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  Security Camera: Autopsy Room 2, University Hospital, 11:24 p.m.


  Two technicians wheel a gurney into the room. A sheet-draped body rests on it. One of the technicians stands taller than the other. His curly hair springs out in all directions like he hasn’t bothered to comb it before coming to work. The other technician is bald and muscle-bound.


  They pull the gurney next to the autopsy table. The bald technician uncovers the cadaver’s face. He shakes his head and points to it. The tall, curly-haired technician nods and tugs the sheet farther down to reveal the cadaver’s B-cup sized breasts. He points to them and shakes his head. The bald technician says something, and the tall technician covers the cadaver’s breasts back up but leaves her face visible.


  They hoist her onto the table. Her head rests so that it is cocked up as if looking down her body. The technicians talk back and forth to each other. The bald one slaps the back of his hand against the tall one’s chest. They laugh and wheel the empty gurney out.


  The cadaver stares at the door. The eyes glare wide open as if in shock.


  Security Camera: Autopsy Room 2, University Hospital, 12:03 a.m CST


  A man wearing a complete surgical kit walks into the room. A canvas bag dangles from his shoulder. He pats the cadaver’s shoulder as if sympathizing with her. Then he takes the bag and lays it on the cadaver’s stomach. He opens the bag and takes out a series of electrode pads similar to those used with an EKG machine. Two are stuck to the cadaver’s forehead. Two more are placed on her shoulders.


  The man slides a boxy-looking machine from the bag. He takes a thumb drive from his pocket and jacks it into the back. A light on top of the mechanism flashes. He pushes a button. Static snows down the video image. When it clears away, the man packs the machine and electrodes back into the bag. He lifts it onto his shoulder and pats the cadaver again.


  She sits up. The sheet bunches up around her waist. The man helps her to stand. He hands her the sheet. She winds it around her naked body like a sari. Once dressed, they walk out of the room, flicking the light off as they do. The room falls into blackness.


  Chapter One


  Ashley Shrove sat across a conference table from the chief medical examiner for University Hospital, the president of the hospital, the VP for nursing, and the director of media for the hospital. Detective Semmes of the Mobile Police Department sat to his right, and his quickly acquired lawyer, Scott Johnston, sat to his left. The room was stuffy. Ashe, as he liked to be called for obvious reasons, felt like all the hot air coming out of the hospital staff overpowered the ventilation system. They all sat looking at each other and not really saying anything.


  “Please understand, nothing like this has ever happened at this hospital,” the PR guy said. His glossy tag called him Ben Martin. “We’ve never lost a body from our morgue.”


  “On the phone, you didn’t say that you lost Marianne’s body. You said she got up and walked out with a doctor,” Ashe said. “That’s a whole different thing than losing a body, Mr. Martin.”


  “It’s a matter of semantics,” Martin said.


  “It’s a matter of a lawsuit,” Johnston said. “There are several issues at stake here. One is wrongfully declaring someone dead. I would call that malpractice.” He directed that to the medical examiner, whose tag named him Dr. Mott. “Then there’s possible kidnapping. That will be for you to decide, Detective Semmes.”


  “I did not see Ms. Lenard when she was admitted to the morgue. I cannot be held responsible for the declaration of her death. Dr. Hemming did that workup,” Dr. Mott said.


  “Since you’re the chief medical examiner, I assume that you are over every doctor that does postmortems. Am I right, Dr. Mott?” Johnston clicked his teeth together on the Ts as if biting the end of the word.


  Dr. Mott looked down. “Technically, that’s correct.”


  “The woman was dead,” Vera Wallace, VP for Nursing, said. “Dr. Hemming confirmed it. The EMTs on the scene confirmed it. Even Officer Semmes confirmed it.”


  “Detective Semmes if you please,” Semmes said. “I did check Ms. Lenard’s pulse myself. She didn’t have one, and by the time I got to her, her skin had cooled.”


  “So what we have is a missing body,” Martin said.


  “If she was dead, and she walked out of the morgue, what we have is a zombie,” Ashe said.


  The hospital president, Dean Dennison, snickered, but tried to cover it up with a fake cough.


  “I wasn’t being funny, Mr. Dennison,” Ashe said. “Either she was not dead, or she came back to life. If I know my horror movies like I think I do, a living corpse is a zombie.”


