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    Prologue


    MANNY SOARES WAS GETTING JUST A LITTLE sick of pushing the damn broom. Twenty years in the secretary of state’s office, and he was still pushing the broom. He let it fall with a clack to the tiled bathroom floor. He needed a smoke.


    Manny lit up as he walked into the word-processing area—he would never smoke in one of the private offices. The lights were off, he had finished the room an hour ago, but it wasn’t completely dark. There was light from the stars and the bright moon—a beautiful clear night, and tomorrow it was supposed to snow, but who knew, with the track record of Boston’s weathermen. His only comfort on the job was that row of windows. Looking out, as he often did, Manny thought more in five minutes than he did for the rest of the day. Damn beautiful.


    He stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray on Tara’s desk. Cute girl, that. He wondered if Roger was still in the office, and went into the hallway. Sure enough, the lights still burned in the corporations department, and Manny was not surprised. Roger Martin. Now there was a man who did not know the meaning of the phrase “quitting time.”


    “Am I gonna have to clean around you again?” Manny asked, leaning against the door.


    “Not tonight.” Roger stood and slipped on his jacket. “It’s time to go home. Though I could sure use a drink before facing the wife.”


    Roger picked up his briefcase and moved some papers from his desk to Sheila’s; she was the department manager.


    “Have one for me,” Manny said as he shook out another cigarette.


    “One of these days they’re going to bust you for that,” Roger said, motioning toward the pack the maintenance man was slipping back into his shirt pocket.


    “The hell with it. Nothing they can do. It’s not during work hours. Want one?”


    “Love one, but I’m trying to quit. I don’t know why, I don’t really want to. Peer pressure, I guess.” He laughed.


    “Suit yourself,” Manny told him, and lit up.


    Which was Roger’s cue to leave.


    Roger whistled as he rode the elevator down. He was trying to decide whether he would actually go out and get a little drunk before heading home. Home had not been a place where he liked to be sober lately. It was not that Julie and he had been fighting, though they did their share. It was worse. It was cold. And they didn’t know what to do about it. Life at home was basically pretty tense.


    Aw, to hell with it. Why shouldn’t he go? It had been a while since he had been out after work. Downstairs and out onto the street, swinging his briefcase without noticing it, Roger continued to whistle, and to think.


    He turned left at the courthouse, and the Publik House was two blocks away. A young couple came out, arms around each other, steamy laughter visible on the air. God, was he envious. It had been a long time since he and Julie felt as comfortable in each other’s arms as those two kids did.


    Kids. Right! They had to be twenty-two or -three. So what did that make him? Hell, thirty-three was young.


    When he met Julie, Roger fell completely head over heels, shit-eating grin, fool-for-your-stockings in love, and they got married a year later. They laughed and worked, made love and worked, lived and worked. Then they tried to have kids, and that was the one thing that didn’t work. He and Julie had not had sex for two months. He very badly wanted a drink. Things change.


    When he pulled open the oaken door of the bar and grill, Roger thought, not for the first time, that maybe he’d find something more in the Publik House than a cold one. He had never cheated before, and had never imagined he would be ready to start. Things change.


    Behind the bar there floated a young woman with beautiful green eyes and long auburn hair. Her name tag identified her as Courteney MacGoldrick, which Roger thought suited her.


    What little light existed within the small, Colonial bar and grill was supplied by small candles on the tables that looked like they were supposed to keep the bugs away, and a lamp on either end of the bar. It was romantic all right. And dark enough so that you could sink into a corner if you really wanted to. Usually he did, but tonight he made a beeline to the bar and, on an inspired whim, ordered a Guinness.


    Miss Courteney MacGoldrick, bartender extraordinaire that the little lass was, brought it to him right away, and served it with a beaming smile. A smile that elicited a strange reaction in Roger.


    He completely lost his nerve.


    In fact it was a half hour, and the top of the third Guinness, before he got up the guts to strike up any semblance of a conversation with her. He noticed she had a lull in her work, and he had been watching her compact form move back and forth behind the bar for long enough. He mustered up every ounce of courage in his gradually numbing body and spoke.


    “So,” he said. “How’s it going tonight?”


    And as she opened her mouth to reply he prepared to leave promptly before her words cemented his belief that he had made a complete ass of himself.


    “Not bad,” she said cheerily. “How ’bout you?”


    Oh, my sweet Lord in Heaven! Small talk. One of America’s greatest inventions.


    They talked for quite a while. After about five minutes he started to get nervous again. A couple of guys sat down at the end of the bar, and he realized she would have to serve them in a few seconds. Now or never.


    “So,” he began again. “Can I buy you a drink when you get off of work?”


    A heartbeat.


    And another.


    At least the damn thing was working.


    “Do you think your wife would appreciate that?”


    “My . . .” he began, and then felt rather than remembered the ring around his finger. Feeling about as stupid as it gets, he laid a twenty on the counter, picked up his briefcase, and without further ceremony scurried out of the bar with his tail between his legs.


    Outside, he began to smile. Just the corners of his mouth at first, and then it broke into a wide grin.


    A chuckle, a snicker, a giggle, and then laughter.


    It felt good to laugh, even if it was at his own expense. Courteney MacGoldrick, without even knowing it, had probably just saved his marriage.


    Fuck it, Roger thought, we’ll adopt.


    On his way back to the garage, he stopped for a moment to grab a cup of Java in the Capitol Coffee House. Then he was on his way, blowing into the hole torn from the plastic cover. He unlocked the garage and went in. He was whistling again, a song that had been bludgeoned to death by Boston radio, and he still could not remember the name of it. That was Julie, she was great with stuff like that. He walked up the paved slope toward his car, one of the few left in the garage. It was a Honda Accord. He often told Manny that all the expensive cars left early. Manny always laughed.


    He was still whistling as he put his coffee down on the roof of his car so he could reach the keys. He unlocked the door, tossed in his case, and climbed in. He let the car warm up for a moment and turned on the radio. He smiled. It was that same damn song, a good omen, he thought. But it was ending, so he still could not catch the title. He began to fiddle with the dial again, when someone rapped on the driver’s-side window, scaring the shit out of him. He banged his knee on the underside of the dash.


    At the window was a man all in black, except for the white square at his collar.


    A priest?


    Also interesting was the cup the priest was holding out to him. Not the “cup of my blood” to be sure; this one had stylized letters on it that read CAPITOL COFFEE HOUSE.


