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“SHELDOOOOOOON!”

Shem sat bolt upright in bed. The wail had startled him out of a deep sleep. He’d been dreaming of dry land.

“SHEEEEELDOOOOOOONNN!!!”

This second wail terminated in a shrieking sob.

Shem felt around in the dark until his hand landed on the flint, then the candle. He struck one and lit the other.  His wife mumbled and stirred in her sleep. Hysterical sobbing howls were now coming from somewhere quite close, no more than a few doors away. He shoved his meaty feet into his sandals and hurried out into the corridor. Various animals, awakened by the noise, had opened their doors and were peering into the hallway, their eyes glowing in the darkness. It was like walking through a forest at night, Shem thought. Someone recognized him as he staggered uncertainly, holding the candle out in front, and whispered, “It’s Hadassah. Sounds like something’s happened to Sheldon,” then quickly closed their door.

“Thanks for stating the obvious!” Shem whispered back, and slowly, cautiously made his way among the animals who had come out into the corridor - bumping into large furry shapes, small feathery ones, leathery and scaly ones of indeterminate size - until he caught sight of another human face. He jumped: it was the face of his wife, looking like a dishevelled ghost. She had put on her woolen dressing gown and followed him into the corridor. Without saying a word, she held up her candle and slowly, carefully, they made their way to the very end of the hall, to the cabin which was occupied by Sheldon and Hadassah, the giraffes.

The smell – like a stable crossed with a cowshed – was almost unbearable. By the light of their candles, Shem and his wife could make out a huge, spotted, heaving mass, which Shem took to be Hadassah.  Her wails had subsided to hiccupping sobs, which she occasionally punctuated with her husband’s name. When she caught sight of Shem she waved a helpless hoof and wailed “Look! Look what happened!”

Shem turned his candle in the direction she was indicating and contemplated the scene. He caught a glimpse of red shiny entrails, mixed with hooves and fur. It took Shem a few moments, moving his candle to and fro, to recognize it as the corpse of a disembowelled giraffe lying on the floor, the long neck bent at an impossible angle, the hooves pointing in all directions, unseeing eyes already covered with the grey film of death. And bloody entrails all over the place.

It was Sheldon alright. He and Hadassah were the only two giraffes on earth.

“Suffering crickets!” thought Shem. “It’s happened again.”  

There was no longer any doubt. Not much of one, at least. Kind of. Sort of. A killer was loose on Noah’s Ark.
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CHAPTER 2
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Shem knocked on the door of Noah’s cabin.

“Come in!” called a hoarse voice from inside. Shem walked into a plushily upholstered, pink and purple little bijou of a cabin. Every wall was done in quilted satin of either rose, fuchsia or lilac. For good measure, the cushions on Noah’s bed were embroidered in gold. Noah claimed he’d always been interested in interior decorating, though no one in his family could remember him mentioning the subject before the flood. 

He was at this moment sitting sprawled at the cedar roll-top desk which occupied the half of the cabin which wasn’t taken up by the bed. He was still dressed, even though it was the middle of the night, because it was in the quiet midnight hours that Noah ostensibly took care of the administrative side of running a large ark loaded with two of every kind of animal except for the dinosaurs – which, sadly, had had to be left behind because they were too big to fit – the captain’s immediate family, and supplies meant to ensure everyone’s survival for forty days and forty nights, although this last might have involved some miscalculation.

Noah looked blearily at his son.

“Whadaya wan?”

Shem softly shut the door behind him and sat down on the bed. 

“Dad, it’s happened again.”

“What has?”

“An animal has been murdered.”

“Good grief.” Noah tilted his head all the way back, until he was staring at the lavender ceiling, and remained in that position for so long that Shem began to think he’d had a stroke. He gave an apologetic cough, and Noah suddenly righted himself and fixed him with wild, bloodshot eyes.

“So that’s what...four suspicious deaths?”

“I’d say it’s three murders and one suspicious death. Nilufer the primeval hamster went missing, presumed swept overboard; but Orville, Boley and now Sheldon were unquestionably murdered.”