  “Or a vampire,” Semmes said under his breath.


  Ashe nodded his agreement.


  “I think we should see the tape,” Johnston said. “If you don’t mind.”


  “I have it ready.” Martin lifted a remote control and pointed it toward a large screen hanging on the wall.


  The screen flickered and then showed the autopsy room. A time stamp at the bottom showed the time. Two technicians rolled Marianne in. They monkeyed around with her body. Johnston cleared his throat when the tall technician pulled down the sheet to reveal her breasts.


  “That tech no longer works for us,” Wallace said.


  “Desecration of a corpse.” Johnston made a check mark in the air. “Harassment if she is alive.”


  In the video, the technicians left the autopsy room. Martin fast-forwarded the video to save time. Blurry lines twisted across the screen, but nothing changed. No one came or went. Marianne lay on the table motionless and staring at the ceiling. Then a masked man entered. Ashe watched with a knot of anxiety in his stomach as Marianne stood, then wrapped her naked body in a sheet, and left with the stranger.


  The mechanism used on Marianne looked familiar to Ashe. The colleague who introduced him to Johnston had a few of machines that looked like it. He should know because he’d built them.


  “We’ve searched all the rest of our surveillance videos to see what happened to them, and have come up with nothing,” Wallace said.


  “We also cannot identify who the masked man was. He doesn’t match any description of morgue personnel or any pathologist I know of in the hospital,” Dr. Mott said.


  “So she just walked out and disappeared?” Ashe asked.


  “Apparently,” Dennison said. “We’re baffled too.”


  “And sued,” Johnston said.


  Ashe wished he hadn’t involved a lawyer, but the news from Martin had been more than he could process. He’d met Johnston at a school party thrown for his friend, psychologist Erik Rogers. The lawyer seemed less sleazy in that situation, but Ashe thought perhaps he was being aggressive to make him feel better about the fact that his fiancée had either been stolen or resurrected. With Mardi Gras just around the corner and the focus on the most famous resurrection in history beginning, he didn’t know which option he liked better.


  “We’re trying to keep this out of the media,” Martin said. “For obvious reasons.”


  “I agree,” Semmes said. “It’ll be a lot harder to catch this freak if it hits Channel 3 news.”


  “I don’t know about that,” Johnston said.


  “It’s fine,” Ashe said. “I don’t need the interviews and attention.” He looked at his lawyer. “Believe it or not, Marianne was a person before she died and came back or whatever. I loved her, and I’m hurting a lot.”


  “It was insensitive of me. I apologize; of course, we’ll keep this under wraps,” Johnston said. “Until enough time has passed.”


  “Do we have anything else to discuss?” Ashe asked.


  All the hospital staff looked at each other. In succession, they shook their heads to the negative. Dennison stood followed by the rest of his staff.


  “I suppose we’re finished, Professor Shrove,” he said. “If anything else comes up, we’ll let you know.”


  Ashe, Johnston and Semmes stood as well. Johnston put his hand on Ashe’s shoulder and turned him to the door.


  “I’ll be getting back with you,” Semmes said to Dennison. “I’ll probably want to see records and other things.”


  “We’ll probably want to see a court order,” Wallace said in a clipped tone.


  “Vera,” Dennison snapped back. “We will cooperate as far as the law allows.”


  “I thought you would.” Semmes followed Ashe and Johnston to the door. “Don’t worry, Miss Wallace. I wouldn’t think of coming back without a court order for those records. I’ll probably even have a fresh new subpoena just for you.”


  Ashe could tell by the tone of his voice that Semmes enjoyed saying that. The three men left the conference room and walked down the hall to the elevators. This part of the hospital smelled more like an office building than a house of medicine. There was no undertone of antiseptic cleaner. The sickly sweet medicinal smell most hospitals had was reserved for the floors that the high-ups didn’t have to be on much, Ashe thought to himself.


  The elevator doors slid open. Semmes, Johnston and Ashe stepped into the empty car. For some reason, all three men stood shoulder to shoulder as if the elevator were full. Semmes and Johnston flanked Ashe. He didn’t mind. Strangely, he felt comforted.


  “Could that video have been doctored?” Ashe asked.