    His own coffee, which he had left on the roof of his car. Feeling foolish for the second time that night, he rolled down his window.


    He took the cup (gave it to his disciples) and said, “Thank you, Father.”


    And then he saw what the priest held in his other hand. It was pointed at his head.


    When Manny stepped out into the garage, he saw the man in black standing next to Roger’s car. Roger was in it, and the car was running. He started to walk toward them. Manny’s car was beyond Roger’s and he could say good night. He did not recognize the other man. The tall man, all in black, who lifted his arm.


    His hand held a gun. His finger pulled a trigger.


    At point-blank range, the bullet’s entry was fairly clean, but its exit was as messy as they get.


    “NO!” Manny screamed, and cursed himself for it.


    The man whirled, and Manny stood in shock as he glimpsed the patch of white amid the black garments. A priest. The guy was a priest, or dressed like one.


    The good father pointed his gun at Manny’s chest and put a bullet in it.


    The killer began to walk toward the maintenance man’s prone form, but the sound of an engine filled the garage. It was a car coming up from the lower level. Time for him to go.


    Later, when the police arrived, Manny was still twitching, not as dead as the priest would have liked. In the late Roger Martin’s car, blood and coffee settled into the upholstery.


    It was going to leave quite a stain.
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    HIS MEMORY IS LIKE A TORNADO ACROSS time, touching down to pick up a single event or person and carrying it away until it is dropped in favor of something else. Most of the events are catastrophes, most of the people are dead. When he wants to think of something pleasant, he has to concentrate. But such is the nature of memory, and of time.


    His name is Octavian. But it isn’t, really. Or at least, it was not always. He has been a prince, a warrior, a monster, a murderer, a wanderer, and a thief. Now he can only observe and remember.


    And sometimes he can help.


    The radio alarm clicked on at 9:30 P.M., but Peter Octavian had been awake for almost half an hour. He hit the snooze with none of the annoyed reluctance that usually accompanies such an act. He was in a good mood. He had something to do tonight. Not as if he usually had trouble finding something to do, but he always preferred that it find him. Often the nightly news was his only source of entertainment, and that he loved. It amused him so to see the bickering between nations and individuals. He had become quite good at predicting events long before they happened. One of his favorite observations was that “history repeats itself.”


    Everyone said it.


    So how come nobody was intelligent enough to be able to put that axiom to use?


    Ah, well, they never had been.


    Change. The more you fought against it, the faster it came. Inevitable as . . . well, as taxes anyway.


    Peter stood up from bed and walked in darkness to the shutters that hid the outside from him, and him from it. He opened them and looked out. The moon and the stars were very bright, effectively illuminating the street eight floors below. He opened the window a bit and let the cold air in, sucking it into his lungs. Snow; tomorrow, maybe tomorrow night.


    He left the window open and walked to the bathroom. Eyes shut, he flicked on the overhead lights. He yawned and stretched. Already naked, having slept that way, he stepped into the shower and pulled the curtain. He loved the steam and the hot water, and the chill that he knew would run up his spine when he got out. He had left the window open for that purpose. The shower was a strange thing for Peter. He hardly sweated, so he never smelled particularly bad. His hair looked clean without washing. But this could not prevent his hair from becoming disheveled as he slept, so he washed it.


    He rinsed his long brown mane and stepped out, anticipated chill giving him a shiver. He toweled dry and went to the mirror, blew dry his hair, and pulled it into a ponytail, slipping an elastic around it. As he brushed his teeth, shining the smile that had won thousands of hearts (but when was the last one?), he could hear the radio in the other room. The snooze timer had given up, and the deejay was yattering about something.


    “Just about a quarter to ten in the city, and a chilly thirty-one degrees right now outside WZXL. Here’s a little reminder from yours truly that you’ll be in big trouble if you don’t pick up some sweets for your sweetheart. And, with a little reminder of their own, here’s the Spinners with ‘Cupid.’ ”


    He rinsed his mouth and glanced up. The mirror image checked him out. He looked pretty good . . . for his age.


    He smiled at his own joke. The same jokes seemed always to amuse him, and probably always would.


    He stepped out of the bathroom, still naked, and shut off the radio. The phone rang and he began to get dressed as the answering machine picked up on the third ring.


    “Octavian Investigations. No one is here at the moment, but if you leave a message and your telephone number, someone will get back to you as soon as possible.”


    “Peter. Frank. Just calling to check in. I spoke to Ted Gardiner earlier, but the cops haven’t got a clue. If you need anything from me, please call.”


    Peter pulled his brown leather bomber jacket over the blue cotton oxford shirt, effectively hiding his armpit holster. Inside the holster was his .38. If it was good enough for Spenser . . .


    Really, though, it was for show. If he had to hurt somebody, it was just as easy, and generally more satisfying, to do it with his hands. The part of him that craved that satisfaction frightened and revolted him, but he refused to deny its existence.


    To overcome something, he knew, one must first accept it. So he did. But he kept a tight rein on that atavistic urge. Very tight.


    Tonight he was on a personal job. Frank Harris was a friend, one of the few Octavian could claim, and his only daughter had disappeared. Peter knew better than most what it was like to lose someone, he’d lost plenty over the years, and he’d do whatever could be done.


    Frank had given him little enough to work with. Janet Harris worked for a big Boston law firm as a paralegal. Six days earlier—that would have been Wednesday—Janet left work at her usual time, went to her usual bar with her usual friends, and left early with an unusual but far from extraordinary headache.


    Six days was a long time. Trail could be awfully cold by now.


    The cops, as usual, had done no more and no less than what was mandatory and then gave up the girl for lost. They figured she had run away with the milkman, or some such, and had unofficially quit on Monday night.


    It was Tuesday, and Frank and Peter had spoken three times during the day. Normally, Octavian would have been up by 5:30, but he’d been out of state for a few days—and out during the day—and he’d needed some rest. He probably would have woken up earlier if Frank hadn’t kept interrupting his slumber. But how do you explain such an unnatural need for rest?


    Now it was 11:00 P.M., and Peter walked into the Publik House, the last place Janet Harris had been seen.


    The first things to draw his attention were the eyes of Courteney MacGoldrick, which were giving him a very vigorous appraisal. Caught in the act, she blushed slightly, but did not look away. He kept his eyes locked on hers as he crossed the room and gave her a long-practiced, lopsided grin.


