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“It was not exactly dark, but a kind of twilight or gloaming. There were neither windows nor candles, and he could not make out where the twilight came from, if not through the walls and roof.”

~ Childe Rowland

“The voices melted into the twilight and were mixed into the trees, and when I thought of the words they too melted away, and were mixed with the generations of men.”

~ William Butler Yeats
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NATHAN BYRNE WALKED up the steps of the police station and stopped before the polished steel and glass doors. An icy wind swept past him, sending debris flying down the street. He looked over at the coffee shop he’d just left. The commuters were starting to show up. He’d missed them by inches.

The sergeant at the desk was grinning wildly, waving a paper at him as he came inside.

“Hey, Nate, been waiting for you. Got a good one. Guy lost in the woods. He was taken, you know, by a shiny silver something or other. His fishing partner saw the whole thing.”

“Detective Byrne to you,” Nathan said, knowing it was a futile demand. “What the hell are you talking about, Manny?”

The sergeant couldn’t stop smiling. “It’s all in here,” he said, handing the paper over. “Captain says you’re the one to look into it.”

“I’m not Missing Persons, as you and he know. So give it to someone else.”

“No can do. Captain wants to see you right away. Soon as you arrived, he said.”

Nathan studied the sergeant. He sighed and folded the piece of paper carefully and shoved it in his pocket. “Right.” As he walked away, he added, “Wipe that hyena grin off your face or I might think about doing it for you.” He heard the smothered laugh all the way down the corridor to the captain’s office.

It was a nice office, a thick rug on the floor, pale ivory walls, and windows that let in daylight. His own ancient desk in the small room he shared with seven other detectives didn’t have the same ambience at all, he thought. He knocked on the half-open door.

“Nathan, come in, come in.” The captain was tending to a plant on the windowsill. Unsuccessfully, if the plethora of dry leaves that covered the floor nearby was any sign. 

“Waste of time,” he said, gesturing to the near lifeless plant. “My wife insists I need something green around. More trouble than it’s worth. So, what do you think? How’s it looking? I want you out there right away, but tell me what you see now, based on the report.”

“I haven’t read the report,” Nathan said. “I just got here.”

“Well, read it now, for God’s sake, man!” The captain moved away from the window and sat down in his soft, high-backed chair.

Nathan pulled the paper out of his pocket, unfolded it, and began to read. When he finished he looked up at his superior. “It looks like a straightforward, run-of-the-mill case for Missing Persons, same as I told the sergeant.”

“Did you look at the name of who went missing? What, is it too early for you to figure this out? Do I have to do that for you?”

Nathan stared at the man. It was unusual behavior for the captain. He reread the note. This time the name jumped out at him—Henry Jacobson. Their very own local hero. A man who’d saved three children from an elementary school fire a few years back. He also just happened to be the captain’s wife’s uncle, mad as a hatter in the opinion of some, owing to an early ingestion of mercury from his work in a coal plant. Wasn’t mercury the same chemical used by hatters for making hats back in the 1800s? Nathan wondered. Now where had he picked that up? The captain’s wife adored the man, and the captain loved his wife. 

“I want you on it full-time.”

“Wait a minute, I have five cases I’m working, and three of my detectives are out sick with the flu. Not to mention I have to be in court today. I promised Stamworth.”

“He’s a lawyer. He’ll handle things just fine. I already told him to leave you out of it for now. Paulson’s going to follow up on your caseload for a while and he’ll temp the squad. Nothing for you to do but find Henry. This isn’t a debate,” the captain added. “I want a report every hour.” He spun his chair around and faced the window, his usual method of dismissal.

As he left, Nathan couldn’t resist adding one comment. 

“You know, Colin, this isn’t the kind of work I should be doing.”

Still focused on the view of the city beyond the window, the captain answered him. “Captain is the rank. Captain Oberson to you. Don’t forget that next time.”

As Nathan closed the door behind him, he saw Oberson picking up more dry leaves from the floor.

Teams were already packing up when Nathan arrived at the site where Henry Jacobson had gone missing. 

“Detective Byrne!” Ames, the officer in charge of the scene, was walking toward him. “They told me you’d be coming out. We’re done, for the most part, but I can show you what we have so far.” Although he’d been there for hours collecting evidence, his uniform looked as if he had just put it on.

“How’d you keep so clean in this muck, Ames?”

“Oh, changed, sir. Always keep a fresh uniform in the car. Once the heavy work is done. Don’t like a mess.”

Nathan nodded, repressing a desire to comment.

The area was idyllic, the river flowing over rocks, a soft wind high in the trees, green moss on the banks. It was cold, but everything was tranquil and contained.

“Two fishermen, right? One of them moved downstream when this all started?”

“That’s what he said. Then he rushed up to help his partner reel in what they thought was a prize trout, and all they came up with was some piece of metal stuck in the rocks underwater. The tracks are clear enough where they stood on the bank. We haven’t found anything else—except that one partner went missing in the middle of the river.”

“Yes. Unlikely, wouldn’t you say?”

“I would,” Ames said, his expression serious.

“So where is the one who didn’t drown, get abducted, or whatever it was?”

