
  
    [image: The Soul Within]
  


  
    
      THE SOUL WITHIN

    

    
      
        REBECCA M. SENESE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: RFAR Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Soul Within

        Copyright © (2012) by Rebecca M. Senese

      

        

      
        Published by RFAR Publishing

      

        

      
        Cover Design copyright © (2012) by

        RFAR Publishing

        Cover art copyright ©

        Philcold / DepositPhotos.com;

        Interior image ©

        Xelissa / DepositPhotos.com

      

        

      
        ISBN: 978-1-927603-04-8

      

        

      
        This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. All characters and events portrayed in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to real people or incidents is purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        Sign up for the author’s New Releases mailing list

        and get a free copy of the Rebecca M. Senese Sampler.

      

        

      
        Click here to get started: https://rebeccasenese.com/newsletter/

      

        

      
        The Soul Within

      

      

      
        
        Chasing a horrific murderer who leaves sliced up bodies behind, pathologist Duncan McCray finds himself fighting the system to catch the killer.

      

        

      
        When he meets the mysterious Kaya and her brother Kellen, they bring with them a secret that shatters McCray's world and exposes a conspiracy that threatens the planet.

      

        

      
        Can McCray trust his own developing feelings for Kaya?

        Can he expose the truth before another vicious murder?

      

        

      
        Is he willing to pay the cost, no matter how high?

      

        

      
        Even if it means his life?

      

        

      
        Or his soul?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      “He put up a hell of a fight,” said the sergeant. She shrugged beneath her body armour. “Didn’t seem to do him much good.”

      Duncan McCray didn’t reply as he looked at the body at his feet. There wasn’t much left of it. Blood sprayed the walls of the tiny apartment, already dried to a crusty brown. No one had worried about the screams, it was only when the stench got bad that the superintendent had fried the door to find the corpse.

      Lieutenant Johnson stood up, brushing dried blood from his pants. He glanced over at McCray. “No sign of forced entry other than the superintendent. No sign of any murder weapon. What do you think, doc?”

      McCray bent down to study the body closer. The torso was disemboweled, a slice from his abdomen to his throat opened cleanly as though someone had unzipped the man. Puncture marks in the arms and shoulder area. He’d never heard of any kind of gun that could do this, even the lethal pin-lasers.

      “I’d say it was a knife, but the cut is too clean.” He traced the line without the touching the skin. “A person would have to be incredibly strong to do this with a knife. More likely some kind of cutting laser.”

      The lieutenant grunted noncommittally. He gestured to the attendants. “Bag him.”

      They stepped forward and began wrapping the corpse. McCray stepped back to let them work. Slowly the man disappeared inside the black plastic, wrapped neat and tidy, a counterpoint to his messy demise. Johnson watched in silence until they had carried the body out.

      “I’ll set the computer onto the autopsy as soon as I get back,” McCray said.

      “I’d rather if you did it personally, doc,” Johnson said.

      McCray’s brow crinkled. This was an unusual request. “Why?”

      “I want to know exactly how he died.”

      “The computer is very thorough, lieutenant.”

      “I know, but it doesn’t have any imagination. It can’t see something and intimate what happened the way people can.”

      His face was tight and haggard. McCray had never seen him look so tense. He became aware of the silence in the room, the police around him moving in slow motion, the blood brown streaks against the yellow walls, the sunlight bleaching the color out of the lieutenant’s face. He looked around the room slowly, seeing everything again for the first time. Finally he looked back up at the lieutenant.

      “This isn’t the first one,” McCray said.

      “Let’s take a walk, doctor.”

      
        * * *

      

      Outside the air was oppressive. The filtering in this neighborhood must be really bad, McCray thought. He could hear distant coughing all around. Respiratory problems would abound here, cutting the lifespan of the population and leaving those who survived to suffer. Meanwhile the domes housed the apartment-cities. Always there was the promise of more domes being built for the decaying outer edges, but never any progress.

      “A week ago, we were called into one of the A-city blocks.” Johnson gestured at the distant dome which glinted in the hazy sunlight. “Same thing. This time a woman, torn apart. Not really our jurisdiction, but one of the detectives is a friend of mine, knows I need a break. Their coroner left it to a computer autopsy, says it was a knife with some kind of superior blade that can cut right through bone as easy as butter.” The lieutenant shook his head. “No knife could do that. I don’t think a knife did this guy either.”

      McCray didn’t say anything. He glanced back at the building, at the rotting brick.

      “This guy was a retired wrestler. You saw the size of him. How could anybody with a knife get even close to him?”

      McCray looked back at the lieutenant’s worn face. “So what are you saying?”

      The man shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s just pretty interesting.”

      “Could I get a look at the autopsy reports for the woman?” McCray said.

      “I’ll see what I can do but don’t hold your breath. I think somebody is trying to bury this.”

      “Who?”

      Johnson squinted against the sun. “Doc, I don’t know.”

      
        * * *

      

      McCray returned home after the autopsy, getting in just in time to skip lunch. The thought of eating after staring into a dead man’s intestines made his own stomach churn. He’d been purposely methodical, noting everything down, not drawing conclusions that would only make things confusing. But as the autopsy had drawn to a close, he couldn’t keep the thought from his head.

      Saliva around the main entry wounds, ragged edges despite the initial clean cut. Grinding of internal organs...

      He refused to think about the fact that some of the organs were missing, about the saliva inside the cavity.

      Noises from the small kitchenette pulled him out of his thoughts. He was in his apartment, the living room, staring out the bay window at the cityscape, blocked partially on the left by their sister apartment building.

      “Rough night?”