    The grin won her over, but it wasn’t the only thing she noted. His eyes were gray, flecked with silver, which gave them a slightly hypnotic quality. His six-foot-four frame was wiry, and he carried himself like an old western gun-fighter. His face was ageless, but most people’s best guess, and Courteney MacGoldrick’s, since she happened to be thinking about it right then, was that he was probably in his early to midthirties.


    “What can I do for you?”


    “For now just a glass of white wine, and maybe a couple of answers.”


    “The wine’s coming right up. The answers depend on the questions.”


    As she poured his wine he reached into his pocket and retrieved his ID and a photograph. He laid both on the bar.


    “Pretty self-explanatory,” he told her when she returned, and he began sipping his wine.


    Courteney recognized the picture right away.


    “Janet came in a lot. Flirted a lot, a nice, funny woman. But she left alone, always. Only once talked about a guy at work she was attracted to, I don’t remember his name. The night I saw her last, she got a headache after two beers and left. I already talked to the cops, but I’m sure nothing will come of that.”


    “That’s all?” he asked.


    “That’s all,” she answered.


    Peter got up to go.


    “Come back and see us sometime?”


    “It’s a date,” he promised.


    Out the door and into the street, on his way back to the State House parking lot, where he had left his car, he thought of her, and then forgot her, storing only what she told him. He had driven tonight, which was rare, but he was in the mood for music and had picked up the latest Seal disc. He hoped there was no ticket on the Volvo.


    The night was quiet; and then it was not.


    Sirens pierced the air and Peter winced. His ears were sensitive. An ambulance and police car sped past, rounded the corner, and stopped in front of the garage beneath the secretary of state’s building. Peter was right behind, following on foot. He couldn’t help it. He survived by curiosity and a sort of prescience that told him which things deserved his attention. This was one of them.


    Two cop cars were already there when this latest arrived with the ambulance. The paramedics were getting out their gurney and wheeling it inside. He hoped that Janet Harris would not be on it when they returned. It seemed he had spent several lifetimes delivering bad news, and he was tired of it.


    “Octavian.” The voice belonged to Ted Gardiner, a lean, black plainclothes detective with few manners but a lot of charm. He smiled at Peter. They weren’t good friends, but there was respect there, and that was about as close as Peter usually got.


    “What a surprise,” Gardiner said. “Chasing ambulances now?”


    “Thought I’d get a look at your next unsolved mystery,” Peter quipped, a trait the cop brought out in him.


    “Come on in.” Gardiner ushered Peter through the door. “It’s actually pretty interesting. I . . . Hey, you know, you need to get out more. A little Florida vacation. You need a tan.”


    “Are you going to fill me in on what you’ve got, wise-ass, or should I guess?”


    Ted smiled. He knew about Peter’s aversion to the sun, a medical thing, he’d been told, and he was just sarcastic enough not to care whether it upset the PI or not.


    “Touchy, touchy. Just concerned about your health, Peter. You look like a fucking vampire.”


    “Asshole,” Peter said, laughing at Ted and with him, “I am a vampire.”


    Ted smiled at him and then mustered up his serious face, which was rare. They had arrived at the scene, and the paramedics were bagging the body. Peter saw that the car door was open, and a lot of photographs were being taken of the interior. He looked at the corpse with the back of its head gone.


    “Martin, Roger Francis,” Gardiner informed him. “Age, thirty-three. Occupation, yuppie. Cause of death, pistol fired approximately six inches from the victim’s forehead. Clean shot. Roger was nice enough to roll down the window for the guy. Motive, definitely not robbery—cash and credit cards still in the guy’s wallet. Unless, of course, there was something of significant value in Roger’s briefcase, because it seems our man rifled through that particular piece of baggage. The other ambulance had come and gone by the time you showed up.”


    “Other ambulance?”


    “The janitor walked in on the thing. From what we know, he probably saw the guy who did it. But he won’t be talking to anyone for a day or so. Bullet in the chest can do that to a guy.”


    The paramedics were about to zip the black bag holding Roger Martin’s body.


    “Mind if I take a look?”


    “As long as these boys don’t mind.” Ted motioned to the paramedics, who stepped back to allow Octavian access to the body.


    He bent down, looking closely at the wound, and took a deep breath.


    Ted raised an eyebrow. Was this guy smelling the corpse? God, that was gross. But then, everything Octavian did was peculiar.


    “What time did Martin leave work?”


    “No idea. Why?”


    “He’s only been dead about an hour and a half, which puts the murder somewhere between ten and ten-thirty,” Peter answered. “He smells of beer. If you check his work area, and don’t find any trace of alcohol, then he must have gone somewhere local to drink and come back here afterward. Find out where he went, and what was in the briefcase, and you’ll be that much closer to finding his killer.”


    Peter zipped up the body bag and stood to face Ted, who was looking at him with a sort of bemused smile on his face.


    “You always give me the creeps when you pull that Sherlock Holmes thing.”


    “Elementary,” Peter said, and winked. He was wondering whether or not to get involved, and decided against it. If he was supposed to be involved, the mystery would follow him until he paid attention to it. But just in case . . .


    “Ted, do me a favor. Call me tomorrow and let me know how this thing turns out. And while you’re at it, scoop me a copy of the missing-persons file on Janet Harris.”


    “Man, you don’t miss a trick. I would have called you right away, but I thought you were still out of town.”


    “Got back this morning.”


    “Yeah, sorry. God, it’s awful. Frank’s been holding up, but just barely. And officially, I’m not even supposed to be on that case.”


    “Well, you can unofficially snag me that file and keep your ears open. I’m sure I’ll need your help on this one.”


    “Sure thing,” the cop said. “Have a good night.”


    “I’m working on it.”


    He walked to the lot where his car was parked—there was indeed a ticket—and decided to see if Janet Harris’s roommate, Meaghan, was still awake. It was twelve midnight, exactly.
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    AS PETER DROVE HE THOUGHT ABOUT THE city. He would probably have to move on soon, and it would not be easy. Boston had been his home for ten years and he had come to care a great deal for it and its people. Sometimes it seemed like he had wandered through every major city in the world, staying in each only as long as it was healthy. Then he would drift into another city, perhaps in another country and under a different name. But this city was so much warmer than New York, London, Paris—than any of the cold, flashy cultural centers of the Western world. And the Eastern world was not the safest place for his kind.


