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The death of Professor Henry Baxter, renowned Egyptologist and longtime darling of the local historical society, sent seismic tremors through the usually staid New Bremen Museum. 

The morning had started as any other: A field trip of middle graders being herded through ancient pottery, a trio of retirees evaluating the quality of the Roman glass, and a handful of staff moving placidly through their routines, until, shortly after ten, the museum was cracked open by the kind of shriek only a teenager in peril could produce.

It was Cassidy James and her best friend Lara Winters who found the body, sprawled across the floor in the museum's Egyptian Antiquities Room. Cassidy’s sneakers squeaked on the marble floor as she skidded to a halt, camera already raised—her first instinct was to photograph, her second to call for help. Lara, meanwhile, froze with a mosaic of reactions flickering across her face: Horror, fascination, the faintest quiver of satisfaction at having her suspicions confirmed. After a breathless moment, both girls screamed, a sound so piercing and layered with terror that it sent a murder of pigeons flapping from the museum's eaves.

Within seconds, the room flooded with people. Museum guards arrived first, led by Tommy Knox, who was much more comfortable breaking up kids roughhousing than dealing with what was clearly a corpse. He paled instantly at the sight of the professor, then did his best to shoo the gathering crowd back with a series of urgent hand-waves and stammered announcements. 

Patrons pressed against the velvet rope, craning to see, and began immediately constructing their own mythologies around the scene. Theories erupted and mutated with every retelling: Some whispered of a deadly poison slipped into Baxter’s morning coffee by a jealous academic, others leaned toward the supernatural—the professor had always joked about the “mummy’s curse,” but perhaps the joke was on him. 

There were even mutterings about aliens, fueled by a group of local conspiracy buffs who had, until now, been more interested in the crop circle newsletter than the museum’s holdings.

As the murmurs grew, Dr. Emily Wu, the county coroner, entered with her signature briskness. She wore a bright yellow scarf and black gloves, and greeted the security guards with a dry quip about the hazards of historical research. She inspected the scene with practiced efficiency, kneeling by the bench and quietly murmuring observations into her phone’s dictation app. Cassidy, ever the journalist, tried to edge closer for a better photo, only to have Lara clutch her sleeve and drag her behind a colonnade.

Across the gallery, Samira El-Amin, the museum’s curator, arrived breathless and flushed, her hijab impeccably coordinated with her tailored suit. She hovered at the edge of the commotion, torn between the urge to protect her artifacts and the need to manage the unfolding crisis. When she spotted Lara and Cassidy, she rushed over, her voice a blend of genuine concern and PR-polish.

“Are you girls alright? Did you see anything unusual?” she asked, her tone gentle but edged with urgency.

Lara hesitated, flicking her gaze between Samira and Cassidy. “We just found him like that,” she said. “He was... slumped over. There was a weird smell, kind of like almonds.”

Samira’s eyebrows rose slightly, then she glanced over her shoulder at the growing assembly of police and EMS. “Thank you, Lara. That’s very helpful. Can you stay here for just a moment?” She stepped away to speak with Detective Isabel Morales, who had just arrived in a tailored pantsuit and sensible shoes, her hair pulled back in a severe ponytail. Morales took notes on a slim tablet, eyes scanning the room in rapid, methodical sweeps.

Meanwhile, the museum’s other employees attempted to corral the visitors into the lobby, but the story had already outpaced them. Within twenty minutes, the news had made its way to every corner of town. By noon, a gaggle of local reporters and two television vans jockeyed for position outside the museum’s stately façade.

Cassidy and Lara, still huddled in the shadow of the Egyptian columns, traded theories in frantic whispers. “You don’t really think it was a curse, do you?” Cassidy asked, lowering her voice as if the walls themselves might be listening.

Lara shook her head, the wheels already turning behind her intense gray eyes. “No. Someone wanted him dead. We just have to figure out why.”

The investigation’s first act was choreographed with almost theatrical precision: Yellow tape cordoned off the entire north wing, police officers set up a question-and-answer queue for witnesses, and the museum’s official statement was read aloud by Samira, her voice steady despite the tremor in her hands. 

As the coroner zipped up the body bag and the crowd was ushered out, Lara and Cassidy lingered at the edge of the room, their curiosity—and something else, something colder—binding them to the scene.

The museum closed for the remainder of the day, and by dusk, silence settled over the marble floors like a burial shroud. But the questions left behind were very much alive. And for Lara and Cassidy, the mystery was only beginning.
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The local police launched their investigation with an intensity that, to the untrained eye, might have looked like efficiency. But the deeper they probed, the more the entire affair seemed to unravel in their hands. Detective Isabel Morales, who’d cut her teeth on the narcotics task force in Baltimore before returning home to New Bremen, spent the better part of the afternoon pacing between interviews, biting the end of her pen and scrutinizing witness statements that made less sense by the hour. 

The first post-mortem report came back at a little past one, delivered in person by Dr. Wu as she pulled off her gloves and recited, for the benefit of the assembled officers, “No bleeding, no trauma, no visible injection site. He just... stopped.” Morales pressed her for details—anything, a hint, a whisper of a cause—but Dr. Wu only shrugged, her eyes betraying exhaustion. “If you find the murder weapon, let me know. Right now, I don’t even know if it was a weapon.”

Officer Knox, sweaty and red-faced, spent the rest of the morning corralling suspects and witnesses into the staff break room, which now doubled as an impromptu interrogation chamber. The first to be questioned was Dr. Nathaniel Dawson, a stoop-shouldered academic whose rivalry with Professor Baxter was, as Morales quickly discovered, legendary. His office was an organized chaos of books, half-drunk coffee mugs, and a single, massive corkboard layered with timelines and color-coded sticky notes. Morales found him already rehearsing his answers. 

“Let me be clear,” Dawson began, before Morales could even turn on the recorder, “Henry and I had our disagreements, but I would never do him harm. You’ll see from the footage, I was in the lecture hall all morning, prepping my slides.”

Morales regarded him coolly. “Does prepping slides usually require you to carry a flask of chloroform in your briefcase?” she asked, producing a clear evidence bag with the offending bottle. Dawson blanched, then rallied.

“That’s not chloroform. It’s a cleaning solvent. For the old display cases—ask Samira, she’ll confirm.” He adjusted his glasses, hands shaking. “Besides, Henry always said if he died young, it’d be from his own arrogance, or the sodium bisulfite he handled in the lab.”

“Noted,” Morales said, jotting it down. “But until forensics clears this, you’re not to leave town.” Dawson nodded, deflating visibly as the door closed behind her.

Next up was Alina Petrova, visiting scholar from the Hermitage, who’d been working with Baxter on translating a recently acquired papyrus fragment. Morales found her in the staff lounge, staring into a mug of tea as if searching for a coded message. 

“I told Henry to slow down,” she murmured when prompted. “He had... obsession. Sleep little, eat less. He believed he would uncover secret—something never seen.” Her accent thickened as she spoke, turning sentences into smooth, liquid vowels. “I warn him. He do not listen.”

Morales steered the interview to the morning in
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