“Hold on, hold on. Orville died of a heart attack. Even that wife of yours thinks so.”

“She thinks so because she wasn’t allowed to do an autopsy,” Shem said. His wife had been a coroner in her previous life. 

Noah glared at him.

“It was early days,” he cried, shouted almost, his voice a hoarse rasp. “The storm was terrible, thunder and lightning, waves rolling and crashing non-stop, wind blowing at hurricane level, rain coming in sheets... you remember that! Yes you do! Everyone was seasick, you and your brothers trying to clean up the mess, being pretty inept about it I have to say...”

“Thanks dad...”

“Don’t be sarcastic with me, boy! You wanted to do an autopsy under those conditions?”

“Okay, okay...”

“And on top of that, there was the problem with the swingers...”

“Polyamorists, dad...”

Noah scowled at him.

“What?”

“They call themselves polyamorists now.”

“Well, I’ve always called them swingers.”

Shem forbore to say that ‘swingers’ was an outdated term, which had been popular in Noah’s youth, along with lava lamps, pet rocks and terrariums, all of which had also gone out of style long ago. Instead, he said, “Whatever. If you want them to understand you and not take offense, you have to call them polyamorists.”

“I outlawed them, so I won’t have to call them anything, I hope,” said Noah with palpable satisfaction. “As usual, you’ve made me go off topic. I was explaining to you why we didn’t have an autopsy. We did the reasonable thing, which was not to leave a fat pig’s corpse lying around in the humidity until your wife could take a break from barfing into a bucket to autopsy him. Which she didn’t do for days. Besides, there were no signs of foul play.”

“There was that note we got shortly after Nilufer disappeared.”

“Which we agreed was a hoax in very poor taste.”

“There were the signs of foul play in Boleslav’s death.”

Noah sighed. Yes, the death of Boleslav the auroch had been a definite murder. Maybe. He’d been tied to hooks in the walls by means of ropes, with a ball gag in his mouth. It looked as if there might have been a fight: there were hoofmarks on the walls. The official story was that he had drowned when a particularly large wave had crashed over the ark after he’d been tied up. But why had he been tied up? And, more interestingly, who had tied him up? A theory was quickly formulated whereby Boleslav was suspected of having had ties to the Pontic Steppe Mafia, who had tied him up and killed him as part of a settling of accounts, the nature of which was never made clear.

Noah sighed again.

“Who did you say it was this time?”

“Sheldon the giraffe. And, he’s been disembowelled.”

“Awww, crap. There’s going to be pandemonium if that gets out. No way of explaining that away! We need to cover it up as quickly as possible, and think about what to do later.” 

“I left my wife guarding the cabin, but Hadassah was wailing so hard that it woke everybody up. So I’d say the news is already out.”

Noah got up, sat down again, agitated and red faced, and immediately started moving things around on his desk. “What can we tell the animals?”

“I dunno, the Pontic Steppe Mafia angle could work in this case as well,” said Shem sarcastically. Noah stopped rearranging things and looked thoughtful.

“I don’t recall much about this giraffe, but he never struck me as the Mafia type.”

“Appearances can be deceiving. But we can’t rely on made up stories any longer. There’s an actual killer on the loose, and we need to stop him before we’re all dead.”

“Okay, okay,” said Noah, rearranging things more quickly. Then he stopped rearranging things and stood up. He took a few steps, as if he meant to start pacing the room agitatedly, then realized there wasn’t enough space. He sat down again.

“Suffering penguins! What are we going to do?” He let out a strangled sob, reached under his desk and took out a jug and cup, then poured himself a cup of whatever was in the jug.

Shem didn’t have an answer. They were thirty-nine days and thirty-eight nights into the storm and quite frankly, he often wished he’d been drowned in the early days of the flood like everybody else. He had been extremely reluctant about boarding the ark, since it was so obviously another of Noah’s cockamamie schemes. But, always weak-willed (he acknowledged that) he had allowed his mother, wife and brothers to talk him into it. Yes, even Ham had talked him into it, Ham who had had to be bribed into coming back from Iberia after Noah had banished him for laughing at him when he was drunk. 