    Buildings of the future stood side by side with buildings older than the nation. It was a city with a small-town attitude. It was a political city, but the politics were old-fashioned baby-kissing politics and didn’t show a sign of change. Networks of acquaintance crisscrossed from the highest office to the lowest shop. Even so, you could always hide away in the hustle and bustle if you wanted to, or needed to, as Peter did from time to time. A small, quirky, contradictory city, but it had taken in an orphan of the world, and he was grateful.


    Peter parked the Volvo in front of an old house with a new coat of pea-green paint. Getting out, he looked up at the second story, where Janet Harris and Meaghan Gallagher shared an apartment. There was a single light on.


    The house was off of Huntington Avenue near Northeastern University. It was a far cry from the city’s best neighborhood, but it wasn’t bad. Trees lined the road, bare this time of year, and streetlights cast a ghostly light across small but well-manicured lawns and the cracked and potholed pavement. The silence and the cold of the night combined to lift him, energize him.


    The wind brought the smell of fireplaces not too distant, and a major snowstorm coming in from the northeast.


    Peter let himself into the foyer and scanned the few names on the battered black mailboxes. Three apartments in the house, and the middle label read HARRIS/GALLAGHER. He pushed the buzzer.


    After a few moments he pushed it again, this time holding the button down for a few seconds. Still, there was no answer, so he buzzed once more and turned to leave. He had the outside door open, but paused a moment. His hesitation paid off when he heard a sleepy female voice.


    “Hello?” it said. “Who is it?”


    Peter let the door shut again behind him as he answered. “Hello, Miss Gallagher? My name is Peter Octavian, I’m a private investigator, a friend of Frank Harris. Janet’s father?”


    When the voice did not answer immediately, he added, “I realize it’s late, maybe if I come back early tomorrow evening?”


    “No, that’s okay. I’m sorry Mr. Octavian. I was kind of vegetating for a sec. Come on up, I was having trouble sleeping anyway.”


    She buzzed him in, and on the way up, Peter thought about that voice, wondered what she looked like. That scratchy, sleepy tone had been kind of sexy.


    He smiled, inwardly laughing at himself. It had been far too long since he’d had sex, and even longer since he’d had a relationship. There was always something more important to do, but he was beginning to feel the itch again. Unfortunately, now was not the time, and he was glad he had more pressing matters to attend to.


    He knocked twice, softly, and he could hear first the chain and then a dead bolt sliding back. A pair of chocolate-brown eyes peered around the door at him.


    “Please come in,” Meaghan said, swinging the door wide and then closing and locking it after him.


    Peter had made his way inside and taken his jacket off. When he turned around, he noticed her scrutinizing him. She smiled.


    “You don’t look like a detective,” she said.


    “Really? What do detectives look like?”


    “Oh, it’s not that you don’t look the part. Only that most of the real-life cops I’ve met are . . . well, they’re nothing like the ones in the movies, that’s for sure.”


    There was a moment of silence as her amused smile—corners of the mouth turned up slightly—met his lopsided grin head-on. Peter shook his head, chuckling.


    “I guess I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said.


    “If you like,” Meaghan countered.


    They both laughed, easily and comfortably. And then Meaghan sobered.


    “Any news on Janet?”


    “None yet, but I’m just getting started.”


    Peter looked her over. He thought she looked charming. An old-fashioned word, but it fit. She stood there in her tattered blue terry robe, a couple of sizes too big, and what looked like a man’s button-down oxford shirt underneath. The apartment had hardwood floors, and she wore sport socks to walk around. Her auburn hair was wild from the pillow, and she brushed the last of the Sandman from her eyes.


    She took his jacket.


    “Please, sit down,” she said, and gestured toward the couch. Peter glanced about the apartment: two bedrooms, one bath, kitchen, living room, dining room. The place was attractively decorated in white with soft blues and pinks, and the furniture definitely had a New England feel to it, sturdy yet elegant. Full bookshelves almost completely covered one wall, and throw rugs decorated the floors. Framed prints adorned the walls, from Monet to completely indecipherable modern art, as well as a large photograph of whales with their tails out of the water. Old-fashioned iron radiators stood in several places around the living and dining rooms, but it was a bit chilly in the place. He liked it.


    They sat down, he on the couch and she on an armchair across from it. It took him a moment to notice she was looking at him expectantly.


    “Um, I . . .” he mumbled. “I’m sorry, it’s been a long night.”


    “No problem.”


    “I figure you’ve already been a few rounds with the cops, so I’ll try to keep the questions to a minimum.”


    “Whatever you need to know to find Janet. The cops sure aren’t gonna do any good.”


    “Okay. Miss Gallagher . . .”


    “Meaghan.” She smiled, and he returned it.


    “Yes, Meaghan. First things first, I guess. Would you mind if I had a look around Janet’s room? It might give us a clue.”


    “No problem,” she answered, getting up again.


    “It’s the back room,” she added, and Peter got up to follow her.


    The room was spartan, but elegant. One bureau, two night tables, each adorned by a lamp, and a wicker chair in the corner. A large brass bed, a small TV set, a good-sized throw rug on the floor. A floral print hung over the bed. Janet Harris’s only real vice seemed to be clothes. She had a huge walk-in closet filled with them.


    “She’s a snappy dresser, your Janet?” he asked.


    “You’ve never met her?” Meaghan seemed surprised.


    “Not actually, no. Her dad talks about her all the time, though.”


    “Frank’s a sweetheart. Right now I’m almost more worried about him than about Jan.”


    “Why’s that?”


    “I don’t know. I guess it’s just wishful thinking, but I have this feeling she’s okay.” She paused. “So, how long have you known Frank?”


    “Almost ten years. Since I stopped some kids from breaking into his restaurant. After that he gave me the run of the place when I needed to take clients out.”


    Meaghan sal down on the bed, one leg drawn up under her, and hugged herself light against the chilly room as Peter glanced around.


    “I’m surprised I’ve never met you.”


    “It’s not too surprising actually. I only go in there once in a while, and even then it’s very late. I always work at night, that’s when the bad guys come out.”


    “And you’re a good guy, eh?” she asked with a pleasant laugh.


    “Yes, ma’am,” he returned in a cowboy drawl. “An official member of the Fraternal Order of the White Hats . . . at least most of the time. I’ve been considered a bad guy once or twice, but then again, who hasn’t?”


