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The statue of the Virgin Mary in the hallway transfixed Dack Shannon. She stood on a snake. That always amused him, from a foundling in the orphanage on to maturity. At the end of the hospital ward, the albino man tilted his head to the left and stared, his pink eyes never blinking at the statue. 

“There’s blood on her.” 

“What? C’mon, Dack,” a curly-haired man called out to the observer of Mary. “You’re Catholic. I figured you have seen one of those before.” He unzipped his brown leather coat as he said, “I called you down here to see this Allard guy with his wang cut off. Bet you haven’t seen that before, huh?”

Dack’s pale skin flushed, increasing the contrast to his black clothing and the bright colors of the ward of St. Francis. However, he never took his gaze from the effigy. He closed his eyes and said, “What’s that sound? Who’s humming, detective?”

Paul joined him by the figurine. “What?”

Shaggy white hair moved from side to side over his collar as Dack concentrated on the noise, the unceasing hum. He then lowered his head to face the image again. The bright lights of the hallway vanished, replaced by murky greenish hues. Before Dack, a ghostly likeness appeared. The dark-haired woman, her legs splayed wide around the base of the statuette, intruded upon his reality. Though this plaster replica of the Virgin sported gold and blue hues, the fresh scarlet strokes glistening on the mother of God disturbed Dack. 

“What are you doing to the Immaculata?” Dack wondered, but expected no answer. Though he told himself it was all a hallucination, Dack couldn’t help but look down at the humming lady, who worked diligently at the lower sections of the Immaculata. 

The Virgin stood with bare feet upon a serpent sporting neither head nor tail, for these terminated at the ends of the humming woman’s legs.

Stranger still, Dack saw that the blood this woman used for paint on the folds of Mary’s gown originated from one of two locales: The crotch of the woman on the floor, whose sex seemed to be chewing as it oozed scarlet, or the bitten-off toes of the Immaculata, that also flowed red. 

The tune she hummed rolled through Dack’s swirling mind, but offhand, he couldn’t place the words.

“You all right, Mr. Shannon?” Paul asked, and handed Dack his hat. Dack took the fedora, confused that he hadn’t recalled dropping it. Dack shook his head as Paul said, “You look out of it, man. Please don’t go south on me now. I have all of this animal mutilation crap to worry about and then this happens to this guy here.”

“What? Animals?” 

“Aww, probably some kids trying to be a cult have been butcherin’ up some pets and animals out on the edge of the city. They write Beware of God on the walls at each site. Maybe the life of a cop or a PI isn’t so glamorous as all of that secret agent spook stuff you used to do.” 

Dack rubbed his eyes and came back to reality. “Once one has shot golf on the moon, everything else is one endless Mulligan.”

As they walked down the ward, the stocky detective said, “You never were on the moon.”

Dack smirked and then winked, “What makes you so sure any of us were?”

The detective shot him a comical look. “Stop all of that talk, now. I called you down here to this side of Peoria for a reason.”

Paul pulled back the curtain of the emergency ward sector. Dack surveyed the scene, saw where the tubes terminated in the patient’s crotch and read the monitors. “The guy’s penis is cut off. So? I’m not changing his bandages.” The albino looked down at the hospital bed again. A mild shrug rippled across his broad shoulders, so slight his black duster coat never moved. 

“You are Captain Obvious, Dack Shannon,” Paul said, hands on the rail of the bed. “You’d think a stupid plain clothes cop like me could figure that one out.”

Dack’s pink eyes showed no emotion, then gazed down at the figure in Intensive Care again. “Paul, you call in a private investigator to show me this? A man barely alive with his crotch packed in tubes and gauze? Why ever for? I’m more in stitches than this poor bastard.”

“That’s what I love about former intelligence officers,” Paul muttered, right hand back to scratch his dark hair. “Your deadpan humor is finely tuned.”

“You think I wanted to be a PI after retirement?” Dack put out to him, but expected no answer. He leaned over and peered into the man’s face. “He looks familiar. What’s his name again?”

“Terry Allard. He works for the art museum down town. Sure, Peoria, Illinois isn’t the hub of great artistic galas, but he runs around the state a lot.”

“He won’t be running again for a while.” Dack’s fingers rubbed at a chalky white chin before he put on his hat. “Wonder how a fellow like him ends up with his manhood severed off. Did he have a bad tryst or an angry wife?”

“Mr. Allard here stumbled over the hood of a cab sitting at a stop light. He wasn’t far from the Lafayette Hotel downtown.”

“That’s More his price range,” Dack agreed, and stood up straight. He towered over Paul, the rather gruff-faced nurse in the doorway and the Hispanic nun in the seat beside Terry. “Is he going to make it?”

The nun smiled and thumbed her beads. “God willing, Mr. Shannon.”

Dack doffed his fedora to the nun, turned, gave the nurse a sour look and walked into the hallway. When Paul joined him Dack asked, “Allard say anything?”

“Yeah, he mumbled to the cabbie the name Anna Strauss.”

“Well, there you go. This is textbook stuff for a big Dick like yourself.”

Paul frowned. “Anna Strauss is an artist and sculptor due in the city for an art exhibition soon.”