Why they had all been so gung ho about getting on the ark was a mystery he’d often pondered. Shem’s wife, usually a skeptic, had probably hoped to ingratiate herself with her in-laws, who’d never been too keen on her. That was to say, Noah had never been too keen on her; Noah’s wife thought whatever Noah told her to think.

The first few hours on the ark had not been calculated to make Shem change his mind. Noah had decreed a meet-and-greet the first night on deck, which had meant Ham and his wife behind the bar mixing drinks and Shem, Japheth and their wives running back and forth serving them, with nobody questioning why the humans were doing the serving and the animals the drinking. The event had quickly turned rowdy and ribald when the animals figured out that it was an open bar and promptly proceeded to get sloshed. By then it was too late to get off: the gangplank had been pulled up, and a fine drizzle had started. Fortunately, that soon drove everyone off the deck. Unfortunately, it drove them into the cafeteria and lounge, where they continued their drinking as if nothing had changed. The drizzle had intensified to rain and in less than a day the ark was afloat; in less than two days it was being tossed and buffeted by a storm no one had seen coming. Soon this became too much to bear: animals got seasick, vomiting freely in the public spaces. Others made it back to their cabins and were sick there. This made no difference: In no time at all, the ark was saturated with the indescribable stench of hundreds of seasick animals in a confined space with inadequate toilet facilities. No amount of incense could mask it; quite the opposite. It added a disturbing top note which nauseated the few who had not been fully nauseated already. 

After a few days of this, no one was left with anything to barf, and things settled down a bit. There were even occasional lulls in the storm, though the world was now in darkness twenty-four hours. Since they were cooped up below deck, everyone began to look for indoor amusements, and they found polyamory. For some inexplicable reason, this had been particularly popular among the heftier animals, hippos, rhinoceroses, buffalos and so on. They had indulged their new hobby in the cafeteria, crowding out the smaller, weaker animals, until it culminated in a brawl of epic proportions. The reasons given for the brawl had varied, but the damage had been huge; Noah had put all animals on lockdown for days while Shem, his brothers, and their wives tried to repair the cafeteria, lounge, and adjoining spaces as best they could. The humans had found that having the animals on lockdown made their lives much easier, so it continued until some animals complained they weren’t getting enough food and threatened a mutiny. In order to prevent this, Noah had resorted to selective non-enforcement: everyone could pretty much do as they pleased so long as they stopped practicing polyamory, pretended to observe curfew and stayed out of the public spaces except at mealtimes. This seemed to work fine, until the first murder happened. 

“I think we’ve reached the worst of the storm,” Noah said. His words snapped Shem out of his dark ruminations and back into the pink and purple upholstered present.

“What makes you think that?” He asked inanely.

“Haven’t you noticed how calm it was tonight, compared to every other night so far? The waters have reached the highest mountain. Now the whole earth is submerged.”

“Oh. Well, I wouldn’t call that the worst of the storm. The worst of the storm is when we all drown.” Shem did not add “hopefully that will be any day now.”

Noah fixed him with a puffy-eyed glare. 

“We are not going to drown. Yahweh would never let us drown.”

There it was, Shem thought. It had been a while since the old man had mentioned Yahweh  – his imaginary god-friend, who was responsible for all this – and Shem and his brothers had felt heartened by his silence. Maybe Noah was recovering his senses, they thought. But no, here was Yahweh again. Shem felt that only now did he know what true discouragement was.

“Yeah, okay. Look dad, about this murder. Sheldon was disembowelled in his cabin, and Hadassah is there now, ululating. I need to go and spell my wife, who’s looking after her. She can’t handle this all on her own. But she did say that she really thinks we need an inquest. Can I tell her you’re okay with that?”

Noah let out a dramatic sigh.

“We’ll have panic on the ark.”

“That’s a very real risk.”

“So we need to make up a lie.”

“I don’t see how we can make up a convincing lie for how Sheldon died, can you? We need to tell the animals the truth, and then we need to catch the killer.”

“Easy for you to say. How do you propose to do that?”

“For one thing, a giraffe is not a hamster. Killing and disembowelling one takes some doing.”