    Her smile was warm, and then she was serious again. “I suppose we ought to get down to business?”


    “Well, unless you intend to stay up all night.”


    “Would you like me to leave the room, let you concentrate?”


    “Actually, if you don’t mind, it’s better if you stay here. You’ll be able to help me find things.”


    “You know something, I must have really been asleep when I answered the door. I never even asked to see your ID.”


    Peter started to reach for his wallet.


    “No, Mr. Octavian.” She was smiling again. “Don’t bother now. I guess if you had wanted to have your way with me, you’d have made your move already.”


    She was flirting, but he figured that was healthy right about now. “Don’t be so sure about that. And call me Peter, okay?”


    She shook her head yes as he pulled out his wallet and tossed it to her.


    “Just to make it official. Don’t make fun of the picture.”


    “Come on,” she said, after pulling it out. “This isn’t half as bad as the picture on my license.”


    “Look at my driver’s license,” he said as he continued his search of the closet.


    “Ugh. Now that’s bad!”


    He stood up and put his hands on his hips in mock consternation. “Give it here, you. I told you not to make fun of the picture.”


    She tossed it back to him and sat for another moment as he began going through the left nightstand.


    “I need something hot. Would you like some coffee?”


    “Actually, tea would be great if you have it.”


    “Oh, tea sounds great. I’ve been drinking too much coffee anyway.”


    She got up to fix the tea and turned around when she heard a sharp buzzing sound. Peter was holding up a white plastic vibrator with a glowing tip, which he had just pulled out of the drawer next to Janet’s bed.


    “Well,” Meaghan said with a laugh, covering her mouth. “If she did run away, she probably isn’t alone.”


    Peter laughed and dropped the thing back in the drawer, and Meaghan went to the kitchen to put some water on. He continued his search, which had so far proven fruitless, moving to the night table on the opposite side, but his mind was elsewhere—on Meaghan Gallagher. An unusual woman, he thought, independent and intelligent, with an ironic sense of humor, not to mention attractive. She was outgoing while at the same time Peter could see an extremely private streak in her, and secrets behind her eyes.


    He shook his head in amusement. It really had been too long.


    He knelt and began to search under the bed. He was starting to get the idea that this whole thing was a dead end, but he wanted to be thorough. Meaghan came back in.


    “Water’s on. How’s it going in here?”


    “Almost done. I’m trying to figure out if I’ve missed anything. Let’s take a break for a minute. Tell me about Janet—how you met, that sort of thing.”


    “Sure, hardest question first.” She smiled. “It’s sort of a strange relationship, because we were both pretty much loners—a little too individual for the ‘in crowd’ in high school, so we kept to ourselves. I speak for her from what she told me, ’cause we first met in college, Introduction to Political Science with Schmelter. We started talking one day early in freshman year, the way girls do when they’re looking for friends. I could see that like me, she was a pretty private person, and neither one of us had any close friends. So, by default really, we ended up with each other.


    “Then, unfortunately, her mom died.”


    “How?” Peter asked.


    “What’s that?”


    “How did she die?”


    Peter noticed a small crease of pain by Meaghan’s eyes.


    “Cancer. Sucks, huh? Anyway, she came to me then because she didn’t have a shoulder to cry on. Her dad needed support himself, and she didn’t want him to see her weakness. I lost my parents in a plane crash a week before the surprise sweet-sixteen party they were throwing for me. Janet and I had a lot to talk about.


    “After that we stuck together, facing the horrors of college as a team. We did everything and went everywhere together. Come sophomore year, we started rooming together, and as you can see, we still are. I don’t know how healthy it was for us to be so close—it certainly didn’t leave much room for others. There were rumors flying around that we were lovers.”


    She stopped and gave him a funny smile, shaking her head. They both heard the whistle from the kitchen, then. It had been going for some moments before either noticed it.


    “I’ll get the tea,” she said, and turned quickly to go. “If you’re almost done, we can have it in the living room?”


    “Fine. I’ll be right in.”


    She got up and went to rescue the screaming kettle, retucking and tightening her robe on the way. He stood up and looked around Janet Harris’s bedroom. He ran a mental check on any place she might have personal things that he hadn’t checked. There was one place left. He’d almost forgotten.


    He stood at the foot of the bed and lifted the mattress up off the box spring. Holding one end of the mattress up with his right arm, he used his left to retrieve the one thing that was hidden there. Janet’s diary.


    After returning the mattress to its normal position, he went into the living room, diary in hand. He could hear Meaghan moving around in the kitchen, and he thought about what she’d said.


    She came into the room with a tray and put it down on the coffee table in front of him. She did not notice the diary in his hands.


    “Were the rumors true?” he asked.


    “Pardon me?” she said, feigning ignorance, obviously hoping he’d retract the question.


    “Were the rumors true? Were you and Janet lovers?”


    Meaghan simply looked at him for a moment, expressionless. “What a terribly blunt, and completely unsubtle question.”


    “If you’d prefer not to discuss it, that’s okay with me. But you might want to read this before I do.”


    He put the diary down on the table. From the look on Meaghan’s face, he could see that she hadn’t known Janet was keeping a diary.


    “I haven’t looked through it at all, but there might be something in here that can help me. Maybe, maybe not. If you want to read it before me, that’s fine, but if I’m supposed to be finding out what happened to Janet . . .”


    He left it at that.


    She was very quiet. She picked up the diary and simply stared at the cover for a moment. She opened to the first page, then shut it again, closed her eyes, and rested her chin on her hands. When her eyes opened, she had made a decision.


    “Let’s get this straight, Mr. Oct—Peter. I do not consider myself a lesbian, though then again, I have nothing against those who do.”


    “Hold on,” Peter interrupted. “I don’t care what you are or aren’t, and I’m not trying to put you on the defensive. I’m not judging anybody. Now, please. Relax.”


    She looked a little embarrassed, and a little nervous. She took a deep breath and continued.


    “I’m telling you this because I would never tell the cops and I figure I can trust your discretion. You never know what could be important in finding her, so someone should know the truth.


    “What I was about to say is that I don’t consider myself a lesbian, but I would have to say I am bisexual. Though I’ve only been with one woman, and it was a long time ago, I don’t think it’s something you can stop being. You’re right that the woman was Janet.


