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      The massive, golden sun rose over the edge of the barren world, and its lights fell on a lonely camel caravan. Dr. Marian Watson watched as it disappeared behind the dunes. She wondered if she should call for help, but her colleagues were marching in the opposite direction. 

      She left the jeep behind and sipped the last few drops of water from her bottle. Rolling hills of sand surrounded her, and the wind whipped the dust around her face. The wreckage could wait. She strolled, admiring the sunrise, for once in her life wishing to stand still and admire the wonders of nature. As a dedicated archaeologist for the last twenty years, she felt she deserved it. Egypt had lost its lustre. She remembered being excited about discovering old artifacts and solving ancient mysteries. Now it was just another job. 

      “Marian! C’mon!” called Walter Weldon. 

      She increased her pace. Walter was her boss, a good man, a philanthropist, and a multibillionaire obsessed with the Nefret. The cursed ship, the doomed ship.  

      Marian looked at her bruised feet, no thanks to Zachary. She hadn’t planned on walking. He’d underestimated the distance, hadn’t checked the fuel, and now they were stranded. She thought she shouldn’t be so judgemental; it was just half a mile, and help was on its way. 

      Breathing hard, trying to hold on to her hat with her right hand, Marian climbed up the next hill. When she got to the top, she spotted Zachary Hilton in the lead. He marched ahead like a soldier, straight, tall, and fast. The dryness in the air and the howling wind didn’t bother him. Her eyes drifted ahead, and her heart stopped in her chest. She blinked twice to make sure what she was seeing was real. Zachary was right. It existed—the mysterious tourist ship that had disappeared forty years ago.

      The Nefret sat tilted at eighty degrees, partially buried under sand. It was around thirty feet long and ten feet high, and its anchor was half-submerged in the earth. The desert had swallowed the vessel’s stern. Marian forgot all her aches and almost ran towards it, breathing hard. The ship's hull was black, and the wood bore dozens of fractures. The middle and lower decks appeared intact, but the upper deck had perished. A big crab crawled out through a crack, slithering over a statue of a woman at the helm of the vessel and disappearing into another hole.

      “Let’s go inside,” Walter said, pointing toward a large opening in the lower deck. 

      The ship could crumble at any moment, Marian thought, but it was worth the risk. 

      Inside it was dark and cool, and the air was foul. Sand formed a thick layer on the floor. Many panels stood in silence, almost hidden under years of dirt. Marian stepped forward, and the wood groaned under her feet. She noted something on the wooden deck and cleared the gravel with her shoe. The deck was smeared with small, angular stains. She kneeled and cleared the dust, revealing more oddly shaped black marks. Marian recalled the massacre. Suddenly, she felt an icy touch on her neck. She gasped and turned; no one was there. Breathless, she stared into the void. The wind howled. 

      What if the locals were right? What if this ship is cursed?

      Marian didn’t believe in the supernatural, but the history of the Nefret bothered her. The locals thought a green demon haunted this ship, and it had slaughtered all those passengers forty years ago. 

      Dismissing her thoughts, Marian tried to focus and headed upstairs. On the upper deck, she found Walter staring at a wall. It was covered with the black splatter, and the roof was smeared with countless clusters of irregular black dots. She considered offering comfort, but maybe it was best to leave him alone. 

      On soft feet, she headed for the bridge. Perhaps she could access the Captain’s logs and find out more. Questions ran through her mind.

      How did those people die? What actually happened?

      Something clattered, and Marian spun. A cabin door hung open. She approached it but soon halted. In a corner lay a hand, a skinless human hand. The desert became silent. The wind died out. 

      Marian took a deep breath and stepped inside the cabin. The bright light from her flashlight cut through the darkness. Pictures on the walls had degraded, and the wallpaper had disappeared. There was a crack in the roof, and sand dripped in an unsteady trickle. Nothing remarkable. As Marian turned to leave, her foot came into contact with something solid. 

      “Oh.” 

      A pair of black eyes shone in the dim light. She picked up the head of what looked like a Jackal made of hard-baked clay. She felt it with her fingers. The Jackal was the guardian of the dead and a well-known symbol of Anubis, the Egyptian God of the dead, especially popular in the First Dynasty (c. 3100–c. 2890 BC). 

      Marian wondered where the Jackal had come from. It did not belong on a ship that was only, at most, fifty years old. Pots full of Jackal heads were available as souvenirs in markets of Cairo and other parts of Egypt, but this one seemed authentic, its markings deep, its bottom rough and pointed. Near the door lay several pieces of clay. She gathered them and put them together to create a small jar, placing the Jackal’s head on it. It fitted perfectly. To Marian, a jar topped with a Jackal's head could mean only one thing. A warning. A sign of danger. 

      A tingling sensation crept through Marian’s hands, and when she looked down, she found that her fingertips had turned green. Her head spun. Screams echoed in her ears. Visions of fire danced in front of her eyes, and something unseen passed through her body. The jar fell from her hands, and she ran out of the cabin screaming. 

      The fresh air calmed her down. The dizziness eased, and embarrassment sunk in. Marian wiped her hands on her coat, trying to get rid of the green tinge. She couldn’t deny it, she sensed it, there was something here. Something horrible, something unknown. In all her years of experience, she’d never felt this way. She rushed toward the bridge but paused at the sight of an open door. She peered inside. Walter sat on a broken bed, pearls resting in his palm, glittering in the dim light. 

      They were here.

      He looked away, as if aware of her presence. She left him in peace.  

      The door of the bridge opened with a loud cracking noise. Like the ship, the bridge was old, rusted, and dusty. It was a constricted place with a couple of consoles and a big chair in the middle. Zachary stood in the middle, unblinking. She followed his gaze and saw a tilted head lolling in the Captain’s chair. She covered her mouth, her heart drumming in her chest as she stepped closer. A brown fleshless skeleton sat in the Captain’s place; a large hole carved roughly out of its left temple. Its jaw was open, and its hollow eye sockets gawked unseeingly. A small scorpion clambered out of its right eye socket, crawled downwards, and disappeared into the ribcage. 

      Marian shut her eyes. She knew they ought to leave and turned to tell Zachary so, but her words fell silent before they left her mouth. Zachary stared straight into the skeleton’s eyes, as if he were willing it to come back to life. Marian looked between Zachary and the skeleton. Did Zachary know who it had been?
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      Dr. William Sterling sat in silence in his dimly lit office on the third floor of the City Morgue. In his mid-thirties, William was a medium-built man with broad shoulders, and he stood at five feet, eleven inches. He had a square face, dense coffee-colored hair, dark brown eyes, and a well-kept French beard.