Noah ruminated.

“You’re saying it’s one of the larger, stronger animals. One of the carnivores.”

Shem hadn’t given it any thought, but now that Noah had said it, it made perfect sense.

“That seems the likeliest...likelihood.”

“Did Sheldon have any enemies?”

“I don’t know. I’ll have to find out.” 

“This Hadassah you keep mentioning is his wife, I presume.”

“Er, yeah.”

“She didn’t hear or see anything?”

Shem considered.

“I don’t know. I’ll have to ask her. Which is one of the reasons we need an inquest.”

“Great idea,” Noah said, pouring himself another cup from the jug. “I want you to investigate this giraffe’s background, investigate the circumstances of his death, talk to possible witnesses, come up with a list of potential suspects. Get your brothers to help you if you have to.”

Wow, Shem thought. He sure has taken to the idea of an open investigation all of a sudden.

“Okay dad. And just to be prudent, what do you plan on doing if we identify the actual killer?”

“We arrest him, of course.”

“And once we arrest him?”

“You leave that to me,” Noah said with a knowing look on his face. “Yahweh will know what to do. And in the meantime, it really wouldn’t hurt to say that Sheldon was probably killed by the same people who killed Boleslav.”

“The Pontic Steppe Mafia? Dad, that’s a lie.”

“It’s not a lie, it’s a theory. It can be proved wrong later, if necessary.”

Shutting the door softly behind him, Shem sighed. Yahweh was back, and the old man had started drinking again.
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The crowd outside of Sheldon and Hadassah’s cabin had thinned considerably.  Most of the animals had gone back to bed, or at least to their cabins.  It was the rare night... in fact, the first night... that the waters were calm and the ark wasn’t constantly pitching and rolling, so everyone could sleep instead of spending their time heaving out a porthole. Could Noah have been right? Was the worst of the storm over? Had Yahweh exhausted his wrath? Shem banished the thought from his mind. 

He stuck his head inside the giraffes’ cabin and beckoned to his wife. Without a word, she dropped the hoof of the gently sobbing Hadassah, which she had been caressing, and joined her husband in the hallway.

“How’s she doing?” he whispered.

“How do you think? Calming a hysterical giraffe is tricky work. Once when she was seized by a fresh burst of despair she started flailing her hooves and almost sent me to join dear departed Sheldon.”

“Sorry about that,” Shem said, and hurriedly got off the topic of grief counselling. “I’ve been to see dad, and he says we should try to make sure this doesn’t get out.”

She goggled at him.

“Doesn’t get out? I can’t count how many animals already know. It’ll be all over the ark before daybreak. If it isn’t already.”

“What I mean is, he wants us to make up a story that reassures people. So I thought...dad thought... we need to put out a rumor that he was killed as part of a score settling, say by the Pontic Steppe Mafia.”

His wife goggled even harder.

“That’s supposed to be reassuring?”

“More reassuring than that there’s a serial killer on the loose, don’t you think?”

“Shem, we put out the rumor that the Pontic Steppe Mafia was behind the killing of Boleslav. If we say they killed Sheldon that’s as good as saying there’s a serial killer...”

“No it isn’t!”

“...who’s part of organized crime, that’s really...”

“No it isn’t! Because we’re going to investigate and come up with some suspects, and hopefully be able to say that the Pontic Steppe Mafia has nothing to do with it!” 

His wife sighed.

“Hadassah’s not going to like it. Did Noah have any other suggestions besides telling us to manufacture offensive rumors?”

“Dad wants me to find out who did it. No don’t roll your eyes, listen. He thinks it’s probably a large carnivore. I was going to ask Japheth to help me come up with an identikit of the killer.”

She considered for a moment.

“That’s good, but I have another suggestion.”

“Which is?”

“I could do an autopsy, and then we need to hold an inquest.”

Shem tried not to roll his eyes. 

“If that’s what you want.”

“It’s not what I want, it’s what should be done under the circumstances. We need to arrange it as soon as possible. I can do the autopsy as soon as it gets light enough.”

