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WSU – Western Shore University in Detroit

GFS – Golden Fleece Society

FRT – Field Researcher Team

FR – Field Researcher (Field agent of the Golden Fleece Society)

R – Researcher (Academic of the Golden Fleece Society)

Star Student – Student at WSU who studies to become a Researcher or a Field Researcher

R.A. – Researcher Assistant (Star Student Trainee)

P.I. – Principal Investigator (Team leader)

SiC – Second-in-Command 

SAC – Special Agent in Command

I.C. – Intermediate Course

R.P/Project – Research Project (cases that the FRs are involved in)

Field Researcher name – Codename for Field Researchers

Researcher name – Codename for Researchers

Team A/The Faculty – The board of the Golden Fleece Society

Originals – First generation of Researchers and Field Researchers of the Golden Fleece Society

CSI – Crime Scene Investigator

DSI – Death Scene Investigator 

Angels – The DSI women’s unit under agent Andrew Gorlois

Who can you trust?

Morcheeba
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The heat of the day slowly faded away, and the air had already cooled down in the middle of the bridge. Miriam wished that she had a jacket to cover her bare arms. Goosebumps appeared on her sunburnt skin and made it stretch uncomfortably. She should be home, taking a shower, putting on sun lotion, and heating the leftover Chinese food from yesterday. Instead, she stood here, three hours after work, trying to think of nothing while watching the water lazily drifting by some twenty yards below her. Behind her, the traffic flowed slowly but steadily, copying the river below. ‘Rush hour’ was such a wrong term for the phenomenon around her, she thought.

On her left, the city skyline reflected the dying sun in glass and metal, but on her right, the city skyline already hid in shadow. It was not logical, of course, but the fact that she was heading toward the sunlit part of the city made her breathe easier. She turned her head toward the golden skyscrapers and followed every single one of them with her gaze, counting them as she always did when she walked this way from work.

“... twenty-nine, thirty, thirty-one, thirty-two.” Thirty-two visible skyscrapers with their windows mindlessly viewing her. Miriam suddenly shuddered. 

The unexpected sound of her cell phone made her jolt, and she grabbed it hastily to silence it. “Yes?”

“Claire?” Henry’s deep voice caressed her, even though he used her Field Researcher name, meaning he called for some job-related issue. It didn’t matter. It never did. She might be silly, but the mere sound made her heart soar. She smiled.

“Mhm.”

“I need you down at the morgue. The autopsy is finished.”

Something in his tone changed, made the air feel even cooler, and she vigorously rubbed her upper arm to stop the hair from standing up.

“Have you called Cyrus, or should I?” She sounded calm and steady, much to her amazement.

“Don’t worry about him. I’ll call. Just get over here, will you?”

“I’m on my way.”

“And Claire?” Henry’s voice became emotionless. “Don’t eat.”

A sinking sensation spread in her stomach, and she anxiously asked, “What do you mean, ‘don’t eat’?” but he had already hung up on her. 

She scowled at the cell while anxiousness filled her like a dark cloud. It had to be something unusual with the body for Henry to say something like that. She had witnessed him perform several autopsies over the years, and it was long since they made her even slightly nauseous. 

With a worried frown, she turned her back on the sunlit part of the city and began the half-hour walk back to work.

The morgue was silent except for the never-ending buzzing of the air conditioner. Miriam fastened the last button on her FBI jacket while hurrying down the empty stairs to the lower level, where the autopsy room was located. Through the doors’ windows, she saw Cyrus leaning against the wall, arms crossed, and his face as unreadable as always. His copper-red hair had a metallic luster from the cold fluorescent tubes. Miriam grimaced when she realized that he was alone. For a moment, she hesitated to go in, but he looked up and nodded at her. With an inaudible sigh, Miriam pushed the door open but stopped abruptly and choked. Her stomach churned, and she swallowed hard to gain control over it.

“Oh, my— she said faintly. “What’s the smell?”

A thick layer of something almost visible hung around the room: a stench that resembled sour milk left in the fridge for weeks combined with rotten fish. 

Cyrus gave her half a joyless smile. “Nice, eh? Don’t worry; you’ll get used to it.”

Miriam scoffed and didn’t meet his gaze. Although Cyrus was twenty-seven and thus three years younger than her, he always made her feel insecure and nervous. As always, she wished she could read him, but he controlled his feelings tightly. Not that I would’ve been able to read him anyway, she admitted to herself, acknowledging her complete and utter lack of social competence.