Ames pointed toward the cars lining the dirt road, where Nathan had parked his own. “That would be Parker Morris. Over there in the truck. Hasn’t said anything to anyone except over and over that his friend Henry was gone.”

“You know who Henry is, right?” Nathan added.

“Yes. I do. They pulled me away from my day off—it’s my son’s birthday. Emergency, they said.”

Nathan nodded again. “Where’s this metal object?”

The sergeant looked surprised for the first time. “Why, I—there wasn’t any. That is, no one on the team has reported finding it. I figured he’d imagined it, that fisherman, or wants us to think he saw something. I mean, what this is about, I don’t think it’s something they saw in the river.”

“You think they went at it for some reason and Henry lost?”

“Maybe. Before I go I’ll check that spot in the river again, just to be sure.”

“Fine, Ames, you do that.” Nathan started toward the cars. 

“Detective?” Nathan turned around. Nan Seymour stood behind him with an annoyed look on her face.

“They take you away from something good, too, Nan?”

“Like, the first date I’ve had in six months. We were having brunch in a bookstore, not my first choice, but at least we were somewhere. He’ll disappear before I get back.”

“Speaking of disappearing.”

“Right. We don’t have a body. You can trust me on that. I’m done now,” Nan said, her eyes glancing over the scene as the last evidence bags were being hauled over to the crime van. “If I may ask, what are you doing here, Nate? You’re homicide. This is just a guy lost in the woods.”

“Henry Jacobson is more than a lost fisherman.”

“Ah, yes, that did register. Related to one of the sainted Obersons. That still doesn’t explain you. Oh, wait. You’re the prize, aren’t you, so the wife feels everything possible is being done for her dear uncle. Well, no traces of a crime as far as I found.”

“I was just going to interview the partner.”

“Well, I’d love to stay and watch, but I’ve got to examine those precious bags full of nothing but mud and leaves right away. A medical examiner’s life is always exciting. I’ll let you know what I find, you being in charge of this one now. Your lucky day.” She laughed and walked away.

Parker Morris was sitting sideways in the driver’s seat of the small truck, his feet on the ground. He was old, with wispy gray hair, wearing a yellow vinyl jacket and hugging his knapsack against his chest. The man was trembling, more from fear than the cold, Nathan guessed. 

Morris gave a start when he saw Nathan approach. “You the detective? About time. I’ve been here for hours. I was just playing a game, for heaven’s sake!” he said, his voice rising. “Henry wasn’t buying it—I mean he went to look and then he was gone. So what’s going on? You’re supposed to help, I know you are. You have to find him!”

“I need you to come with me down to the station. We can talk there. I want to hear the whole story and it’s cold out here.”

“Who’s looking for Henry? Where did everybody go, tell me that!”

“We’re doing what we need to do, Mr. Morris,” Nathan said in a soothing voice. “There’s a crew sweeping the river downstream, and we have four officers tracking your friend’s usual routines. If he’s wandered off, or he’s hurt, he might go to a familiar location. I can explain it all better down at the station. You can come in my car. I’ll have Sergeant Ames follow in your truck.”

Morris looked around doubtfully before getting up. He stood there with bewilderment in his eyes. 

Nathan beckoned to Ames, who got in the driver’s seat of the truck and started up, waiting for Nathan to lead them out.

Morris didn’t speak on the way downtown. He just hugged his knapsack and stared straight ahead. If he was guilty of anything, he was likely to give it up right away once they started the interrogation.

As he drove, it occurred to Nathan that the job wasn’t giving him the same thrill it used to. Being assigned to this case didn’t help. He was tired, but he’d slept just fine the night before. How long had it been since the job had made him feel good? He was still making a difference, he knew that, and the tour of duty right then was atypical. There were plenty of real cases to solve, things to fix. 

No, it was something else. He sighed. He considered himself a reasonably self-aware man. The source of his discontent ought to be apparent to him, but it wasn’t. Nothing you’ll look at, Nate, right? The thought came with the image of Jennie’s face rising in front of him. No, he wouldn’t go there. He wasn’t ready for that.

When he turned into the police station parking lot, Morris seemed to become more alert. 

“This it?” he asked. Still clutching the knapsack, he got out and went into the station without protest. 

Nathan had him checked into one of the interview rooms and went to get some coffee. As he lifted the pot that was, as usual, almost empty, Andy Paulson walked by and smiled.

“Solved the B&E at the Caine Center for you, Byrne. Owner acted in self-defense.”

Nathan set the pot down and stared at him. Then he remembered. The captain had given Paulson his roster of cases. The man was a kiss-up first-class. Whatever he was doing to fix the cases fast, Nathan knew there’d be shortcuts that would blow up later.

“Yesterday the medical examiner said the victim was shot in the back. Where I come from, that isn’t self-defense.”

“You have it wrong. In fact, I’ve found a few things you got wrong in other cases, too, Byrne, but I’m clearing the decks for you. Anyway, owner is the real vic in this. He’s a candidate for a heart attack and lucky he didn’t get one with the scare he had. Hey, don’t believe me. Ask your pal Anna at the morgue—she made the call.” 

Paulson turned toward him at the door as he headed out. “I’m taking care of you,” he said.