  “It might have been,” Johnston said. “The only reason I could think of why they would was if they lost the body and were trying to cover it up with an elaborate and bizarre plot.”


  “Professor Shrove,” Semmes said.


  “Call me Ashe.”


  “Ashe, one of the first things I’m taking when I come back with that court order is the tape. I’m going to have our boys look for any anomalies in it. I’m thinking like your lawyer.”


  “You can call me Mr. Johnston.”


  Semmes cleared his throat. “Like Mr. Johnston said, they would only fake it if they lost the body or something like that, but you never can tell.”


  The elevator doors opened, and the men stepped out into the lobby. Four people waited for the elevator and clambered on when Ashe and the others had barely stepped off. The men walked out of the lobby and into the foggy February morning without saying a word. Once they were out the door, Semmes dug into his pocket and brought out a pack of USA Gold cigarettes. Ashe thought that Mobile must not pay their cops very much for the detective to buy such cheap smokes. Semmes took one out and lit it. The smell of the cheap tobacco mingled with the briny smell of the sea fog. Ashe found the mixture less than pleasurable.


  “Before I head over to Tech, am I still a suspect in a Marianne’s death?”


  Semmes blew smoke out of his nostrils. “As of right now, we don’t know how she died. So, I’m putting the foul play investigation on hold.” He took another drag. “Technically, we don’t even know if she’s dead. I don’t mean any disrespect by that.”


  “I understand,” Ashe said.


  “But don’t leave the country or anything,” Semmes said.


  “Don’t worry about that. I’ve got a job and haven’t earned tenure yet.”


  “Also, Mr. Semmes,” Johnston said.


  “You can call me Detective Semmes.”


  “Make sure that any questions you ask Ashe are when I’m present.” Johnston gave the detective a Cheshire cat grin.


  Semmes puffed on his cigarette and nodded his head. The winter fog started to chill Ashe. He’d been used to mild winters living in South Carolina, and expected the Gulf Coast to have no winter, but Mobile surprised him.


  “I’ve got to get to work. One of my graduate classes is having a test, and I have to proctor it. If there is anything else, let me know.”


  “Working so soon after your fiancée’s death?” Semmes asked. “Those Alabama Tech boys must be slave drivers.”


  “My personal choice,” Ashe said. “Working keeps my mind off of things. If I stayed at home, I’m pretty sure I’d start drinking or crying into one of Marianne’s blouses.”


  “I understand. I’ll keep in touch,” Semmes said.


  Ashe walked across the circular drive. He stopped and turned back to Semmes.


  “Detective?”


  “Yes?”


  “I recognized that device the man used on Marianne, or at least I think I do,” Ashe said.


  “Okay, how?”


  “If it’s what I think it is, I made it for Erik Rogers, who figured out how to record emotions. It looks like the recorder, but it shouldn’t be able to raise the dead.”


  “Are you sure it’s that device?” Semmes asked.


  “Not completely, but I plan to ask Erik about it as soon as I get back to campus.”


  “I’ll being following up on it myself, but let me know what he says.”


  “Be sure to let me know as well,” Johnston said. “Remember, Detective, this is not incriminating evidence.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” Semmes said.


  Ashe heard the dislike in the detective’s voice. He felt it in his own stomach. Now, he wished he’d never bothered with the attorney.


  Ashe opened his eyes when the light from the hallway spilled into his office. He’d lain down on the small couch he’d inherited from the office’s previous owner. As his sleep-heavy eyes adjusted to the new light, he made out the outline of Cybil’s head and shoulders jutting into the room.


  “Did I wake you up?” she asked in her small girlish voice.


  “Yeah, but I suppose I need to be getting up anyway.” He looked at his watch. “I’ve got to give a test in twenty minutes.”


  Cybil pushed the door open and came completely into the room. She flipped the light switch on with her elbow. Ashe squinted as the lights came on. He saw that Cybil carried a bundle of papers under her arm.


  “That’s why I stopped by. I got the copies done. I was going to leave them with your assistant, but.”


  Ashe nodded. “I haven’t not got one.”


  “Well, yeah. I could be your assistant.”


  He smiled and rubbed his chin. Sharp beard stubble scraped his palms. He hadn’t shaved since his last shower which was some time before he’d been told by the Mobile police that Marianne had been found slumped over her computer in the stacks at the library.


