


 
 
 










Shadows in the White City



Robert W. Walker

[image: image]









Shadows in the White City is dedicated to my son,
 Stephen R. Walker,
 who has loved me unconditionally from the day I met him.








Contents




Chapter 1


At Cook County Hospital, Dr. Christian Fenger was a god,…






Chapter 2


While Alastair lay on the operating table, Griffin Drimmer had…






Chapter 3


“Now that we’re alone and out of earshot of everyone,…






Chapter 4


At the World’s Fair, the chaos of hundreds of thousands…






Chapter 5


Gabrielle was suddenly standing before the seated Inspector Ransom on…






Chapter 6


Alastair awaited the arrival of the hansom cab as it…






Chapter 7


From the outside, the old stone structure called the Des…






Chapter 8


Ransom felt privileged to own one of the first indoor…






Chapter 9


Ransom had not been inside Moose Muldoon’s since the night…






Chapter 10


Alastair found himself at his old wooden swivel desk chair…






Chapter 11


Below the train viaduct at Ravenswood and Ogden, the Southside…






Chapter 12


Dr. Jane Francis had fully recovered and had even managed…






Chapter 13


A phone call awakened Alastair after a long night of…






Chapter 14


Instead of finding Bloody Mary in the Levy section, he…






Chapter 15


Jane and Gabby had not been able to sit idle…






Chapter 16


Alastair made all due haste to the Des Plaines station…






Chapter 17


The carriage pulled up to the stables, and the hansom…






Chapter 18


Philo Keane did exactly as his good friend and police…






Chapter 19


Alastair pushed on through the black void, determined to gain…






About the Author






Praise






Other Books by Robert W. Walker






Copyright





About the Publisher















CHAPTER 1





Chicago, Illinois, June 7, 1893…1 A.M.


PHANTOM OF THE FAIR STILL AT LARGE ARRESTS OF TWO SUSPECTS PROVE FALSE LEADS ARRESTING OFFICER RANSOM NEAR DEATH, UNDER INVESTIGATION


Chicago Herald exclusive by Thomas Carmichael




Despite two arrests in the case of the Phantom of the Fair (seven killings by garrote and incineration), both suspects are today free men, released due to lack of evidence against either man—one a photographer, the other a carriage driver.


Meanwhile, Inspector Alastair Ransom is credited with the most recent arrest in the case, now called a false arrest based upon conceit and harassment. In fact, if Mr. Ransom lives, he may well face charges of an extraordinary nature, not the least being incompetence.


In essence, police remain stymied by the elusive Phantom, who no one doubts may strike again at any moment. The list of innocent lives lost to this fiend includes one unborn child, destroyed while in its mother’s womb. When will public outrage over these crimes exceed our gratuitous fascination with murder? Masked as it is by the sheer growth of our great city. Masked as well by the commerce and the new skyscrapers rising up along our magnificent lakefront, and the marvels of modern invention and industry we see daily now at the World’s Columbian Exposition.




At Cook County Hospital, Dr. Christian Fenger was a god, his word law. He also proved a capable showman. As faculty and doctors on staff taught medicine and surgery in connection with Rush Medical College, Cook County had a modest and typically adequate operating theater with well-worn equipment and staggered seating for just over seventy observers. The arena was a platformed, wooden-tiered wedding cake, so that from anywhere in the room, with good eyesight, anyone might look over Dr. Christian Fenger’s shoulder. News had got out that he was performing emergency surgery on none other than the infamous Inspector Alastair Ransom of the Chicago Police Department, shot and mortally wounded. Despite the hour, the room bulged with the crowd.


Christian Fenger was, after all, known the country over as the best surgical mentor in the city. Watching him work to save a wounded copper with a hole the size of a woman’s fan in his side proved fascinating and awe-inspiring. Indeed, such an opportunity proved irresistible to medical people—men and women. Indeed, it proved the best education a medical student could find in Chicago and all the Midwest.


It’s a terrible thing what’s happened to Ransom, thought Dr. Jane Francis—dressed in the clothes and makeup of a male doctor people knew as Dr. James Phineas Tewes—shot by my own daughter.


Still, to see the operation so flawlessly done almost made it worth the experience. Certainly not for the patient, but for those who practiced surgery, and those like Jane who wanted to practice surgery, but could not. Christian was the penultimate surgeon. Watching him work again was, for Jane, like watching the miraculous before one’s eyes. People spoke of how they wanted to see God’s presence in things; if they only stopped to think of it—here it was, in the deft hands of one of His creations—Dr. Christian Fenger.


As these thoughts ebbed and flowed inside Jane’s head while watching the master at work, she also realized that the man on the operating table was the man she’d fallen in love with all over again, and that he could as yet die—Dr. Fenger or no—of the trauma or infection. She privately admonished herself for “enjoying” the grand educational aspects of the moment. So far as surgery went, it was indeed remarkable. But it was also under circumstances that could end in the death of Alastair Ransom.


She had dragged her daughter, Gabrielle, into the theater to get a good position. But Gabby quickly became antsy watching Fenger perform surgery—not due to any squeamishness, as Gabby would one day be a skilled surgeon herself. Guilt had propelled her from the room. Guilt over having shot the patient. The accident with Ransom weighed too heavily on her heart, causing her inability to watch or to learn. Dr. Jane Francis—the real Jane Francis below the makeup—stood transfixed at the delicate operation that may or may not save Alastair for this world.


Even mesmerized at Christian’s skill, Jane felt torn. She wanted to learn from Christian, but she wanted to rush out as well. Go behind her daughter and hold her and tell her it was not her fault—that all would be well. To lie to her. To fill her head with all the clichés of comfort necessary at such times; clichés seldom true. To tell her that things happened for a reason. That there is a purpose to all things great and small—regardless of one’s limited perspective.


The city of Chicago itself had come about through either divine or satanic purpose, or perhaps both. The city could be seen as an enormous gift to cherish and nurture, or an enormous burden—a view that, if taken to extreme, might result in a desire to destroy it. Perhaps there was something of this dark emotion and purpose in the drive that sent a phantom night stalker scurrying about Chicago and the World’s Fair for victims to garrote and set aflame. Perhaps not. Throughout history men of science, philosophy, theology, literature, even military genius were studied, but mankind must also begin to understand the genesis of the maniac, the deviant, and the killer. To understand the workings of the perverted mind in order to, perhaps one day, correct it, possibly through surgery.