      McCray looked up. His roommate, Jeremy Marcil stood holding two cups of tea. He handed one to McCray who grunted his thanks.

      “Heard you leave around two,” Marcil said. He sat down in a chair opposite and sipped his tea.

      “Hope I didn’t bother you,” McCray said. He knew he hadn’t woken Marcil up. His roommate was an insomniac, sleeping on average one night a week.

      “No, I was catching up on my journals. So what happened?”

      “A body.” McCray took a healthy swallow of the tea and held his breath as the scalding liquid burned its way down his throat.

      Marcil shook his head. “I told you, you should have gone into animal physiology and genetics. Animals don’t keep you up nights.”

      “Most of my patients aren’t frozen embryos,” McCray said.

      “It won’t be that way for long. We can’t afford to wipe out all the wildlife. The Institute is petitioning to extend the dome to the Don River. Then we can thaw out some of those embryos and have some real animals again. I’m trying to push for a giraffe, but the deer lobbyists are campaigning heavily. I think they’re secretly hunters who just want something to shoot at.”

      McCray didn’t say anything. The politics at the Wildlife Re-seeding Institute where Jeremy worked normally interested him, but not this morning. Marcil seemed to sense it and fell silent.

      Finishing the tea, McCray held the cup in his hand, staring out the window. The dome reflected light, its interior sparkling. It was supposed to be transparent, but the division between the outside, polluted air and the filtered air on the inside defined the dome by sheer contrast. Technology has answers for everything, McCray thought wryly, then stopped the grin that had begun to creep onto his face. Except for a man sliced open like a piece of meat.

      “That bad, huh.” Marcil’s voice intruded. McCray turned back.

      “You look like shit, Duncan,” Marcil continued. “Somehow I get the feeling this wasn’t some ordinary body.”

      McCray rattled his cup. “Maybe it was just one too many.”

      Marcil didn’t look convinced. “If you thought that way you never would have gone into forensic science. Why don’t you tell me?”

      McCray thought about it. “I have a better idea. Why don’t I show you.”

      
        * * *

      

      Marcil’s normally white face was even paler when McCray finished showing him the autopsy recording.

      They sat in McCray’s cramped office, surrounded on all sides by piles of computer disks, printouts, files, and various forensic equipment. McCray used to joke that he’d been given the closet until a glance through the original building plans proved him right.

      “You say there’s been another one like this?” Marcil whispered.

      McCray leaned back in his chair. “That I know of. Lieutenant Johnson seems to think there’s some kind of cover up going on. I don’t know about that, but I’m trying to get the report on the other one.”

      Marcil picked up one of the photos. “God, it looks like one slice.”

      “Yes, I think it was.” McCray hunted around the desk and grabbed the holodisk. He popped it in the player and turned it on.

      A foot long hologram of the man’s body floated above the desktop. It looked almost solid enough to be real. Quite an improvement over the last model, McCray noted.

      He picked up a pen and pointed. “I believe the incision began here, just above the groin. The skin shows signs of puncture marks. The slice continues upwards, through the abdomen and chest cavity, only stopping at the collarbone. However, there is cutting in the collarbone, so I believe the killer probably could have cut through the bone if he wished.”

      He fit the detail button and the floating figure vanished, replaced by an image of a man’s upper chest and neck, strangely detached from a head and torso.

      “Here you can see where the weapon was removed.” Marcil pointed. The skin was again slightly ragged around the exit point.

      “I don’t think this could be a laser,” Marcil continued. “The beginning and ending of the slice is too messy.”

      “I agree,” McCray said. “There’s no residual burn, even at the molecular level.”

      “A regular knife couldn’t cut this cleanly. You’d have to saw through the muscle.”

      “And this guy isn’t libel to wait for that.” McCray flipped the hologram back to regular view. Once again the man’s body floated in front of them.

      “My findings show cause of death as massive trauma due to internal injuries. This guy didn’t have time to bleed to death.” McCray picked up a file. “He was an ex-wrestler, in good shape, even if somebody got close enough to stab him in the gut, they’d have to be incredibly strong and fast to slice him open like that before the man could react.”

      “So here we are,” Marcil said. “What are you going to tell the lieutenant?”

      McCray switched off the hologram and ran his hand through his wavy brown hair. “The facts of the autopsy, and that the murder weapon isn’t a knife or a cutting laser.”

      Marcil leaned back in his chair, drumming his fingers on his knee. The material of his pants was worn, but as the leading animal geneticist in the country, he was allowed to be a little eccentric.

      “It reminds me of something, but I can’t think what,” he muttered.

      McCray gathered up the files on his desk. “I’d better transmit something to Johnson before he has a hemorrhage. I’ve seen enough blood today.”

      “Go home after,” Marcil said. “I’m working the late shift at the Institute and then there’s a party at Janeen’s so I won’t be home until dawn.”

      McCray shook his head. So typical of Jeremy, he hadn’t changed since school.

      “Knock yourself out,” he said.

      Marcil grinned. “If I think of anything about that slice, I’ll let you know.” He rose to leave, brushing wisps of dirty blond bangs from his eyes.

      “Too bad people can’t be as creative finding ways to live with each other as they are in killing each other.” He nodded to McCray and vanished out the door.

      No kidding, McCray thought. He picked up the files and went in search of the transmitter to send his report to Johnson.
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      The buzzing of the phone dragged him out of a dream of bloody walls and gaping wounds with intestines intertwining at his feet.

      Groggily, McCray grabbed for the phone, missing the first time. He’d set the thing on privacy. The images of the dream came back suddenly, making his heart pound. Few people had the code to break through the privacy mode. The police were one.

      He caught it on his second try. His roommate was another.