“So...” She inspected the autopsy room, desperately trying to ignore the stench. On a bier covered by a sheet lay the examined body of the highly obese girl they’d got transferred to them earlier that day. A big red plastic bucket on a metal table beside the bier drew Miriam’s gaze. It looked completely out of place, especially beside the clean autopsy tools in a neatly organized line. It looks like it belongs in a cleaning closet rather than the morgue. It itched her fingers to peek inside, but she knew better than to touch anything in Henry’s domain. “Where’s Caesar?” she asked, referring to Henry’s Field Researcher’s name.

“Buying donuts and coffee,” Cyrus replied, and Miriam raised an eyebrow. He shrugged. “Don’t look at me. I’m not the one working in this stench.” He gave her another glance. “Did you hear I went back to question her parents?”

“Mhm. Did you learn anything new?”

Cyrus smirked. “They’ve moved out.”

“What?” Miriam stared at him. “Moved out?”

“Yep, the whole place is as empty as a mousetrap.”

“Moved out?” she asked again, unbelievingly. “But what about her?” She nodded toward the motionless body under the sheet.

“Come on, Claire. The girl’s dead. Apparently, they didn’t care about paying for the funeral.”

Miriam got a lump in her throat that had nothing to do with the odor. She had been investigating crimes like this for six years and still didn’t understand how people’s minds worked. That’s why she only examined the crime scenes and never interviewed the people involved. That was Cyrus’s area of expertise. As difficult as it was to understand, he was good at his work.

With a deep sigh, she grabbed the only chair in the room and sat down. Cyrus’s stare at the body was clinical and intense, as if he could see through the sheet and into the child’s dead mind, locating the secrets the girl had hidden. Maybe he could. Miriam looked at Cyrus; Cyrus looked at the dead girl. Silence fell in the room while they waited for Henry to return.

Not even ten minutes later, they could see Henry approaching the morgue, and as usual, seeing his robust, comforting body filled Miriam with infatuation. 

He waved a half-eaten donut toward them, swallowed it, and gulped down the coffee before entering the autopsy room.

“Good!” he said to no one in particular. Then, his eyes crinkled as he gave Miriam a warm, pleasant smile. He put on a clean laboratory coat and disinfected his hands at the sink. The white coat brought out the silver tinges in his dark hair that always reminded her of an elderly hero in a Jane Austen novel. He handed her and Cyrus two coats and pairs of latex gloves. “Let’s get to work.”

They stepped up to the bier. Henry’s sympathetic face lost its comforting empathy, and a facade that showed only mild professional curiosity appeared in its place. He had entered Caesar mode, as he always did when he worked.

He cleared his throat and removed the sheet from the dead girl’s face. To Miriam’s surprise, the girl’s skin looked rosy, like she was sleeping, not dead.

“Emilia Sabrina Stevenson. Female. Ten years of age. Birthdate: April twenty-six, nineteen ninety-eight. Caucasian. Parents: Robert and Stella Stevenson. Father called nine-one-one on the evening of July ninth to report his daughter’s death. We got the corpse four days later, on July thirteenth, today’s date. The PHPD had not had her examined thanks to Field Researcher Eliza, who transferred her to us after seeing this.”

Caesar pulled up the girl’s right eyelid. Miriam gasped and stared at the eye as cold shivers ran down her spine.

“Holy!” Cyrus sounded shaken. He reached out a hand and grazed the girl’s cheek but removed it instantly and stared at Caesar, his detached mask gone. “It’s been four days. Why doesn’t she look dead?”

Caesar acknowledged him with a nod and held his hand to quiet the younger agent. 

Miriam couldn’t take her gaze from the girl. She felt a sick fascination, looking into the eye, so vividly alive and watching in the dead face. It was as if the girl’s mind had not left her at death’s entrance, as if it was still there, trapped inside of her.

“Henry Wittinger, Forensic Pathologist, FBI, conducted the autopsy July thirteenth. I noticed—”  Caesar interrupted himself and cleared his throat. “Forensic Pathologist Wittinger,” he corrected the minor faux-pas before continuing: “Forensic Pathologist Wittinger noticed some very unusual things during the autopsy. The eyes were still moist and had not shrunk into their sockets.” Caesar let the girl’s eyelid close and picked up an arm. He reached for a scalpel and a metal bowl and made a small incision at the wrist. Blood dripped into the bowl. Miriam stared uneasily at it. “The blood had not yet coagulated, which makes her appear alive.”

With a gentle touch, he placed the arm on the bier again and dabbed a piece of gauze at the wound, drying up the trickling blood. He began to pull the sheet from the girl’s abdomen but stopped and scrutinized Cyrus and Miriam.

“Mr. Stevenson said Emilia complained about a stomachache when she came home from summer school. He had dismissed it since she, according to him, used to experience psychosomatic responses to schoolyard bullying. Two hours later, Emilia fell on the floor, screaming in agony, and before Mr. Stevenson could dial nine-one-one, she was dead.” Caesar sighed, pulled down the sheet, and uncovered the enormous bluish-white belly. It was clinically opened to expose the stomach and the intestinal area. “I haven’t touched this area because I wanted you to see this in situ. I have seen numerous strange things as a Field Researcher in Team C, but this...”