      The old air conditioner groaned, trying to fight the New York summer heat. William’s office was small, crammed with six cabinets, a desk, and two chairs. Files and papers were scattered across the floor waiting to be sorted, but William was too busy to worry about housekeeping. Having worked as a medical examiner for over ten years, he’d learned to follow his instinct, and right now, his intuition told him to keep looking. Everyone thought these three men had committed suicide. He didn’t believe it. The autopsies were scheduled for tomorrow morning, and he wanted to be prepared. 

      William focused on the first victim. Don Wagner, a 49-year-old wealthy industrialist, died sometime between ten thirty p.m. and midnight on May 30, 2015. Twelve hours before his death, he’d made breakfast plans with his daughter, Rachael. When he didn’t show up, Rachael stopped by his penthouse, finding it trashed and her father lying in a pool of blood with a gun in his left hand. She called the police. The patrol officers found no sign of a break in, and interviews with the neighbors, the doorman and the daughter revealed no clues. The CSU unit dusted the entire apartment but only found fingerprints matching Mr. Wagner and his daughter. Just one shot was fired. The rest of the bullets were still in the gun’s barrel. The cops collected the cartridge, and the medical examiner extracted the bullet from Wagner’s brain. Ballistic reports showed a match. It was Wagner who’d pulled the trigger. But why? 

      Perhaps Mr. Wagner had fought with his killer and the killer prevailed. But security cameras confirmed that no one had entered or left the apartment. A thorough search of the penthouse showed it wasn’t a burglary. William combed through the crime scene pictures. After he shot himself, Mr. Wagner fell on the glass table which smashed into pieces. Blood soaked into the carpet and spread away from the head. William stared at the stocky, bald man in his blue Italian suit. His eyes were open, his chubby face had turned whitish, and blood stained his mouth. One hand was above his head, the other near his torso. Mr. Wagner did not have a history of depression, alcoholism, mental disorder or any financial issues. He’d had an accident two weeks before his death but had suffered no significant injury, and everyone said he was a happy-go-lucky, compassionate, and a kind man. He had no reason to kill himself.

      William turned his attention to the next file. Clark Garrison died around ten hours after Mr. Wagner, between nine and eleven a.m. Mr. Garrison was a 45-year-old Caucasian with two kids and a wife, Amanda. After spending a weekend at her mother’s, Amanda returned home and found her husband dead on the kitchen floor. Crime scene photos showed that Garrison had been an athletic, average-looking man with dense, brown hair and a well-trimmed beard. His eyes were wide open, staring upwards with a horrified look on his face. William looked closely at his skin. The victim had scratched himself on his arms, legs and stomach, leaving deep tears.

      Garrison’s fingerprints were found on the butcher knife, and there was no evidence of forced entry. The neighbors saw no one enter or leave the house. He was healthy, but unlike Wagner, Garrison had financial issues. He worked for a filtration company, and the neighbors told the police tales of quarrels between him and his wife, usually over money. Amanda did not deny the fights but said that things were improving. Her husband wouldn’t have committed suicide, she said; he wasn’t the type. 

      William turned to the last file. Nigel Hawk, a wealthy, divorced businessman, died approximately eight hours after Mr. Garrison on May 31, 2015. At seven p.m., Hawk shot himself on the balcony of his penthouse, tripped over, and fell eight floors before landing on the driveway. The doorman witnessed the fall and called the police who rushed to the scene, broke into the penthouse, and found no one. No broken locks, no struggle, and no murderer. The gun was found coated in Hawk’s own fingerprints. Four hours of interviews, which included his two ex-wives and two daughters, led to nothing. Hawk had everything to live for: a thriving business, diplomatic immunity, expensive vacations. Hawk’s history with his ex-wives was volatile, but with no evidence of foul play, cops ruled his death as another suicide. William examined the pictures. Hawk looked stern, like a school headmaster. He had a military cut, a trimmed mustache, and a skull that was smashed in from the fall.  

      William had fought for these cases. The other medical examiner had ruled the deaths out as suicides, but William wasn’t so sure. He convinced the victims’ families and his boss that they could’ve been murders. He wanted to do the autopsies and visit the crime scenes. Finally, his boss and the families agreed.  

      Detective Tom Nash from the NYPD was William’s friend. They had worked together on many occasions. But because the evidence showed that these three cases were suicides, he refused to get involved. To make matters worse, Tom was adjusting to a new situation. After an exchange program passed by the police commissioner, Tom was forced to let go of his old partner, John White. He wasn’t a happy man. Adjusting to a new partner was tough on him mainly because he lost his best friend and didn’t trust his new partner. From William’s prospective Joan Chase was a fine detective, but trust between cops is earned not given. Since, Tom had been wound up and moody. William knew it would be difficult to convince him of anything without evidence.

      

      A knock sounded against the door; a figure leaned on the doorframe. Even in the dim light, William could make out Dr. Juliet Wave. 

      “Juliet, what are you still doing here?” he asked, turning on the lights. 

      “So, that’s the secret of success? Sit in the dark.”

      William chuckled. “No. It’s not. What about the kids?” 

      “They’re with Albert. I was working late, and since you were so eager to get tests done, I started with Mr. Wagner.” 

      “That’s great,” said William. 

      “Don’t get so excited. I only had time for one test,” Juliet said, handing him a file. 

      William scanned the report quickly. “Low serotonin?” 

      “Yes. Because of their behavior, I thought I’d measure their levels. Metabolized in the liver, serotonin is derived from the amino acid tryptophan. It’s produced by the nervous system, mainly found in the brain and gastrointestinal tract. As you know, it helps convey nerve impulses and constrict blood vessels, and it manages sleep and mood. The test shows inhibited serotonin generation.”

      “Could it be drugs?”

      “I’m unsure. If it affects one neurotransmitter, it might also affect others, like dopamine. By the time you’ve done your autopsies, I’ll have finished the toxicology reports. We should have more answers soon.”

      “Thanks, but I don’t think it’s enough to get the NYPD interested.” 

      “Well, it’s a start. I had limited time today. Goodnight.” 

      “Goodnight.” William watched her leave as the clock beside him flashed eleven p.m. He should head home soon, but he was unlikely to sleep. He rubbed his hands over his face. Low serotonin. What could it mean?

      William picked up his phone and dialed. No answer. Tom was ignoring his calls. So, he called his new partner.

      “Yes?”

      Williams’ heart skipped a beat. Her voice sounded hurried and puffed.

      “Who’s this?” Joan asked.

      “Err … It’s Dr. Sterling.”