Right eyebrow raised and the vision of the artist in his delusion returned. “He fingered a client?”

“I don’t know exactly. That’s the first thought, but after further review, this is unlikely.” Paul walked over to the computer at the nurse’s station. “You have Net access?”

The stout nurse behind the desk nodded and pushed herself away from the consol. Paul waved for Dack to follow him and look at the screen. 

As Paul’s fingers danced on the keys, Dack said, “Detective Frehley, I appreciate the funnies of letting me see this man, but why would you want my help? This shouldn’t be hard to ferret this one out.”

“Well, one would think,” Paul replied, eyes full of wonder. “I found out via the gallery’s web-page and the adjoining links that Anna Strauss was at the Chicago Art Institute showing of the Marian Ossuary this evening. All of that is due to arrive here tomorrow.”

An ivory colored eyebrow rose again. “Mary’s Ossuary? That sounds rather blasphemous.”

Still at work on the computer, Paul said, “Yeah, this Anna is a major collector of oddities and articles. Though I think I know why Terry said her name, after a fashion. Look at her website.”

Dack leaned in close, his eyes adjusting to the dim screen. When the imagery came up, the chubby nurse who stole a look gasped and turned away. Dack said, “There’s something you don’t see everyday. So, her art work is surreal and she sculpts vaginas with teeth coming out of them?”

“Yeah, looks that way.”

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” Dack said, crossed himself. “Wicked likenesses. Hey look, one can buy a puppet on her site. It’s a...um...” Dack censored himself as the nun drew near, yet he pointed at the figure on the screen. The likeness was a hand puppet, female genitals on the end, with rows of fangs in the opening. “I don’t know what I want to confess to Father Malachi first, detective, seeing this or the idea of a Marian Ossuary in the state.”

Paul clicked on the biography page. Anna’s picture came up. 

Dack said, “Kind of pretty if she wiped off the make up, got some sunshine and a proper haircut.”

“Long hair and bleached spikes on top not do it for ya?”

A sigh escaping his mouth, the albino stepped back. 

Paul jammed his hands in the pockets of his windbreaker as they walked away from the station. “Still, I need to talk to this Strauss. I thought of you when I saw all of that Goth stuff and her pale on black appearance.”

Dack straightened his fedora. “Oh?”

“She may tell you something more than the cops.”

“I doubt it.”

“I don’t know if Terry will survive to tell the tale.”

Dack stopped by the stature of the Immaculata, genuflected and moved on before saying, “If he wants to.”

“They never located his organ.”

Dack stayed focused forward. “Then he may not want to tell the tale.” 

Now it became Paul’s turn to shrug. “This kind of thing doesn’t happen every day, Dack. I just wanted to put a bug in your ear, ya know, in case ya hear anything from your connections.”

Dack stopped and faced Paul. “Only a few people know of my time in the intelligence field, detective. I try to keep a low profile and live as quietly as possible here. Yes, I get bored, and still hear things. I do appreciate the amusement.”

“My pleasure,” Paul gave a mock bow.

They started walking again and Dack said, “That’s some hate, taking a person’s manhood. What was used to cut it off?”

Paul hesitated, and that made Dack stop in his tracks again. “That’s the thing, big guy. From what the doc on duty and the nurses guess, it’s right with being bit off.”

“Pardon me?”

“Well, they aren’t for certain.”

Dack half laughed. “Sorry to giggle at that poor man’s expense, but really. There’s a big difference between a butcher knife, garden shears and teeth.”

“That must be why they made the guess.”

“I reckon. Damn.” A smile spread on Dack’s face, making his alabaster complexion look shark-like with his teeth exposed. “Good night, either a rather angry woman with a good gag reflex or a beast. Those are lovely possibilities.”

“See, since he is kind of well known, we’re trying to keep this as quiet as possible.”

“Thank you, Paul. I’ll keep you and your missing penis in mind.” Dack started to depart the ward at St Francis.

“Thanks, Dack Shannon. Glad you came back.”

“I came from Peoria and after all the globetrotting, I’m glad to be back home where it’s quiet.”

“Well, good luck with that idea.”

“Good luck with things. Maybe you will have better luck with the animal mutilations.”

Dack then moved on down the hall. He reached in his long coat and pulled out his cell phone. He squinted at it. “Evening, father. Awful late.”

“I’d appreciate you stopping by the orphanage tonight, Dack. I have something you will love to see.”

After he resisted the temptation to ask if it were someone with a penis in his or her mouth, Dack said, “I’ll be there in a bit.”

“Godspeed, Dack Shannon.”

“Thank you, Father Malachi.”

Dack stepped into the elevator and a portly man joined him with two young children.

When the doors shut, the man bowed his head and said in a loud voice, “God, deliver my wife out of this filthy part of Hell.”

Dack said nothing until the elevator stopped at the ground floor. The man looked at Dack with tearful eyes. Dack said, “Amen.”

The reflection of the artist painting in blood on the Immaculata and the toothed vagina hand puppet trotted across his mind. He wondered if his time with Majestic Services made him see strange things, if all of it was a psychic prompt, or if madness caught up to him at last. 

