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      March 23, 1917 – Arras, France

      

      The dank ward stank of urine, feces, sweat, ammonia, infection—the assorted reeks of a body that didn’t know it should be dead.

      Gray tunnels carved from the living granite stretched away to the edges of the incredible underground city which protected the Allied soldiers in this hospital where so many of them wept and died. The corridors and rooms had once been electrified, but were lit now by the smoky yellow flames of kerosene lanterns, dancing from time to time with the tremors caused by the massive barrages along the Western Front, felt deep in the bones even from ten miles away. The electric had proved too unreliable, so wires and Edison bulbs had been removed somewhere else. Where, the dead neither knew nor cared.

      A woman sat beside one of the stained cots, holding the occupant’s clammy, unresponsive hand, the only part of the poor soldier not broken and bloody. She stroked it, softly crooning a lullaby only half-remembered, one her father used to sing to her.

      He was always with her at times like this, when she gave the gift no one but her had had the courage or holiness to give her Pa after a rockfall broke his back and his head, leaving him a drooling idiot confined to his bed until she sent him to walk with the Lord.

      Her chosen this evening looked to be about nineteen years old. What remained of his hair was fine yellow cornsilk strands, matted here and there by his crimson blood. She imagined that he had been a strong, handsome young man. His determined eyes and brave heart now dimmed by the whims of fate and shrapnel.

      It was time.

      She leaned down and placed a soft kiss on the forehead of the young man. She sat back and tasted him on her lips, a little salty from the sweat beading all over his body, the body which betrayed his everlasting soul and happiness by refusing to die.

      She thought of all the kisses he would never know, the kisses young women would never know from him, all of them stolen by a German artillery shell.

      With his dog tags missing and half his face gone, the woman didn’t know who he was. Someone’s son, surely. Possibly a husband or lover. Perhaps a Pa that some poor child would remember only as a blurred image, lost to time and the savagery of war.

      Or a hero. She liked that. He would be a hero for her, if for no one else.

      She looked around, making sure she was alone save for those who could never betray her presence, then slipped the needle of a polished brass syringe under stitches which were not able to stop the blood leaking from the shattered bones where his lower jaw once hung.

      Morphine had given him respite from pain. Now she gave him respite from life as a maimed and disfigured cripple. She was his angel, as she had been for all the others. Surely they would stand at God’s side and thank her when she met them again in Heaven.

      She took his hand again, caressing the palm and fingers, humming her Pa’s beautiful song until the soldier’s chest heaved upward, then settled back. His labored breathing finally stopped. She could feel his blessing in her heart as his soul was released from its prison.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      October 4, 1919 – New Orleans

      

      Ted Mooney, newly appointed Captain of the New Orleans Police Department’s 1st District, was having second thoughts about accepting his promotion.

      He’d been called down to the derelict Storyville area, supposedly cleaned up by Mayor Behrman back in ’17, but still running its various vice dens undercover. More dead bodies had been found, and the mayor was after him to find the cause.

      Ted walked along the filthy, rubbish-strewn alley behind Conti Street, kicking up clouds of noxious foulness as he waded through the piles of rotting garbage and over rotting drunks and opium eaters. His watch read two-thirty, but time didn’t matter down here. Bottles and pockets emptied all day and all night under the glowing red lights.

      Sergeant LeCroix, the local beat officer, stood beside a tarp, the humped shapes underneath unmistakably human.

      “What do we have, Lee?” Ted said, lifting an edge of the stained cloth. “More fever victims?”

      “I don’ think so, me,” LeCroix said. “These got no sign of the sickness.”

      Under the tarp lay two pitiful corpses. Young girls, maybe sixteen or seventeen, wearing only tattered bawdy-house dresses and torn hose.

      “Do we know who they were?”

      “They worked the creole cribs for Miz White,” LeCroix said. “The older one is called Daphne, the other was Sadie. No idea if those are real names or not. You want me to bring Miz White in again?”

      “No point. She’s got the judge well paid for.”