The stench was more pungent here, and Miriam took an involuntarily step back, but Cyrus bent over the stomach, oblivious to the odor.

“What am I looking at, C?”

“She’s been eaten alive from the inside.”

Cyrus froze. Then, he turned his head slowly toward the older man and stared at him, bewildered. “You’re sure of this?”

“Yes.”

Caesar reached for the red plastic bucket on the metal table, and when he removed the lid, something made a splashing sound. Miriam giggled involuntarily out of sheer nervousness. Her previous eagerness to see its content had disappeared.

“Do I want to see this?” Her voice expressed only a slight tension.

“No.”

Caesar gave her a sympathetic glance but didn’t impose. On the other hand, Cyrus took the few steps to the bucket and looked inside before moving back again, visibly pale. Miriam sensed the well-known impact of fear, grabbing her by the stomach as she forced herself to come closer.

“They were wriggling around in the ventriculus when I opened her up, ferocious in their hunger, trying to eat anything they could get at.” Caesar sounded emotionless again. “Strangely enough, they haven’t eaten each other. I thought they would.”

At last, Miriam got to the bucket and had a reluctant view of the interior. Several dark-green eel-like creatures swam around in water that had the consistency of mucus. The stench threw itself upon her. She choked, desperately gasping for air, and Caesar closed the lid again. He watched them gravely.

“Since A-team confirmed this a Research Project, I’ve cleared you from your regular duties, and we’ll assemble tomorrow at our FR-room. I want you to consider whether you’ve seen something similar to this in your previous Research Projects or during your Star Student years. Cyrus, I’m looking at you here since you were transferred from N-team and have investigated Projects Claire and I haven’t been involved in.”

Cyrus nodded. “Yes, sir. I’ll do my best.” He glanced back at the red bucket. “How the hell did they get into her?”

“That’s an excellent question, Cyrus, to which I don’t have an answer. My closest hypothesis would be that she took a swim somewhere, and they drilled into her body after hatching. I’ve heard of something similar happening in Egypt, or was it India? But that was some other kind of creature.” He sighed, and for once, he looked his actual age, tired and wrinkled. “You don’t have your car today, Claire?”

Miriam shook her head and tried to find her voice. “It’s still at the workshop.” The words sounded hoarse.

“I’ll drive you home. Let me clean up here, and we’ll be on our way.”

Cyrus nodded at them and left. Miriam lingered long enough for him to disappear before she went into the women’s changing room and took a quick shower to get rid of the stench that lingered on her skin. She thought gratefully of the extra clothes she always kept in her locker for situations like this. The mere thought of putting on the stench-induced clothes she’d worn under the lab coat made her nauseous. 

Henry waited in his car, with wet hair and a faint smell of the eau de cologne she liked so much. On their way to her place, they stopped at the Mongolian restaurant on 52nd Street, which was Henry’s favorite. They didn’t talk about work at all. Instead, they continued to make plans for their upcoming vacation in late August, both well aware that they might have to change them and disappoint Miriam’s family again for the third year in a row. 

They stayed longer at the restaurant than planned, both reluctant to let the evening turn into night, morning, and work. Henry stretched over the table and took Miriam’s hand in a gentle grip while watching her lovingly. 

“I wish—” Miriam began dreamily but interrupted herself.

“What?” he asked, cuddling her fingers.

She shook her head, knowing that it was no use to wish for them to be able to show their true relationship at work. Whenever she expressed it, Henry reminded her that they weren’t supposed to be a couple, that it was ‘unethical.’ She disagreed. They only worked together whenever they had a Research Project, which happened at most twice a year. The rest of the year, Miriam worked as a death scene investigator under Greg Barton, one of the lead DSIs, and barely came in contact with Henry at the morgue. 

“I wish,” Henry said in turn and smiled at her, “we could take a long walk home to you.”

She nodded eagerly. “Let’s do it! We can take a taxi to work tomorrow.”

He laughed like a boy on an adventure while gesturing to the waiter so they could pay.

Hand in hand, they left the restaurant and imbibed the romantic ambiance as they slowly walked in the dusk through the still sun-warm streets along the Allegra River. 