​
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CHAPTER ONE
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Ted in the Orphanage

Father Malachi Oliverus glanced down the hallway leading to the reception office of St. John’s orphanage. In the middle of this humdrum reality strode a ghost in black clothing. Dack Shannon’ boots clacked on the tiles and the clock on the wall told the elderly priest the time flipped to just after seven o’clock. Though he summoned the private investigator to the children’s home, the albino’s presence always invoked a start in the priest.

“Evening, Dack,” Father Malachi greeted him and waved.

Dack took off his black wraparound sunglasses. “You’ve gotta do something about those statues down the hall by the cafeteria.”

Chilled by the gentle flow of Dack’s baritone voice, Malachi replied with a casual, “Oh?”

“Yeah, I think St. Francis has it in for me, by his hand gestures and what he’s doing with the bird he’s holding.”

A sideways glance later Malachi asked, “Are you feeling all right?”

“Not for about forty years.” Dack’s scowl faded a little. “What is it, father? Everyone has been calling on me tonight.” 

“I don’t mean to disturb you unduly,” said the priest with a mock imperious voice and then gestured at Dack’s glasses. “You’d think with all of the surgeries the government performed your eyes would be better at night.”

Dack’s cruel mask broke and he grinned at the glasses in his hand. He then stowed them in one of his coat pockets. “They have night vision in them, another gift from my agent days. Don’t sweat ever calling me and Good evening, father.” A large figure started to head down the hall toward them. “This must be important to call me down here on such a chilly night.” 

Father Malachi glanced him up and down. “Ah, you won’t freeze, my son.” The priest nodded at the big figure clad in bib overalls that passed them. “Sean.”

Sean nodded at the priest and said, “Night, father. Hey Dack.”

After throwing a mock punch at the huge man, Dack followed the priest down the hall. He paused by a statue of the Virgin Mary standing with a boyhood depiction of Jesus. Malachi watched Dack make the sign of the cross before stating, “Glad to see Sean is still well.”

“God smiles on the simple same as the smart, my son.” 

“I don’t think I’ve ever been to this wing of the orphanage.” Dack gazed at the walls, somewhat spellbound. “Nice spot nowadays, father. Much different than when Sean and I grew up here.”

Father Malachi listened to Dack’s boots strike the tiles and said, “The Jarvis Stark wing of St. John’s is new, bankrolled by the millionaire philanthropist.”

While observing the plain walls, interrupted only by replicated paintings of Stations of the Cross, Dack replied, “I see.”

Father Malachi wore a knowing look. “You make habitual visits to St. John’s cathedral for confession and mass, but never the orphanage.” Since Dack grew up there, father Malachi would never hold that slight against him. He watched Dack gazing at the ceiling and then the basic interior of the office they entered. Malachi read by Dack’s fidgeting manner that the tall man grew uncomfortable in the surroundings.

“I want you to look at something, Dack. Have a seat,” Malachi said and pointed at the flowered couch.

After he eyed the painted pastoral scenes and various saints on the walls, Dack asked, “It isn’t a man with a severed penis is it?”

The priest let out a single laugh. “I beg your pardon?”

“You’d be surprised at what I get called out to see, father.”

Malachi banished the inspiration that Dack clashed with the cheery decor as he watched him sit back and take off leather gloves. While Father Malachi took a large photo album out of his file cabinet, an aged nun entered the room. Clad in a full habit, she carried a coffee pot in her right hand and two mugs by the handles in the other.

“Liz.” Dack’s pale countenance brightened. “I didn’t expect to see you.”

The stern-faced woman put the silver pot and cups down on the desk. With robotic movements, she poured both mugs full as Father Malachi went to sit beside Dack. She handed one cup of steaming coffee to the priest as he juggled the leather album. 

“Thank you Sister Elizabeth,” Malachi replied without looking up.

The nun picked up the other mug and blew into it. Malachi then saw her ignore Dack’s comic stare at her as she backed up to the bookshelf and sipped coffee.

Half smiling at her snub, Dack asked, “What do we have here, father?”

Malachi opened the album and pointed to sketches on the left side of the book. “You see this image?” He indicated an image under a plastic covering.

Dack fished out a small pair of bifocal glasses and squinted at the sketch. He then looked over to the right-hand side of the album. Here a clipped newspaper page lay pasted down, neat. He went back to the drawing and then to the clipping. “Hmm. Kathy Stocker of East Peoria. Good likeness to her photo, father. I hate the shopping mall Glam Shots, though. Killed last winter, I see.”

The priest turned the album page and another sketch presented itself. A different woman, a different pose and expression accompanied by a clipping on the opposite page. 

Dack read aloud, “Mary Wilkens, 38 of Washington, Illinois. Strangled.” His pink eyes arose to Father Malachi and then glanced at the nun. Sister Elizabeth drank her coffee and watched him stoically. When the next page turned over, Dack looked down at yet another drawing and a further clipping opposite. “Ruth Evans, 30 of Dwight, Illinois, also strangled. Someone around here get off on rendering murdered women, father?”

Father Malachi turned the page for Dack, showing still another image and then a real photo gleaned from a paper. 