    “I’m not worried about myself. There’s nobody in my life I need to hide things from. I just don’t want Frank to find out; it would kill him. He’s an old-fashioned kind of guy, and Janet’s situation is different from mine. She’s far from promiscuous—as I said, she’s a private person. But of the lovers she’s had since I’ve known her, there have been at least a couple of women besides myself, as recently as last year. This is a little hard to talk about to a stranger. I’ve only ever told a couple of people.”


    She stopped short, looking at him. Something in his eyes, on his face, told her it was okay to continue. He projected an acceptance that was unique in her experience. There was an understanding that radiated from him that would have been impossible to explain. It was, in a way, like the altitude of people who are truly old, who have lived it all and understand your feelings better than you. She was calm now.


    “We were lovers for almost a year—God, that’s hard to say—beginning over the summer between freshman and sophomore years, right after we moved in together. The next summer we talked about one of us moving out, but realized it didn’t matter. I don’t really want to explain it to you, but that part of our relationship stopped. We went on being good, loving friends and constant companions, but there was nothing physical about it. We double-dated, set each other up on blind dates, the whole deal. Every once in a while, when one of us got badly hurt, things might happen, but . . .


    “By the time senior year rolled around, we each had a full-time boyfriend. I really thought she was going to marry Simon, and I think she did, too. Then he got a job as a photojournalist down in Central America, and she stayed here. Things didn’t work out with Max and me either, so Janet and I ended up where we started.


    “I know she’s had a couple of other women since, but she was the only woman I was ever with. I’ve never been attracted to any others. I don’t know why it happened. . . .”


    “You should be glad it did,” Peter said, startling her into silence. She seemed almost to have forgotten she was revealing so much of herself, and now her candid speech shocked her.


    “Really, you should be glad. Very few people ever really love someone. . . .”


    She waited for him to continue, but he did not.


    “She’s my friend, Peter. We have our differences, like any people who share space. I love her, and I hope you can find her, but now I don’t think I want to talk about this anymore. Thank you for being so understanding.”


    “Let’s hope I can do more than that.”


    It was obvious to Peter that Meaghan felt a need to defend her actions, and he felt for her. Clearly, she and Janet had been there for each other when things were hard and life was more frightening than usual. And just as clearly, they had evolved to a point where they were more like sisterly coconspirators than anything else, still braving the world together. He hoped that Janet was still alive, and more than anything, he hoped Meaghan did not feel as though he’d forced her to reveal her secrets.


    Seeing her depth of emotion, her depth of character, he was even more attracted to her. “Now,” he continued, “back to business. Any men in her life?”


    Your life, he’d almost said.


    “She’s funny, charismatic, good-looking. She attracts a lot of men when she goes out, but she rarely brings them home, and she hasn’t for eight or nine months. It’s even more difficult these days to find a compatible woman, and like I said, that’s been over a year for her. We’re becoming a couple of spinsters, really.”


    “I find that very difficult to believe,” Peter said seriously.


    “She’s afraid to get involved, you know. She’s been hurt, just like everyone else, even with all her precautions. She doesn’t let anybody in except for her dad and me.”


    Peter was starting to think that Janet’s personal life might be a dead end, and it upset him. If her disappearance or, if it came to that, her death, was a random event, he might never find her.


    His eyes began to wander as Meaghan chatted happily about a couple of the guys Janet had brought home at some time or another. He glanced around the room and something caught his eye. A slim black woman’s briefcase.


    Remembering the missing briefcase at the murder scene earlier that night, he spoke on impulse. “What kind of work does Janet do at the firm?”


    “Huh?” Meaghan was confused. “At the firm? She works in corporate, same as me. We used to work for the same firm, but I couldn’t deal with the politics. Anyway, she works on organizing and dissolving corporations, on bankruptcies and stuff. Why?”


    “No reason, really. A hunch with no backup. There’s so little to go on that I’m wondering whether her disappearance has something to do with work rather than her personal life. It’s worth looking into. You say you used to work with these people?”


    “Uh-huh.”


    “Could you do something for me? I need to know exactly what Janet was working on before she disappeared. Maybe three or four days’ worth of stuff. Can you get me that information?”


    “Well, they’re not supposed to do that, but I think I can get what you need.”


    “Great.”


    The conversation had come to a natural conclusion, and he got up to go. He was pulling his coat on and she followed him to the door. Once there, she handed him the diary.


    “You don’t want to read it first?” he asked, quite surprised.


    “Nah. I checked the date of the first entry. There’s probably nothing juicy about me in there anyway. Well, maybe a little nostalgia, but nothing more than what I’ve already told you.”


    They looked at each other, and Peter chuckled. She had told him the whole story because it might be important, maybe because she needed to tell someone. He had feared she had told him because she didn’t want him to read it in the diary, but it wasn’t in there and she’d known it. He was glad.


    “So, if I’m going to help out, does this make me a deputy or something?” She smiled again.


    “Or something.”


    She kissed him, quickly, on the cheek. “Thanks for being one of the good guys.”


    He apologized for keeping her up so late and told her he would be by the following night at about eight. He took her hand as they said good-bye.


    “You don’t get too many friends,” he said. “We’ll find her.”


    “Thank you,” she said, but he was already halfway down the steps.


    Outside, the night was brisk and silent and comfortable to him. The smell of coming snow was even stronger in the air, along with a taste of salt from the ocean a few miles distant. Winter was his favorite season.


    As he opened the car door he heard the loud fall of feet on the pavement. Looking up, he saw a short man walking toward him, all in black with a white spot at his throat. An elderly Roman Catholic priest, bundled up in his overcoat, trudged past him.


    “Late night tonight, eh, Father?” Peter said pleasantly.


    “God’s work is never done,” the priest said without smiling, and continued down the street, away from him.


    Peter got in the car and started it up. An omen, he thought, though whether good or bad he couldn’t say. His kind had not had a good history with the church.


    A few moments later his mind was back on Meaghan Gallagher. He had a feeling it would keep returning to that fascinating young woman.


    Peter had gotten home fairly early, about 3:00 A.M., and had stayed up reading for quite some time. He wasn’t very tired, but it was wisest to be in bed on time. His clothing came off piece by piece, and each item was put away neatly in its place.


    In his underwear, he went quickly to the door and slid the dead bolt home, then checked to see that the rubber lining under the door was in place. It wouldn’t do to have a space under the door.