Jane’s daughter, Gabby, too, was fascinated by the possibility of understanding root causes of murder, and more of the population in general seemed curious, reading such works as Bram Stoker’s The Snake’s Pass, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, and going to see Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde performed live onstage.


“What’s to understand?” Ransom had once doggedly asked Jane, when he knew her only as Dr. James Phineas Tewes. Speaking to Dr. Tewes, he’d added, “You don’t need to understand the inner workings of a ratty ferret’s brain to know that a bullet will end its career.”


“We’ve got to understand the sort of prey you hunt, Ransom!”


“Understanding isn’t apprehension.”


“But it could lead to apprehension if we learn to think like them, to study the darker reaches of the mind.”


“We all have our dark side.”


“But a killer has given his soul over to it! Why? We must ask why.”


“You ask why; I’ll stick with when and how.”


Ransom’s stubbornness had infuriated her both as Tewes and as herself. Yet that same stubbornness and iron will might yet save his life, if he holds on, Jane now thought.


Jane continued to struggle with what to do about Gabby at this moment. Should I stay to see a genius at work, or go in search of my inconsolable daughter?


She chose to stay. Gabrielle needs the alone time, she rationalized; she’ll understand: No one as interested in medicine as Jane must miss an opportunity to see Dr. Fenger doing what he did best. So Jane, in the garb of Dr. James Phineas Tewes, remained first at Christian’s side and now in a niche of the operating theater, where young male interns from all over the city continued to arrive and crowd her.


She’d heard some remarks floating about the hospital that Ransom’s regular doctor, a Dr. Caine McKinnette, a fellow rumored to be of low moral character, had arrived to look in on him and to consult with Dr. Fenger on the case. From all accounts, McKinnette was a pill-pushing quack who’d fed Alastair’s drug habit; the man was known for replacing symptoms with euphoria. Jane had first recognized McKinnette as the man Fenger had cousulted before making his first cut. Christian had scolded McKinnette even as he interrogated the man about what chemical substances Alastair had been taking that might explain his breaking into Dr. James Phineas Tewes’s home with a crazed drunken look and pointing a gun, crashing a tea party. “Hell I’d a shot ’im, too, if he’d come through my door like that!” Fenger had shouted when Jane told him the story.


Unlike the dapper Dr. Tewes—famed for dispensing magnetic therapy and phrenology—the aged Dr. McKinnette resembled Marley’s raggle-taggle ghost as illustrated in Dickens’s A Christmas Carol. McKinnette need post no bills, need make no claims, and need not one skill. On the other hand, Jane must post bills, make outrageous claims, and demonstrate extraordinary skills to survive as Dr.


James Phineas Tewes. In fact, she’d tacked up several of her posters just outside Cook County Hospital in an effort to gain patients. Her posters read,


 


Phrenological & Magnetic Examiner at his residence, 2nd house north of the Episcopal Church


 


DR. TEWES




May be consulted in all cases of Nervous or Mental difficulty. Application of the remedies will enable relief or cure any case of Monomania, Insanity or Recent Madness wherein there is no Inflammation or destruction of the Mental Organs. Dr. Tewes’s attention to diseases of the nervous system, such as St. Vitus’s Dance and Spinal Afflictions has resulted in some remarkable cures. Having been engaged for the past ten years in teaching Mental Philosophy, Phrenology, together with numerous Phreno Magnetic Experiments enable Dr. Tewes to give correct and true delineations of Mental Dispositions of different persons. A visit to Dr. Tewes can be profitable to any and all who wish to better understand their own natures, and how best to apply their talents in the world at large.




Watching Dr. Fenger, Jane realized that allowing McKinnette to stand alongside him in the operating theater, although useless and in the way, left Jane to suspect that Christian Fenger was not above purchasing illegal drugs when circumstance called for it. This could be a nail in Christian’s coffin, adding to abuses that could get him dismissed from Rush Medical and Cook County. His crown taken away. If information of this nature got into the wrong hands, it could also mean blackmail. Jane had enough information on Fenger to topple him if she chose to reveal what he’d confided in her at a time when he thought he was dealing with Dr. Tewes, while under magnetic and phrenological care.


Unable to continue the ruse with a man she so respected, Jane having been his student years before, had recently confessed her true identity to Dr. Fenger and had assured him that all his confidences remained safe within the purview of doctor-patient relations.


Christian had a lot of ghosts to deal with, but his hand was as steady today as it had been when Jane first came to his surgical classes ten years ago.


Still, Fenger had a habit, what people in her profession called the doctor’s curse—morphine. Living daily with so much disease, suffering, and death, eventually it caught a man in its grip. No one staring into the abyss of human suffering as long as Dr. Fenger could possibly walk away unscathed.


She prayed his habit would not affect his handling of the blade over Alastair—a man for whom she felt deep affection. At one point, she’d debated whether to step in and protest, but she’d stopped short, seeing how in control Christian was. Then her faith was shaken anew at McKinnette’s arrival. She didn’t care for the degree of the palsied elder doctor’s involvement in anesthetizing Alastair. The wrong dosage alone could kill him. Why this old fool McKinnette? Why not a younger man with more experience in this new field? She imagined that Caine McKinnette wanted to be on hand due to the notoriety this case must engender. Some measure of publicity for himself in the case, to improve his practice, to have some of the Fenger mystique rub off on him—a highly unlikely prospect. He’d even brought a newspaperman with him, same newsie who’d been at the train station the day Alastair had detached the loosely connected and incinerated head of a dead young man named Cliff Purvis and shoved it into Dr. Tewes’s white cotton gloves and white linen suit. Thom Carmichael for the Herald, she thought now, no doubt also seeing Dr. McKinnette for medicinal needs, and no doubt here to report how Dr. McKinnette had helped save—or attempted his best to save—the life of the last hero of Haymarket, Inspector Alastair Ransom.


How wide a web did Dr. Caine McKinnette spin? She could not say, nor could she concern herself entirely with him at the moment. Instead she softly whispered a silent prayer for Ransom even as she watched, fascinated, at the procedure. Fenger’s hands worked over his friend with a deft precision she’d never seen in any other man.


Ransom was in the hands of God, on the one hand, Dr. Fenger on the other. The result of this tug-of-war would not soon be known.