Dack then thumbed through the book quick, seeing several similar examples. “What’s this, father? How many women are in here?”

“Thirteen.”

Dack’s eyes widened. “Thirteen murders? All strangled?”

“A few shot, a few stabbed, but many strangled.” Father Malachi flipped to the back of the album and showed Dack a chart of their names, ages, town of origin, and manner of death plus the date of the murder. 

“I’ve never heard of a serial killer or a string of unsolved murders around these parts,” Dack noted with mild concern in his voice. Still, he thumbed through the faces again.

“Oh, no one in authority thinks there is to the best of what I can tell,” Father Malachi said and stood. “You see, they’re from small communities all over the area at varied times.”

Dack read aloud, “Yes...East Peoria, Morton, Normal, Lexington, Monticello, Roanoke, and Eureka. Is this why no one ever caught on there’s a serial killer at work?”

“I’m not sure that there is. You see, these thirteen women all died over the course of an eight-month period. There is no real time pattern only that it seems to happen on a weekend.”

Dack blinked, his jaw rigid. “This is a case for our friend, Detective Paul Frehley. Why call on me? Disturb that curly headed insomniac.”

“Now, Dack, look over here,” said Malachi as he turned another page.

“Whoa, didn’t see that coming,” Dack admitted. He took a breath and wiped his right hand across his face, but no sweat beaded there. “Helluva likeness there, padre. But tell me, this artist went from dead gals to a vagina with teeth in it? That’s a stretch, no pun intended.”

Sister Elizabeth rolled her eyes heavenward and Malachi said, “This teeth thing started recently. As matching the pictures is more of a strange hobby of mine, I’m forced to come forward with this vaginal dentate one sort of messes up the pattern.” Father Malachi looked at PI whose humor appeared to have drained out. “This is a case Detective Frehley would never touch. Only a man like you wouldn’t think me mad once I tell the rest.”

After a breath escaped him, Dack studied the sketch, replete with labia lips, clitoris, and a savage set of fangs inside. A red fingerprint graced the bottom of each page. Dack’s eyes narrowed at Malachi and then returned to the pages. “Who drew these? Did they get the idea online? Vaginal Dentate you called it?”

Father Malachi motioned him to tag along and headed to the door. Dack jumped up very fast, but the nun never flinched. She trailed them as they exited the office. The priest grinned at the mind games the two played, not much different than when Dack was a child.

They strode down two wards and past several doorways until they reached a large open area occupied by beanbag chairs, toys, and children. A television mounted on the wall played, replete with children’s programming, not that many of the kids on hand noticed. Four children sat in wheelchairs pointed toward the set. A fifth child in a wheelchair worked with blocks on the tray before him. Each of these children resided in this particular place for a reason. 

“This wing of St. John’s housed special needs children,” the priest stated with a gentle voice. 

Dack’s pale hand touched the head of a child at a table. Two of the kids coloring at this table looked up at him with droopy eyes. These Down’s syndrome children didn’t show any fear for the albino man. One child at an adjoining desk worked on a laptop computer, mouthing words that she wrote. She then made sign language expressions at the screen. Another child read a Braille slate and giggled as a different child, sporting a lame arm, tried to help him pick up a book. 

Malachi led Dack to a corner where a boy sat on the floor. “Ted is ten years old.” Dack nodded and returned the bifocal glasses to his coat. The boy Ted wore gray sweatpants and clutched both of his ankles. Softly, Ted rocked back and froth, staring into space. His skin appeared ruddy in places, as if damaged in a fire, but wide, scaly, underdeveloped.

Dack knelt and then noted the child sported bandages on his wrists. “This is who drew the sketches?”

The wrinkles in Malachi’s withered forehead increased and Dack gave him an unbelieving look. 

“Ted?” said Dack.

Sister Elizabeth spoke up. “He’s autistic and mildly deformed in his skin from birth, Mr. Shannon. A severe case. He doesn’t understand you, for Ted dwells in his own universe most of the time. It’s unlikely he will ever awaken from his state on a regular basis. The odds of it are slim, but who are we to question God’s will? God makes us all unique, doesn’t he?”

Malachi watched Dack observe the vacant eyes of the youth. Dack said, “And yet you tell me Ted draws sketches of murdered people in the newspaper and now fanged vaginas? Fascinating.”

“No, I didn’t tell you that,” the priest retorted and folded his hands. “He draws them the day before they are in the paper. The vagina thing is a new trend, like his bleeding.”

Silence reigned in the room for several seconds.

Dack leaned over, studied the bandages on the boy and asked, “Bleeding?”

The sister said sardonically, “Like a stigmata.” 

Father Malachi repressed a smile, knowing that Dack ruminated over the statement. 

Still on his haunches, Dack folded his hands. “Well, isn’t that special. How’s his lucidity when he does awake to draw?”

Elizabeth said, “Teddy Majors is about as clear now as he gets. There are brief instances when he will mark lines with crayons or slap a surface, but he’s in this mental status a majority of the time.”

Malachi saw Dack peer into the eyes of the dark-haired boy. Ted looked in Dack’s direction, yet not at him. Dack touched Ted’s hand. “He signs with a red fingerprint. Amazing.” 

