with Bennie’s credentials. Guys like him frequently got out of prison, only to find themselves back in crisis within a week or two.
Only difference in this case was that someone had neatly removed the top of his skull and taken out the brain. Right down to the stem. It seemed unbelievable.
And to make matters worse for Sam and the rest of the Homicide Department, it was the fourth such murder in as many weeks. All had one thing in common: recent parole.
The logical conclusion was an obvious one.
Someone in Chicago was stealing brains from convicts.
I was still thinking about the missing brains, and four empty skulls as I walked off the plane and into the chaos of O’Hare International Airport. I looked around for Sam and spotted him immediately. A black Ichabod Crane. He waved as he walked up and gave me that ornery smile of his.
“Glad to be off that crop duster, aren’t you?”
“It wasn’t that bad. Just no frills. How you doin, Sam?” I gave him a hug.
“I could be better. These freaky murders. Can you imagine stealing someone’s fucking brain.”
Sam didn’t particularly look like a detective. More like a math professor or computer geek. He pushed his thick-frame glasses up on his nose.
“Want some coffee?” he asked.
“No thanks, I’m wired enough from the plane ride.”
While he stood in line at the Starbucks kiosk, I happened a look at the Chicago Herald on the new-stand. I could see the bold headline on the front page.
FOURTH EX-CON FOUND
WITH BRAIN MISSING.
Sam joined me a few minutes later. While we walked to baggage claim, he filled me in on some additional details of the case.
“So what do we know about this, Walls?” I asked. “Other than now he’s an air-head.”
Sam never laughed at my warped sense of humor, but I did notice a faint smile at the corners of his mouth.
“Not a lot,” he said. “But we’re gonna make a stop at the city morgue and talk to Chang, the medical examiner. You’ll like him. Little Chinese guy who eats Lo Mein while he weighs organ samples.”
“Sounds lovely.”
Fifteen minutes later, we were in Sam’s Ford sedan with the radio blaring the Temptations, Ball of Confusion. I reached over and turned down the volume. “I can’t handle that right now.”
Sam shook his head. “Man you’re the only brother I know who don’t like Motown.”
“I can’t help it. I’m just an ole country boy. Give me George Jones any day.”
“Good thing I like you,” Sam said. He smiled and turned the radio back up.
After two traffic jams and a slow bus in front of us, we finally got to the Chicago City Morgue an hour after we left the airport. It was a huge brick building that took up three city blocks. Built in the 1930's, it had played host to Bugs Moran, Frank Nettie, and a roster of other famous bodies over the years.
Chang met us at the fifth-floor elevator and took us to the autopsy room. He was a little man with thin hair that hung in unhealthy strands. Sam gave me a wink while Chang made small talk. I think Sam got a kick out of him.
The autopsy room was typical, with obligatory green wall tile and gray-painted cement floor that sloped into drains.
I had been in more of them than I cared to remember.
There were six stainless-steel dissecting tables lined up several feet apart. He led us to the last table. A sheet covered a good size body except for the feet, which they left exposed.
I checked the toe tag: BENNIE WALLS.
Chang pulled the sheet back quickly as if performing a magic trick. I felt my legs go weak.
“Jesus Christ,” was all I could manage.
Walls was black, solidly built, and looked like he could be asleep. Not the massive trauma I was used to seeing. That was the unnerving part. He was completely intact. Except for one thing. From his eyebrows up, his head had been perfectly sawed off. I have never seen a neater cut.
Chang noticed my shock. “We call that, ‘truncated’, in the medical field, Detective Carter,” he said. “Quick remedy for a headache.”
Sam flashed Chang a look of disapproval. My warped sense of humor was bad enough, but medical examiners had a reputation of making an art form of it.
Chang’s expression changed as he walked around the table. “I couldn’t have done a better job myself,” he said.
“Someone with medical expertise perhaps?” I asked.
“Perhaps.” Chang cradled his chin in his hand. “But not necessarily. They definitely had to have the right tool... and an intimate knowledge of brain anatomy.”
“What tool is that?” Sam asked. He bent down and looked into Wall’s empty skull cavity.
Chang walked over to the sink counter and picked up what looked like an electric toothbrush with a circular blade.
“One of these,” he said, handing it to Sam. “It’s a Golgi saw. And it’s the only thing that cuts through skull bone that cleanly. And one other item... the brain. They didn’t tear it out haphazardly.” Chang paused and leaned against the end of the table.
“They surgically removed it.”
No one had a clue what was happening, or how to stop it. That was awesome. The feeling of invincibility it gave him.
He coddled the brain gently. With great precision, he used his scalpel to slice through the frontal lobe and into the base. There it was, the diencephalon. The very cradle of human emotion. The limbic system reduced to it’s lowest common denominator.
He dissected it as if the brain were still alive.
Actually, at the temperature he kept it, the brain cells were alive at the molecular level. Just temporarily cyronized. He placed a small section of tissue, no bigger than a plum, into the blender. He pureed it until it was a thick pinkish-gray fluid. He poured the mixture into several small vials, then added some synthetic adrenalin. His limbic mixture was ready.
Finally, after years of trial and error, he had found a way to control it. He had acquired enough human specimens to extract what he needed. And now, he had a subject to test it on.
The police were looking for a serial killer. How stupid of them. He was no serial killer. He had only dispatched the four low-lifes to get what he needed for the real work ahead. When the time came for that, he would use intermediaries to exact his revenge, sparing himself the risk of suspicion. It was all too clever. He sat the newspaper down and walked over to the refrigerator. He took out the recently acquired specimen and stared at it, suspended in the air-tight jar of formaldehyde. The eyes stared straight ahead, filmed-over and lifeless.
“Do I look like a serial killer?” he asked the decapitated head. “If the police want a serial killer, I’ll give them one. Let’s see... I’ll need a name, something catchy. Yes, how about... yes, that’s perfect.”
He put the jar back in the refrigerator, then placed the three vials next to it. The owner of the head had been uncooperative, so he’d not undergone the usual procedure. Too bad, it had gotten messy.
He closed the refrigerator and stared in the full length mirror.
“From now on, I’m the Diencephalon.”
He looked down at his list.
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