So all across Chicago, in circles of wealth and power, and in circles of poverty and despair, in barbershops and taverns, the odds makers took all bets. But few men who knew him personally would say there was any contest, for Ransom remained the last survivor of scars from the Haymarket Riot. Jane Francis thought about the impact the 1886 Haymarket Square Riot had had on the city. It’d established new laws governing the conduct of police officials, and was a turning point in public opinion regarding unionist workers and unions, and it ultimately brought the first labor laws into being. Illinois led in this political arena—far ahead of New York and other states. Little wonder, people still called Ransom a hero.


Few would bet against Ransom even now with the Grim Reaper hovering over the big man, although the urge to count him out had a strong appeal for men like Moose Muldoon, who skirted the law, and men like Chief Nathan Kohler—Ransom’s immediate superior—who abused the law from a high position.


Ransom, on the operating table, erupted in voice, saying, “Tewes has cures for everything…even baldness.” Ransom said these many words while under anesthetic. This sent up a wave of gasps and audible awhs.


“Confound it, Dr. McKinnette!” Fenger cried out in alarm. “More ether, now!”


“Right away!” And the anesthesiologist rushed to the job, attempting to put Alastair out again. How fitting a position for a man who dispensed dreams and euphoria.


As she witnessed the rest of the operation, Jane’s heart stopped at the next words coming from Alastair’s unconscious. He muttered in mournful fashion, “Like…ahhh beast…”


“What’s he saying?” gasped a young intern.


“…with horns…iii’ve torn…”


“What’s it mean?” asked another internist.


“…anyone who’s reached out…to me…”


Finally, the ether did its work, and Alastair was silenced.


She wondered if it would be the last time she’d ever hear his voice again.


On street level, outside under the gas lamps lighting Cook County Hospital paced Dot’n’Carry—Henry Bosch—Ransom’s peg-leg snitch. For him, news of the outcome, either way, live or die, meant cash. This information would sell.













CHAPTER 2





While Alastair lay on the operating table, Griffin Drimmer had work to do. He busied himself with processing the young, innocent-looking killer, but even as he filled out paperwork, he realized just how flimsy a case he and Ransom really had against Waldo Denton. Ninety percent of it lay in Alastair’s head, and should he die…


Sure, they had the garrote, but even that had been rendered useless. Since the news stories of the Phantom—garrotes of all size and shape had been selling like proverbial hotcakes. Anyone might be carrying the deadly weapon, but what must be proven in court was intent and use issues; in short, that this particular garrote was, without doubt, the very one used on seven Chicago victims. As the diamond-shaped tattoo at the throat had been reported in some of the twenty-six Chicago newspapers, one underworld manufacturer of a line of garrotes now had incorporated this feature!


Did Denton intend to use the weapon as a weapon or as a mere tool, as he’d calmly explained. “I raise chickens on a rooftop, and when things become particularly bleak and there’s no food, I’ll kill a chicken.”


“Using a garrote? On chickens?”


“It works wonderfully well—quick and painless. I cannot abide seeing an animal suffer.”


Griff thought, My God, if there’s any truth in it, then we have no case. Denton next quoted chapter and verse of the recently inaugurated law governing deadly intent and weapons use. If there could be shown any doubt whatsoever that Denton indeed used the garrote in the manner described, then the garrote found in his pocket—with what he claimed to be chicken blood adhering to it—was no longer a weapon but rather a tool used in a fowl business rather than a foul business, and must be treated as such. There was no science on earth that could separate and identify animal from human blood. Reasonable doubt had begun to spring up like so many freckles turning to boils.


Thus went the smoking evidence—the bloody garrote found on Waldo Denton.


A good lawyer like McCumbler would tear their case to shreds if Denton could afford him, but even with a court-appointed lawyer, the result might be the same. What did they have alongside the suspicions and assumptions held by Inspector Ransom? If asked to back Alastair Ransom a hundred percent, or if asked to swear to it in a court of law, Griff knew he’d have to do so, but that it would be at great peril to his job. However, it might never come to that. Sad as it might be, the law did not allow for tenuous connections made in the mind of a detective or policeman as evidence in a case—certainly not since Haymarket. There was a time—Alastair’s time—when a cop’s word alone could send a man to prison or to the gallows, but the “good old golden days,” as many a cop called them, were long gone by 1893.


Already the city prosecutor’s office disliked the “thinness” of the case, characterizing it as a “helluva stretch in credulity” to think that they must prosecute Denton—a mere boy without a criminal record, and without the least athletic appearance as a multiple killer. How could Denton possibly be the Phantom of the Fair? To parade Denton before the public as the infamous monster? This could turn them all into laughingstocks, God forbid! Given the lack of physical evidence, and the lack of catching the killer in the act—rather he was at tea with his supposed next victim—did not help Ransom’s cause. Still, Griffin tried as best he could to stand in for Alastair and to argue Ransom’s reasoning.


Unfortunately, by now Griff had little belief in it himself, and this likely showed as Prosecutor Hiram Kehoe had stopped at one point in his questioning of Griffin on the particulars to ask point blank, “Inspector Drimmer, are you convinced of the boy’s guilt?”


“I…I well not at first, but…”


“Go on.”


“—but Inspector Ransom has an uncanny ability at sniffing out the truth and tracking down felons—a thing proven many times over.”


“I’m not asking your opinion on Ransom. God knows we all have an opinion on Ransom. I am asking for your conviction.”


“The evidence points to Denton. He’d decoyed Inspector Ransom, you see.”


“Decoyed?” asked Kehoe.


“Ahhh…led him astray—to the lagoon in the park—while Denton went straight for the Tewes’s home.”


“Led Ransom on a wild-goose chase? That could be construed as a prank, a joke.”


“Yes, sir, but, but—”


“Was anyone in the Tewes home harmed?”


“None but Alastair, no. But you see, Inspector Ransom’s emotions…ahhh…that is, as he has affections for Dr. Tewes’s sister and daughter, and fearing for their safety, he rushed headlong—”


“Precisely…all this I’ve heard from the ladies and bystanders nearly run over by the coach you two shared!”


“Haste was of the utmost—”


“The city is having to replace a Chinaman’s hand lorry, a vegetable kiosk, and a broken axle!”


“I am sorry for all inconven—”


“I think all concur,” Kehoe stated while jotting notes in a small book he kept, “including you, from your words that Inspector Ransom acted rashly, foolishly!” He stopped to jot more notes on this. “Embarrassing not only himself but the Chicago Police Department. Being led astray on a prank amid the most horrific case the city has known…his emotions swaying in the proverbial wind…a fear gripping him—and he literally broke into the Tewes residence without a warrant, without provocation.”