      Marcil’s face flared into existence on the monitor. “Duncan, get your ass down here. I’ve got something to show you.”

      “God, Jeremy, what the hell is it?”

      “Get down here, it has to do with your dead wrestler.”

      He hung up before McCray could reply. McCray disconnected with a curse and stumbled towards the bathroom.

      The evidence in the mirror showed that the sleep he’d grabbed hadn’t improved his looks any. His brown hair erupted from his head in every direction. He wet it down and pulled it into an unruly ponytail. His face wasn’t so easy to deal with. His eyes, large and heavily lidded, now sported dark bags beneath them. His cheek bones, high and naturally prominent, on good days gave his face a chiseled look. Today he just looked gaunt. His olive skin had the blotchy look it got when he didn’t get enough sleep. He splashed water on his face and toweled it dry. At least the beard suppressant was still working.

      He dialed up some generic pants and shirt from the wardrobe and dragged them on without looking. As he grabbed a jacket from the front closet, he noticed the regular phone message light blinking. Get to it later, he thought and left.

      The Wildlife Re-seeding Institute was at the corner of Yonge and Eglinton, residing in a decrepit office tower, overlooking the new zoo. McCray thought calling it a zoo was a joke; the old Metro Zoo, now lying in one of the more heavily polluted areas outside the dome, had been large and sprawling, boasting naturalized habitats for many of the animals. The current incarnation, barely half a block in size, contained small cages, most of which were empty. Many of the animals, sick or dying from the air had not been transported and so perished in their poisoned homes. The current residents had been coaxed into life from frozen embryos, the job which Marcil worked at with intense care.

      McCray took the old subway and got off at Eglinton Station. Previously a hub of business activity and a neighborhood for up and coming younger middle class before the air riots, Eglinton Station now boasted a menagerie of hookers and junkies. They were the new not-quite poor. By begging, borrowing or stealing, they managed to pay the air tax required to allow them to stay in the dome.

      As McCray headed for the stairs a young blond hooker obstructed his path. With practiced fingers, she plucked his watch from his wrist and dropped to her knees. She pulled his pants half down before McCray could stop her.

      “Wasa matter?” she slurred, as he pushed her hands away and began to pull up his pants.

      “No thanks,” he said. She looked up at him with a confused, vague expression.

      McCray fastened his pants. “Just keep the watch.”

      She scurried away, clutching her prize. McCray continued to the stairs. Halfway up he glanced back to see the hooker on her knees before another man, this time a willing customer. Her mouth opened mechanically before the oblivious crowd blocked her from sight. With a shudder, McCray turned away.

      Marcil was waiting for him at the security door, tapping his feet impatiently.

      “Took your time, didn’t you,” he snarled as he hustled McCray through security and dumped him in the decontamination chamber.

      Five minutes later McCray emerged, feeling even worse and ready to snap back. But Marcil was having none of it. He grabbed McCray’s wrist without a word and dragged him down a chrome corridor.

      The door at the end opened onto a large, brightly lit veterinarian office. A large table sat in the center and on it lay a six foot long Bengal tiger. McCray couldn’t tell which one of the five it was but knew that Jeremy could. The animal’s back was to them and as they approached, McCray could tell from the steady rise and fall of its side that was heavily tranked.

      “Come around this way,” Marcil said. His voice was oddly hushed. McCray complied.

      The tiger had been badly slashed on the shoulder. The fur glistened wet where the blood had been wiped off. The wound was open, gaping, displayed sliced muscle. A nurse stood by, moving impatiently from foot to foot.

      “Can we close him up now, doctor?”

      Marcil ignored him and pointed to the slash. “Look at this.” He pulled the magnifier down, centerd it over the wound and turned it on.

      “What am I looking at, Jeremy?” McCray said.

      “Look at the edges. Seem familiar?”

      McCray felt impatience and anger building in his frazzled nerves and pushed it down. Jeremy could be a real flake sometimes but he knew when not to push. It had to be something worth seeing if he’d dragged McCray all the way down here.

      McCray rubbed his eyes and refocused on the image of the tiger’s wound. It was a smooth, even slice, jagged slightly at the ends. The entrance and exit for the claw. It began narrow, deepened in the center and then narrowed out again. McCray stared at the picture. Jagged?

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “Got into a scrap with the other male,” Marcil said. “Usually it doesn’t come to anything but this time, somebody was serious. The other male only had a few scratches. Chico here wasn’t so lucky, another inch and he’d have bled to death before we could save him.”

      “The wound,” McCray said.

      “Front claws, extended full out.” Marcil demonstrated with his hand. “Also as sharp as a cutting laser.” He slashed his hand upwards. “Digging in and out, very fast. Leaves ragged edges at the entrance and exit of the wounds.” He pointed.

      McCray backed away from the magnifier. “God, Jeremy, are you saying a fucking tiger killed that guy?”

      “You found saliva. General mashing of internal organs.” He paused for a moment and then shook his head. “No, not a tiger as such, but maybe somebody who wants to be.” He hooked his hand again and traced a slice up McCray’s body from crotch to throat.

      The image clicked in McCray’s tired mind, burning off the mental fog. “Razor nail implants or something similar. Maybe some guy with a fixation, genetically engineered nails. They could probably be made to contract into the fingers like normal. Remove the top joint, build it up with casing...” His voice trailed off. It made sense.

      “And he tries to eat them, like the cats.” Marcil’s voice was high pitched with excitement.

      McCray smiled. “Definitely somewhere to start. Johnson will be relieved. This is something he can do, check out all the cosmetic surgeries.”

      “Close him up, nurse,” Marcil said. The nurse snorted in annoyance, pushed away the magnifier and bent to work over the tiger.