Night had fallen when they got home to Miriam’s penthouse-inspired apartment. Henry took another shower, a long one, and went to bed, absently kissing her on the corner of her mouth. Miriam was tired but too restless to be able to relax. Instead, she took a mug of steaming chamomile tea with a generous spoon of ecological honey and went onto the terrace. The scent rising from the daffodil-colored stoneware soothed her. She stood at the baluster high above the quiet street with the mug resting in her hands, breathing in the gentle, inviting air and watching the city lights. They looked like fireflies on the warm, velvety night only July could provide. Almost Mediterranean, she thought dreamingly and felt a deep longing for Crete. If she’d been younger, she would have been roaming around town with friends. Now, she was content spending the early night on her terrace while the man she loved slept soundly in her bed.

The numerous soft table lamps inside the apartment shone through the windows and lit up the terrace. A mild scent of the twenty or so different potted plants filled the air, melding with the fragrant smell of the planted spices on the patio. The walls, elegantly decorated with Minoan art, her favorite historical era, looked warm and inviting in the soft light. Classical music on low volume wrapped around her, making her feel warm, cozy, and perfectly happy. Glancing at the clock on the wall through the windows to her living room, she realized it was two o’clock in the morning, but she didn’t want to go to bed yet. 

A sudden gust of wind made the many herbal plants on her terrace sway gently, giving off their spicy aroma. Several strands of her light-brown hair escaped from her hairpins and rested on her sunburnt shoulder. 

As she let her thoughts wander, old memories of childhood pleasantries came to her, tiptoeing like playful children. She thought of the many nights she and her older sister Beth had spent sleeping in the hammock on the veranda under the stars and how they had spent many lazy days swimming in the balmy lake with its dark green water. She remembered the long walks in the nearby wood with her beloved golden retriever Petronilla whom she still missed so much. A soft smile lit up Miriam’s face, smoothed it out, and made it look as young and naïve as it used to be six years ago.

Inside the open bedroom door, she saw the contour of Henry’s body under the duvet, and she was relieved that he was here this night. He provided such a safe and tender embrace in which to hide, and tonight she needed that. Usually, her old, ragged teddy bear could soothe her, but this was not one of those nights. Instinctively, she knew that this would be the last calm day in a long time. She had been a secretive Golden Fleece Society member at Western Shore University in Detroit for far too long not to recognize the signs.

Unable to stop herself, she visualized the dead girl lying alone in the cold, dark morgue with her lifelike eyes closed and shuddered. This Project had been in the hands of the local PD before something made Field Researcher Eliza contact the Golden Fleece Society about it. The GFS, in turn, decided that it would be transferred to Miriam’s Field Researcher team. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but it was something sinister, and she didn’t like the feeling of it. 

Miriam swept the soft red nightgown closer around her to quiet her suddenly pounding heart. The thin, silky fabric embraced her. That, and the deep, reassuring breaths as she surrendered to the strains of Vivaldi, helped her calm down again. 

Her gaze wandered back to Henry, as always when she felt anxious, but his presence didn’t help her now. He had been so fascinated, so engulfed with the girl, under the mask of professionalism. No, not the girl, she admitted, the eels and the death they brought to her. A violent shudder made the tea splash in the mug. Sometimes, he’s so damn engaged in the Projects that he never stops being Caesar, she thought, distressed. Sometimes, I get the feeling that he never wants to stop working. As usual, she wondered about what had happened to him.

She remembered the one time she had dared to ask him about his time in the Golden Fleece Society. He’d given her a terrifyingly cold look and told her to mind her own business, and she’d never again brought up the subject. The rejection didn’t mean that she stopped wondering, however.

What she did know was that Henry had graduated with Honors from the prestigious Star Students program more than thirty years ago, and he’d gotten the Field Researcher name Caesar back then. He was the only older FR Miriam knew who had never changed teams. He’d been a Principal Investigator since the late ’70s, and he was one of the most honored members of the Golden Fleece Society. 

Ever since she had heard about him as a young Star Student, she’d been fascinated by him, and becoming part of his team had been a dream come true. It had never been easy, but during the six years since her graduation, she had fought hard to become accepted as one of the C’s. It’s my team, she thought determinedly, as so many times before. It’s where I belong.

When the team gave her the name Claire, Henry told her it was because of the beaming light he saw in her soul. The event had left her completely star-struck and even more infatuated with him. Ever since her first Project, he had acted as her friend—and later her lover—while Cecilia and Conrad had ignored her at best and treated her with suspicion at worst. Getting close to Cecilia had taken a year, and she never really got to know Conrad. They were both gone now. 

Cindy had replaced Conrad. She lasted two years. Miriam had visited her once at the Lincoln Asylum. Seeing Cindy in the white straitjacket, wildly trying to get out of it and not recognizing her reflection, was like seeing an image of Miriam herself five, ten, or even as many as twenty years from now. She never went back there again. 

Cyrus got transferred from the shattered FRT N after Cecilia... drowned... two summers ago. Miriam didn’t know how long he had been at N before its demise, but his strained and controlled personality made her believe he wasn’t a new graduate. 