Griff kept his silence.


Kehoe finished the interview, saying, “I’ll have to examine the case in light of all that Inspector Griffin has said.”


A fear gripped Drimmer now. His words, meant to uphold Ransom had somehow permutated in Kehoe’s hands, each becoming twisted around. What’ve I said? What has Kehoe heard me say? Damn it, I’d meant everything in support of Ransom. Now I’ll be leading the Ransom defense fund.


Griffin did not want to be around when Alastair Ransom learned of all this. If they allowed Waldo Denton to go merrily on his way, and should Alastair survive his wound, the operation, and recuperation to one day sit up in his hospital bed, what would the inspector’s rage do?


Cook County Hospital emergency surgery recovery room, same night


Anesthetized Alastair Ransom dreams of being under Jane Francis’s touch, once again, sitting in her curing chair below that pyramidal scaffold of “healing magnetized brass,” which she designed herself in order to maximize the magnetic power of Earth to body.


“You’re here about the case, aren’t you?” asks Jane Francis, a ghostly apparition in Dr. Tewes’s clothes.


“Brilliant deduction, Dr. Tewes,” Alastair’s dream self replies, as smug as his corporeal self, a certainty, a swagger, an arrogance that comes with confidence and skill.


“My God, Inspector, you must try to relax.” Jane Francis’s voice comes out of Tewes’s now. “Allow the magnetism of my hands and the pyramid, and the magnetic rivers of your own arteries and veins to flow freely through you.”


“I thought we’d agreed you’d call me Alastair.”


“Concentrate on what is important.” She’s in a dress now.


“I really don’t think this is going to work on me. I’m a…a…”


“Non-believer, I know. But your hat’s off now, and you’re in my hands. Relax. It won’t hurt a bit, and who knows, you might actually learn something useful.”


“Useful? About magnetic and phrenological practice?”


“God, man, relax. You’re as stiff as the walls.”


“I’d like to relax. I’d like my opium pipe!”


“Imagine you are elsewhere and not in the hands of a fraud.” She’s in her ladies’ fineries now, her petticoat and bustier. She looks to him so touchable, so like a prize.


“A detective without an imagination is as useless as a bird without wings.”


“Well, then, use it. Picture yourself in the most exotic, most pleasant place you’ve ever known.”


Under Tewes’s soothing guidance and hand, Ransom releases all his pent up anger, rage, and tension. He feels it draining from him, replaced by Jane’s touch and a calm that Alastair has not known since before Haymarket. Ransom recalls an island at the northern tip of Michigan, a place called Mackinac across from Sault Ste. Marie and Canada. He’d gone there in his youth at a time when he’d thought working with his hands a good idea; perhaps the life of a fisherman on the Great Lakes. The life of a sailor held out great romantic possibilities.


He felt the warmth of a summer rain on his body, and he looked down to find himself nude and young and virile as he was before they nearly blew his leg off with a bomb. He felt the cool green grass of this place beneath him, and the bluest blue sky and the whitest white clouds overhead, and on a distant shore, he saw people fishing and laughing and lounging, picnicking and dancing. Lots of dancing. Among the partying throng, he saw himself. As if he belonged. As if in fact he were welcome and known, and it was all right that everyone knew his name. Then she was alongside him. Jane.


Jane reaches for both his hands. She no longer has underclothes on. Like him, her body is bathed in warm sunlight, warm rain, warm air, warmness of every kind. He feels as though he could never be cold again, not in his bones cold, not in his gut cold, not in his head. Neither cold nor evil could cross the warm waters here. Nothing untoward could get at them in his childhood hideaway.


Still, off in the distant shore, far from the warm lights and laughter and dancers, shadowed by the shadows of the dancers, something lurks. A kind of beastie…a bestial man, yes, low to the earth, near crawling, nearly on all fours, bear-like, it arms limp at its sides as if the thing’s brain could get no message to limbs, while its paws and hairy legs carry its crooked body about with a godawful misshapen head likened only to a gargoyle that Ransom must study to determine the specifics of—bloody hell! He realizes how easily his cop’s mind slips into being Inspector Alastair Ransom. He wants to fight it. He begins a torturous struggle to return to the peace and beauty and warmth, of what Jane offers on this long-ago shore among the willows, upon a carpet of grass.


“Damn you, Alastair Ransom. Stay with us…stay with me,” he hears her say as if from afar, as if he were the beast across the water in the deepest shadow of this place, and she was looking at just how far away he’d gone. How out of reach her warm touch he is. Yet somehow he feels her warmth, her touch, her breath, even her tears dropping on him. It feels real.


At the same time, he feels removed from all the dancers, the warm rain, and sunrays, the light, and the feel of green and blue and white—all gone from this place so deeply hidden within him. A place hidden from him, although he’s carried it about in his head since boyhood. The only new addition is Jane’s and Gabby’s features. Although there’d always been a woman in this place—in fact a loving woman, and a daughter and son, all without definition. Still these people existed somewhere, people who cared about him, and a lost part of Alastair had always resided here in this place—hiding out. Jane now awaits him on a well-lit, sparkling shore; waits for him to come for her out of the darkness.


Is it clear? he asks. Is it Heaven?


 


Dr. Jane Francis had changed into the clothes of a proper lady, an outfit that her daughter had secreted to her here at the hospital. Should Alastair at any time regain consciousness, she did not want him to see her with mustache, ascot, and men’s clothing. She sat at his bedside, occasionally running her hand through his thinning hair, at times crying, at times certain he must live, at times certain he would die like so many dreams she’d lost in the past, but in all of her thoughts and fears and hopes, she never stopped talking to him as if he heard and could talk back, as if their invisible dialogue—as he may well be talking back to her in his head—might be the only lifeline left to Alastair.


Dr. Christian Fenger placed a hand on Jane’s shoulder. Fenger was one of a handful of people who knew that she was James Phineas Tewes. “One hope Ransom has left.”


Jane weighed Fenger’s cryptic words. “And what is that, Doctor?”


“The man’s renown stubbornness, and he has unfinished business.”


“And should St. Peter challenge him at the gate?” She attempted humor.


“Then it’s a difficult time for St. Peter, who may want to postpone dealing with Ransom.”