  “I don’t think the department chair would like me making our work-study my personal secretary.”


  “I don’t think he’d notice,” Cybil said.


  She walked to his desk and put the papers down. For some reason, Ashe noticed more about her than he ever had before. She wore her dark brown hair short in what he thought was called a pixie cut. Today, Cybil wore a strange kind of peasant blouse with a huge neck. It hung almost straight off her shoulder due to the lack of any breasts.


  He’d noticed that before. Even in his best relationship, he would notice women’s breasts. This work-study had boobs, but it was easy for her to hide them, even without trying.


  “You look pretty rough.” She put her hand on her hip. Her bright red fingernail polish stood out starkly against the deep black of her flowing skirt.


  “I haven’t had much sleep, or food, or a bath for that matter.” He sniffed his armpit, not even trying to be polite in mixed company. “At least I don’t smell.”


  Cybil sat beside him on the couch. She put her hand on his knee. “I heard about your fiancée. I’m so sorry. Do they know what killed her yet?”


  Ashe shook his head. “No, and they won’t.”


  “Oh, did she not believe in having autopsies?”


  “No, someone stole her body from the morgue.”


  Cybil snorted but slapped her hand over her mouth. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to laugh, but that’s crazy.”


  “I know. It gets worse.” Ashe caught himself. Why was he telling his work-study this? “But I’ve got to get to my class and give this test.”


  He stood, and Cybil’s hand finally fell off of his knee. She stood up too.


  “I could give it for you.”


  “You haven’t even graduated with a BS yet. I’m sure that my PhD students would not like an undergrad giving them their test.” He noticed she looked a little offended. “Plus, this is advanced material. I know you’re a good student, but there are things on this test they don’t cover in undergrad classes. If one of my students had a question, I don’t think you could answer it.”


  “I was just trying to help you out during this tough time,” Cybil said. Some of the perkiness was gone from her voice.


  “Thank you for that. Maybe you could help me get them graded and recorded. That’s the hardest part anyway, especially running on as little sleep as I’ve had.”


  “When and where?”


  “Here around 5 p.m. I’ve got to meet with Dr. Rogers after my test ends. It will probably take that long to get away from him.”


  Cybil rubbed her hands together. “All right, I’ll see you then.”


  The work-study left. Ashe took his tests and headed to his class.


  Chapter Two


  Ashe flipped a small device, similar to an MP3 player, over in his hands. He smelled the port where a USB cord could be attached and then where the electrodes were plugged into the device. Nothing of the usual acrid smell of burnt electrics was present.


  “What did you say it was doing?” he asked.


  “When I plug it into the computer, all the data comes up as gibberish,” a middle-aged man with dishwater-blond hair said. Erik Rogers tapped on a computer keyboard. “I made this recording earlier this week with a student volunteer.”


  Ashe looked at the string of squares and dashes on the screen. He didn’t really know what could have caused his device to malfunction.


  “You’re sure you haven’t gotten it wet or anything?”


  Rogers shook his head. “I keep that thing in an airtight, waterproof box when not in use. I wouldn’t risk the safety of the machine that helped me discover the third law of psychology.”


  “What about the computer program? You programmed that. Have you checked it?”


  “Several times. There are no changes in it.”


  “Virus.”


  “Mac-based.”


  “Power surge?”


  “All my equipment is protected from that. Plus the other one doesn’t seem messed up.”


  “You have the other one,” Ashe asked, “and the component box, right?”


  “Of course, and it works fine,” Rogers said. “I’ve just gotten so many volunteers since the discovery that I need both to keep up with the subject pool size. I wish the prototype engram machine hadn’t been stolen or whatever when we moved labs.”


  In all the hubbub surrounding Marianne’s death, Ashe had forgotten about the missing prototype, but it couldn’t have been the one that was used on Marianne’s body. He’d rendered it inoperable after producing the two devices that Rogers now used.


  “Let me take this and see what I can find out. I’ll have this back to you in a couple of days. Will that be okay?”


  “Take as long as you need. I’m not in a huge rush. Even if I was, I wouldn’t push you after the whole thing with Marianne.”


  Ashe dropped the device into his shirt pocket. “You heard.”


  “Everybody on campus knows. The dean emailed us, but I know about the other thing too. Scott called me.”