      Marcil took McCray’s elbow and steered him towards the door. “Sorry I had to drag you down here like this but you had to see for yourself and we couldn’t leave him open like that for long.”

      “I’m glad you called. I won’t have made the connection without seeing it.”

      McCray headed for the police station, his fatigued muscles protesting all the way. He ignored them. Getting this information to Johnson was the main thing. He could collapse later.

      Naturally Johnson wasn’t in. McCray dictated notes into Johnson’s desk-sec machine, telling him to call as soon as he came in. Johnson probably knew most if not all the illegal surgeons in Toronto, but McCray suspected there were a few who would talk to him more readily than to Johnson.

      He made it home without any further incidents. The fatigue was on him the minute he walked in the door, as though it lurked inside his apartment. He stumbled to the bedroom and fell into bed, not even bothering to take off his shoes. He thought about it briefly, but before he could do so his thoughts turned fuzzy and distant, slipping away into sleep even as his fingers stretched down and then relaxed.
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      The next morning McCray felt almost human. He sat in the living room, scrolling through the daily news, waiting for the coffee to brew. Marcil hadn’t come in yet, not surprising after one of Janeen’s parties. Probably got lucky and found some lithe redhead who was impressed with his degrees if not necessarily his job. McCray grinned to himself; the last time Jeremy had gone to one of Janeen’s parties he hadn’t come home for three days.

      The coffee beeped ready and McCray headed for the kitchen. As he returned, stirring in a generous dollop of milk, the phone buzzed. Probably Jeremy wanting me to pick him up, McCray thought. The redhead wasn’t completely impressed.

      But it was the weathered face of Lieutenant Johnson, looking as tired and scruffy as it had yesterday. Had it only been yesterday, McCray wondered, it seemed months ago.

      “I got your message, doc,” Johnson said. “I’ve lined up some appointments with some of the cutters I know of. I’d like you to come along, as a character witness of a sort.”

      Obviously Johnson had come to the same conclusions about the surgeons’ willingness to talk. “What time?” McCray asked.

      Johnson glanced at his watch. “In half an hour we’re meeting with Dr. Hemmerson on Avenue Road.”

      “I know where he is, I’ll meet you,” McCray said. The lieutenant nodded and hung up.

      McCray gulped down a swallow of coffee, dialing his office as he did so. When the department sec machine came online, he cancelled all morning appointments, rescheduled his lunch and postponed the afternoon tutorial he was scheduled to give at the University. The sec reminded him of the growing backlog of reports due from his office. He sent the usual excuses to his superiors, knowing he was going to have to pay for this day with several all-nighters.

      And I thought I would have a regular nine-to-five job when I got out of school, he thought.

      He managed to finish half his coffee while he dressed. Finding his MedAssoc. badge took fifteen minutes and as he ran out the door, he knew he was going to be late. He ran for the overground train, but missed it and the next one was ten minutes late. When he finally reached Hemmerson’s office, he was twenty minutes overdue and the secretary, a tall, angular blonde with a disapproving, superior look, led him into Hemmerson’s office.

      Johnson was already there and McCray could tell from both his face and the doctor’s that things hadn’t started very well. McCray settled down in a seat, as Hemmerson acknowledged him with a nod.

      “As I was just telling the lieutenant here,” Dr. Hemmerson said, his voice barely above freezing. “I am unable to give out confidential information about my patients. Surely you can understand, Dr. McCray.”

      McCray put up a hand as Johnson leaned forward, his face reddening as he prepared to react. “We understand your position, doctor, and appreciate it,” McCray said smoothly. Hemmerson relaxed a little, but Johnson was looking at him as if betrayed.

      “However,” McCray continued. “Please understand our position. We have two people dead from vicious, brutal attacks. These attacks could only be accomplished by someone equipped with a very special implant in their nails. A type of super-claw if you wish. It isn’t necessary for you to give us names but I would like to know if you have performed any surgery of this nature in the last year.”

      Hemmerson pondered this, rubbing his cheek with one fleshy hand. “Can you show me the injuries?”

      McCray extracted his holodisk. Hemmerson took it and popped it into his player. He studied the figure silently and then turned the player off. He returned the disk to McCray with a shake of his head.

      “I’ve never done anything like this,” he said. “I would venture to say they have some kind of plasti-steel implants and I work strictly with some of the softer alloys. This would be very difficult, specialized work. I’m sorry I can’t help you.”

      Hemmerson seemed sincere. Johnson didn’t seem convinced but McCray knew enough about Hemmerson’s work that he believed him.

      “Thank you very much for seeing us, doctor. I’m sorry we had to take up so much of your time.”

      Hemmerson rose from behind his desk as McCray grabbed Johnson’s arm and pulled him to his feet.

      “You may try Dr. Poppel on Harboard.”

      “Thank you again, Dr. Hemmerson,” McCray said. He smiled slightly and pushed Johnson towards the door.

      As they walked to the police car, Johnson finally let lose.

      “Why did you stop me, he was lying!”

      “He was not lying and if you’d waited for me we could have found that out without you almost offending him.”

      Johnson snorted. “Tight-assed, son of a bitch.”

      “Look,” McCray said. “Hemmerson does mostly body jobs for the wealthy and decrepit. Those nails would be out of his league, but he may know who could have done it.”

      “Why was he on your list then?”

      “For precisely the reason I just gave you. But he’s now only given us one name and it could be wrong. I wouldn’t blame him for trying to screw you.”

      Johnson’s face reddened. “I’ll slap an obstruction of justice clause on him...”

      “How, you don’t know if he’s lying.” McCray sighed. “Just next time, wait for me and I’ll do the talking.”