“I hadn’t thought of it, but you’re right. He indeed has unfinished business—much of it with me, so St. Peter’ll just have to get in line.”


Together they laughed at the image of Ransom deciding who to argue with—her or St. Peter. Christian then hugged her. “Good to see you—the real you again, Jane. If you will end this Tewes charade, I’ll pull every string to get you on at Rush Medical.”


“I can’t think of that now.”


Dr. Fenger then left her alone with the patient. Gabrielle stepped in with a cup of lukewarm coffee she’d scrounged from someplace in the hospital.


“You should get some sleep, Mother.”


“There’ll be time for sleep later. I don’t want him alone when he comes round.”


“Then I’m staying, too.”


“You should go home…to your own bed.”


“I’ll not be in comfort and leave you alone here.”


Cook County’s cold institutional walls and bare room reflected Jane’s mood as she watched Gabby curl up in a chair on the other side of Ransom’s bed.


“Ok, sweetheart. Whatever you think best.” Jane sensed her daughter simply didn’t want to be alone, and Jane had felt alone until Gabby’s arrival. She now sipped at the coffee, glad for the small offering.


She replaced one hand on Alastair’s forehead. He’d survived the surgery; however, a high fever had set in, and infection, a killer of the ages held Ransom in its awful grasp.


Two days later


Ransom felt a surge of emotion welling up inside when he awoke to a room full of people, his best friends. Jane Francis as herself held his hand, Gabby sat in a chair where she’d fallen asleep. Griffin stood on the other side of the bed, nervously looking at the door as if about to make a break for it. Dr. Christian Fenger smiled down from the foot of his bed.


“Alastair, you’ve come back to us,” Christian said, his normally sad eyes smiling now.


“Thank God! You’d slipped into a coma,” Jane said, squeezing his hand.


Gabby awoke in a start amid the commotion. Tentative about speaking to the man she’d laid low, one eye still shut with sleepiness, she quietly said, “Mother never left your side, and she never gave up.”


“Is-sat righ’, Jane?” Alastair managed to croak, dry-mouthed.


“Nothing anyone else wouldn’t do,” Jane replied.


Gabby spoke for Jane. “She’s talked to you in the last days more than she’s talked to me in a month!”


“Welcome back to Chicago, Rance,” added Griffin.


Ransom could hardly swallow, let alone speak, as his mouth felt stuffed with a combination of cotton and glue. Jane helped him with a glass of water. Finally, he could swallow, and he said, “Thank you all for…for being here. Either I’m in some sort of purgatory or this is Cook County?”


“You’re going to take a few days to heal, Alastair,” said a stern Christian Fenger. “Do you understand? No more of these acrobatics of yours.”


“Yeah,” agreed Gabby, “and certainly not in our parlor!”


“If you want acrobatics, go to the Chinese pavilion at the fair,” agreed Griffin.


“I hear the French acrobats are on strike,” Alastair replied with a smirk, recalling how he had literally dived—after being shot—to flatten Waldo Denton, and how he’d broken Jane’s furniture.


“If there’s a labor strike at the fair, you’d be the man to know it,” teased Griff.


Everyone laughed at this.


“And Waldo Denton?” asked Alastair. “Will he be spending the rest of his miserable life behind bars, or will Kehoe go for a hanging? Perhaps they’ll build a gallows for him at the bleeding fair! Or does Hiram think the poor unfortunate, misguided murdering youth far too sweet for a public hanging?”


Everyone had silenced at the mention of Denton. Griffin Drimmer had filled the others in on the recent decision to release the suspect, due to a lack of evidence against him.


Alastair looked queerly round the room, his eyes questioning. “What’s become of Denton? Suicide? A cell-room drama? Did you have to shoot him? An escape attempt, Griff, what?”


“He’s not, ahhh…Alastair…we failed to ahhh…that is Prosecutor Kehoe, that is to say that Hiram…he would not—”


“Confound it, man, spit it out!”


“Hiram refused to take it to a judge, and Denton was—”


“Released?” Alastair pulled himself up with every intention of getting out of bed, but Fenger and Drimmer sat on him, Christian calling for his attendants, Shanks and Gwinn, just outside the door, to help restrain Alastair, who kept repeating the single word, “Released? Released! But how? How in the world?”


When Gwinn and Shanks grabbed hold of Ransom, they did so with glee. Shoved away, the two women watched the attendants strap Alastair down. The big man on the bed hadn’t a chance, but even so, he lashed out, kicked, and shouted, “Get your grubby, dirty grave-robbing ghouls off me, Christian! Christian!”


“You’re damned determined to rip your stitches!” Fenger countered. “Now settle down or we’ll have to keep those restraints on you!”


Alastair replied with his angry eyes that went from side to side, staring at his hands locked now in horse-hide straps. “You got me in one of your nutcase wards, Christian? Like I’m a candidate for your asylum?”


“Not at all, you fool! The restraints are on every bed in emergency recovery. To keep you still, and to protect you from your worst enemy.”


“Some friend you turned out to be. And you, Griffin! How could you let this happen? You and that idiot Kehoe? And just how much input came from Nathan Kohler? This has got to be another of his nasty games to make me look incompetent.”


Griffin nervously said, “In fact, Alastair, they’re holding hearings about your competence right now, and I stood up for you, gave you good marks!”


Ransom stared at his partner. “My comeuppence hearings, heh?”


“The jury’s still out on you,” he warned.


Alastair raged. “Do you hear it, Jane?”


Jane pleaded for calm. “Your stitches.”


“Hang the stitches!”


“Your constitution, then, your stomach and peace of mind.”


“Hang it all! I catch a multiple murderer, and they let him go so that Nathan can nail me to the cross? The bastard!”


“I’m sorry, Rance,” countered Griff. “Did all I could, I tell you. I pleaded with Hiram Kehoe not to let Denton go, but in truth, there’s very little to tie him to the killings save what is inside your head, Rance.”


“Did you search him for the weapon? The garrote?”


“Yes, and one was found but—”


“But what? What else does Hiram want, damn it?”


“He said every criminal and prostitute in the city owns a garrote.”


“But the angle of the cut, how small we thought the killer was according to the undeniable angle of the cut…all this we did not release to anyone—and the two handprints?”


“I made a comparison of the handprints to Denton’s,” said Fenger.


“And?”


“Inconclusive; couldn’t say without a doubt that it was Denton’s hand.”


“Maybe you need a new microscope?”