Nathan poured coffee into his cup, took a sip, and grimaced. He threw it away and sighed. What he needed to do was finish this farce by finding Henry Jacobson and getting his real work back before Paulson wrecked everything.

Just as he started toward the interview room where they’d put Morris, a sergeant who had worked the scene out in the woods, approached him.

“Hey, Lieutenant, we’ve got a woman out here says she’s a witness to what happened to the missing guy.”

A witness? It could mean he had the quick break he wanted to close the case, or it could be a spanner in the works that would drag the whole thing out.

“Have someone sit with our guest in there,” he said, pointing his thumb at the interview room. “I’ll see her first.”

“I can stay with him.” As he opened the door he glanced at Nathan. “She’s one hell of a looker,” he added.

Walking down the corridor to the station lobby, Nathan felt the tiredness roll over him again. It was deeper than fatigue. There was no good reason to stay on the job, and no good reason not to. He was at a stalemate. He’d passed forty a few years ago. Maybe early retirement wasn’t a bad idea, after all. But he knew better. If this job wasn’t what he wanted, he didn’t want a vacuum of time, either. He wouldn’t last two years at home doing nothing. Be lucky if he lasted two months.

The front desk was in chaos, two men in business suits trying to attack one another, three officers pulling them apart. Manny had come around and cuffed both men by the time Nathan reached them.

“Put them in a holding cell—just make sure they aren’t in the same one,” the sergeant said to the officers, dusting off his hands and retreating back behind the desk. 

“Nice going, Manny,” Nathan said. 

“Pain in the butt, the both of them. Ran red lights, rammed each other. Don’t ask. Looks as if they were both at the same sales convention over at the Beaker. Racing each other like teenagers. Damn fools. Once they cool off, I’ll send them packing.”

“There’s supposed to be someone out here waiting for me, and I—”

Nathan stopped. A woman was sitting on the bench against the back wall. The room seemed to fade around him. Her hair was black, in waves down to her shoulders, and her skin was unusually pale, almost translucent. She turned her head and looked at him and he felt as if he’d stopped breathing. Her eyes were deep black, like her hair. She seemed to be gazing right through him, yet he also had the feeling she was aware of him as intensely as he was of her. A current of emotion he couldn’t identify rushed through him. 

She stood up and walked toward him, holding out her hand.

“Hello, Detective Byrne. I am Naliv,” she said.

Her grip was strong and sure. The room came back into focus and he remembered what he was there for.

“Your last name?”

“Just Naliv, if you do not mind.”

He did mind, but he let it go for the moment. “You reported that you saw something happen out at the river?”

“Yes.”

“You’re a friend of Parker Morris and Henry Jacobson?”

“I do not know those names, but I did see two men out there. I know that one of them is missing. I think I can help you with that.”

“All right. I need to hear everything. If you’ll come with me.” He turned around and started back down the corridor. Her step was so soft that he looked back in spite of himself to see if she was following him. When he opened the door to the second interview room he was dismayed to see that whoever had been there last had failed to clean up. An empty pizza box and crumpled soda cans littered the table.

“Hold on,” he said. He grabbed everything and threw it into the wastebasket and wiped the table down with a leftover napkin. He indicated a chair for her to sit in and he took one for himself on the other side of the table. Just then he heard a clicking sound that seemed to increase rapidly, until he realized it was rain against the window. To his surprise the sky had grown darker and even the streetlights had come on. Good thing they’d covered the crime site already—assuming it was one. The tiredness washed over him again.

“Perhaps it is because you do not take time to feel,” Naliv said. She sat watching him.

“What?” he said, startled.

“This sudden weariness you experienced just now. It happens because you do not take time to know what is going on. You do not take time to experience your life. You are always trying to catch up to it. Or to forget it.”

Where had that come from? What the hell did this stranger know about him? He took out his notepad and tried to ignore what she had said.

“So what is it you think you saw in the woods that will help our case, help us find the missing man?” he asked her.

“I cannot help you find him. I can just tell you what happened.” Her voice was rhythmic, with an accent he couldn’t name.

“First, tell me who you are, and what you were doing near the river.”

“I have only come here recently. I arrived there, at the river, where I was supposed to be. I know that the two men were fishing. They moved apart. One of them got his line caught on a rock in the middle of the river.”

“Yes, we know all that,” Nathan said. “What do you mean where you’re supposed to be?”

“And next,” she said, as if he hadn’t spoken, “the first man pretended to see something in the water. His friend doubted him and went to check for himself. What he found was an object that was not intended to be there. It was a mistake, a serious mistake. I am here to retrieve it.”

Nathan stopped taking notes and stared at her. 

“I’m not unaware of how this must sound to you, but it is the truth. What was in the water was left there inadvertently. No one should have seen it or located it. I am so sorry this had to become an event for you.”

An event? What was she talking about? Something that was classified? Some kind of device, something dropped that was supposed to be top secret? Ridiculous, Nathan thought. He was losing it. The nearest military base was over in the next state. There was as much chance of any kind of secret government maneuver occurring in their town as there was of Henry really being abducted. 

“I’d like to see some identification.” Why hadn’t he asked for that right away? Shape up, he told himself. She was just a witness, and maybe not even that. So far, she wasn’t making any sense. 