“Okay. You can go ahead as soon as you’re ready. I have to go see Japh now.”

His wife stared at him suspiciously.

“You did say I can go ahead with an autopsy?”

“I did.”

“And then we’ll have an inquest?”

“If that’s what you think is necessary.”

“Did Noah agree to all this?”

“He did.”

She looked relieved, and almost smiled.

“You’re a piece of work, you know that? Why didn’t you tell me right away?”

“There’s another thing,” Shem said, walking away. “You should question Hadassah. She was right there, she must have heard something.”

On the fifth knock, the door finally opened a crack.

“What?” Japheth asked, his voice still slurred from sleep.

“Can I come in? Thank youuu,” Shem said, deftly insinuating himself into the cabin and closing the door behind him. There was no light except for Shem’s candle, so all he could see was a mass of dark shadows, foremost among them something that looked like a pile of dirty laundry but which he knew from experience was Japheth’s marital bed, with his wife in it.

“Sheldon giraffe’s been murdered,” said Shem tersely.

Japheth fell back on the bed heavily. The pile of dirty laundry let out a yelp.

“Oh maaaaan!” he said.

“Dad is afraid it will sow panic among the passengers, so we need to get an investigation started right away,” Shem said. “But first, we have to spread the rumor that Sheldon was murdered as part of a settling of accounts by the Pontic Steppe Mafia. Dad thinks this will dampen the panic.”

“Does Noah ever think through the rumors he wants us to spread before he makes them up?” A head popped out from the pile of dirty laundry. It was Japheth’s wife.

“I doubt it,” Shem said curtly. “Look, I need for Japh to wake up, get dressed, and come with me. We need to put our heads together and find the killer. Do you think you could go and give my wife a hand? She’s trying to console Hadassah, question her, and plan an autopsy at the same time.”

Japheth’s wife got up on the bed and rummaged around for her dress. Shem had seen her once naked and was glad the candlelight was too feeble to see her properly now. 

“I need for Japh to do this, I need for Japh to do that,” she said in a low sing-song voice, apparently to herself. “Why does nobody ever need Ham?”

For some reason, Shem felt compelled to answer her.

“Because Ham is unreliable, mmkay?”

“That sure gets him out of doing a lot of unpleasant things,” Japheth’s wife said, materializing on the floor close to Shem. She had put on her dress, and now leaned past him to get her candle. Shem waited for her to find it, waited some more for her to light it, and waited again for her to open the door and leave. It was only when the door had closed behind her that he looked back at his brother, who hadn’t moved a muscle.

“What are you waiting for?” He said impatiently. “Get dressed.”

“You don’t beat around the bush, do you?” 

“I don’t have time,” said Shem impatiently. “Get dressed.”

“Sheldon never struck me as the type to get bumped off by the Mafia,” Japheth said, sounding surprisingly lucid for someone just awakened from a deep sleep and asked to bring his mind to bear on complex issues.

“Appearances can be deceiving. I think we should get started on a profile of the killer,” Shem said.

“Never having heard of such a thing, I can’t help you.”

“Hogwash. A profile means a description of the killer. Now. Sheldon was a giraffe. It takes a fairly sizeable animal to take down a giraffe. He was also disembowelled. So the killer is probably large and strong.”

“A large carnivore then.”

“Off the top of my head, I can think of lions and tigers and bears.”

“Oh my. I can also think of panthers and wolves and hyenas.”

“Are rhinos carnivores?”

Japheth considered.

“I don’t think so. But they do have nasty horns, suitable for disembowelling.” 

“Elephants have tusks, now that I think of it.”

“So I would add elephants and rhinos. And then there’s the horned animals. Like aurochs.”

“But Boleslav is already dead...” the words died on Shem’s lips. 

“His widow is still alive.”

Shem conjured up the image of Carla, the female auroch: scatterbrained, forgetful, fond of knitting and felting.

“You think she gored Sheldon?”

“I don’t think anything. I was just pointing out that it’s not just tusked animals that can gore someone, but animals with horns. And if dad thinks the Pontic Steppe Mafia is involved, that might explain why Boleslav’s widow killed Sheldon.”