Elizabeth’s words dropped from her mouth like bricks. “I am so glad it amuses you.”

Dack never looked at her as he wondered, “At any rate, he started to draw women several months ago?”

Father Malachi frowned, a bit unnerved by Dack’s derisive tone. “When we first discovered these drawings we assumed it a staffer or volunteer helper. What else could we think? Even after we found the works on his tray, we considered it a cruel prank. It wasn’t until a month ago when I witnessed him sketch the tenth victim, a Miss Jenna Robb, that I believed. This vaginal dentate thing, well, that’s just too much figure out.”

“Vaginal Dentate,” Dack’s serious face broke into a smirk as he repeated the phrase. “We’ll discuss vaginas in a bit.” Dack continued to study Ted and then asked, “How does he do it?’

Sister Elizabeth took a deep breath to emphasis her weary feelings and explained. “He selects a pencil for the work. You see there aren’t many sharp objects on this ward, of course. Suddenly, Ted snaps out of his catatonic state, walks over, and steals a pencil from the attendant. Since he’s so docile, this stealthy activity is never anticipated and seldom noticed. He then sits and bounces his hand around the tray like it is tethered to a spiral graph. In the end Ted Majors comes up with a face.”

His fingers drumming on the interior of the fedora in his grip, Dack sighed. “What does the doctor say?”

“They performed an EKG and other tests of his brain,” said Malachi. “We saw no change.”

“Too bad the scan doesn’t happen when he gets his inspiration. When did you add up that these were dead girls?”

The priest stood by the wall painted like a rainbow and replied, “When I saw Jenna’s face in the paper. We kept the sketches so I went back and added a few things up. Sister Elizabeth seldom throws out papers. The nun’s garage is full of them. I simply dug back through them and discovered all of this.”

Dack walked over to the brightly painted wall. “You need to get online, father.”

“I did log on at the library and found the pictures from the other area newspapers I lacked.”

“Genius, father. Have a cigar.”

“Well, whatever, but I decided to call you after the next few murders.”

Dack fell quiet. “Why not call detective Frehley?”

“He would think me senile,” Malachi insisted.

“And I am supposed to think you’re tightly wrapped? What would you have me do? I can do no better legwork than the police on the local matters. However, the mental aspect of it is disconcerting. What am I to do?” His voice lowered and he said, “If I tell of such a phenomenon to my former superiors in the shadow government, they will stop by here and this boy will vanish.”

Father Malachi nodded with vigor, way ahead of him. “Yes, I know that they will take him to one of their underground bases and dissect his mind. I don’t want that. I wish for you to discover a link between these killings.”

Dack shook his head and stared away from him. “Tall order, father.”

Malachi thumbed the crucifix on his chest and said, “With all of your resources, I feel that you can stop this before it gets worse. No policeman will believe this is true.”

Dack fell silent for a long time. The room seemed electric as if keyed to his thoughts or imaginings. “How does he perform this? Hmm. Do you think he’s hearing the voices of angels, father?”

“Or worse.”

“That’s comforting. What about the wounds of Christ?” Dack then faced Elizabeth. “What’s your take on it?”

She replied, “The staffer that cut him open was fired.” Elizabeth then paused and said, “The first time.”

Dack blinked but said nothing.

Elizabeth explained, “Yes, his wounds were a fraud at first, but after that, they reappeared. I cannot explain that.”

Malachi said, “The archdiocese ridded us of that problem with little publicity. Chief Parsons, certainly a man of great worries on his soul, would count my words for naught, but he was intimidated by the size of Cardinal MacMorn’s faith.” 

Dack smirked at the mention of the domineering Cardinal in Chicago and the acid bellied Chief of Police Parsons. He pondered that if the church could hide a legion of pedophile priests, one stigmata-creating employee was a cakewalk. 

Head tilted a little, Malachi said, “Dack? Are you all right?”

Dack looked at the wall. “Once, I knew a man who always dressed in shiny suits. The last day I ever saw him, blood flowed from his hands, feet, side, and forehead as he preached. When I punched him, he stopped bleeding.” His head lowering, Dack extended his hand, rustling Ted’s hair. “Give me the album and the boy’s personal file. Perhaps you think this a spiritual matter, but I’ll investigate other avenues first.”

As they walked toward the door of the room, Sister Elizabeth reminded him, “You should always pray first, Mr. Shannon. No matter what face you put on a problem, it all boils down to the spiritual.”

Dack tugged on the brim of his fedora. “I’ll try and recall that in all things, Liz. That reminds me, I’ll visit the sanctuary at St. Johns while father gets me the other items on Ted.”

Father Malachi pushed a pair of double doors open and asked, “Where does the vaginal dentate come in? Why do you think the boy would sketch it?”

Dack put his dark glasses on. “I cannot begin to say, but this Anna Strauss woman I’ve heard about tonight would be a good place to start. I must confess my knowledge of the topic is on par with my lacrosse skills.” 

After Dack walked down the ward away from them, they saw the big maintenance man Sean emerging from the shadows. He walked away with Dack, out of sight. 

“He’s lying,” she said to Malachi. “He never could look me in the eye and lie.”