“I do not have anything like that on me,” she said. “Let me tell you what I saw. When the second man—the man you are seeking—disappeared, he came to us. We understood immediately what had happened and that we had to take action. That is why I am here. We can give him back to you, but we need the device. We need you to give it to us.”

Nathan threw down his pen and leaned back in his chair. If he didn’t know better he’d say he was having some kind of dream and he’d wake up, find himself at his desk, his face stuck to a piece of paper and drool on his chin.

Take the short road, he thought.

“We didn’t find anything out there. No ‘object.’ I have the sergeant’s report and the medical examiner confirmed it. All they saw were a few tracks and camping gear. Nothing else.”

The woman focused on the window. 

The drops of rain looked dazzling in the reflection of the streetlight. More beautiful than he’d noticed in a while.

“We do have a limitation,” she said. “We cannot determine where the object is now. We need you to help us do that. We need to find it. It is the only way we can return your friend to you. I assure you of this.”

“Who is ‘we’?” Nathan asked, against his will. She had to be a nutcase. He was sweating, and his mouth was dry. Maybe he was close to having a heart attack. No. Stress, that’s all it was.

“Please,” she said. “Just believe that there is no reason to delay this. We are glad to return your friend to you. We will do him no harm while he is with us, but we must have the device back.”

Play along, Nathan decided. What else could he do? He didn’t seem to have the strength to stand up or get someone else to come into the room for confirmation. He felt himself in deep water, as if he were swimming below the sea and couldn’t find the surface.

“Right. So, let’s say I do find this object of yours. It’s evidence. I can’t just hand it over to you. It’s not how we do things. I’ll say it again—I need your full name and address.”

Naliv studied him. “When you find the device, I will know. I have linked with you. I know your name is Nathaniel. I just wanted to be sure you would look for it. I will be with you when you are successful.” She looked around as if searching for something and shook her head.

“Thank you,” she said, standing up and holding out her hand again. Nathan felt once more the strength of her grip. He noticed that her black hair seemed to shine even under the fluorescent light, falling onto her shoulders now like strands of silver.

“You do realize we need to be able to reach you. You’re a witness,” he said.

“Not exactly,” she said. “Can you hold me here?”

“No,” he said.

The next moment she was at the door and gone. Everything was silent, empty, like a vacuum, it seemed to him.

No one had seen her leave, when he asked.

“Lieutenant? You want to interview that fisherman guy now? He’s real edgy.” The sergeant was standing outside the door of the interview room where Morris still waited.

“What? Yeah, I’ll go in now.” 

As he entered the room he nodded back at the sergeant. “Hey, listen, check with Manny. Find out if he got any ID on that woman who claimed to be a witness.”

“I thought you just interviewed her,” the sergeant began.

“I did. Just check, okay?”

Morris was sitting hunched over still wearing his yellow jacket, an untouched soda can in front of him. Nathan could hear the rain coming down even harder, the wind pushing at the glass.

“I want to go home,” the man said plaintively.

“Soon, Morris, soon. How about you tell me what’s going on, and who Naliv is,” Nathan said as he sat down in a chair beside him. Keep it friendly, he thought. The guy was wired. Calm him down and finish the damn interrogation. The day had already been long enough and he was missing lunch.

“Who? Don’t know any Naleef. What are you doing about Henry? It’s raining, and cold. He’s probably already frozen to death. You’ve left him out there to die!”

“Have you got someone you can call?”

Morris shook his head. “There’s just Henry. Everybody else is dead.”

“What?” Nathan sat up, interested.

“Well, look at me. I’m 76, same as Henry. Everyone I know has passed on, just about. Except Henry. And that niece of his, the captain’s wife.”

“Ah, I see,” Nathan said, leaning back in the chair again. The whole morning had turned out to be a bust. 

“So, can I go?”

“Just run your story past me, okay?”

“I already gave it twice, to the sergeant here and that sergeant out in the woods.”

“Sergeant Ames, yes, I know. I just need to hear it for myself. Then we’ll see about what you can do next.”

Morris sighed. He rubbed his face with his hands and clutched at the knapsack again.

“It’s what I already said. Henry and I go fishing every weekend, usually over at the pier. This time we wanted to do some fly fishing on the river. He’d never done it before, and he was no good at it, kept messing up my line. So I went downstream a little ways, where his line couldn’t reach mine and I could get some honest fishing in. Well, he hooked one and yelled for me to come see, pleased as could be. He knew I’d be surprised he’d done something right.”

Morris stopped and stared at the wall where police bulletins filled an old cork board. He moved his head slowly from side to side.

“So I put my own rod in its cache on the bank and went up to where he was. He was pulling on the line, his rod bent so far I expected it would break, and he kept saying something was stuck. The old fool thought a fish was stuck in the rocks. Like that could ever happen. I told him I’d check on it, and went out to the spot. I didn’t see any fish or anything, of course. Then I—”

This time he stopped and looked down at his hands. 

“Keep going,” Nathan said.