      Johnson growled.

      The rest of the day turned out to be just as useless. None of the doctors they spoke to admitted to having anything to do with the implant. They supplied more names, but nothing panned out and by the end of the day both McCray and Johnson were running low on optimism.

      As the police car cruised between the higher office towers, McCray shook his head. I’m sorry, lieutenant, I really thought this would lead to something.”

      “It’s not your fault, doc. I know you’ve tried your best. I just hope we don’t find another one before something breaks.”

      They rode in silence for a while, each staring out the windows at the passing buildings. From this height, McCray could see clumps of trees scattered amidst the concrete buildings. Although seemingly irregular, the patterns were actually complex geometric shapes worked out by the computers to maximize the oxygen output of the trees for use in the dome. The trees were surrounded by strong force shields that prevented getting within ten feet of them and it was illegal to damage them. Yet several times a year people managed to penetrate the shields and destroy some of the trees. It was a madness, he thought, almost begging for suicide.

      The car veered off to the right and McCray lost sight of the trees. They were descending now, toward street level. Vaguely he heard the transmitter chime and Johnson answer, slipping the bug into his ear, but McCray ignored it. He thought of the paperwork waiting at his office and sighed. He’d spent enough time on this case, more than enough. They couldn’t expect him to do more, not without some lead. No one was going to say he’d shirk his duty, but the image of the man’s body still haunted him. It lurked just beneath his consciousness. Every time he closed his eyes the image flashed against his eyelids like some demented inner movie. No matter how he tried to convince himself otherwise he was sure the man had suffered. Death would come swiftly, but he must have known it was coming, must have felt it intensely. The face, spattered with blood, had reflected a horror McCray couldn’t even begin to imagine. At some level, he supposed what he was really afraid of seeing was that horror himself.

      “We got a break,” Johnson said. McCray blinked and looked over at him.

      “It’s not a big one,” the lieutenant continued, “but at least it’s something. We managed to get an okay for you to look at the autopsy report on the woman. You’re supposed to look at it at the station for a maximum of half an hour.”

      “Half an hour!”

      “Yeah, a real joke. Fortunately one of my sergeants decided that half hour could be put to more productive use. Your copy should be waiting for us by the time we reach the parking platform.”

      McCray stared at Johnson’s wolfish grin. “Lieutenant, that is most improper procedure.”

      “Damn right.”

      McCray grinned back and settled into his seat. Finally. He suspected it would only produce more questions but at least it was something.

      The sergeant was waiting on the roof when they landed, clutching an envelope to her chest with one hand and holding onto her hat with the other. As the car touched down she was running forward, hunched like a football player making a run against a big defensive lineup.

      Johnson popped the door and she was already speaking.

      “The captain is yelling for you, sir. Found me in the copy room with the file. I said I was copying other stuff but I’m not sure if he believed me.”

      Johnson’s face hardened. “Okay, sergeant, I’ll handle it.” He slipped out of the cab and gestured the sergeant inside. “You take Dr. McCray back to his office and go for a little ride. I don’t want to see your face around here for at least an hour.”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Doc, call me once you’ve had a chance to review the file. Make sure you call my home.”

      McCray nodded but Johnson was already walking towards the roof elevator, his shapeless, brown overcoat flapping in the wind. The sergeant slipped into the cab and slammed the door shut. She tossed the envelope onto McCray’s lap.

      “That’s going to cost him a bit,” she said. “Hope it was worth it.”

      “So do I,” McCray said.

      
        * * *

      

      As she drove, he flipped through the report. It was a standard computer autopsy. Nothing intuitive about it. He studied the photos with interest and fingered the holodisks. After a moment he turned to the sergeant.

      “Forget my office, drop me at the Wildlife Re-seeding Institute.”

      “Sure, I’ve got an hour to kill.”

      She banked high over the Bay Tower and headed north, following the path of Yonge Street. Below McCray could see debris from the air riots, an area now left to the almost poor when the middle class fled to the relative safety of the inner dome at North York. Here, close to the southern most edge of the dome the air was only marginally better than outside. Here was where some kind of psycho wandered with a deadly manicure, occasionally making forays into the middle class district if this woman was indeed another victim. McCray imagined that the holograms would prove to be interesting.

      The sergeant dropped him off at the Institute gate and the security guard motioned McCray forward. They took the envelope as he stepped into the decontamination chamber and sent it through the x-ray machine. Once he was finished and they handed the envelope back he checked it carefully as he waited for the envelope.

      “He’s out at the cages, Duncan,” one of Marcil’s assistants told him, gesturing to a door at the far end of the hallway. McCray nodded and headed for the door.

      The smell of the animals was a subtle influence upon the breeze that ruffled his hair. He walked past the cages, mostly empty, peering through the plasti-steel, clear enclosures. A layer of dust covered the floors, making the emptiness seem permanent. McCray didn’t think he would mention that to Marcil.

      He found Marcil in a glass enclosed shed in the center of the zoo. Occasionally used to store food, it also served as a temporary office for staff working directly with the animals. Marcil was bent over a microscope, squinting at slides. One of his assistants, Karen, stood tapping into a console, barely looking at the screen.

      “I’ll be with you in a second, Duncan,” Marcil said.

      “I’ve got that other report, I thought you could take a look at it.”

      Marcil looked up and nodded. “I’ll just be a little while. This is at a critical phase.”

      Karen shifted on her chair. “There she is again.”

      Both men looked up. A woman was moving toward the tiger cage. She seemed almost to glide forward, her arms held straight at her sides, head high. A strap from a pair of wrap goggles wrapped around the back of her head like a bandanna. She wore a plain, blue dress, her arms and legs bare of body paint and her hair, brown, probably natural, McCray guessed, fell unadorned to her waist.