“I noted his expression when he saw the fanged sketch. The fact he’d such a reaction gave me pause.” 

“Are you glad you cannot see inside his head? He’s off to the cathedral now, pondering the weight of his sins.”

He never answered her. Father Malachi’s heart raced as he went to the file cabinet, knowing what he unleashed on the world in this case. To catch a killer, he sent a killer. 

* * * * *
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JUST BEFORE SUNRISE, Dack returned to his home near Peoria. In the tree-infested Fon de Lac sub-division on Allen Drive, Dack guided his black 1987 Monte Carlo SS up a steep hill, and into his garage. There, he sat a few minutes after the armored door slid shut. He enjoyed the silence. The dim blue workbench bulb spewed out an eerie glow. Dack soon climbed out and leaned on his other car—a roughly painted 1977 Buick Century, which held more power than the SS under its dented hood. 

“Collectors items from the spook days,” Dack said as he ran his hand on the hood of the other car. “If they let one keep the toys, one is never truly retired.” 

At times like this, Dack felt glad he wasn’t married, had no children, and seldom spoke to his neighbors. Of course, being an agent for an organization who carried out covert activities on American soil for years helped to keep him alone. Now that such a part of his existence ended, his life was much like before Majestic Services entered his existence. Empty. 

Dack walked to the second level of his two-story home and muttered, “This is my choice in life, no?” He placed his fedora on top of his kitchen counter, and laid his coat over one of the two wooden chairs made by Amish artisans. With a groan, he grabbed a bottle of water out of the refrigerator, and walked into the living room. Dack started to pull off his right shoulder holster. His eyes rested on the unexpected sight of a small woman at his computer console. 

“To what do I owe this honor, little Mole?”

The young lady glanced back at him with a lack of concern, and plugged another disk into the black computer terminal. She tipped her blue baseball cap back, and stared at him with huge green eyes through auburn wire-rimmed glasses. “Upgrade. Do you know that those are the last three vanilla candles you have?”

The flames stood at half their normal size. He shrugged and started to fiddle with the left shoulder holster. 

The redhead cracked her knuckles. Her tiny legs pumped in a mock dance as she waited for the information to download. An oversized Blackhawks jersey hung loose over her petite frame, and half-covered the gray sweat pants on her tiny legs. His pink eyes moved over her a few times and rested on her bare feet before he spoke. 

Shedding his auto-mag and dropping down on the couch, he wondered, “What’s the latest?”

She swung around to face him. “Nothing real difficult, snowman. I’ll leave you the manual on the new stuff so you can ignore it.”

Dack’s gaze locked on hers, then he faced the ceiling and loosened his tie. “Good, Brittany.”

After she pulled out the disk and inserted another, Brittany’s legs jumped in rhythm as she asked, “Fun night?”

“They all are,” he told her, eyes closed. He smiled a little and opened them again. “As boring as a wash-basket full of polka albums.”

Brittany raised her thin eyebrows and licked her mauve lips. “I guess that’s to be expected, no? Going to drink that water?”

Dack peered down at the sealed bottle in his hand. He tossed the container and she caught it like a pro. While Brittany unscrewed the cap and took a sip, Dack closed his eyes again. “Yes, fun night, Brittany.” He then told her about Terry Allard and the boy drawing pictures in the orphanage.

“Freaky,” she conceded with no special emotion. “But that rings a bell.”

“Teeth in a vagina? Do tell.”

“Well, kinda sorta, hon. I saw a banner on a bus outside the club. Some tattooed lady is holding an art exhibition at the Riverside Theater soon. I only noticed because she wore so many gaudy tats in the ad and there were mouths on her.”

“People kissing or biting her?”

“No, mouths open on her.”

Dack gazed at the wall for a while before he said, “I’m sure Paul will connect the dots like I did once I saw the teeth in the sketch. Well, there’s a connection, but it makes my head hurt to care. All of this will go away soon. Besides, I called Paul and explained it all.”

“Ted Majors and everything?”

“As much as I cared to share, leaving out the freakier elements. I can’t get drawn into such crap.”

A few silent moments later, she turned on the television and flipped through the channels. “Nothing but junk on now. See that crazy preacher? That dude needs a different hairdo. All shaved on the sides and slicked back on top. When was that the in thing?”

Dack now stared at her. His voice ran tired as he said, “How shallow of you.”

She shrugged. “It looks like he dyed it that auburn color to me, kinda cheesy. It’s just too piled up, kind of like Elvis out of control. Bad pompadours went out a long time ago, snowman.”

He then faced the television, thoughts churning, never touching on the TV preacher. “I wouldn’t know.” The image in his mind became that of the man he saw, long ago when he wore the clothes of a spook. The face painted out of a minister who sported a stigmata and a passion for deflowering virgins. A seductive phony, Dack kept telling himself, so many sins on the stigmata justified killing him. He kept telling himself that. His self never answered. 

“Yes, I’d bet,” said Brittany, breaking up his thoughts. “Maybe you should buy a green shirt to go with all of the black clothes.”

“Yes, I’ll get right on that.”