      “Doc, do you what time it is?”

      “Doesn’t sound like I’ve disturbed you,” William replied slapping his head with his left hand. He didn’t need to say that.

      “Who is it?” asked a male voice.

      “Oh! I’m so sorry,” said William.

      “It’s fine. Why did you call?”

      “I don’t think these are suicides. I think these were clever murders.”

      “You don’t give up do you?”

      “No, I don’t. We found low levels of serotonin, which means that the suicides could have been caused by a drug.”

      “Do you have anything else?”

      “Not yet. I’ll have more evidence tomorrow. I’m calling because I want to see the crime scenes.”

      There was a momentary silence.

      “Is that really necessary?”

      “Yes.”

      “Fine,” said Joan. “Meet me at the 234 Freeway Apartments tomorrow at nine thirty a.m., and don’t be late.”

      

      It was past midnight, and William was sprawled in the back seat of a cab. He watched the streets out the window. New York never slept. Bright streetlights hid the stars and cut through the darkness. William laid his head on the seat and tried to relax, but his mind wouldn’t settle. Joan. Her voice kept echoing in his head. He’d met her in person a couple of times, and she’d occupied his thoughts since. Somehow Roumoult Cranston, his best friend knew he liked her and kept pushing William to ask her out. But he wasn’t certain. The situation was complicated; he wasn’t over his ex and wanted to avoid developing feelings. Fear dominated his heart when it came to Joan. What if he messed up again? The past two years with Rylee had been strenuous, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to go through it again.

      Sitting up straight, he pulled his phone out of his pocket and called Roumoult, who was due to return from his Europe business trip tomorrow.

      “What took you so long?” William asked when Roumoult finally answered the call.

      “Good evening to you too,” he replied sarcastically. “I was going through security. My flight out of London leaves in thirty minutes. Why aren’t you in bed? Its midnight in New York!”

      “I know I’m right!”

      “Oh, dear Lord,” said Roumoult. “You got permission to do the autopsies, didn’t you?”

      “I am telling you, these are murders,” William spluttered. “I have reasonable cause, and we should do the autopsies.”

      “You don’t have a reasonable cause, you are obsessed.”

      “Roumoult, just listen,” William said before telling him everything he’d found. He heard Roumoult yawn. “Am I boring you?”

      “I’m exhausted.”

      “Fine. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

      “No. I plan to sleep all day. I’ll call you.”

      “Okay.”

      “Goodnight.” 

      “Bye,” William said half-heartedly. He recalled the day he had met Roumoult. Everyone else in high school thought of him as cold hearted, rich, spoiled brat. William found him reserved, observant, and extremely curious. Over the years he discovered he had the same qualities. He peered outside the window. He missed his friends. He missed life before the only thing that mattered was work.
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      William woke at five a.m. Four hours sleep wasn’t enough. He suffered from insomnia since his breakup. Roumoult had told him repeatedly that he should seek help, but work was his medicine. Today, he didn’t feel tired or groggy.

      He got up and walked around his two-bedroom apartment in his pajamas. He’d taken over the property, bought by his sister, after his brother-in-law was transferred. It was lucky timing; William had just been kicked out of the navy for punching a senior officer. His father was an Admiral in the Navy and wanted him to apologize and return to duty. When he refused, his father threw him out of the house. That was when William had come to New York and started his medical career. It had now been ten years.

      After a jog, a shower, and breakfast, William reached work at seven a.m. He stayed in his office for a while checking his email, and then he decided to check in with Dr. Wave before starting the autopsies. 

      He took the elevator to the basement, switched on the lights, and marched along the corridor toward pathology. He passed the storage room, the freezer, the pathology lab, the locker room and the room set aside for boxes and coffins. He reached the end of the corridor and was about to swipe his card when he heard a crash. 

      “Hello?” William called out, feeling his pulse rise.

      Then came voices. The low tones of two men. 

      William retraced his steps. The changing room was unoccupied. He peered through the glass door of the storage room and noticed something metallic on the floor near the freezer. Twisting the doorknob, he entered the room. The desk was untouched, and his eyes rolled over towards the sizeable ugly gray freezer.

      Suddenly, a figure appeared and raced towards him. Before he could react, something struck him on the head. William cried out, and the room twirled before his eyes as darkness fell.  

      

      “Finally,” muttered Roumoult as the plane touched down on American soil. Glad to leave the last three-weeks of meetings and conferences behind, he couldn’t wait to get home and sleep in his own bed. The pilot announced that passengers could disembark in a few minutes and urged them to remain seated. Once the seatbelt sign was switched off, Roumoult got to his feet and stretched. 

      He ran his hand through his thick, wavy brown hair. He had striking features, bright green eyes and an oval face with a prominent jawline. He was smartly dressed in a blue, small-checked designer t-shirt and black trousers.

      As he waited in the queue, he subconsciously rubbed his hand over his jaw. He needed to shave. Moving through customs and luggage retrieval took half an hour. At last, Roumoult stood outside the airport, his coat draped over his shoulder and his bags dragging beside him. He didn’t call his secretary immediately, instead taking a moment to soak in the warmth of the sun. 

      Roumoult looked forward to catching up with his friends. He felt that he’d complicated his life by agreeing to help his father in his business. He wished he could only focus on his Law Firm and solving mysteries. Being the only son, he’d hardly had a choice. 

      His phone buzzed with four waiting messages. 

      The first was from his father: “Let me know when you reach NY. Happy Journey.” 

      The second was from William. “Hey. Welcome back.”

      Roumoult started to call Alice, his secretary, when a loud horn distracted him. His sparkling, gray Audi RS 7 glided swiftly along the road before coming to a stop in front of him. A stranger stepped out of it.

      “Mr. Cranston?”

      “Yes.”

      “Jim Meadows, your new driver.”

      “I don’t have a driver,” said Roumoult. “My father does, and he was going to pick me up.”

      The young man looked uncomfortable. “I was told I am your driver,” he repeated.

      “Who hired you?”

      “Fred Cranston,” Jim replied.

      Dad would never change, he thought. His attempt to have some control over Roumoult's life was increasingly annoying. First, he sneakily tried to set up Roumoult with women, which never worked. And now this, a driver he didn't need. He was too tired to argue. “Just take me home.”

      Roumoult watched Jim like a hawk as they left the airport. When he was satisfied that he wouldn't wreck his car, he turned his attention back to his phone. “You have a voicemail,” the third message read.

      He played it: “Hi, Mr. Cranston. It’s Jonathan here. Sorry to disturb you, but I need help. Dr. Sterling is gone. He came to work this morning, and no one has seen him since! Could you please come to the Morgue? I think he’s in trouble.”