      “See, I told you she was weird,” Karen stated. Her silver nails flashed, catching the streaks on her cheeks. She raised an eyebrow at Marcil. He shrugged and turned back to his slides.

      “She’s even stranger to talk to,” Karen prompted. She seemed to be fishing for a reaction.

      “Well, I’ll go talk to her,” McCray said. Karen smiled and nodded, satisfied with this development. McCray tucked the envelope under his arm and made for the door.

      “Come and get me when you’re done, Jeremy,” he called back. Marcil’s only reply was a vague wave.

      The tigers were in one large cage on the east end of the zoo, close to the Institute walls. The woman stood in front of the cage, motionless. She didn’t stir as McCray came up behind her. He stood for a moment, watching her, the curve of her hip still beneath the blue material, her hair moving like a curtain in the light breeze. After a moment, he glanced past her into the cage and caught his breath.

      The tigers, normally oblivious to any humans except the feeders, were staring out, past the clear barrier. They were frozen in position, except for the occasional swish of a tail. But they didn’t look tense, no raised fur or bared teeth as far as McCray could see. Just the stares, and he knew they weren’t directed at him.

      Self-consciously he cleared his throat. “You like the tigers?”

      She reacted slowly, as though hesitant to break the trance between herself and the big cats. Her head turned and then her body, flowing to follow in one smooth motion.

      “Tigers? Yes, I like them.” Her voice was low, her words stilted as if they felt strange in her mouth. Her lips contorted oddly when she spoke.

      “There’s only ten others left in the world besides these five,” McCray said.

      He couldn’t see past the goggles but he sensed her eyes widen in surprise.

      “What happened to the others?” she said.

      “Same thing that’s happened to most wildlife,” McCray said. He shrugged. “Pollutants mostly, also human encroachment on their habitat. Someday we hope to repopulate with the embryos that have been saved.” God, he thought, I sound like someone looking for a donation. And with your support...

      But she had already started to turn away, back toward the cages. The tigers were still motionless, still staring at her. He’d had his chance, he realized, now she was gone, back to communing with the animals.

      He felt an irrational sense of jealously. The stares seemed so intimate, so open, an openness that he hadn’t achieved with someone for a long time. He’d always told himself he was too busy or he didn’t want to get into any of the meaningless drivel Marcil seemed to get himself involved in, but it was all excuses. The real reason was that it scared the hell out of him.

      Reluctantly he started to turn away. He sensed he was somehow intruding, as if he’d stumbled onto a couple making love. But he didn’t want to leave. He felt that if he stayed, maybe some of the intimacy would rub off on him.

      He took a half step and bumped into someone.

      “Oh sorry,” he stammered.

      The boy backed off a step, squinting up at him. No more than twelve, McCray guessed, looking at the round, smooth face, still clear of ache, and the bright, blue eyes. Too blue, he noticed, with a twinge of yellow beneath the whites. Contacts, McCray wondered.

      “‘Scuse me,” the boy said.

      The woman spun. “Kel?”

      “I said sorry,” the boy said, a little testily.

      She grabbed his arm and pulled him to her. “Don’t bother people.”

      “That’s okay,” McCray said. He felt the rising tension in the air and fought to diffuse it. “It was my fault. I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

      The boy gave the woman an accusatory look. She released his arm, keeping her fingers lightly touching his skin. The boy seemed satisfied and looked back at McCray.

      He felt their eyes on him like something live tingling on his skin. Again the uncomfortable feeling of intimacy returned and he noticed how closely the woman stood to the boy, her left thigh brushing his upper arm, her long hair spilling over her shoulder and down past his back.

      They were related he guessed from the tiny hints of similarity in their appearance, the angle of their faces, the shape of their arms, the way they held their bodies with such a stillness that it suggested both tension and relaxation at the same time. Brother and sister or mother and son he could not tell but the strange intimacy conveyed almost incestual overtones which he couldn’t shake. He noticed how the boy held his hand protectively on the woman’s inner knee.

      “Do you feed them?” The boy’s voice broke the spell and McCray found he could suddenly breathe again.

      He gulped in air, unaware he’d been holding his breath, before speaking. “No, I’m just visiting.”

      “So are we,” the boy said. It held another significance and McCray guessed he meant the city.

      “How long are you staying in Toronto?” he asked. He felt compelled to speak, anything to hold back that intimacy, that nakedness he felt before them.

      The boy glanced up at the woman. She spoke, “We aren’t sure.”

      “Be careful of the south end of the city, it’s not too safe there. Anything north of here is all right.”

      Her brow crinkled slightly beneath the goggles. “We have reservations at the Royal York. Isn’t that south of here?”

      McCray’s eyes widened. They must really be new here to not realize the danger. “I suggest you find another place to stay. The Royal York is definitely not safe.”

      The boy seemed about to speak, but the woman touched his shoulder. “Do you have any suggestions?”

      “It’s too late to get a decent hotel for tonight.” Marcil’s voice boomed over McCray’s shoulder, startling him. He turned. Jeremy stood behind him, hands in pocket, a mischievous look in his eye.

      I don’t believe this, McCray thought, hitting on her with the boy here. Doesn’t he ever quit?

      Marcil glanced at him and then at the woman. He smiled broadly. “We have an extra room you could use for the night.”

      McCray thinned his mouth angrily. Marcil had pulled some wild stunts before, but this took the cake. Inviting a woman whose name they didn’t even know, along with her brother or son.