“I pretended like I’d seen a shark or something—ran over to him and told him to get out fast, just like something was chasing me. He usually fell for it, but this time he didn’t and he went over there himself, into the middle of the river. He just stayed there awhile, looking in the water, and after a bit he moved in a circle around the spot, peering in. I thought maybe he was having me on, getting back at me somehow, only he didn’t say anything. The next thing, he just looked around, for all the world like he’s admiring the scenery, and he was gone!”

“What do you mean, gone?” Nathan insisted.

“Blast it, how many times are you people going to make me say it? He was just plain gone! He was there, and then he wasn’t. I waited, but I got afraid. I called his name, but nothing. That’s when I went and got help. Only none of you have been any help at all. He’s probably dead by now. Only friend I have.”

“What about Naliv?”

“I told you before. I don’t know anyone called that. Can I go? I want to go home.”

“Fine,” Nathan said. “The keys to your truck are at the front desk.”

Morris got up so fast the chair scraped across the floor with a loud, screeching sound. “Only, you’ll let me know you hear anything about Henry, right?”

“We’ll be talking with you soon enough,” Nathan said. He watched Morris walk with a halting gait down the corridor to the front entrance, still holding the knapsack as if it were a life jacket.
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Chapter Two
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WHEN HE OPENED the door to his apartment the stillness hit him. It felt like a dead thing. He hung his raincoat on a hook near the door and kicked off his shoes. In the kitchen he put leftovers in the microwave and went into the living room and turned on a lamp. The soft light made him feel better. He poured out a glass of wine, determined to think about nothing at all.

That wasn’t so easy. What was it about her? Naliv. What kind of name was that? Maybe Russian, Eastern European. That could account for the accent and the formal way she spoke. He swallowed the wine and poured another glass. It was too expensive to guzzle down, but for once he didn’t care.

How long had it been since he’d cared about a woman? Not that he cared now. Georgia had left a long time ago with most of his worldly goods and his best friend. He’d always been aware that he was the victim of the classic cliché. That still rankled him more than the actual fact she’d left at all.

There was Jennie. Again he pushed the thought away. Not now. 

He sat down to his lukewarm supper, finished it quickly, and threw the container into the trash. Hands in his pockets, he paced the floor, and finally stopped and looked out the window. The rain had stopped. The streetlights left the wet road in amber light.

“Who are you, Naliv?” he said softly into the room.

Nothing she’d said to him made any sense. She wasn’t a viable witness. She’d just shown up at the station. He had no real proof she’d been at the scene, and he hadn’t managed to find out anything about her. “Like she had me in a trance,” he said into the glass, “only that’s no excuse.” 

When his cell phone went off he let it ring several times before answering. “Yeah, Byrne here.”

“Well, Detective Byrne, it’s your friendly medical examiner with a late bulletin.”

“Nan. What do you have? Something I can use?”

“That’s for you to find out. I need a shower after grubbing through this junk and debris, that much I know. At least the bodies I get are in one piece most of the time. Here’s the thing. I found trace elements on some of the leaves they packed up. Nothing I’ve identified yet. The only part that matters is that it showed up on the stuff they collected from the east bank, where the guys were fishing. Where they had their camp. I’m analyzing it now. If I had to guess, and I don’t do that, it could be cleaning fluid, or some kind of solvent.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s all there’s likely to be till the analysis is done, but I’m not expecting any surprises. Seems an obvious outcome, doesn’t it?”

“You mean that the whole river story is made up, that something happened between them on shore.”

“Yes, and I’m assuming that already occurred to you ages ago. That’s exactly what I’m thinking. Happily, I don’t have to prove it, you do. Gotta go.”

“Another date?”

“Oh, sure. No, that happy camper has bolted away. My job is such a turn-on to the men I meet. Try as I can to prevent it, they always find out. The call to the woods gave me away, didn’t it, yes indeed. Now I really have an agenda to keep, so bye, bye. I’ll let you know when the results come in.”

“Wait, Nan. Different issue. Did you tell Paulson that the Lewis case is self-defense?”

“Andy’s such an eager fellow, isn’t he, in his climb to the top? No, I didn’t. You should know me better than that. What I told him—and what is in the report update I sent him at his request—was that the bullet entered on the right side at a downward angle of sixty degrees, meaning Lewis shot the burglar invading his home from halfway down his staircase just as the man was turning away from him, probably trying to escape, since silver and jewelry weren’t in evidence, or any other pretties. Andy seems to think it was a fair fight because even though the victim had no weapon, he was after all where he didn’t belong. I’d call him an idiot but that’s just me. Are we done here?”

“Sorry. Thanks.”

“By the way, the guy wants your job. It's his baby for now, and he has no doubt he deserves it permanently. I know you didn’t know that,” she said, laughing as she rang off.

Nathan stared at the glass of wine he was holding. He had a sudden visual of the fisherman he’d interviewed. Had any of the officers checked out Morris’ knapsack? He’d been with him at the riverside and in the car and at the station and Morris had carried it the whole time. The man had held on to it like it was his baby, his arms wrapped around it. As if he was protecting it. Or hiding something?

He punched in the speed dial for Ames. The shrieks of an unhappy child greeted him at the other end when Ames picked up.

“Detective Byrne? Listen, I’m just—could you wait just a minute, sir?” 