Shem sighed in exasperation.

“Dad doesn’t actually think the Pontic Steppe Mafia is involved, okay? It’s just a rumor he wants to put out there, to stop the animals from panicking, though the more I think about it, the more I realize the idea is ridiculous.”

“Okay, well, so far we’ve come up with a list of six large carnivores that could have killed Sheldon, and three horny-tusky herbivores that might also have killed him but wouldn’t want to eat him. I am sure there’s lots more.  It would help to have a motive to narrow down the list.”

“I should’ve looked for clues.”

“Maybe there’s still time.”

Minutes later, the brothers were in the giraffes’ cabin, where Hadassah lay on the bed, hooves in the air, apparently dozing. Delia the mole was gently stroking her forehead while Japheth’s and Shem’s wives watched her.

“I gave her some valerian root tea,” Japheth’s wife whispered, indicating the recumbent Hadassah. Shem’s wife raised her eyebrows at her husband and mouthed “good idea to send her over.” Aloud she said, “I’m going to need a coffee if I have to conduct the autopsy.”

“I have to go start breakfast soon,” said Japheth’s wife. “You can come and help me and get some coffee for yourself.”

Shem wasn’t paying attention; he was rooting around on the floor behind Sheldon’s corpse.

“Hey!” He half-whispered, half-shouted. “I found something! Look at this!” He held up what looked like two separate dust bunnies.

“Please!” Japheth said, his head turned toward the bed to avoid looking at the corpse. “I’m trying not to barf.”

Shem came around the corpse and showed his brother what he’d found. It was a tuft of fur.

“Who does it belong to?” Japheth asked.

“Can’t really say in this light,” Shem murmured. “I’d say it’s tawny beigy, so maybe... a lion?”

“Could be a tiger, or even Sheldon’s own. Their fur is all approximately the same colour.”

Shem held up the second dust bunny. It looked and felt like a dirty piece of leather.

“I’d say that’s straight dirt,” Japheth opined, still keeping his head turned away from the corpse.

“Dunno, it feels too solid.”

“It probably solidified and fossilized because nobody cleans up around here.”

“Well, help me look and see if we can find something else.”

“You look. If I get too close to that disembowelled body, I’m going to heave and ruin the evidence. I’d rather talk to witnesses.”

And without waiting for his brother to start objecting, he walked over to Delia. She had stopped in mid-stroke to stare at the two men as they whispered over the dust bunnies.

“Were you friends with Sheldon and Hadassah?” Japheth asked her without preamble. Delia looked flustered.

“Ah..uh...er...” she said agitatedly. Then, composing herself, she said, in a frail sad voice, “Haddy is my best friend on the ark.”

“Did you know each other before the ark?”

“No. Our paths didn’t cross in real life.” 

Shem, lurking behind the corpse, made a mental note of how she said ‘real life’ to mean the time before the flood, as if the last thirty-nine days hadn’t been horribly, horribly real. Well, he couldn’t blame her: they had been more like a hideous garish nightmare which never seemed to end.

“But this flood threw a lot of people together who wouldn’t normally have anything to do with each other,” Delia went on in her small, tremulous voice, “and we ended up bonding as couples. Strange, isn’t it? They’re so big, and we’re so small, we live underground and they live above, but we always ended up partnering during the bridge games, and later during the trivia nights and the shuffleboard. Feng doesn’t know yet.” 

She was obviously referring to her husband. He couldn’t think who else Feng might be. 

“Haddy’s scream didn’t wake him. It’s the first night he’s been able to fall asleep, so he went out like a light. He’s been seasick so often that I don’t like to disturb him the first time he’s actually managing to get some shut-eye. I left him sleeping and came to see what had happened.”

Shem, still lurking behind the corpse, became conscious of a buzzing sound.

“Do you know if Sheldon had any enemies?” Japheth asked. Then, seeing the look on Delia’s face, he quickly added, “anyone who might be jealous of him? Angry for some reason, no matter how trivial?”