Brittany stopped surfing on the local weather feed and read the scrawl on the bottom. “Is Paul assigned on this case of the dead girls in Central Illinois? The dancers always think there’s a serial killer out there.”

“I wonder if that is the same thing Father Malachi talks about. I don’t think Paul knows much just yet. I’ll let the cops handle it.”

“Do you think this Allard guy is connected? He survived.”

“The killer of these women suddenly took to biting off dicks? I doubt it, but wouldn’t that make a tidy case?”

“Is it too early for Green Acres?”

“You really are from a rural area.”

Brittany frowned as Dack stood up, realizing that Brittany hated any reminder that she came from a small farm community an hour from Peoria. A place she despised with every fiber of her being, he gazed at her again and shrugged in a slight gesture of contrition for his comment. She waved him off and removed her glasses. 

Dack pulled off his tie and unbuttoned his shirt. An unusual feeling passed through his head, like spiders with glass toes crept over his scalp. 

“I have some work for you to do on the father of that kid in St. Johns.”

“All righty,” she said in a joking voice. “I thought the cops would handle it?”

“Let’s just say I’m curious.”

He saw a crying girl on the screen, talking to a reporter. Under he image ran the words, “LATEST IN A SPREE OF ANIMAL MUTILATIONS.” While no animals were shown, Dack noted the girl stood by a sign indicating a llama farm. A crude mark in red marred the sign. Dack thought the symbol too bright to be blood, but still appeared a tad archaic and hokey. 

Brittany asked, “Hey, what does that symbol mean?”

“I don’t know.” He lied. Dack didn’t want to give a long explanation about Nordic runes. 

He walked into his bathroom and ran water in the oversized tub. In moments, he stripped naked and went to the mirror. As the warm water ran, he brushed his teeth and splashed water from the sink on his pale face. He tried to shake off the gloom in his mind so Dack moved his head from side to side, violently. In a few minutes, he stepped into the tub and sank down, trying to banish the ghoulish vagina dentate idea. After he dunked his body under the surface, he sat up and stared at the wall. Dack tried to focus his mind, as it danced in the twisted images the boy’s art and Terry Allard’s silent agony.

Dack then recalled his time that night in the sanctuary of St. John’s. The huge crucifix with the suffering Christ had nothing to say. As usual, Dack did all the talking. He oft thought of that old figurine supporting all of his sins, when all that kept the image of Christ from falling was a thin gold chain drilled to the rear wall away from all eyes. He again considered the man he killed who duped many by claiming a stigmata. Dack never asked God to forgive him for that night, though. 

A few minutes later, the door to the bathroom slowly opened and Brittany peeked in. 

Dack’s eyes traced the tiles on the wall, his mind going over life, death and the idea of blood on his hands from work performed years ago. Brittany focused on him. 

He then glanced over at Brittany, and her naked body. The redhead stood just a hair under five feet tall and her body came perfectly proportioned. It should have been, for the Agency spent a mint on her upgrades back when she served them. Her hips and tummy had undergone radical changes from knives, vacuums and lasers. Her breasts were large for a woman her size, but not freakishly so. Brittany’s beautiful face had been enhanced by a chin implant, cheek work, an eye-job, nose adjustment and ear alterations. 

“You busy?” she asked, her nails running under her right breast.

Dack fell silent as she walked to the tub and climbed in behind him. Suddenly, he found it difficult to think about Jesus. 

She said, “That symbol on the barn is a rune called Fehu. It has to do with wealth, cattle, possessions and stuff.”

“Who knew?” mumbled Dack. “What would you do without the internet?”

He continued to look straight ahead, and made no other expression, as her soft legs went about his body. Brittany’s breasts pressed against his back. They felt real enough to him and that’s what mattered. Her life as a stripper at the Midwest’s biggest gentleman’s club proved a fine cover for her activities as Dack’s mole. Her life, like her body, was a work of fiction.

But it felt real to him.

​
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CHAPTER TWO
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Visit to the Gallery

Dack Shannon learned at the academy that a new day brings fresh possibilities. Face the morning proudly with a positive attitude: that was the motto of one Dr. Felix Krish. This professor with a background in Christian Science taught that little factoid to the agents. Since Krish left Majestic Services, started a Mormon branch cult, fathered a hundred and fifty children that he took with him in a suicide pact last October, Dack faced his days with cynicism. 

Often, he wasn’t disappointed. He sat in his car as the day began, not believing the words coming from the phone. 

“The boy is gone, Dack,” Father Malachi told him. 

Dack drove on and his hand gripped the wheel. “Excuse me?”

“DCFS removed him from our care early this morn.” Father Malachi sounded as cross as Dack had ever heard him. “Apparently, Paul Frehley saw our care worthy of reporting to the Department of Family Services. I’m so glad we contacted the authorities like you advised.”

“Jesus Christ, uh, sorry father. Damn, but I trust Paul. How the hell could he screw me like that?”

“Ted got screwed, so get your head out of your behind, my son.” The priest sounded tired. “I trusted you, Dack, but again, you wouldn’t willingly harm us.”

“True, father. Damn, it’s such a police matter. I never saw that angle coming.”