Nathan heard a series of clicks and then Ames was on the line again, the background noise gone but a faint echo surrounding his voice. “I’m in the cellar, sir. Quiet here. What can I do for you, sir?”

“Morris—the man we brought in from the river—he was carrying a canvas knapsack. Did anyone search it?”

There was silence on the other end. “Knapsack?” Ames repeated. “Why no. I think I can fairly say, no.”

To his credit, he didn’t try to defend himself, Nathan thought. Ames knew the oversight was serious.

“Okay. Never mind. I never did, either.”

“Is it—do you think—”

“Sergeant, see me first thing in the morning. We’ll go visit him and find out what’s in it, unless he demands a warrant.”

Poor Ames, he thought as he hung up. His night at home with the family, crying baby or not, had just gotten worse.

The thought struck him instantly. What was he doing? This couldn’t wait until morning. It was a case, and time was everything. What was the matter with him? He called the front desk. 

“Address for that Morris guy?” Manny said when Nathan asked. “Got it right here. He lives in that new development over on Isleton, 2013 East Isleton. Want some backup?”

“No. I just need to ask him a few more questions.”

On the drive over, Nathan thought again how the man had held on to the knapsack, and wondered for the fifth time that day if he was losing it. It was something he shouldn’t have missed. He thought about calling Morris first, but he’d rather surprise him with a visit. Henry’s friend or not, he knew more than he had told them, and no one had challenged him on that.

“Damn it!” he shouted at the windshield, but in his voice he felt a frustration that came from a lot more than failing to check out a man who might have killed his best friend. Pay attention, he reminded himself. Be ready.

At 2013 East Isleton all the lights were on. It looked like a Christmas tree. Nathan used the brass knocker and heard it reverberate through the house. 

Morris peered out through one of the glass panels that flanked the door. He disappeared but after a moment there was the sound of a deadbolt being released and clicks as two more locks were opened. The door swung inward. 

Nathan entered into a foyer, wall sconces lighting the oak wood floor.

“It’s about that pack of mine, right? Thought you might be by, would figure it out,” Morris said, his voice resigned. “Fact is, I was sure someone would’ve asked me about it when I was down there in the station.”

“Someone should have,” Nathan said. “As yet, though, I haven’t figured out anything.” 

He followed Morris, who walked into the living room and took a stand near a fireplace set with logs but unlit. An old green sofa was to his right. 

“I do know you’re lying to me with this story of yours.”

Morris looked at him. “You’re a man with the best years of his life still happening. You don’t know anything.”

“I need to see the knapsack,” Nathan said.

“I’m not hiding it. It’s right there,” Morris said, pointing to a chair in the corner that was covered in blue velvet. The dirty yellow canvas looked incongruous on it. “Go on. Look inside. I don’t want to anymore. Henry’s gone for good. I know it now. Has to be.”

Nathan walked over and picked up the knapsack. It was heavy.

“What is it?” he said.

Morris shrugged and sat down on the sofa, where he compulsively smoothed the worn nap over and over with his hand.

Nathan pulled a pair of latex gloves from the coat pocket where he always kept them, put them on, undid the straps of the knapsack, and pulled back the canvas flap. He lifted out the object that lay inside and held it up, looking over at Morris in surprise. As far as Nathan could tell, it was nothing but a large river rock. Why would the man carry it around with him as if it were something precious?

Suddenly he understood. It was the weapon. It had to be. Morris had used it to strike at his best friend, probably not intending to kill him, and in shock, kept the evidence. Nathan almost felt sorry for the old man. He seemed to have shrunk in size just in the last few minutes.

“You’ll have to come with me,” Nathan said.

“Uh-huh,” Morris said, his head still down, his eyes now fixed on the floor. “You going to find Henry? You have to find his body. I can’t stand thinking he’s just going to rot in some part of the river, or maybe all tangled up in the branches that hang out over it in places, you know? You going to keep looking for him?”

“Yes, we are. That much I can promise you.” Nathan went over to Morris and took his arm. There was no need to use the handcuffs, he was certain of that. “Come along now.”

Only then did Morris look up, his eyes going directly to the knapsack and resting on the rock that Nathan had left on the chair.

“What’s that?” he said.

Nathan followed his look. “It’s what killed Henry, isn’t it?” he said, keeping his tone level.

“What the hell are you getting at? What’d you do to it?”

“Calm down!” Nathan said. “It’s what it is, Morris. You know that as well as I do.”

“That’s a goddamn rock. That’s not what I took out of the river! You brought it here! Trying to fool me into saying what isn’t true?” 

“I didn’t bring anything. This is what was in the knapsack. You saw me open it. You had it with you all day before now.”

Morris was an old man, but almost as tall as Nathan, and whatever was setting him off had gotten the adrenalin going in him. Nathan held in a sigh. He’d need the handcuffs after all, along with some backup. He stepped back a few feet and took his cell phone out of his pocket.

“Manny—hey, you ever plan on going home? Yeah, that backup. Send Ames here. Yes, I know he’s off duty. Tell him I want him to secure things, so he’ll need to stay here after I leave.” As he talked on the phone he watched Morris, who had gotten up and began pacing back and forth. Nathan stayed between Morris and the chair and its contents. He snapped the phone shut and let the man pace a few minutes longer, watching him closely.