      When McCray turned back, the boy was looking up at the woman, questioningly. He could feel her looking at him through the goggles, measuring him.

      “I would not wish to impose on people I do not know,” she said, speaking directly to McCray. Behind him, Marcil snorted in annoyance at her ignoring him.

      She wants my permission, he thought. He felt trapped. How could he decline Jeremy’s invitation without looking like a bastard? He wasn’t sure if he wanted them in his home, with the strange exposed feeling they gave him. Then again, he didn’t have to stay. There was always the pile of paperwork at his office and the autopsy report to go over.

      What the hell, he thought. He couldn’t exactly let them go to the Royal York and it was only for one night.

      “It’s no imposition,” he heard himself say. The woman considered for a moment and then nodded.

      “Great,” Marcil said. “We can go there now.” When McCray turned again to face him, Marcil’s eyes were positively gleaming.
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      Over Chinese food in the living room, McCray learned that her name was Kaya and her brother’s name was Kellen. Marcil was delighted with the news that the boy was her brother. McCray only sat back and wished mightily that one of these days Jeremy would come down with an agonizing case of the clap.

      In exhaustive detail, Marcil described the party the night before, omitting for the boy’s sake, much of the normal debauchery. Both the woman and the boy sat quietly, listening, eating very carefully. The woman had removed her goggles, revealing startling blue eyes also tinged with yellow. She sat on the carpet with her legs tucked underneath her, the blue dress spreading like a puddle about her thighs.

      Marcil didn’t seem to notice that Kaya barely listened to what he said. She glanced at him, looking mostly at the food and then at McCray with a directness that made him feel vaguely embarrassed.

      Once the meal was over, he told himself, he was going to retreat to his office and not come back until late. There he would be safe. His uneasiness bothered him. He couldn’t understand it or explain it.

      “I have to go to the office and do some paperwork,” he said. His voice sounded lame even to his own ears.

      Marcil was delighted. “We’re all a slave to the system,” he said cheerfully. “Don’t work too hard, Duncan.”

      “Thanks.” He retreated to the front door, feeling their gazes burning into his back, but when he turned they weren’t looking at him.

      “See you later,” he said weakly and fled out the apartment.

      Guilt assailed him the entire trip to his office. How could he leave that poor woman to Jeremy’s evil clutches? But the thought of returning made him shudder. Something about her and the boy, they didn’t just look at you, they looked into you.

      He sat down at his desk, covered as it was in papers and used coffee mugs. He cleared a small section and began to systematically go over the computer autopsy. He had wanted Marcil’s opinion, the original reason he’d gone to the Institute that evening, but once Jeremy got a woman in his sights there was no stopping him. Later he could review it with Marcil if necessary.

      The report was crisp and precise, just like a computer, a mere reporting of the physical conditions of the body. No guesses, no intimations. The holos revealed a very messy corpse. The sanitized report did nothing to convey the horror of the woman’s body, ripped literally in half lengthwise. One of her arms had been totally removed and tossed, like a piece of garbage, behind the couch. The computer report mentioned various gnashing and tearing marks on the arm and a certain amount of muscle and tissue missing. McCray guessed the killer had eaten it.

      Over all, there were definite similarities between the two cases, McCray decided. The mutilations on the woman were more severe, as if the killer had more time or energy. It seemed almost contradictory. The woman had lived at, he checked the file, 93 York Mills, a very posh area and heavily guarded. The killer had a higher chance of getting caught there than in the lower end where the wrestler had been discovered. Indeed no one had even noticed until the smell got bad.

      McCray leaned back in his chair, staring at the floating holo of the woman’s body. Why would he feel safe in a heavily guarded area and not safe in an area where nobody pays attention to anything? Maybe he came from the upper end of city, knew his way around, how to avoid the guards or answer the questions correctly. In the southern end, he may not know his way, may not realize he wouldn’t be questioned, hence his concern with being discovered.

      This was all so wildly speculative, he thought. He still didn’t really know what had killed these people. It had to be some kind of implant, he was still sure of it even though he and Johnson had struck out. There were other surgeons and once they finished with this reasonable respectable level they could start looking into the real dredges of the industry, the doctors who would do almost anything. He knew they were out there, he’d heard stories of what they did.

      The hologram floated above his desk, now the image of the wrestler had a companion, just what he needed. He rubbed his eyes and turned off the player. The image vanished, leaving a stack of paperwork. He stared at it for five minutes before he realized he wasn’t going to touch it. His mind was too full of slashed abdomens and precise measurements to concentrate on such piddly chores.

      I’m going home, he thought. He didn’t care if Kaya and her brother stared at him all night. It wouldn’t be worse than those two dead people floating in his mind’s eye.

      He stuffed the autopsy chip and a copy of the printout back into the envelope. It wouldn’t do to get anyone else in trouble over finding the report lying around. He was sure Johnson was paying the price for getting it to him.

      The journey home was a lesson in detachment. He fixated on nothing for the ride on the overground train, ignoring the blaring music and dancing holoimage from a player carried by a group of young men. They whooped and catcalled at the holographic image of a thinly clad woman, singing and gyrating around on an unseen stage. Most of the other passengers glared, but McCray couldn’t even remember the song once he left the train.

      The apartment was dark when he let himself in. The guest room was down the right hall, near the bathroom. He guessed that was where Marcil had put their visitors. McCray slipped off his shoes and walked over to the bay window.

      The curtains were open, laying the city out before him like a glistening blanket. Although he enjoyed the view by day, his favourite time to look out was at night. The dome was invisible in the darkness and he could imagine that Toronto was as large and prosperous as it once had been, instead of the decaying mess it was now. Just like most of the big cities, he thought, and the rest of the world. No place on the planet had escaped, the green house effect had seen to that.