As far as it was possible to tell from Delia’s myopic eyes, she seemed to be trying to remember what she knew about Sheldon. Finally, she said, “No, none that I can think of. Like I said, we didn’t know them before, but from what they told me, in antediluvian days they hung out mostly with other giraffes. They had the usual predators that giraffes have, like lions and leopards, but they were careful to avoid them on the boat.”

Leopards, Shem thought. Add those to the list. The buzzing sound continued. He heard his name called in a loud whisper.

“Can you think of anyone who wasn’t a predator before the flood, but who Sheldon might have gotten into an argument with?” Japheth asked, inexorably continuing his interrogation. “Did he gamble, you know, all those card games, bridge games that went on late into the night, did they ever involve money?”

Delia laughed a shrill little laugh, and Hadassah twitched in her sleep and gave a low moan. Delia looked chastened and went back to talking in a low voice.

“Money? There’s no money on the ark! Noah banned it, remember? He said it was one of the things that had led to the flood.”

“So Sheldon was on good terms with everybody?”

“I would say so, yes.”

“One last thing. Did Hadassah tell you whether she heard anything around the time Sheldon was killed? Any sound of someone coming in, for instance? ”

“No. All she did was howl and sob until your wife gave her some tea to put her to sleep. She didn’t say anything, at least not to me.”

“Thank you very much for your help, Delia.”

Delia heaved a sad sigh.

“I really hope you catch whoever did this.”

Japheth went over to the door, trying as much as possible to avoid looking at the corpse, and beckoned Shem outside. Shem had been looking around, trying to see who had made the buzzing sound and called his name, wondering whether he was having auditory hallucinations, when he saw two flies perched on his upper arm, looking at him apprehensively.

“Was it you guys who called my name?” He murmured.

“Yes. We wanted to ask you if you’re done with the corpse.”

“Not quite. We need to do an autopsy.”

The flies looked crestfallen, and remained on his arm, rubbing their hands together, but without real enthusiasm. Shem joined Japheth in the hallway.

“What did she say?” He asked.

“Nothing useful. It seems the giraffes had no enemies and nobody who might want to kill them.”

“Then we’ll just have to interview all the large predators, the carnivores, and the horny-tusky herbivores. How long is that going to take?”

“Why don’t you wait for me to do the autopsy?” It was Shem’s wife. She had appeared beside them, carrying a coffee urn. “I might have some answers for you.”

“Good idea,” Japheth said. “In the mean time we can knock on doors in this hallway, see if anybody heard anything.”
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While Shem refreshed himself with 3 cups of watery coffee and pondered the request from the flies, Japheth knocked on doors in the immediate vicinity of Sheldon and Hadassah’s cabin. He soon came back with discouraging news.

“Nobody heard anything until Hadassah screamed,” he reported. “Everybody says the same thing: it was the first calm night in forty days, and they took advantage to get some sleep.”

“Damn that good weather,” said Shem. “I guess we’ll have to move on to interrogating carnivores and horny-tusky herbivores. How do you want to divide them up?”

“Does it matter?” Japheth said dolefully. “Unless you want to take all the scary ones and leave me the non-scary ones.”

“Which would those be?”

“I don’t know,” Japheth said, after a moment’s careful reflection. “Even the horny-tusky herbivores are kind of scary. You’d think because they’re vegetarian they’d be peaceful, but look at them the wrong way and they immediately start with the goring and trampling.”

Shem didn’t need to be told. He remembered some scenes during the early days on the ark, with too many animals stampeding for the bathrooms at once; and of course there had been the riot in the cafeteria...

“Why don’t you guys go and ask your brother?” Shem’s wife said. She had been going back and forth between their marital cabin and the giraffes,’ carrying tools Shem presumed were for the autopsy. 

“Ask him what?”

“To help you with the investigation. It wouldn’t kill him to lend a hand occasionally.”

Shem couldn’t disagree. Ham was a lazy layabout most of the time. Besides being suspected of involvement in the banned polyamorists’ club, his primary contribution to the ark had been setting up and running a gambling operation, now also banned. On the other hand, between the swinging and the gambling, he had made all talk of mutiny vanish, which was no mean accomplishment. Shem got to his feet.
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