Throughout all the horror and grief she had been through, Henry stood steadfast and safe at her side, and she loved him for that and for all the kindness he showed her. 

However, she never felt as lonely as when they got a new Project and Henry stopped thinking about anything else, and she was acutely aware that those times were around the corner again. 

The CD played its last track, and the disc buzzed seconds before replaying the first track. When was it that she had stopped turning off the lights and started playing calm music repeatedly throughout the night? It must have been at the end of her fourth year as a Star Student at Western Shore University. She had been on her research assistantship with the FBI agents from team M. 

At the flashing memory of her first real-life nightmare, she shrugged uneasily. The former Star Students of M had not shied away from showing her the real deal, and it had left deep bite marks on her left thigh that no zoologist could recognize. The big, jagged scar had become a constant reminder of how much more unfathomable and frightening reality was than most people ever saw or perceived.

At the end of the day, ‘when’ or ‘why’ didn’t matter. The important thing was that the light and the music helped her relax and sleep without too many nightmares, and if any unwelcome nightly visitors decided to show up, she wouldn’t be taken by surprise in a dark room.

Inhaling deeply, she let go of the frightening memories, and when she once again looked at Henry, the soft smile returned. How he still could be so loving and caring after over thirty years as an FR was beyond her, but the fact that he was, filled her with hope for her own sake and also with a great deal of respect.

With another deep sigh, Miriam forced herself to let go of the dark thoughts. She gave the glimmering city lights a last look before she went inside. Meticulously, she locked the three security locks to the terrace and checked the four locks at the front door, too, just to be on the safe side.  When she finally got to curl up behind Henry’s broad back, sleep came gradually to her, but when it came, it was as soft and warm as an old friend.

That night she dreamt of it all, of the beginning when she graduated from the Star Student Program. As her mother said, she was twenty-one and pretty as a flower, cooing over her rosy cheeks, wavy brown hair, and big eyes. 

“Dark as the night,” she continued, to Miriam’s embarrassment. 

Her father blinked at her and told her that her big brain was far more significant. “It’s easy to disarm a person in any given situation without them noticing as long as you use your brain, sweetheart.”

Her mother scoffed lovingly and kissed her on both cheeks. “I’m so proud of you, HaY’Karah.”

Her sister beamed at her, sharing the delight, pride, and excitement with the family’s baby girl.

In her dream, she drifted to the vital moment when the headmaster took the stage to announce who amongst the one-hundred-and-nine hopeful graduates would become the Star Student. This very moment was what Miriam had worked for, lived for, cried for, and even breathed for since her first week. This moment was why she chose Western Shore, not Harvard, Yale, or Princeton. She felt nauseated by the fluttering butterflies in her stomach when the headmaster smiled at the audience and began to speak.

“As headmaster of one of America’s finest universities, it’s always my utmost pleasure to announce which graduate has achieved admittance to our one-of-a-kind highest education program: The Star Students, a program different from anything any other university has to offer. Today, this honor goes to graduate Noreah Christine Hatfield. Congratulations, Miss Hatfield. Please approach the podium to receive your ring and your new robe.”

Even as she applauded with the others in the audience, Miriam’s eyes burned with the treacherous tears she desperately tried to hold back, and her stomach grew heavy and sour. She hadn’t made it. All the work, all the passion, all dreams had been for nothing. 

The girl entering the scene looked dazed at being chosen, and she walked as if in a dream. The headmaster opened the box with the tiny silver ring adorned with stars. He put it on the girl’s left pinky finger and placed the thick, ocean-blue robe over her shoulders. On the front left side, the words Golden Fleece Society were embroidered in gold. 

The audience’s applause was deafening. The girl turned around, smiled as if her face might split in two, bowed, and took a couple of steps toward the stairs when the headmaster began to speak again.

“This year is exhilarating, indeed. This year, we couldn’t choose. Instead, we have not only one future Star Student but two. Congratulations, Miriam Glukel Goldblum. Please approach the podium to receive your ring and robe.”

At first, Miriam stood dumbstruck, but then, her sister gave a wild cry and hugged her intensely.

“It’s you, Mimi! It’s you! Come on, get up!”

As if in a dream, Miriam walked toward the stage.
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Chapter 2
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The sun abundantly drenched the small briefing room in light during the lunch hour. Cyrus stood at the window with some paperwork in his hands, but instead of reading, he watched the slow-flowing river below while Caesar neatly laid the cloth-covered table. The Indonesian take-out food’s aroma filling the room made Miriam’s mouth water and her stomach growl.

“So, team,” Caesar said when everyone was seated with a food-filled plate in front of them. “What have we got?”