      Roumoult sulked. “Tell me when he is not in trouble.”

      “Sir?” asked Jim. 

      “It’s not you. Change of plans. Let’s go to the City Morgue.” 

      Jim nodded and changed lanes. 

      William had done it again. Being hooked on a case was like being on opium for him. Once he began working, he forgot to eat, destroyed his health, and ignored his family and friends. He wouldn’t see him or hear from him for days. It was also his way of dealing with pain. The last time he’d vanished, it turned out he’d checked into a motel for forty-eight hours to work on a case without telling anyone. Lapses like this weren’t unusual. Jonathan had called an hour ago. Maybe he’d reappeared.

      Roumoult dialed. “Jonathan?”

      “Mr. Cranston. Oh, thank God. At least I got through to you!”

      “How are you?”

      “I’m good. Good, but I’m worried about William,” Jonathan said.

      “So, he hasn’t shown up?”

      “No.”

      “Did he leave any messages?”

      “No. Are you coming?”

      “Yes. Call me if you find him.”

      Next, Roumoult called Angelus, a dear friend and a private detective who worked with his Law Firm. His conversation with Angelus was short and disappointing. William hadn’t contacted him. Roumoult felt his anxiety rising.

      “Jim, can we get there faster?” 

      “I’ll try.”

      The car picked up pace.

      The Audi parked on the roadside opposite to the old building. Roumoult asked Jim to stay in the car. Across the street, a Range Rover pulled up and Angelus stepped out. Roumoult crossed the road and shook his hand.

      “Welcome back,” Angelus said.

      “It’s good to be back,” Roumoult replied.

      “He’s done it again.”

      “Disappeared?” said Roumoult. “It seems so.” 

      “Are you sure he isn’t hauled up in some motel?” 

      “I don’t know. That’s why I am here.” 

      Angelus just shook his head. Muscular, taller than Roumoult, and with a large, square face, Angelus’ military background shone through his every move. He was the picture of calmness, strolling casually toward the Morgue.

      As he climbed up the stairs, Roumoult caught sight of Jonathan standing next to a lady. He recognized Detective Joan Chase instantly. She was a curvy woman with high cheekbones and a sharp nose. She brushed her silky, brunette hair away from her face and folded her arms as he approached.

      “Mr. Cranston and Angelus. Meet Detective Chase,” Jonathan said awkwardly.

      Roumoult and Angelus shook hands with her.

      Jonathan was a shaggily dressed man with a weather-beaten face. He shifted his weight from left to right and rubbed his palms together.

      “Don’t worry, we will find him,” Angelus said.

      “We’d better! I called the motel he checked into last time; he’s not there.” 

      Roumoult turned to Joan.

      “Dr. Sterling wanted to see the crime scenes and called me last night,” she said. “I was supposed to meet him, but when he didn’t show up, I called the Morgue, and Jonathan told me he’d disappeared.”

      Roumoult remained quiet.

      “Did he call you last night?” Joan asked.

      “Yes, but I didn’t think he was in any danger,” Roumoult responded. “Let’s just work together to find him. Where’s Tom?”

      “I don’t know,” said Joan. “I called him several times, no answer. I left a message.”

      Roumoult led the way to William’s office. “What time did William come into work?” he asked Jonathan. 

      “Around seven a.m.” 

      Without another word, Roumoult called Angelus, who had set off in search of the security guard. “Did you find the guard?”

      “Yep, I’m in his office now.”

      “Okay, look through the camera footage from seven to eight thirty a.m.”

      “I’ll call you as soon as I find anything.”

      The office offered no clues, nothing out of place. Roumoult, Joan, and Jonathan took the elevator to the basement. The numbers on the screen climbed down as the elevator descended. Roumoult closed his eyes, a throbbing pain piercing his temples. The elevator shuddered to a halt, and he walked out before the doors had finished opening.

      “We should begin in the storage room,” Jonathan suggested. “I saw blood there.”

      Roumoult eyed him and quickened his pace. 

      “I’ll get Juliet. She was the last person he called.”

      Roumoult nodded, trying to remain calm. 

      “Who’s Juliet?” Joan enquired.

      “A pathologist who works here.”

      In the storage room, files littered the floor. A water filter had been tossed and surgical instruments were scattered on the floor. Roumoult kneeled to examine a red splatter of blood. 

      “I’m calling the CSU unit,” Joan announced as Jonathan and Juliet entered the storage room. 

      “Hello, Dr. Wave. How are you?” Roumoult asked.

      “I’m well, thank you,” said Juliet. “Have you found him?”

      Roumoult shook his head. “What can you tell me?”

      “He called me in the morning, but I was busy with the children and thought I’d see him when I got to work. By the time I arrived at the lab, Jonathan told me he was gone.”

      Roumoult paced back and forth. “Did you look everywhere?”

      “Yes! His office, the pathology lab, the cafeteria, the reception. And I asked everyone. No one saw anything.” 

      “What about the freezer?” Roumoult asked, pointing towards the big door. 

      Jonathan’s face fell, “I-I didn’t check in there.” 

      Roumoult reached the door and pulled it open. An enormous cloud of mist hit him and then evaporated. He stepped inside, and the others followed. The freezer was at least ten feet wide and fifteen feet deep and had eight aisles of samples. 

      Footsteps boomed as they searched for William. Roumoult walked up and down the narrow corridors, examining the various samples suspended in liquid. He paused in front of a human head. Its hollow eyes stared at him. He felt a knot in his stomach and looked away. When he reached the other end, Joan was waiting. “No sign of him?” Roumoult asked hopefully.

      “No.”

      They exited the freezer, shutting the door behind them. “Where is Dr. Wave?” Roumoult asked after a moment.

      Joan and Jonathan looked at each other. 

      “I thought she was behind you,” said Joan. 

      From inside the freezer, they heard a loud rattling sound, followed by a crash.

      “Jonathan, stay here,” Joan ordered. She armed herself with a gun and walked into the freezer. Roumoult followed her. 

      “Dr. Wave! Dr. Wave!” Joan yelled.

      Fog surrounded them, and Roumoult’s legs shook in the cold. They followed the rattling sound to the third aisle. Joan put her gun away and folded her arms. Juliet was rifling through shelves muttering something to herself.

      “Juliet, what are you doing?” Roumoult asked.

      “Someone took them! They were right there!” she cried, moving away from the shelves “Oh God, what am I going to do?”

      “What’s she talking about?” Joan asked Roumoult.

      “Beats me.”

      “It can’t be. I left them right there!” Juliet wailed.