“You think I’m crazy, don’t you,” Morris said, stopping and facing Nathan. “Why, you even think I did something to Henry! Maybe hit him on the head with that rock? I’m not stupid. I know how a cop’s mind works. Always suspicious. You don’t know what you’re talking about, you hear? We came over together, Henry and me, on a freight ship! Yorkshire boys, the both of us, all the way to here from Sheffield, expecting good things to happen. Not much came of any of it, but we always took care of each other. You’re dead wrong. Dead as Henry must be.” Morris ran his hands over his face and then, startled, looked up as the rotating blue lights from Ames’ car flashed through the window. Nathan wished he’d thought to warn Manny to have Ames cut the lights when he came in.

“I’m telling you the absolute truth,” Morris said, his face drawn and his eyes brighter than they should be. “Only, you don’t believe me, do you! What was in the river is what made Henry disappear, and I got it and put it in my knapsack and left that spot as fast as I could. I told that police sergeant what happened.”

He took a step toward Nathan. “So where’d it go?” he said, his voice rising as he moved closer to the chair, staring at the dirty knapsack and the river rock beside it. 

Ames was in the doorway, his gun in his hand.

“Put that away, sergeant. Morris isn’t armed. He’s going to come with us, no problem.” Nathan went over to the old man and cuffed him, feeling somehow that what he was doing didn’t make sense, but for the life of him he didn’t know why. Morris seemed to crumble when the handcuffs went on, as if all the energy had drained out of him.

“Get him in the car,” he told Ames. “After that, come back in and secure the house. Forensics can wait till morning. I have what we need for now.”

“What’s that?” Ames asked, looking around the room.

“The murder weapon,” Nathan answered, pointing to the knapsack and the rock. 

“It’s not bagged.”

“It will be, sergeant, in about sixty seconds,” Nathan said. 

“We don’t have anything big enough.”

Nathan felt an intense irritation. What was that about? Not the hour. Not the old man. It must be Ames. The literalness that marked the man drove him nuts. But no, it wasn’t really Ames, either. He brushed the feeling away and focused on the situation.

“Trust me, it’ll be fine. I’ll put it back in the knapsack. I’m wearing gloves, see?” Nathan waved his hands with their latex skins. “Just get him in the car. I’ll be out in a minute.”

With Ames and Morris out of the house, Nathan took time to study the rock again. He couldn’t see any blood, but the river water could have taken care of that. Still, if there was something to find, Nan would find it. 

It was such an awkward weapon. He could see it happening, some sudden rage possessing Morris, and his picking up the nearest thing he could find and using it, then coming to his senses, probably horrified at what he had done. A lifetime of friendship, a few seconds of rage. It made no sense, but he thought about how often it was an outcome he’d seen, maybe a hundred times over the years. Repressing a sigh, he hefted the stone, laid it carefully back into the knapsack, and took the yellow canvas bag out to Ames’ car. 

Morris was in the back seat behind the grille. The blue lights were still flashing but no neighbors had come over to see what was going on. It seemed odd, but what didn’t, just now, he thought. Here he’d been sure Oberson was using him on a trivial case and it turned out to be a homicide after all, right up his alley. Yet he didn’t feel any thrill in finding that out. The story didn’t really seem to have a good side.

“Tell you what,” he said to Ames, making a sudden decision. “You take him on down. I’ll finish up here instead and follow.”

“Yes, sir,” Ames said, reaching out for the knapsack.

Nathan stepped back. “No, I’ll hold on to this, bring it with me when I’m done here.”

Ames looked at him curiously. It was against protocol not to bring in the evidence along with the suspect, but he wasn’t going to question anything his superior wanted to do. That wasn’t his job, or his inclination. 

“All right. I’ll get him booked and ready for you to interview.”

The night was cold, with fog settling in. The house was still burning lights in every room. Nathan wished he’d grabbed his winter coat instead of his raincoat. 

“I won’t be long,” he told his sergeant. “Just going to shut off all these damn lights and tape the doors. You be sure to put in the paperwork for forensics. I want them here at daybreak.”

Ames had gotten back into the driver’s seat. To Nathan’s relief he shut off the blue strobe. 

He stood in the driveway until Ames’ car was out of sight. Back in the house he went from room to room checking what was there and shutting off the lights one by one. Nothing seemed particularly out of order. It wasn’t a clean house, it had a smell to it, but it was tidy. The furniture was expensive, too, but old. An old man’s house, Nathan thought, and suddenly he saw himself a few decades down the road living the same way, a clone of Morris. He pushed the image away.

It took another half hour to finish surveying the house and to tape the entranceway. He pressed the switch on the inside knob to lock the door before shutting it, but then realized he had to leave the deadbolt free and swore when he remembered he hadn’t taken the key from Morris. Forensics would need it. Hell, what was the matter with him?

He walked down the driveway to the street where a halogen streetlight sent out its harsh white glare. How he hated that invention, so ugly, uncompromising. Give him the old sodium lamps any day, even with their shadows.

Nathan looked back at the house. It’d be awhile before Morris saw it again, if ever. With all the lights out he felt its emptiness like a living thing. 