“It was a bad idea to bring that detective into this matter. I wanted you alone.”

Dack’s hand became a fist as he stopped at a red light. He slammed the fist on the wheel and said, “Yes, yes, dammit anyway. I can’t believe that Paul did that.”

“He probably thought he did right by his laws. At any stage in the game, they have placed Master Majors in a DCFS safe home until it can be ascertained that we aren’t causing wounds on him, ala the stigmata or anything else. I’m glad his note pad is with you. We’d be accused of pornographic art.”

After a mocking grunt, Dack said, “We better hope that kid doesn’t start drawing snatches with teeth at the DCFS house, padre, or they’ll pay you another visit.”

“Oh, they’re still here. I don’t think I’ve been questioned this way since seminary.”

“Gotcha.”

“Sister Elizabeth is enjoying it, though. Lambasting them is a kind word for what she’s doing to them.”

Dack recalled her abilities of vivisect with words. “I reckon so, sir. Keep me posted on it.”

“Dack?”

“Yes?”

“Please don’t...hurt...Detective Frehley.”

Again, Dack clutched the wheel. “I don’t know what I’ll do when I see him, father. We have such a history, I have to give Paul the benefit of the doubt.” 

Dack drove in silence, traveling out of his way to clear his mind.

Around noon, Dack parked down the way from the Riverside Gallery. Dressed in fresh black clothing, he held his fedora and let the wind off the Illinois River ruffle his white hair. A few passersby did a double take, not accustomed to seeing an albino in the daylight or any other place. Dack stepped up to the sidewalk and donned his heavy sunglasses as the light stabbed his sensitive eyes. Under his arm, he carried the artwork of the orphan boy.

A black policeman in a navy blue jacket strolled by a complex of stores nearby. He eyed Dack closely. The cop came as a part of the riverfront beautification as surely as the new stores and shrubs. No member of law enforcement dared walk a beat here twenty years ago, Dack mused, when the housing projects loomed and decay ran rampant. He half smiled, thinking of how much a difference arson, the installation of a manufacturing headquarters and the will of a mayor under the thumb of wealthy investors can make. 

The cop asked him, “Can I help you?”

Dack sighed, unhappy that this cop didn’t know him or of him enough to step off. “I’m heading to the art gallery,” he replied, though none it was the cop’s business. “The river front has surely changed in the few decades years.”

The cop nodded as Dack redirected his attention. The man then took off his hat and scratched a baldhead. “Yessir, started with the Riverboats and heck, who woulda guessed the gamblers cleaned up the area after the big fire?”

Dack imagined the cop took him for a new age art nut and said, “Who indeed? Fire cleanses, they say.” He kept walking, leaving the cop to stand and stare.

Glad he could walk with freedom from hookers or junkies that used to clog the riverfront, the tall investigator stared at the glass edifice before him. The Riverside Gallery sat on turf abandoned by the leftovers from the Chicago outfit and then protected by black gangs, Now, grandmothers pushed grandchildren in buggies down the enclosed glass tunnel that connected many businesses. Patios spread along the outside, replete with a few men in suits taking an early lunch or coffee, discussing this or that. They too looked Dack over as he glanced past them at the shiny grotto in back. He never walked back there, but recalled the wooden realm of stylish lounges facing the river. Dack made a cameo appearance at a party for Detective Frehley’s divorce there once. 

“Damn you, Paul,” Dack cursed his friend. “Fucking Boy Scout, why not leave the kid be? Stick to finding idiots killing llamas, you jackass.” 

Dack walked up the steps and to the door. He frowned at the slender figure behind the glass. A willowy young man in tan khaki’s and an immaculate white-collared shirt greeted Dack when he entered the gallery. Though well dressed, Dack sized him up as not a regular employee. Of course, the youth gave Dack the usual look of shock when seeing the albino, but his manner soon softened. 

“Good day or is it getting close to afternoon?” The cheery tone lilted, telling Dack just how stylish the young man was.

“Time is relative. Is Anna Strauss around this morning?”

Hands folded backwards in front of his stomach, the youth replied, “Oh, I don’t work here and wouldn’t know. I was just looking at a few items.” The smile oozed warmth and turned seductive as the young man extended a thin hand to Dack, saying, “I’m Casper.”

Dack never hesitated and returned a polite handshake. “Dack Shannon. I’m here to look around as well.”

Eyes scanning Dack up and down, Casper said, “You look like one of Anna and Daniel’s friends. They do love to party.”

Eyebrow raised at Casper, Dack said, “I’ve seen her work, after a fashion, and wanted to talk with her. Parties? I heard they’re having a gala opening for her exhibit.” He looked at numerous sculptures still with covers on them, wondering what lurked beneath.

Casper winked before saying, “The gala? My, that will be a fun, but too many stuffed shirts around. The real fun will be elsewhere and afterward.”

Dack wasn’t born yesterday. “You don’t say, young man?”

As Casper opened his mouth, two tall, thuggish men approached them. One continued forward, while the one with a thin beard and heavily sprayed hair receded. The overhead lights cast a gleaming light off the head of the clean-shaven man who neared them. Though he put on a calm front, the man leered at Dack like he owed them money. 
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