      “What? What’s gone?”

      “The tissue samples, the blood samples, everything! It’s all gone!”

      Roumoult swallowed thickly. “Do you mean samples from William’s cases?”

      Juliet’s silence was answer enough.

      Everyone left the freezer and Roumoult closed the door. 

      “Someone’s stealing evidence,” Juliet said. 

      “It doesn’t matter. You have the bodies. You can…” he paused. “You have the bodies, right?”

      “Well, we had them yesterday!” Juliet exclaimed.

      Roumoult dropped his head into his hands.

      “This is nuts. I’ll check, wait here,” Jonathan said.

      Roumoult paced. No one spoke. Worries about William’s wellbeing were building, and they weren’t helped by Jonathan’s breathless return. “Someone took the bodies! They’re gone!”

      “How can that be? Are you sure?” Joan asked.

      “Yes. I checked! They’re not where I left them.”

      “What does this mean?” Jonathan asked.

      “It means William could have entered the basement when they were stealing evidence,” Roumoult said darkly. Everyone looked at him, then the silence was broken by Roumoult’s phone ringing.

      “Can you come to the security office?” Angelus said eagerly.

      “Okay.” 

      The group marched to the ground floor and stepped into the small office.

      “Everyone, Ben Hast, the security guard,” Angelus said.

      Ben was a big man in his fifties. He had broad shoulders, large blue eyes, and a bald head. They exchanged short pleasantries.

      “Did you find out what happened to him?” Angelus asked.

      “I think William got in the way when someone was stealing evidence,” said Roumoult. 

      “I see,” Angelus said. “Perhaps the surveillance videos can shed some light.” 

      Roumoult peered at the monitor. The footage showed William entering the premises. Then the camera on the third floor showed him entering his office. The group watched as William stepped out of the office and made for the stairs. Ben produced another piece of footage, which displayed the basement corridor. They watched as William walked straight towards the pathology lab. Then the screen went blank.

      “What happened?” Roumoult asked.

      Ben frowned. “Someone sabotaged the basement and the parking lot cameras. I fixed them half an hour ago.”

      “How did they get in the building?” Joan asked.

      “Through the back door,” Ben replied. “It’s a spring lock. They probably used a skeleton key.”

      He played another video clip. At six fifty a.m., a white van drove into the parking lot. Two men in masks climbed out of the vehicle, rushed to the back door, and broke in. Then the screen went blank.

      “It’s not enough to identify the crooks,” Joan said.

      Roumoult wasn’t worried about them. He wanted to find William. “It is possible he’s still in the building. They could have dumped him somewhere.”

      “I looked everywhere,” Jonathan said.

      Roumoult bit his lip. “Let’s say they wanted to hide him as long as possible. How would they do that?”

      “The cameras in the basement and parking lot were out for two hours. They could have hidden him anywhere,” Angelus pointed out.

      Roumoult turned to Ben. “Can you show us what happened in the past three hours?”

      The guard nodded, and Roumoult waited for him to access the system. A short ring echoed through the office. It was Joan’s phone.

      “The CSU unit is here,” she said after taking the call. “I’ll take them to the basement and arrange a search party.”

      “Thank you,” Roumoult replied. He turned his focus back to the screen, eyes narrowed at the shapes flitting across it.

      “Who’s that?” Roumoult asked after a few minutes, pointing out a black van that had entered the parking lot at seven thirty a.m.

      “The cemetery guys,” Ben answered apathetically.

      “Cemetery guys?” Angelus asked.

      “They pick up the coffins of homeless and unidentified people and take them to the graveyard,” said Jonathan.

      “Did they take any coffins today?” Roumoult asked.

      “Hold on.” Ben skipped through the security video.

      Roumoult wiped the sweat off his brow and watched as the men loaded three coffins in the van and drove away. Ben paused the video. “They took three coffins today.”

      “Do you have a record of the coffins?”

      Again, Ben shuffled through the footage. After a few minutes, he said, “We don’t know their names, so we give each coffin an ID. Today, we sent coffins with IDs 10010, 10012, and 10013 to the First Calvary Cemetery.”

      “Okay. One possibility: William could be in one of those coffins.”

      “I don’t like that possibility,” Angelus stated. 

      “What else happened?” Roumoult asked.

      They watched as several staff members entered and left the building, but nothing unusual stood out.

      “Okay,” said Roumoult after a long silence, “two possibilities. One: he’s in a coffin. Two: he’s in the cold storage.”

      “What makes you say that?” Angelus asked.

      “The thugs only disabled the basement cameras, meaning they didn’t need to go to the other floors. William could only have bumped into them in the basement. He has to be there. Jonathan, did you check the coffin room or cold storage?”

      “No, I checked for bodies but not for … William.”

      Hurried footsteps approached. Joan stepped back into the guard’s office.

      “Okay. The CSU units are processing the crime scene, and five cops are searching the entire building. We’ll find him.” She paused, sensing their despair. “What’s happened?”

      “Jonathan, please check the cold storage. We will check the coffin room,” said Roumoult authoritatively.

      Joan swallowed. “Why the coffin room?”

      As they returned to the basement, Angelus brought Joan up to speed. They walked past the CSU unit. Following Ben, Roumoult almost ran to the end of the corridor. The guard opened the door and switched on the lights.

      Roumoult surveyed the gray and dreary room. He looked at the six coffins. “They don’t check them before they take the coffins?”

      “No. They sign the register and take the sealed coffins with IDs.” Ben pointed towards a register on the table next to the door.

      Roumoult and Angelus leapt into action. Angelus opened the first coffin. Empty. Roumoult opened the second. Nothing. He was about to prize open the next one when he spotted a casket at the far end of the room with something written on it. He stormed towards it, then he stopped to stare at the numbers 10013.

      “Oh, good God,” he muttered. Angelus moved to stand next to him. Roumoult bowed his head. He moved to one side as Angelus dug a claw hammer under the coffin’s lid, forcing it open. Inside, a chubby old man dressed in shags lay peacefully with his hands crossed over his belly.

      Angelus ran his hand through his hair. “They took the wrong coffin.”

      Footsteps echoed, and Jonathan appeared. “He’s not in cold storage.”

      Roumoult shut his eyes. 

      

      Roumoult pushed the door open and ran out of the building. He could hear Joan calling his name, but he didn’t stop. William was locked in a coffin, sent off to a graveyard for cremation. Roumoult felt bile rise in his throat.

      Noticing his haste, Jim unlocked the car door and moved to the backseat. Roumoult climbed into driver’s seat and took the wheel. Joan threw herself into the passenger seat. Roumoult turned the key.