“You’re one dissatisfied, morose bastard, Byrne,” he muttered as he opened the car door and slid inside.

The fog had thickened. He drove slowly and met only a few other cars, even near the ramp to the highway. His preference was to take a back road whenever he could, and after spending eight years in the same city there wasn’t a cutoff he didn’t know. He decided to take the route past the local vineyard, knowing its hills would likely be above the fog layer. It was also a shortcut to the station.

Ten minutes into the drive he couldn’t see anything at all. Shifting down to second gear, he calculated how far he had to go. Four miles to the station, but only one to reach the hills. As long as he didn’t meet anyone or hit a deer, he’d be fine, even if it took him an hour. They’d know at the station that the weather was holding him up. Ames had probably just missed the worst of it. 

Nathan glanced over at the knapsack on the seat beside him. Odd how Morris kept hugging it to himself the way he had. Normal behavior would have been to throw the stone back in the river, where there’d be no chance of any traces surviving and most likely it’d never be found. Only a certain kind of man keeps the weapon he’s used to kill his best friend, like a souvenir. Morris wasn’t the type. In Nathan’s book, he didn’t read like a killer at all. But then, provoked, anyone had it in them to kill. Of that he was entirely certain.

“You are wrong.”

He almost swerved off the road before braking and coming to a full stop. Outside the glass he saw the fog surrounding the car, his headlights hardly penetrating the thick mass that swirled before them.

He forced himself to take a deep breath and looked behind him. There was nothing there. The voice had sounded in his ear. He’d have sworn he felt the exhaling of air against the side of his face as the words were spoken.

He waited, but there was nothing else. Shaking his head with impatience at his own folly, Nathan started up the car again and moved forward. He was already on an incline and a few minutes later the car crept out of the fog into a star-filled night. He was in the hills. 

It had seemed peculiar to him, people setting up a vineyard in that part of the country, but the grapes flourished in a landscape where flooding wasn’t unusual. For now, he was just glad to see the rows of vines in the ambient light. The branches were bare in the early December cold, the vineyard dormant, waiting until the warmth came again, all of it waiting to unfold.

He was exhausted, but he’d have to grab sleep at the station if he wanted to be around when the crime scene crew showed up. That was fine with him. At least at the station it’d be noisy, and he’d have less time to think. Lately, his train of thought in general hadn’t been inspiring. If he went home, it’d be worse.

He opened the side window and breathed in the crisp, clear air. “So let’s find out what you did, Morris, old boy, and close this out. It’s depressing me, okay?” he said into the night. He looked at the clock above the car radio. In fifteen minutes he’d be there and his first act would be to tell Manny to go the hell home. 

“You will not be able to do that,” the same voice said. Nathan swerved again and found himself riding the bank until the car hit a tree that had grown sideways on a massive boulder fronting the road. The tree buffered the impact. He was shaken, but seemed to be unhurt.

“You must come with me,” he heard her say. He had no doubt this time whose voice it was. 
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Chapter Three
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“I TOLD YOU I would get here, that I would know when you had retrieved it for us.” It was Naliv.

“Where are you?!” Nathan shouted. 

No answer. Of course not. He stood next to his car and felt his head. No blood. He was lucky. He was so tired he must have fallen asleep at the wheel. Now he’d begun hallucinating. He pulled out his cell phone only to find there was no service.

“Nathaniel, you cannot use that.” 

He heard the same lilt in her voice that he remembered from the interview room, the origin eluding him again.

“You do know I can’t see you, so you have me at a disadvantage. Not to mention you don’t exist, at least not right here and now.”

“Look in the car. Go ahead, I dare you. Look in.” Her laughter surrounded him, something in it that seemed irrepressible.

Against his will he bent over and looked into his car and drew back. “No!” he said. He leaned down again, staring at his body inside, seeing his head against the steering wheel. “I can’t be dead,” he whispered.

“You are very much alive. However, you did hit the tree, so just now you are having a mild concussion. They will find you in time, before there is any harm done to you.”

Who will find him, he wanted to ask, but then he’d be yielding to the tricks his mind was playing on him. He was hallucinating, that was all.

“They are already looking for you. You will be fine.”

“I’ll be fine . . . great. Sure looks that way.” 

“Where do you think you are?”

“Where do I—I think I’m dreaming, is what I think! Or in some kind of crazy coma—that works for me. Only I’m talking to myself so I guess not.”

“Not exactly, Nathaniel. Come with me. I can help you. You will understand in a moment.” She appeared beside him on the road, her face even more pale in the moonlight, her black hair shining again, as if it had silver threads running through it.

He wanted to stay where he was. He wanted to make sure he woke up alive. Yet he was drawn to her in the same inexplicable way he had been when he’d seen her at the station. She was in his dream now, somewhere, and he may as well keep her there for as long as whatever was happening to him lasted. Until they found him.

She turned and began walking away. “Come with me,” she repeated.

He leaned down to look into the car again but it was gone. Instead, all he could see in every direction were fields of tall grass that bent in waves in a high wind. It was no longer night but broad daylight.

“Wait a minute!” he called out after her.

She was so far ahead he could barely see her. She moved quickly along a dirt road that seemed to unfold as she went.
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