Cyrus waved with his fork while chewing. He swallowed and took a mouthful of Ginger Ale.

“I don’t have anything that can shed any light on the creatures, but I did an experiment this morning,” he said at last and wiped his mouth with a napkin before neatly placing his cutlery at the side of the plate as if he wasn’t hungry anymore. “I went to the butcher and got myself some intestines: sheep, cow, pig, and hen. First, I fed the eels, or whatever they are, the cow intestines. Nothing happened.”

“They didn’t eat it?” Miriam asked, surprised.

“No. Cow wasn’t what they wanted.” The way Cyrus said it made Miriam freeze for a second. Vigorously, she stroked her arms where the hair stood up. Caesar observed Cyrus intently. “So, I tried sheep and hen. Same result. My suspicion then turned into certainty.”

“What about the pig?” Miriam reluctantly asked but wasn’t sure if she wanted to hear the answer.

“Oh, that worked alright, I guess,” Cyrus said with a strange kind of smile. “But what they really wanted was... this.” He held up his finger on which a Band-Aid was put on. “I dropped some of my blood into the bucket, and they went berserk.”

An uneasy silence filled the room for a moment.

“So,” Caesar said at length. “They can feed on pigs because of their similarity to humans, but humans are their hosts. That’s why they didn’t feed on each other.”

“Right. And since we don’t know how they spread, we need to find the girl’s parents. Who knows, they might be hosts to these monsters as well. Heck, as far as I can tell, we might all need an X-ray.” Cyrus said in a voice filled with dark humor.

Miriam scoffed and scowled at him, didn’t find the attempted joke the least funny. “That’s ridiculous! We weren’t even near those creatures. I won’t be concerned if they don’t spread by merely looking at us.”

Caesar smoothly intervened, apparently wanting to avoid another of their countless arguments. “And what about you, Claire? What have you got?”

With a last annoyed glance at Cyrus, she turned to Caesar, practically turning her back toward Cyrus. She saw him smirk in the corner of her eye, and she scowled again.

“I contacted Anna of the Faculty this morning with a description of the eels and how they were found. She gave me the contact information for a former Star Student – a Professor Bruchheimer, at the Museum of Natural History. His Researcher’s name is Dayyed. I’ll meet him after lunch to get his professional opinion. Anna also gave me very brief information about two apparently similar cases: one in India and one in Finland.”

Cyrus looked genuinely intrigued at this. “Huh. Interesting geographical spread. India, Finland, and the U.S. Three completely different environments. That’s odd. And ‘apparently similar’?”

Miriam turned toward him again, trying to soothe her irritation. “Yes. The GFS didn’t see the cases themselves, so we only have the locals’ testimonies to work with. Sorry.”

Cyrus shrugged with a half-grin. “Well, why would it be easy?”

Miriam couldn’t help smiling back at him, as usual reluctantly charmed by the boyish demeanor he sometimes put on.

“You want to come too?” she asked with a conciliatory gesture. “Or do you have something else to work on?”

“Nah, I can come. Could be interesting to hear this guy’s opinion.”

“Good.” Caesar rose from the table and gathered their plates. “I’ll work more on the girl. Don’t take all the eels with you. Leave me a couple to dig into.”

During the drive to the museum, the two agents sat in awkward silence as usual, and Miriam had second – and third, and even fourth – thoughts of asking Cyrus to come with her. I’m always falling into that trap, she thought grumpily and stared out the window, avoiding his emotionless expression. At least they didn’t argue about anything this time. Well, arguing wasn’t really what they were doing, she admitted. It was rather an endless battle of which of them could frustrate the other one the most. Combined with the awkward silences Cyrus had mastered to perfection, he got on her nerves like no one else.

At the museum, they were let in without any problems, and a security guard showed them the way to Professor Bruchheimer’s office. Miriam knocked on the door while Cyrus stood a step behind her with the box containing the eels.

It took a few moments before the door opened a chink. The wrinkled face that peeped out at them looked cautious.

“Professor Bruchheimer?” she asked, as she didn’t want to reveal his Researcher name if this wasn’t their man.

“Who are you?” the old man asked suspiciously.

Miriam tried a comforting smile. “I’m Field Researcher Claire. We spoke earlier today. About the—”

“Shh!” The professor popped his head out further and scrutinized the sterile hallway. Then, he fixed his gaze on Miriam’s forehead.

“Did you say anything about bringing someone else?” he whispered in an accusing tone, hastily glancing toward Cyrus, not meeting his eyes either. “It’s only you two? No one else?”

“Just us, Professor. May we come in?”

He shot another peek at the empty corridor before pulling in his head and opening the door just wide enough for the two slender agents to squeeze in. The professor hurriedly closed the door behind them and locked it. Cyrus and Miriam exchanged looks. He’d definitely been a Researcher for far too long if he was this nervous and paranoid. 