      “Hey, Mr. Cranston!” Jonathan called out. “I’ll call the cemetery and make sure they don’t cremate anyone.”

      “Good idea!” yelled Joan.

      People on the sidewalk stopped to stare.

      Roumoult pushed the accelerator. Tires whirled and screeched as the car raced. He touched the small screen, and the GPS came to life.

      “First Calvary Cemetery,” Roumoult said clearly.

      The route appeared on the screen: The First Calvary Cemetery is approximately six miles from our current position. Total time to destination: twenty minutes. For the best route, please take a left at the next intersection.

      Roumoult tried to ignore the urge to speed, pushing the brakes and bringing the Audi to a halt before the intersection. The Range Rover was right behind him. He thought about the last twenty-four hours. His eyes were gritty, and all he wanted was a shower and some sleep. William’s disappearance changed everything. The lights turned green, he pushed the pedal, and the car shot forward. Joan grabbed her seat.

      “Sorry.” 

      She didn’t say anything. A moment later, her phone began to ring. She spoke low and fast.

      “What happened?” Roumoult asked when she’d hung up.

      “That was Jonathan. No one’s answering the phone.”

      Roumoult gripped the steering wheel firmly to keep his hands from shaking. Traffic forced him to slow down. He banged the horn.

      

      As soon as he drove through the gates of the cemetery, Roumoult felt calmer. He’d made it. The beautiful, green driveway led to a three-story structure. Various plants and flowers grew in round spaces in the middle of the thick, green meadow. Roumoult parked in the driveway and stepped out. He noticed an old man sitting in a chair on the deck reading a newspaper.

      Joan said to Roumoult, “Let me do the talking.”

      He nodded.

      “Hello, sir. We’re from the NYPD. We’re looking for three coffins that arrived from the City Morgue about four hours ago. Do you know where they are?”

      Instead of responding, the man stared at her.

      “What’s your name?” Joan asked firmly.

      “George Cores,” said the man. “I’m the caretaker and the gardener.”

      “Okay. I need you to focus. We need to find three coffins that arrived from the City Morgue this morning. Do you know where they are?”

      “They must be in the storage room.”

      “Good. Who’s in charge?”

      “Father Kristen.”

      “Good. Now take us to the storage room and please call the Father.”

      “But…”

      “Just do it,” Joan interjected.

      The group hastily followed the caretaker. Roumoult felt Mr. Cores’ agitation and confusion tangle with his own. He noted a medium-sized chapel to his left and followed the group down the long corridor. They came to a stop in front of the big wooden door. Cores inserted the key and opened the door. 

      Roumoult’s heart sank. Coffins of different shapes and sizes lay silently on tables. The room’s few lights emitted a yellowish glow, casting over the caskets. Sweat dripped down Roumoult’s neck, and his palms were wet, but he had no choice. They started looking.

      “Could be one of these,” announced Joan.

      Roumoult felt hopeful.

      “Wait a minute,” Angelus said. He counted. “There are four coffins here.”

      “I thought there were three!” Joan said.

      “You can’t open them!” shouted Cores.

      Roumoult raised his hands. “Quiet everyone. Why are there four coffins?”

      “I don’t know…Wait a minute,” Angelus said slowly. “Remember what we saw in the Morgue. Maybe we don’t have to open any of them. The coffin at the Morgue had an identification number.”

      “So?” Joan asked.

      “So logically, William should be in the one without an ID,” Angelus concluded. “Doesn’t that make sense? The culprits must’ve hit him over the head, put him in the coffin with no ID, and sealed it.”

      “Then the cemetery guys took the first three sealed coffins without checking for IDs,” Joan added.

      Roumoult set about searching. A few minutes later, they met near the door.

      “They all have IDs,” Joan said, voice rising. “He’s not here. We were wrong.”

      They heard loud footsteps, and a tall man with short, curly hair and piercing gray eyes appeared at the door. “What’s going on here?” the Father demanded.

      Roumoult noted the panic on everyone’s faces. He took the lead and explained the situation. The Father’s face softened.

      “Please help us,” Joan said.

      The Father nodded.

      “Have you cremated anyone this morning?” Roumoult asked anxiously.

      “No. The morning funeral took more time than I’d expected.”

      “Thank God,” Roumoult muttered, leaning against the wall. He rubbed his face with his hands.

      “Why do you have four coffins from the Morgue?” Angelus asked.

      “Bodies of three unfortunate souls were sent to us day before yesterday. We were too busy, so we rescheduled their cremations.”

      “And City Morgue sent three more bodies for cremation today,”

      “Yes,”

      “There are four coffins here. Where are the other two coffins?” Joan asked.

      “There was no space here. We put them in the second storage room.”

      Father Kristen led the group further along the corridor before opening a large door. Roumoult felt his anxiousness drop in the fresh air.

      “When we have a lot of funerals, we put a few caskets in this extra cold storage unit,” the Father explained. The group followed him across a small meadow to an ancient-looking structure.

      Angelus walked up to Roumoult. “Are you okay?”

      “I’ll be fine when I find him.”

      Soon they came to stand in front of the structure. Father Kristen took out a big bunch of keys.

      “Could you please hurry?” Joan pleaded.

      “I’m trying…” The father replied, but he broke off mid-sentence.

      A loud thud distracted everyone.

      Father Kristen found the keys and unlocked the door.

      Roumoult entered the structure. A chilly draft hit him. The lights turned on, and he found himself in another large room filled with coffins. “All right, let’s just find that casket.”

      They spread out and searched fanatically. 

      “Here!” shouted Joan.

      Roumoult rushed to her and saw a familiar-looking coffin. He banged the top. “William?”

      There was no reply, but he heard a soft bump.

      “William,” he repeated, pressing his ear against the top.

      “Roumoult…” came a soft whimper.

      He looked at Angelus, who pushed him aside and unlocked the coffin with a claw hammer. They shoved the top away, and there was William, his face covered in blood. His lips moved as if he was trying to say something.

      “Get him out!” Angelus said.

      Roumoult and Angelus helped William sit on the lawn. The Father draped a blanket over him.

      “I’ll get some water,” Angelus said.

      Roumoult sat at William’s side. “William?” He noticed a wound on his forehead and dried blood on his face. He looked exhausted. “Look at me. Are you okay?”

      “What took you so long?”  William grumbled.

      Roumoult closed his eyes and then lay back on the grass. Finally, he could relax.