“Damn it, man. There were too many variables even under magnification.”


Griff added, “We can begin surveillance, build a case.”


“But the garrote! We have a case!”


“You yourself said the diamond garrote is fairly easy to purchase,” countered Griff. “Kehoe pulled forth three garroting wires, all three with double-wire crisscrossed centers. They’re as easily had as pocketknives, cheap handguns, and opium.”


Alastair’s consternation showed in his strained features. “Are you saying that the prosecutor determined that Denton is more likely a prostitute than a murderer?”


“On having interviewed Denton, he came to the conclusion that he might well be a male prostitute, yes, and he is not choosy as to which sex so long as he is paid his price.”


“Fast-talking weasel-bastard convinced Kehoe he’s a harmless male prostitute?”


“My God,” interjected Jane, “if that’s true, then what must Mr. Kehoe think of our having him in for tea?”


Ransom ignored this and spoke to Griffin. “At least Griff here knows we had in hand—had—the right man before the fools turned him loose. May God blind me!”


“Well yes, I mean, hell yes…” sputtered Griff. “…did believe it firmly at the time when we…when—”


“Did? Did believe it when? And when did you change your mind, and why?”


“I believe that you believe it with all the sincerity of—”


“Get out!”


“What?”


“Get out of here and take your sincerity garbage with you, Griffin; and whatever else you do, put in for a change of partners!”


“I will not, Rance. I tell you, I’m standing by you. God only knows why, but I want to help prove your side of it, and I will.”


“Do so, then, but do it elsewhere!” He yanked and fought his restraints like a bull with its horns sheared to dull nubs.


Griffin, ever the shrewd one, sensed it time to leave, and he did so quietly and quickly. Shanks and Gwinn held vigil at the door like a pair of guards. “And you, Christian, how can you justify strapping me to a bed! If you won’t untie me now, then take yourself and your two eunuchs off with you”—he paused to catch his breath—“and by damn, get the hell outta my sight.”


Jane immediately leaned in over him, literally in his face. “That is enough, Alastair Ransom!” she shouted. “This man saved your life with his hands and his skill, so you will not address him in that tone!”


“Jane, the man has a right to his anger,” countered Dr. Fenger. “After all, he’s been hurt, along with his pride, shot and nearly killed in an effort to bring in a killer, and all for naught.”


“Of course, but still—”


“Imagine it,” continued Dr. Fenger, “if our friend here is correct about Denton? Then that foul-minded gargoyle is just biding his time before he must kill again to feed a satanic appetite.”


“Then you grasp my point!” said Alastair.


“Grasp it, yes, but you fail to grasp mine!”


“Which is?”


“Yes, murder has become his addiction, his obsession, but what of you?”


“What of me?”


“What of your obsession? Will it drive you to kill yourself, literally, here and now? Bed rest and attention to your wounds! That is called for. That is what you need to obsess on right now.”


“You can stop worrying about me. I’m fine!”


“Nonsense! If your wound were to go the way of gangrene—” Fenger stopped, sighing. “Alastair, at your age…well then, Shanks and Gwinn will happily see you to your grave this time for sure.”


Ransom settled, no longer pulling at his restraints. “All right, remove these leather shackles of yours, Doctor, and you’ve my word.”


“Your word?”


“That I’ll not make any attempt at finding my clothes.”


“I’m not so sure.”


“We’re friends. Would I lie to a friend, Christian?”


“I cannot imagine you lying there unrestrained with so much venom pumping through that fevered brain,” replied Fenger, his eyes going from Ransom to Jane. “No, sorry, my friend. I’ll not remove the restraints, not till I see a good measure more healing.”


“It’s a nasty wound, Alastair,” added Jane.


“Come on, Christian!” he shouted at the doctor’s back as Fenger goose-stepped from the room. “Christian! Live up to your bloody name! Christian! A little charity, if you will!”


Nothing. No turnaround, no slowing, no response.


“Jane, you’ll listen to reason, won’t you?”


“I am a reasonable person, and I think it time I took Gabrielle home. She’s missed schooling over this, but first my daughter has something to say to you.”


He looked into Gabby’s eyes, filled now with tears. “I am so sorry I fired on you. It just all happened so fast and, and, and…”


“You frightened us to wit’s end.” Jane pulled wrinkles from the sheet covering him, tucking it here and there. “But I had thought the gun unloaded.”


“I might’ve killed you,” continued Gabby, gasping, “just when…just when I was beginning to like you.”


“It’s all right, child. As the bard says, ‘All’s well that ends well.’”


“But it hasn’t ended well. You are seriously injured. You may have pain in your innards for the rest of your life due to this injury. You may walk with a limp.”


“I already do.”


“A more pronounced limp, then. Just please know that I am dreadfully, terribly, horribly sorry, and I did not mean to fire. It just went off.”


“I understand. I suppose a bit more caution on entering was called for, after all. Like diving into a hot springs without knowing enough about it. Entirely my fault, Gabby, and none of your own.”


She reached over and hugged him, still tearful. He did not know how to react, but said, “Had I the use of my arms, I’d hug you.”


This made Gabby erupt, bawling.


“It’s all right…it’s all right…it’s all right, Gabby, dear.”


“You are a fine man, no matter the stories people tell,” she replied.


He laughed lightly and this hurt too. “Tell no one! And, Gabby, will you be the one to loose my—”


“Do not ask it of her!” Jane’s face flushed red with anger. “It is not fair to play on her guilt, and you well know it, Alastair Ransom.”


“It’s all right, Mother. I’m not about to go against Dr. Fenger’s wishes.” Do you take me for a fool?”


Jane reached out to Gabby, but Gabby rushed for the door.


“Whatever you do, steer clear of that Waldo Denton!” shouted Ransom to Gabby’s back as she rushed out. He then glared at Jane. “Do you have any idea the danger Gabby is in so long as that maniac lunatic is walking free?”


“Alastair! Just stop it!”


“What?”


“I won’t release you from this bed any more than Christian—not before it’s time.”


“But Jane, I must be—”


“You know very well more surgical patients die of infections afterward than from surgery!”


Jane’s final stern comment acted as a signal to Christian’s two ghouls, Shanks and Gwinn, who left the room now.


Alastair could hear their scratchy, crowlike mutterings and hyena laughter trailing after.


“I can’t abide those two anymore than you,” she confided.


“Yeah…they’re like a pair of grim bookends. How could you allow them to put me into that meat wagon of theirs?”