The small windowless room was reeking of old cigar smoke. Taxidermic animals and creatures in glass jars stood packed in between books and binders all over the bookshelves that filled every wall.

“So?” Professor Bruchheimer nervously wiped his hands on his worn-out chestnut corduroy jacket. Miriam held out her hand.

“I’m Field Researcher Claire, as I said, and this is Field Researcher Cyrus.” The professor stared blankly at her hand without any sign of taking it. Miriam let her hand sink again, feeling dumb and awkward. Trying to hide it, she nodded toward Cyrus, who held the box containing the eels. “As I explained earlier, we need to identify the creatures in that box.”

“Yes, yes. Please put it over here.”

He hastened toward the cluttered desk in the middle of the room and shoved papers toward the right end of the table. Some fell on the floor, and Miriam reached down and picked them up. Before she could react, the professor furiously snatched them from her hands.

“Don’t you dare touch those!” Even in his anger, he never looked her in her eyes but focused on a spot on her forehead.

“I’m sorry,” Miriam humbly said. “I only wanted to help—”

“Help? Help me, fiddlesticks! You don’t know what you’re dealing with here, and you don’t want to know either, so keep your dirty hands where I can see them, young lady.”

Cyrus, who had put the white box on the clean fleck on the table, gave her a warning glance and smoothly intervened. “So, Professor, I’ve unpacked the eels now if you want to examine them.”

The old man turned around, still with an angry expression. “What?” His eyes fell on the open box with the bucket inside. “Yes. Yes, of course.”

As he moved toward the table again with the papers protectively clutched to his chest, Miriam angrily rolled her eyes at his back and sighed quietly before composing herself. Professor Bruchheimer reached for his glasses, a pair of rubber gloves, and a couple of doctor’s instruments and bent over the box.

“I take it that they’re in the bucket, still alive?” he asked, turning slightly to Cyrus while putting on the gloves and trying the lid.

“They were alive when I packed them this afternoon, that’s for sure.”

The bucket opened, and Miriam smelled the odor from within. For a moment, the only sound heard was the heavy breathing from the professor and the faint splash from the moving eels in the bucket. The two agents observed his motionless frame before he quietly moaned and rubbed his face.

“No, not again. Not again.” The words were almost inaudible behind his hands. Miriam urgently took a few steps to his side. Pale, and with a fearful expression, he stared into the bucket. “Wait!” he exclaimed suddenly. “There are only four! Why only four? There should be six.” Violently, he turned toward Cyrus. “There should be six! Has any of them escaped?”

Cyrus made a calming gesture. “Nothing to worry about, Professor. The other two are in good hands.”

A brittle chuckle found its way out of the old professor’s throat. “You don’t know what this is, do you? There are no ‘good’ hands regarding these creatures.” Reluctantly, he looked down into the bucket again. “I don’t need to examine them. I know what they are, even though they don’t have a scientific name, nor are they identified in any book I’ve read. They get planted in a human as larvae, and according to my guess – that’s the best you can get from me – the time it takes to hatch is different, depending on the human’s age and diet. How long? I don’t know. A month? A year? Who knows? When they hatch, they eat everything they can get their mouths on, and when the victim dies – in horrible pain – they live as long as the body is not decomposed. After that, they die. If they are not plucked out, of course. The good thing is that even though they’re deadly inside a human, they need help to spread. That’s why I’d say they’re not naturally developed – they’re cultivated. Where? I don’t know. By whom? Who knows?” Professor Bruchheimer sighed with a painful expression. “I’ve seen them before, in Finland. A whole family was devoured by them. No one was saved, not even the baby. A terrible thing to do to people.”

The pained expression vanished, and he glanced at them. “No one in the village spoke, but there were—Well, there were indications, so to say, of a bigger, well, group, so to say, that the family appeared to belong to. A group that wasn’t satisfied with them. And that’s all you get from me. Now, I hope that you’ll excuse me. No,” he said toward Miriam, “I’m not in the mood to play Jeopardy today, so please spare me your questions. I don’t know anything more of interest to you anyway.” After shoving them from the barely opened door, the professor paused and looked at the box in Cyrus’s hands. “Salt. That’s what eats them. Just melting. Good thing, salt.” He glanced at the empty corridor, and without another word, he shoved the door closed and locked it behind them.

With hurried steps, Miriam and Cyrus left the museum and the old man. They located Cyrus’s old bottle-green Volkswagen in the parking lot and got in. Even though the sun turned the small car into a sauna, they kept the windows closed to avoid eventual eavesdropping.

“You really should get yourself an AC,” Miriam puffed as he drove onto Lincoln Avenue.