    He went to the opposite wall and tested the apartment’s two windows. They were locked, but now he closed and bolted the solid wooden shutters he himself had installed on the inside. These lit perfectly into the window frames and had the same lining as the door.


    The apartment was sealed.


    The hunger had been creeping up on him all night, as it did most nights, and now it sang to him from his belly a wild song, an animal song. As he had become engrossed in the book the hunger and its song had receded. But the moment he put down that book, it returned, more powerful than before, the song virtually a hymn.


    He stood in front of the open refrigerator like a child who can’t decide what to eat, but for Peter there were no parents scolding him for wasting the electricity, and after all, he didn’t have much of a choice in meals. He was surprised to find only four bottles left in the fridge. He would have sworn there’d been at least eight before he’d gone out of town. Not that it would have been the first time he’d fed without remembering.


    Well, he’d have to call George when he woke up that night. He’d known George Marcopoulos, his best friend, since he first came to Boston. Many years earlier Peter had become a thief in order to end his career as a killer. This new career forced him to move from city to city fairly frequently. No matter how good you were at burglary, if you kept it up, eventually you got caught. Peter wouldn’t be caught, but he might be discovered, and so he’d moved.


    To Boston. That night he’d been truly starving and he’d actually paused to drink a pint before making good his escape. Had he left right away, he might have missed the other burglar in Boston City Hospital that night. But he didn’t. He saw the tall white guy, all in black, slip quietly through the door to the morgue.


    Against his better judgment, Peter had slid up to the door and opened it a crack, watching as the thief opened drawers and checked toe tags on bodies. Maybe he wanted to say a last good-bye to a loved one, but Peter doubted it. Before he could do anything, an older, white-haired doctor had come around the corner only to knock over the thief, falling on top of him.


    George Marcopoulos, the medical examiner at Boston City Hospital, was on his back with a rather large, serrated edge knife at his throat before he had a chance to call out.


    “Look at it this way,” the thief growled as Peter looked on, “you’re probably not the first guy to die from working late.”


    As the knife bit into George’s throat Peter moved, dropping the bottled blood he carried. Before the bottles shattered on the floor, Peter had the would-be body snatcher on his back. But the guy was quick, for a human. The point of the blade came out of Peter’s back, had passed dangerously close to his spinal cord, and the guy was pulling up with both hands.


    With a howl, Peter had transformed.


    The rest hadn’t taken long, but when Peter took human form again, he was in rough shape, terribly weak. George might have killed him then, had he really tried. But he didn’t. The old Greek knew without asking what Peter was, though he’d never believed in his life that such creatures might exist. In moments he was back in the morgue with blood to replace the bottles Peter had dropped.


    “Okay, what do I do?” he asked as he approached cautiously.


    “Feed me,” was all Peter could say at first, and George did. Afterward, to speed the recovery process, Octavian poured a pint of blood directly on his wound. George stared as it closed of its own accord.


    Once Peter was feeling better, the two had cleaned up the morgue. They talked while they did so, George almost in awe. Peter was quite impressed as well. The thief was in a condition that would have been hard to explain to police, and Peter was surprised how easy it was to hide a corpse when one was the coroner at a major city hospital. Of course, it didn’t hurt that it was four in the morning.


    On that night nearly a decade ago, he’d told George of the bloodsong.


    “Ah,” said George, smiling, “the children of the night, what music they make.”


    They had no choice but to be friends.


    And now he stood in the open refrigerator door, feeling the cold but not really feeling it, making a mental note to call his friend, who would come to the rescue as he always had, making certain Peter would not be driven back an immortal evolutionary step. Making certain that the bloodsong could be sung without death, without destruction, without the hunt. Sometimes he missed the hunt, but sometimes he missed life, and he certainly didn’t want to go back to that.


    No, tonight the first pint went down fast and smooth. As it rushed into him he bit his lip and arched his back; a shiver ran through him as the music within him grew into a symphony, its rhythm speeding up.


    He took his time with the second pint, savoring each drop, and the song built into a crescendo. When the second bottle joined the first in the trash, he was slowly coming down. His brain and his stomach nestled in a warm, too familiar place.


    The song had subsided, but it was always there, a sexual throbbing rhythm that demanded one thing only: satisfaction.


    The bloodsong’s ecstasy had screamed within him, loudly proclaiming his power to any creature brave enough to approach.


    “This is the King of the Jungle here,” he whispered to himself, his eyes shut tight.


    My God, he thought, as he did every time, the real thing gives ten times the pleasure, ten times the power. Then the bloodsong carries you on its melody to the next night, and the next.


    Yes, he reminded himself. If you keep feeding it.


    He pushed the thoughts away, the feelings away, at the same time struggling with the knowledge that Karl would be disgusted with him.


    Or, more likely, that Karl is disgusted. Surely, he thought, his old teacher knew what Peter had been up to since they last parted company. And just as surely, he was repulsed by the philosophy that had lowered his warrior prince to a shadow thief and a servant of humans. Karl was most certainly ashamed to know that his old pupil and friend stole by deceit what he no longer felt comfortable about taking by force.


    But that was Karl, Peter thought. He misunderstood completely. Peter could not follow the old German’s belief that power allowed them the privilege to do what they wished. Rather, he felt certain that true power lent itself only to real responsibility: responsibility to seek knowledge, to experiment and experience, and to share . . . especially that.


    His hunger satiated, he lay down on his bed and drifted into sleep as lazily as a feather falling to the ground. The growing certainty that student would soon have to become teacher weighed heavily on his mind.


    Outside, the sun was coming up, the darkness was burning off, and all the things of the night were hiding away. Inside, Peter was fast asleep, sealed off from the day. His alarm was set for sundown: shadowtime.
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    HENRI GUISCARD TURNED UP THE COLLAR on his overcoat. It was a chilly day, and the cardinal wasn’t getting any younger. He pushed through the revolving door of the Park Plaza Hotel and turned toward Beacon Hill, walking briskly. He was feeling his age again, but doing okay in spite of it. He looked over his shoulder from time to time, but it didn’t appear as though he was being followed. Of course, he thought, an elephant could be hot on his tail, and he probably wouldn’t notice.


    Ah, he sighed, it’s probably nothing. But after what happened in Rome, he wasn’t willing to take the chance.


    He glanced over his shoulder again.