      In an hour, an ambulance arrived, Detective Tom Nash was not far behind it. Tom’s light brown hair glittered in the sunlight. He was a bit shorter than Joan, with baby blue eyes and a heart-shaped face. Roumoult thought Tom’s personality was a bit unsuited for a homicide detective. He was too gentle, too good-humored.

      Roumoult thanked them for their help. A paramedic approached him and said that someone had to stay overnight with William. Roumoult wanted to say no, but he couldn’t. William needed him. The medic returned to the ambulance.

      “Well, stealing evidence indicates the possibility of a homicide,” Tom told Joan.

      “We’ll have to reopen the case,” Joan agreed.

      “So now this is a homicide investigation?” asked Roumoult.

      “Yeah. Dr. Sterling got what he wanted,” said Joan.

      Roumoult rolled his eyes. “Good luck.” 

      

      Tom regretted that he hadn’t acted sooner. He could have prevented the theft of the bodies and saved William from a near death experience. It didn’t matter anymore; it was done. Another case reopened by William.

      He had strong instincts.

      Tom smiled involuntarily when he remembered the first time, he had seen William. He was an underpaid assistant and Tom was a lieutenant trying to solve a murder of a young girl. All hopes of solving the case had faded, but the young fellow toiling alone in the Morgue at midnight, wasn’t going to give up. Two weeks passed without a word, and then the phone rang. William had traced the unidentified DNA on the murder weapon to two other unsolved murders. He contacted his friends in the forensic department and pinned down a suspect at the local bakery in the area. Tom took over and within twenty-four hours made an arrest.

      Then began a friendship that lasted for a decade. Through him he was introduced to Roumoult. He was smart, uncanny, visionary, resourceful and twisted the law and his family’s power to get what he wanted. No one knew what he would do next. It was handy to have a powerful man on his side but there was one thing about their friendship Tom despised. If Roumoult got involved in a case, he would take over, use any means necessary to solve it, leaving him and his friends behind and often inviting danger.

      Tom spent the rest of the morning going through the case files. The best place him to begin was the victims’ families. They drove to Upper East Side to question Hawk’s first wife.

      He sat in Mrs. Longburn’s large, well-decorated living room. She was a nice-looking woman with short hair, brown eyes, and a full figure. Next to her sat Kera, Hawk’s eldest daughter.

      Tom informed Mrs. Longburn about the theft of Mr. Hawk’s remains.

      “Why?” asked Mrs. Longburn.

      “We don’t know.”

      “Why would someone steal my father’s body?” Kera sobbed.

      “We’re trying to answer that question,” Joan told her gently before turning back to Mrs. Longburn. “What can you tell us about your ex-husband?”

      Mrs. Longburn appeared uncertain. “Nothing much. We parted ways ten years ago. He was stubborn, hot-tempered, and career-minded. He was secretive and kept things from me. I didn’t like that.”

      “Had you seen him recently?”

      “No.”

      “Kera, did you see your father before he died?” Joan asked.

      “I saw him about a month ago for dinner and ice cream,” she replied morbidly. 

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Tom said.

      “Oh, stop it.” Mrs. Longburn rolled her eyes at her daughter. “He didn’t love you. He loved no one!”

      “Shut up, Mom!” Kera screamed.

      Tom gulped but pressed on. “Mrs. Longburn, we understand that this is a difficult time, but we need your help. Where were you on the night your husband died?”

      “I already told the police. I was at a charity ball. Hundreds of people must have seen me.”

      “And you, Ms. Longburn?” Joan asked Kera.

      “I was at my best friend’s birthday party until midnight.”

      “And your dad called you three days before his death?” Tom asked, referring to his notebook.

      “Yeah. We talked about usual stuff. He said he fell the other day and hurt his knee. He was taking painkillers.”

      “What about the gun?” Joan asked.

      “He had a gun registered in his name. He usually kept it in the study desk,” Mrs. Longburn huffed. “I didn’t approve of it, but no one listens to me.”

      Once they were outside the building, Joan turned on Tom. “That wasn’t useful.”

      Tom sulked. The trouble with his new partner was that she was too impulsive. She wanted answers quickly. To him patience was the key. “Let’s keep going.” He said longing for the good old days with his old partner. There were no surprises, no second guesses. With Joan, it was too complicated. He never knew what she would do next.

      

      William tried to settle in the bright hospital room. It was simple yet elegant, painted white with red trimmings. He lay on a big, comfortable bed, looking out the window at the city view. The room was furnished with a couch, a tallboy, and two comfortable chairs. 

      William didn’t feel good. The thick bandage above his left eye bothered him, and the four stitches near his hairline were itching. He tried to sit back and watch TV, but he felt restless. Every time he closed his eyes, he imagined he was back in the casket. He wanted to go home, but the doctors told him they were waiting for his test results. Guilt and despair hung over him. He wished he could erase his memories and start over.

      Roumoult entered the room, talking with his father on the phone. William was glad for his company. He tried to focus on the TV. After a while, he noticed Roumoult was silent and looked over to find him reading a Playboy.

      “Where did you get that?”

      “I borrowed it,” said Roumoult.

      “From whom?”

      “A patient next door. He was in a coma.”

      “So, you stole it?”

      “Lighten up, I’ll return it. It’s not like he needs it.” Roumoult returned to the magazine.

      Sometimes William had a tough time understanding Roumoult. Just this morning, he’d turned everything upside down to save him. Next thing, he was rifling through a stranger’s room, taking whatever, he wanted.

      

      Their first interview wasn’t very revealing, so Tom hoped Mr. Hawk’s second wife could give greater insight into his death. Mrs. Angus owned a small apartment on the second floor on Hudson Street. Her living room was neat and well-decorated. She was a young and lean woman with silky, brown hair and large, gray eyes. Lacey, Hawk’s stepdaughter, looked very much like her mother. Tom thought it was best to jump right in. 

      “What can you tell us about your ex-husband?” he asked.

      “I don’t see the relevance,” said Mrs. Angus. “First the medical examiner and now the NYPD. What’s going on?”

      “We’re just following a line of inquiry,” Joan reassured her. 

      “He killed himself, and there’s nothing more to it. I’m tired of this. Please ask the City Morgue to return his remains so I can arrange a funeral.” 

      Tom and Joan exchanged an uncomfortable glance. Tom explained the situation.

      “Oh my God! This is disturbing! Why? Why would someone steal his body?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to find out.”

      “What about the funeral?”

      “It will have to wait,” Tom said.

      “You will find him, right? Intact?”

      “We will try,” Tom said earnestly.

      “And you’ll notify me immediately?”

      “Yes,” said Tom. “Can you tell us anything that might help us locate him?”