“Speed was of the essence.”


“Speed in the back of that thing can kill, trust me!” He realized his tone had hurt her. He softened, adding, “Hey…thanks.”


“For what?”


“Saving my life.”


“I had my daughter’s future to think of.”


“And perhaps ours?”


She blushed.


“Now undo these damnable straps.”


“No.”


“But—”


“End of argument, Inspector Ransom.”












CHAPTER 3





The following day in Ransom’s hospital room


“Now that we’re alone and out of earshot of everyone, Jane,” Alastair whispered, “please, undo Christian’s damned horse cinches.” He pulled at the hospital bed restraints.


“Alastair…please.”


“What do you say? I promise I’ll not go for my clothes.”


“Then you’d run out and down the avenue naked. I know you by now, Alastair Ransom.”


“I’d never insinuate my nudity on the public.”


“I’m sure.”


“Jane, if ever you cared a wit about me, and since you have not left my side for a moment, from the opening cut till now—yes, I heard you there in the operating theater dressing down McKinnette for doing a botched job of the anesthetic.”


“You were dreaming. No such thing happened.”


“But it seemed so real.”


She laughed. “Imagine a woman with no standing in the hospital or the college telling a Chicago doctor how to do his job! Horror of horrors!”



“You did so, as Dr. Tewes.”


“Preposterous—a phrenologist telling an anesthesiologist what to do during an operation.” Uncanny, she thought, as she’d wanted to do exactly that—had thought it—but she’d held herself in check.


“Are you of the same mind as Griff? Regarding Denton being the murderer?”


“Eye for eye, tooth for tooth, flesh for flesh? If we all lived by that rule of ancient times, where would civilization be now, Alastair?”


“Then you think I am drunk on vengeance?”


“It has crossed my mind. After all, Waldo Denton hardly looks capable of multiple murder of a hand-to-hand nature.”


“Nonsense, Jane, even a petite woman like you could kill with a garrote, and it was no coincidence that Denton attacked and killed Gabby’s boyfriend.”


“You’ll not terrify me into untying you.”


“Then it’d be a useless exercise for me to again ask that you remove the restraints?”


“I’d say so, yes.”


“You fear my pursuing Denton?”


“When you are healed and stronger, but not now…not in a weakened state of mind and body. Whatever you decide, it should be done when you’re fully recovered, a hundred percent.”


“I feel just fine now. Please, undo the straps.”


She feared doing so, feared he’d come up like a shark, tearing at everyone in his path, and what would become of him in the bargain? She thought of the old fairytale of the beauty and the beast.


“Do it for me,” he said.


She moved her hands to the strap closest to her.


“Undo it.”


“Will you kill Denton when everyone thinks him your mistake?”


“Do you have an opinion of Waldo Denton? An impression?”


“The night he came to the house, the night you were shot, I…we talked, and I convinced him to sit for a phrenological examination.”


“All while he had me chasing phantoms at the fair.”


“Alastair, I’ve never touched a more quivering bundle of nervous energy in my entire practice.”


“Which tells you what?”


“That he feared me—ahhh, actually Dr. Tewes.”


“He thought you the doctor?”


“I was on my way out to a call, but then I didn’t want to leave Gabby alone with him.”


“Aha! So, you did think him a deviant!”


“Not deviant but troubled. The feeling I got from him was…I don’t know…a mind that never stops planning, working, ticking?”


“You mean plotting, I think.”


“A con artist, crossed my mind.”


“Plotting your and Gabby’s murder.”


“I didn’t get that, Alastair, no.”


“But you said you got a…a confused mind. Suppose he is right this moment plotting your death or rather the death of Dr. Tewes? Suspicious and unnerved by your mind-reading act, that the great Tewes might unmask him?”


“That’s just such a stretch.”


“And Gabby? Take no chances. You must get her and yourself out of the city, unless you undo these bindings!”


“I got some anger during the reading, but murdering Gabby was not coming through.”


“My God…then it is Tewes he’s after! Don’t you see?”


“Due to my readings of the earlier victim’s skull? Well…at least someone ‘believes’!”


“Yes, the last one you want to believe! Jane, it’s so clear now. He’s been sniffing about Gabby to test Tewes, to learn if you—Tewes—is a fraud or the genuine article, capable of seeing into the Invisible World and straight through his lies and secrets using your pseudoscience of phrenology.”


“I—I did come away with some fear of the young man.”


“Aha!”


“Not for myself but for Gabby. After, the sitting, I pulled her aside.”


“Yes? Go on.”


“And I made the mistake of asking her to get rid of him.”


“And her response was to sit him down to tea?”


“I was in the process of talking him out the door when she guided him in for tea.”


“She can be contrary.”


“Moments after this, moments after, you charged in, Gabby shot you, and I feared Griffin might shoot her. By the way, you owe me for two kicked-in doors, two ruined locks, and a demoralized French parlor table.” She paused, taking a deep breath, holding firm to his huge hand. “Frankly, I felt something strangely odd about that young man from the moment he walked in with Gabby’s umbrella.”


“Gabby’s umbrella?”


“She’d left it in his cab.”


“So he seized the opportunity.”


“I’d seen him hanging about the house before, in that cab of his, but I’d thought nothing of it.”


“He counts on his invisibility,” replied Ransom, a grunt of pain escaping him. “And the gun that was so ready at hand? Would you care to explain that?”


“Yes…the gun that shot you.”


“Guns do not in and of themselves shoot people.”


“All right…OK. I had excused myself. Retrieved it, placed it on the table so that he could clearly see it.”


“Then you did feel threatened by him?”


“Absolutely, but he’d done nothing overt to warrant my fears, and I did not want to alarm Gabby. I told them both there’d been a prowler at the back door.”


“Don’t tell me—Bosch?”


“Well, no. I lied.”


“Then you came back as Jane with the gun because you suspected something dangerous about Denton?”


“Nothing I can put my finger on. Just eerie, creepy, odd, awkward…nothing you could use in a court of law anymore than you might use phrenology or magnetism—or your cop’s intuition for that matter.”


“So it was you this time who hauled out the weapon and not Gabby?”


“Yes, but…but all the time, I thought it unloaded as usual. I hadn’t the slightest idea, and had I known, I would’ve emptied it, and you…you wouldn’t be on your back strapped down to this bed like a—”


“Like some sort of wild boar ready for the pit?”