    Throughout his life and his career serving the church, Henri had been an outspoken and well-respected man of God. Now, he hid in silence from the very establishment he had served, paranoid, angry, and confused.


    Guiscard could feel a storm rising to the north. As he walked he let his guard down slightly and his mind began to drift back past the events that had led to this moment, to this time and place, past his days as a parish priest. He thought about his childhood in Sicily.


    “You’re a Guiscard!” his father said, as he often did. “You’ve got to fight back.”


    He had been beaten up once again by a group of older boys, and his father was angry with him. Within him roared the blood of one of history’s greatest warriors, his father said. The Norman Robert Guiscard and his sons had been the bane of the Byzantine empire for a century. Guiscards would still be attacking the Byzantines, his father insisted, were it not that the family had outlasted the empire itself.


    All of this was fine in theory, but when it came down to it, Henri did not feel much like a warrior. On the contrary, he felt like one big bruise. He was a frail boy, and though he tried to be proud of his heritage, he often wished he could tell his father that he was afraid. But that was out of the question.


    Instead, at his father’s insistence, he developed a sense of false pride, of bravado, and had been beaten by the others all the more frequently because of it.


    “Careful, Father.”


    There was a tug at the cardinal’s sleeve and he looked up at the young businesswoman pulling at him. Before he could ask her, crankily, what she was doing, he noticed the concern on her face, and then the traffic started to speed by. He had been about to step into the street as the light changed.


    Smiling now, he thanked the woman and muttered under his breath at himself. He was nervous and afraid for the first time since he was a little boy, but he was also angry. He turned and looked at his reflection in the window of a restaurant. Bennigan’s, he saw it was called. He was still skinny at sixty-four; over six feet tall and fairly healthy. He stared at the ghostly transparency of his own silver-maned, leathery face, into his own crystal-blue eyes. The ghost’s forehead was furrowed and angry looking, and with good reason, he thought. He couldn’t allow himself to be careless; there was too much at stake.


    An attractive young couple having lunch on the other side of the window looked uncomfortably out at him, a very angry-looking priest staring in at them as they finished their cheeseburgers. He smiled again and chuckled, amused by the scene.


    “Sorry,” he mouthed to them, shrugged his shoulders, and walked on.


    The whole, ugly thing began to play itself out once again in his mind, and he knew it would continue to do so until the situation was resolved—one way or another.


    The little, perpetually bruised Normannic-Sicilian boy had become a humble and intelligent young man. Imbued with his father’s staunch Catholic beliefs and thirsting for more than the precious little education with which he had thus far been blessed, young Henri decided that the only practical path was the priesthood. He still believed it was the best and most important decision he ever made. The church provided him with an education, with responsibility, and with a divine mission. As the priest of a small parish just outside Palermo, he continued to educate himself, learning French, Latin, and then English. He was stationed in Paris when he was made a bishop, and finally, five years ago, was named cardinal.


    Rome was everything he had wished for, needed really, at the time. The comings and goings of bishops and cardinals, kings and queens, presidents and the pope himself had enchanted the man. His years in Paris had proven to him that the church was just as rife with corruption as any organization policed by man. It depressed him to realize how few of the Catholic powerful still had any faith at all. He knew that the power struggles that had endured for centuries were still going on, but in a far more clandestine fashion. Indeed, the church had sacrificed awe and wonder for earthly, material power, and at times Guiscard was nauseated upon meeting those to whom the collar was naught but a symbol.


    But Rome was different, for some reason. The city reassured him, overwhelmed him really. It returned to him some of the magic of faith. He steeled himself against the cynicism of the outside world and again devoted himself fervently to study, despite his advanced age. He spent his days sharing new insights into modern theology with his brethren, and at night he pored over every volume the Vatican Library had to offer, digging ever deeper as time passed.


    Except—and it had not bothered him at first, not until his studies became feverish, obsessive investigations into such complex things as truth and reality—there was one room he could not enter. What was more aggravating was that he had no idea what it was he was being kept from. Only with the consent of the pope could one enter that wing of the library, and in his time in Rome, he had never seen or, in truth, heard of anyone entering that room. Curiosity, though it was hardly as innocent as the word sounds, became a daily burden for him.


    On that night he had been, as he most often was during waking hours, reading and doing research in the library. It was quite late, though this was not unusual, as he rarely got more than five hours sleep each night. It had been a particularly unfruitful evening and he was tired. His fingers pushed back his glasses, and he wiped the sleep from his eyes.


    The light was low in that oldest among old rooms. He sat at a long oak table, in a typically uncomfortable high-backed wooden chair. Everything about the room was dark, old, and uncomfortable, seeming to confirm something he had suspected for some time now: that this truth-seeking institution cared not a whit for the truth, only for the semblance of truth, and discouraged anyone interested in looking past the veneer of modern faith.


    No wonder the Dead Sea Scrolls have been decades in the translation and revelation!


    Of course, he couldn’t blame them, really. Nobody wanted to know the truth, only to believe what they were “supposed” to believe and be done with it.


    But here in the low light, among the thousands of ancient volumes, and seated on uncomfortable furniture, Henri Guiscard wanted to know. He wanted to know everything that was knowable, even if he could not understand it. Let them enjoy their stagnation, he thought.


    Ah, old and cynical. He’d known it would come to that eventually.


    He was tired and cranky and his eyes hurt from straining in the light. He was in the oldest wing of the library, which housed the most ancient books. The only thing that appeared to be older than those books was the oaken door behind him, the door to that room that so infuriated him. He put his head down for a moment and his eyes closed. He let them rest for a moment as his mental complaining subsided. Only later, when it was over, did Guiscard realize he had fallen asleep.


    The intruder had entered the Vatican unseen by police, undetected by alarms, had made his way down long, darkened echoing halls, past the private quarters of cardinals and priests, had avoided discovery while descending into the bowels of the Vatican—a trip that took the better part of ten minutes when secrecy was not a factor—somehow walked right by the three attendants in the first section of the library without being seen, and had finally passed within two feet of the sleeping form of Henri Guiscard to stand in front of that forbidden door. Had he not been asleep, the cardinal might have applauded.


    He did not know what woke him, but whatever the reason, he did indeed wake. He did not drowsily raise his head, rub his eyes, and yawn, nor did he snap awake, his eyes wide open. No, in his usual fashion, his head still down on his crossed arms on the table, he simply slid easily into conscious thought as if he had never left it.
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