      He was engrossed in the twinkling lights below and did not hear the soft tread of footsteps behind him. A light touch brushed against his arm. He spun around with a gasp, sliding against the window and falling to the carpet.

      Kaya stood above him, her eyes widened in surprise. “I am sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “It’s okay.” He took a deep breath to still his suddenly pounding heart. Her face was a white ghost in the twilight, floating above her almost invisible body. Her hair was a black-on-black wave.

      McCray stood slowly, trying to orient himself. Somehow she seemed more relaxed now, as the daylight made her uncomfortable and once it was gone she could be herself.

      “I heard you come in. I wasn’t sure who it was, so I came to see.” Her eyes flicked past him to the window. “It’s a lovely view.”

      He glanced over his shoulder. “Yes it is.”

      “It looks almost normal, almost like there’s no dome,” she said softly.

      “Yes, I was just thinking that.”

      A brief smile touched her lips and she looked back at him. Her blue eyes were brilliant. His uneasiness returned and he wanted to escape to the relative safety of his bedroom, away from those penetrating eyes.

      “Did you finish your work?” she asked.

      “Yes. I’m rather tired now. I think I’ll go to bed.

      She nodded and watched him head toward the hallway on the right. He felt her watching, felt as if somehow she was laughing at him. Anger boiled up inside him, the first aggressive reaction he’d felt in her presence. He seized on it gratefully, knowing it would give him some protection, some reassurance of himself as an individual. He turned back to her.

      “You should go to bed as well. You’ll have to find a place tomorrow.” He made his voice as cold as possible.

      “Of course,” she said, and it came out as laughter. She moved smoothly over to the left hallway then turned back to give a mocking, little wave.

      When she’d disappeared into the gloom of the hallway and he heard her door open and close, he retreated into his own room, the anger still bubbling inside. Why had he ever let them into his place; damn, Jeremy and his raging hormones. And you, you idiot, he told himself, you were just afraid of looking like a bastard. You could have sent them away. As if he didn’t have enough on his plate with those two autopsies.

      The thought stopped him cold as he was turning on the bed. What the hell was he thinking? There was a lunatic out there and here he was wishing two innocent people out into the night just because he was uncomfortable. His anger dissolved as fast as it rose. Guilt tried to creep up in its place but he found he was too tired to accept it. Tomorrow they would be gone, safe somewhere else and he wouldn’t have to feel guilty, or threatened by them.

      The pillow was soft beneath his head and his mind sank deeper. His last thought before drifting away was, threatened...

      
        * * *

      

      It was the final exam in grade eight. Everyone around him was waiting for the test papers to be handed out, looking relaxed and confident. He stood before the desk, staring down at the tiny wood frame. How was he going to fit his adult body into that? The teacher was staring at him with a look of contempt.

      “Sit down, Duncan.”

      Around him, the children started giggling, hushed instantly by a sharp retort from the teacher’s cracked lips. Duncan shrugged and squeezed his body into the desk, feeling it cut deep into his stomach, the seat pinching his buttocks.

      Slowly the teacher began to advance down the rows, handing out sheets of paper and hand computers. Her steel-toed shoes clacked loudly on the yellowed linoleum floor. As she approached, Duncan noticed that her eyes were blue, the whites tinged with yellow. She held out a paper for him to take. He looked at it, thinking he didn’t even know what the test was on. He hadn’t studied at all. The paper was totally blank. No questions at all. As he stared at it, a drop of red paint fell on it, spreading like ink. He looked up at the teacher.

      Bright blue eyes stared out of a red smeared face. She was still smiling, leering actually, the front of her dress split up the middle exposing, not breast and belly, but the gooey insides of her chest cavity and abdomen. He tried to jump up but the desk had locked him in and it tipped over, crashing onto its side.

      Around him, the children were laughing. The teacher bent over him, shoving the paper in his face. “Take your test,” she shouted shrilly.

      He scrambled to get away, the desk trying to hold him. Eventually he managed to elude its grasp and started running down the row, past the upturned, laughing faces. He reached the door to the hallway and grabbed the knob. A hand descended on his shoulder, shaking him.

      He didn’t want to turn around, didn’t want to see the bloody ruin of the teacher’s body. His hand slipped on the knob and he reached for it again. The shaking grew more intense. He struggled to shake her off, twisting the knob...

      “Duncan, wake up!”

      Marcil’s voice was an intense whisper in his ear. McCray jolted awake. His heart pounded so loudly he could feel it in his ears. He gasped for breath. The sheets were clammy, wrapped around his legs like bandages. He kicked them away.

      “What?”

      “Come on, wake up. That woman and her kid brother have taken off. We’ve got to follow them.”

      McCray passed a hand through his sweat soaked hair. “What are you talking about?”

      Marcil rolled his eyes and squeezed McCray’s shoulder tighter. “Listen, I was in my room, doing some work. I heard them get up, real quiet. They went into the living room and were pouring over that envelope you had. The autopsy of the woman, right?”

      McCray nodded.

      “I thought so. They were very interested in it, mumbling to each other in some language I couldn’t understand. Then they packed up the envelope and left. “

      “You woke me up for this?” McCray said.

      “Look, it was weird the way they poured over that report, like they knew what was going to be in it or something.” Marcil shrugged. “Maybe they know who did it.”

      McCray was fully awake now. “How long ago did they leave?”

      “Just a minute or so.”

      Scrambling out of the bed, McCray dialed some clothes from the closet and slipped them on. He noticed Marcil was still dressed, wearing a different pair of pants and top. He slapped his roommate on the arm. “Let’s go.”
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