“I was about to say like a prisoner.”


“Aye, that too.” He paused and with his left hand locked in the leather bracelet at her breast, Ransom’s finger stretched to touch her there. She responded with a little gasp, then leaned in over him and they kissed.


He did not understand it, but being helpless and unable to put his arms around her while she passionately kissed him over many times, made him want her the more. “Lock the door,” he whispered in her ear.


“What?”


“It’s a private room Christian’s given me.”


“You want to test just how private?”


“Do it.”


She went to the door, closed and locked it.


She made love to him while in the restraints, and it was the best lovemaking he’d ever known, as Jane Francis turned it into a sensuous dance, a dance of light and life and wonder. No woman had ever made him feel so unreservedly wanted before.


Their passion consumed them, blotting out all but their mutual caresses, although his were limited to lips and eyes. Their mutual kisses and movements seemed of one mind, one body. When she finished, Jane fell into him, sated, without ever removing her skirt.


After a moment’s tidying up, her cheeks flushed, Jane became all business again—the doctor. She examined his bandages and found a good result. “You didn’t break your stitches,” she informed him. “Had you not been strapped down—”


“You’d have not found me so attractive? You do like taking control.”


“There is that, but I was pointing out that you may well’ve broken your stitches and opened that horrid wound.”


“I like you, Jane…I like your touch, the way you smell, your hair. The only thing I don’t like about you is when you are that man Tewes!”


“Hey, that man feeds my family.”


“All right, touché.” He returned to his bonds. “Since you’ve determined rigorous exercise has not ripped my wound open, it can do no harm if you let me up from this confounded bed.”


“But I like you tied to the bed.”


“Jane, please.”


“Why? So you can go shoot down Denton? Make it look like an accident?”


“Why do you think so ill of me that I would kill a man in bushwhack fashion?”


“Things I’ve heard all my life.”


“All your life? About me?”


“You really don’t remember me as a child, do you?”


“No. I am sorry, but I do not.”


“But my father, Dr. Francis. He was well known even then.”


“I’m sorry. As I said…my childhood was bitter…too bitter to store away as memory.”


“That’s so…so sad. And when you were out of your head with fever, you said something about a stillborn child.”


“My twin at birth. One of us died, one lived.”


“I am so terribly sorry.”


“It’s really quite all right now. I tell people my parents attempted to drown me at birth because I was not the other one.” He lightly laughed at this. “Other times, I tell people that no one in the family knew which of us died in the womb, but it sure as hell wasn’t me.” He laughed again.


She realized his laughter and jokes covered his true feelings of guilt. She hugged him to her. “Do you ever…”


“Visit his grave?” He avoided her eyes.


“Yes.”


“No…not since it was moved.”


“The grave was moved?”


“Along with hundreds to make way for Lincoln Park.”


“Still…perhaps you should make an effort. I’d go with.”


Instead of answering, he whispered, “Undo me.”


“I thought I had.”


“I am speaking of the cuffs.”


“All right, if you promise to do nothing foolish, and remember your promise to Dr. Fenger.”


“You were on hand when he operated, weren’t you?”


“I was.” She loosed his left hand, and it went to her cheek, caressing her. They again kissed. A long, lazy, dreamy, indolent kiss, fully alive with passion on both sides. She was petite enough that he hefted her atop him again with one hand. But even as he held her, his left hand went about her waist to the second strap, and he undid himself while they continued kissing.


In an instant, she felt both his hands wrap round her and squeeze her into him. “It feels so good, so right.


“You feel good atop me.” He smoothed her cheek with his hand.


“And you feel good below me.”


“But I have to go now.”


“Now?”


“Now.”


“To work?”


“To work.”


“Despite doctor’s orders?”


“Despite, yes.”


“You will be careful?”


“Yes…I will. I have a reason to take care now.”



She kissed him again. “Yes, you do, so be careful and watch your back.”


“Where Chief Kohler stands ever present?”


“I should say so.”


“As you once said, he fears me.”


“Passionately so. It is eating him alive.”


“Which says he does indeed have something to hide.”


“R-regarding the Haymarket bomb?”


He eased Jane over the edge of the bed now and stood her up like a child’s toy. She acquiesced, sensing his need. He remained true to form. Like a bear, he might hibernate best in his own lair, and he felt most uncomfortable here. She kissed him good-bye with a slight admonition. “Do not—please do not overexert yourself, and please kill no one, and please, if for any unforeseen reason that something should happen, I had nothing whatsoever to do with loosening your bonds.”


“A bargain it is.”


“A bargain with Ransom, I fear, may be a bargain with the Devil.”


“Then kiss the Devil once more.”


She did so. “Promise me you will see me regularly to treat you.”


“Absolutely. I promise.”


Jane watched him dress, and she winced each time he gasped in pain. She knew he’d not heed any further warnings. With mixed feelings, she watched him disappear from the room, fearing she’d made a terrible mistake in allowing Alastair his freedom. But the man was, after all, all about freedom.


Two weeks later…


Alastair Ransom stood on the corner of Lincoln Avenue where it met Lake Michigan, where an entire cemetery had been uprooted and moved for the common good, to make way for the sprawling Lincoln Park, now a common green stretching out before the oceanlike vistas of Lake Michigan. In fact, Alastair stood very near to where his brother’s grave had once been. Beyond the point where the rocks had been laid as a breaker, in the distance beyond, stood the world’s largest lit-up amusement wheel—Mr. Ferris’s wheel rising hundreds of feet into the night sky, a beacon and a marker for the northernmost section of the great fair where the crowds continued to flock daily and nightly. South along the lakefront stood the grand fairway running down the center of the World’s Columbian Exposition like a concrete spine.


All trains, all carriages, all foot traffic—or very nearly all—made for the fair. All save a killer and the man who pursued him.


It had been two weeks since the operation, and Ransom felt and looked exhausted from his vigil to be on hand when Waldo Denton slipped up. Ransom’s presence wherever Denton showed up had led the young killer to change his routes, to change his times, and now to change his main location with his hack and horse from the fair to here. No more deaths had occurred since the double murder at the lagoon inside the World’s Fair grounds, and this had led some to speculate that the real Phantom of the Fair had left the area altogether, while it only led Ransom to a sense of vindication; instinct told him that he was correct about Denton. And he had the deaths of seven victims—one an unborn child—to avenge.


Alastair’s driving new obsession, then, was Denton, and no one could dissuade
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