      Ted looked around, scratching his chin and trying to block the smell of decay from his mind. Poor kids. Life wasn’t as hard for the colored in New Orleans as in other parts of the South, but it was still difficult. So many had no skills to offer an employer but what they could do on their backs.

      He took a deep breath, held it, then knelt to examine the bodies. He hoped he wouldn’t lose the lunch he could taste in the back of his throat. He felt shame at his own embarrassment.

      He was still alive.

      No signs of violence, besides bite marks from the rats and other hungry inhabitants of the back alleys. Nothing in their faces of fright or surprise. Or of peace. He’d heard people talk of the dead as looking asleep, but he always thought they just looked dead.

      “How many is that since June, Lee? Twenty-six?”

      “Something like, Boss.”

      “This ain’t sickness, and it’s not stabbing or shooting. No broken bones or strangulation, either. For all that, I’d bet my left arm this isn’t natural.”

      He stood again, dropping the cloth back into place. “Take them to the mortuary, Lee. I’m going to ask around.”
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      Ted walked slowly to Lulu White’s Saloon, thinking along the way. There was no damn rhyme or reason here.

      No policeman in the Big Easy was shocked by corpses in the streets and alleyways. Rivers of bootleg liquor floated rafts of every other vice under the sun. That didn’t make for quiet nights on the veranda for a huge chunk of the inhabitants, especially near the river.

      But these dead folks were different. A lot of them were prostitutes, to be sure, but there were also men and children. They didn’t seem to have anything in common, except all were from poorer circumstances. Some had missing limbs. Others had the rotting flesh of syphilitic dissipation. Still others were just destitute people living as best they could on the street. No one anyone would miss, but still…

      At the corner of Conti and Basin, he bumped into Sister Rose as she was leaving one of the ratty tenements.

      “Afternoon, Sister,” he said, steadying her by the shoulders. “How’s the day finding you?”

      “Oh, hello Inspector—I mean Captain Mooney,” she said, beaming up at him with her lovely eyes, the color of sun-kissed emerald. “I was so pleased to hear you were given such a wonderful advance. God surely smiles upon you.”

      The tiny nun probably weighed ninety pounds soaking wet. Her head barely reached his neck, and she was thin as a broomstraw. But she had grit and the strength to minister to the needs of the city’s destitute in a way which had earned her the respect of high and low alike. As far as he knew, she belonged to no particular Order or Church. She was an independent and seemed glad to stay such.

      “Thank you kindly, ma’am. I’m pleased to have the trust.”

      She walked beside him for a while, chatting idly about the weather, occasionally tucking stray bits of red hair back under her wimple. Ted snuck a glance or two out the corner of his eye, not able to help thinking what a fine woman she’d make him if she’d ever take off that damn church garb. She was around his age, judging by what he could see of her face, and the lightweight fabric of her hot-weather habit clung here and there as she walked in a way that—

      He coughed, and turned his eyes forward again. “I’m sorry, Sister, what did you say?” He hoped he wasn’t blushing. He was a product of Catholic School upbringing, and shouldn’t be thinking of the Sister that way.

      “I asked if you were making any headway on the unfortunate murders the District has seen these last few months.”

      They waited on the corner while a maroon streetcar rattled by, then he took her elbow as they crossed the avenue. He was surprised at the strength he felt in her slender arm.

      “We’re sure working on it,” he said. “Not much to go on, really. Have you heard or seen anything? People might talk to you easier than to one of us.”

      “I have not, but I’ll listen for you,” she said, stopping halfway down the block. “I must leave you here, I’m afraid. There’s a sick mother inside.” She looked at the battered door of a cheap apartment house, the paint a sun-baked no-color peeling from the walls. Half the windows were bare of glass, and twinkling shards littered the gutter below. “This is not one of my favorite stops, but the poor dear has young children. I hope we can pull her through, with our Savior’s aid.”

      “You’re truly an angel, Sister Rose,” he said. “It amazes me what all you’re able to do for folks.”

      “It’s my calling, Captain,” she said, giving him a peculiar smile. “I’ve known what I was meant for since caring for my father during his final months.”

      “Well, I’ll surely be sending good thoughts your way,” he said, watching her up the stairs and inside.
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