      “I honestly don’t know,” Mrs. Angus said. “People change, and things fall apart. It’s hard to love a man and lose him. Nigel used to share everything with me, but he just stopped. He changed. You know when you have the feeling that someone’s hiding something from you. Last year, whenever I asked him about his business trips, he would change the subject or get angry. He made excuses like ‘I don’t mix business with personal life.’ Things got worse, and his relationship with Lacey fell apart. So, I left him.”

      “Did you speak with him before he died?”

      Mrs. Angus shook her head. “No. He spoke to Lacey.”

      Tom turned to the daughter.

      “He called me two days before,” Lacey said. “He mentioned a fall, but the injury was minor. I didn’t think he was in trouble.”

      “Was he agitated, stressed, or worried?” Joan asked.

      “Not that I noticed,” answered Lacey. 

      Tom asked Mrs. Angus about the gun. She knew nothing. He asked if there were any issues with their financial agreement after the divorce. She told him that Nigel never neglected Lacey’s needs; he always took care of her. 

      

      Tom was getting tired of all the driving. He parked the car and cast an eye over the exclusive building. He hoped talking to Mr. Wagner’s daughter might shed some light.

      Rachael Wagner received them gracefully and made them comfortable in her penthouse apartment. She was a sophisticated woman in her late thirties. Her makeup was precise, and her hair perfectly tied up in a neat bun. But her dry lips and swollen eyes told another story. As soon as they told her that her father had disappeared, Rachael broke down and wept. Joan tried to console her, and Tom got her a glass of water. They waited for her to calm down.

      “This is unacceptable! Why? Who would steal his body?”

      “We don’t know, but we will find him,” Joan assured her.

      “I don’t understand! This is ridiculous! Why weren’t the bodies kept in a secure place? Does this mean anyone can steal a dead person?”

      “It is an unusual situation,” Tom said.

      “Please tell me you will find him. He was all I had!”

      “We’ll try our best,” Tom said solemnly.

      “Did anything happen before his death?” Joan asked. 

      Rachael tried to compose herself. She drew in several deep breaths. “Yes, he had an accident.”

      “How did it happen?” asked Tom.

      “Every Friday, Dad went to a poker game at his friend’s house. When he was driving back home, he saw something on the road, an animal. He reduced his speed. Suddenly, the animal moved and ran toward the car. He lost control and crashed into a tree. He passed out, but when he woke up, he called me and an ambulance.” She paused and twisted the tissue in her hands. 

      “Did something else happen?” Tom pressed. 

      “I-I really don’t think it's relevant.”

      “It might be.” 

      “Well, after he called me, I asked him to stay in the car. I grabbed a friend and got there in forty minutes. The ambulance arrived, but I couldn’t find my father. It was horrible. We looked everywhere! Finally, we found him hiding behind some rocks, but he wasn’t himself. He pushed the paramedics away. When I reached for him, he screamed like a madman. He picked up rocks and threw them at us. The paramedics seized him, sedated him, and took him to the hospital. The ER doctor did some tests, but everything was negative. They thought he was hallucinating but didn’t know why. The next morning, he was himself again, charming and caring. I was so relieved that he’d recovered. Then… I asked him about the accident, and he looked confused and said he remembered nothing.” 

      “He denied it?” Joan said.

      “Yes!” Rachael exclaimed. “He said he didn’t remember throwing stones, or screaming at people, or even coming to the hospital.”

      “You think he changed his story. Why?” Tom asked.

      “I don’t know, but I know he lied. I just know it!” 

      “Did anything else happen after the accident?” 

      “No,” Rachael dabbed at her eyes. “He acted like it never happened.” 

      

      The wobbly chair caused Tom to shift uncomfortably. Amanda Garrison watched him with narrowed eyes. She was a middle-aged woman, skinny and dressed casually in all black. She did not welcome the inquiry. Joan told her what had happened to Mr. Garrison’s body. Tom braced himself for a response, but there wasn’t one. Amanda’s expression remained cold and unchanging.

      “Are you sure?” she asked curtly.

      “Yes,” Joan replied. “We’re sorry. We’re trying to locate his body.”

      “Hmm.” Amanda looked away. “What can I do for you?”

      “Could you tell us anything more about your husband’s death?” Tom asked.

      “No. Not really. I told the police everything I know. I came home, and he’d stabbed himself. That’s all.”

      “How was your relationship with your husband?” asked Joan.

      “Just like any other marriage. We fought a lot. We have two daughters, a mortgage, and no one to support us. I can’t find a job. I wanted to move to the country; he wanted to stay. But things were improving. Clark got some extra work, and we had some more money.”

      “Did he have any medical problems?” Joan asked.

      “High blood pressure and migraines.”

      “Migraines?” Tom repeated after Amanda.

      “Yes. Over the last few weeks, he had frequent migraines. The doctor diagnosed him with myopia and told him to wear glasses. Although he had to take pain killers for a while, he felt better after that.”

      Tom asked about the butcher’s knife. Amanda said they’d had it for years and that her husband had used it often.

      

      William opened his eyes, his headache returned. The light was dim, and the curtains drawn. He sat up slowly and found a visitor at his bedside.

      “Hey. You’re awake.” Joan said softly.

      “Hi.” William could feel his heart hammering. He watched Joan flick through Roumoult’s magazine. “Where’s Roumoult?”

      “He went home to freshen up. I volunteered to stay until he got back.” 

      Just then, Roumoult entered the room. “Hey, how are you?”  

      “Fine.”

      “Thanks for staying,” Roumoult said to Joan.

      “No problem.”

      “It’s addictive, isn’t it?” Roumoult commented pointing the magazine.

      “Oh, yeah!” They laughed, and Roumoult started to tell her about his trip. 

      William fumed. Roumoult hadn’t told him anything about the trip.

      Joan smiled and blushed as they chatted. William seethed, glaring at Roumoult.

      “So, you reopened the case?” Roumoult asked.

      “We did,” Joan said. She told them about their interviews with the victims’ families. “Let’s just see what we find.” She rose and left, the room falling silent in her absence.  

      “How are you?” Roumoult asked William again after a while.

      “Get that thing out of here!” William spat, pointing at the magazine.

      Roumoult looked confused, “What’s the matter with you?”

      “Just do it.”

      “Maybe you hit our head somewhere and it didn’t show up on the MRI.”

      “Roumoult!”

      “Ok, Grandpa,” Roumoult muttered. He rolled up the magazine. “Wait a minute, you’re jealous!”

      William felt heat rise in his cheeks. “Just drop it.”

      “Fine,” said Roumoult, a smirk playing across his lips.
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