“Yeah? Well, tell the Society to raise my wages, and I’ll think about it.”

The usual awkward silence fell for a while. Wiping the sweat from her forehead, Miriam thought about the old professor locked up in his office.

“You know,” Cyrus said thoughtfully at length, his eyes fixed on the road, “I feel sorry for him. A Researcher, working alone and not directly on a team. Always in the dark. Always have slightly too much information but never get the full picture. Always aware that you might speak to the wrong person and get whacked one day.”

Miriam glanced at him but didn’t see any expression on his face that corresponded to the sympathetic tone in his voice. She looked out at the scenery again.

“Sometimes not knowing the whole picture would be a blessing,” she mumbled to the window.

“Did you notice what the old fox didn’t mention, Claire?” he asked as if he hadn’t caught what she said. Curious, she turned toward him, finding him smiling. “He didn’t lie. Not a single white one slipped out of his mouth. He knows that most of us pick up lies as easily as spreading jam on a sandwich. That sly bastard.” His tone was bland, but he was still smiling to himself. “I think I’ll let you off at HQ and go back for another chat.”

“Cyrus!” protested Miriam.

He gave her a side glance. “He didn’t like you, Claire, and he certainly didn’t trust you. Surely, you must have noticed that?”

She scoffed, annoyed by his tone, and for a second, she quietly debated with herself before giving in to curiosity. “Well, go on, tell me. What did I miss?” This time, she could read him, which didn’t improve her day. He was clearly amused.

“Alright. He said there should be six eels, not four. Why is he so sure that six is the correct quantity, especially if someone planted them? Why not five or seven? What’s so special about the number six? That’s the first.”

“And the second?” asked Miriam, attentively listening, finding that her irritation had disappeared.

“If they can’t breed, why was he so terrified they might be on the loose?”

“Huh.” Intrigued, she pondered this new angle.

“And the third—but this has nothing to do with the professor’s knowledge; we really need to get to the Stevenson parents. Whether they planted the eels in their daughter or not, they have the information we need.”

“I’ll work on that today, then,” Miriam said and viewed him anticipatorily from the side, unable to keep her own goodies to herself any longer. “Did you see what he kept in his bookcase, Cy?”

“No, what?”

She smiled just a tad triumphantly. “He had a couple of glass jars with our friends the eels in them.”

“Really? Way to go! See anything else?” His sincerity turned her victory to ashes, and she grumpily shrugged.

“Nothing I think has anything to do with our RP. A lot of strange animals, some I’m not sure I’ve seen before, but I’m not a biologist. Lots of books in Latin, German, and Greek. I think there were some in Russian, maybe Arabic, and a couple in other languages. The papers he was so afraid I might read were encrypted.”

Cyrus chuckled. “Yep, an old fox, that’s for sure.”

“Other things were interesting too. The whole room reeked of cigar smoke, but he didn’t have any tobacco stains on his hands, and everything in the room was organized in a specific pattern. I noticed it but hadn’t time to make any sense out of it. It’s not important, though.”

Cyrus suddenly got a strange look on his face as he turned to look at her. “You’re sure about the lack of stains?”

“Yes. Why?”

Clenching his teeth, he continued to stare at her. “He never said he was the professor, Claire.” Miriam inhaled aghast as if someone had kicked her in the guts. “It’s probably nothing, but— Almost there now. As soon as I let you off, I’ll go back. You know, just to check things out.”

She scowled at him. “You shouldn’t go alone. You know that.”

“I won’t get anything out of him with you there,” he said. Miriam gave him a dark look but didn’t say anything. He was probably right, even though it annoyed her to admit it. With another glance at her, he continued, “Don’t worry. Nothing will happen.”

“You’d better be right,” she muttered and had the pleasure of seeing him cringe at the indication of previous mistakes he’d made. “At least, take Caesar with you,” she continued.

He gave her a condescending look. “The man’s not dangerous, Claire. He’s scared. Didn’t you pick up on that?”

Miriam avoided Cyrus’s look. “Of course I did,” she mumbled. 

A tense, worried silence fell in the car. Miriam tried to think about what she had said to the professor on the phone but couldn’t remember if she had mentioned the girl or what the eels had done to her. Not that the last part mattered, she thought. He seemed to know more about what the eels did to people than he was comfortable with.

Not long after, Cyrus turned into the FBI area and stopped outside the doors to HQ.

“Stay in touch, Cy,” she said when she reluctantly left the car. 

He gave her one of his humorless smiles. “Will do.” He closed the door and drove off. 

She watched him disappear around the corner with a nagging feeling that she should have gone with him. Then, she shrugged and tried to get rid of the foreboding sensation before entering the main FBI building, where she took the stairs to her office. There was work to be done while she waited.
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