  “So you and he are pretty good friends?”


  “He’s my lawyer too.”


  “I’m glad to see he doesn’t have problems with confidentiality,” Ashe said.


  “Don’t worry. He just told me because I asked out of concern. I feel like I have a vested interest in your well-being.”


  Ashe smiled. “Don’t try any of your psychology stuff on me, Dr. Rogers.”


  “What psychology stuff?” Rogers twirled his finger at Ashe. “All kidding aside though, I think I have a friend you need to talk with. I asked him to drop by your office about a quarter until six this evening. He’s a psychologist, a clinical one.”


  “I’ll be there, but I don’t think I need a shrink.”


  “He’s notlike that. You’ll like him, andhe’s agreatpersontoconfidein. His confidentiality is a lot more secure than Scott’s.”


  “That’ll be all right then. I’ve got a set of tests to grade. One of the work-studies is going to help me out, so I should be able to talk to him.”


  Semmes starred at the computer screen until his eyes felt like they might fall out of his head. He blinked to bring the moisture back to them. The coffee he’d poured over an hour ago sat cold in its mug. He hadn’t taken a sip of it. The cream coagulated on the top. He scrolled down the screen reading name after name of people from other cities and states. Every one was a supposed death where the body went missing. A brief description told of the details of the investigation.


  Nearly all of them had been solved quickly. Some of the cases like the other two he found in Mobile and Baldwin Counties had been mistakenly labeled. The toe tags had somehow gotten switched with a person who had already been processed. The others varied from a necrophiliac embalmer in Portland, Oregon, to a case of wrongful death in Sault Ste. Marie, Michigan.


  “This is hopeless, a wild goose chase,” he said aloud to no one in particular.


  “Try limiting your parameters,” Cooper, his newly assigned partner from the sex crimes division, said from over his shoulder.


  The detective looked up at the thirty-something woman in a Hillary Clinton pantsuit. “How long have you been there?”


  “A few minutes,” Cooper said. “I heard about this case. I thought our new partnership could get started on the right foot by me helping you out from the get go.”


  Semmes smiled. “You’re a rookie. I don’t think you’d be much help.


  I’ve been on the force for eight years. That’s not exactly a rookie status.”


  “I meant a rookie detective.”


  “I solved sex crimes for six of those years,” Cooper said.


  Semmes shrugged his shoulders and typed unsolved corpse disappearances into the search line and hit the enter button. A little hourglass turned over and over as the computer searched the databases all over the country, maybe the world. Semmes had no idea how thorough the database they used was. The small icon quit flipping, and a shorter list of names popped up on the screen.


  “Told you so,” Cooper said.


  Semmes glanced over his shoulder at his not-so-rookie partner, and then looked at the dates on the list. Most were over thirty years old. He figured there was no connection to anything happening in his city. Then he stopped near the bottom. The date was the same as Marianne’s death. He clicked on the hyperlink, and the whole report popped up on the screen.


  Carol Heinz went missing from the morgue of St. Vincent’s Hospital in Birmingham. He looked up at Cooper who read over his shoulder, a trait he detested.


  “I think I found something,” Semmes said. “I guess you might be of some help after all.”


  “Anything else that I can do for you?” Cooper asked.


  “Yeah, get on the phone to the Birmingham PD and ask them to send down what they can about the Carol Heinz missing body investigation. Tell them that we’ve had something similar here.”


  “Can do.”


  Cooper walked away, and Semmes stopped feeling as if a vulture peered at him from a nearby perch. He stared at the words on the screen and tried to process things. The same section kept drawing his attention. Heinz died after being in ICU for three days. Her body was stored prior to organ harvesting. The body went missing under strange and classified circumstances.


  “I bet she just got up and walked out.” Semmes thought about Marianne coming up from the autopsy table and leaving the morgue with the mysterious man.


  Cybil propped her feet up on an empty desk in the corner of Ashe’s office. She leaned back in the office chair, twirling a pen between her fingers. The first page of a test flopped over the top of her other hand as she read over it. Ashe watched her but tried not to seem like he watched her. He could hear the faint sound of the music she listened to on her MP3 player. Why would a girl like her want to spend her evening helping a professor grade papers? Most work-studies kept to normal business hours and just made copies and coffee. Cybil looked over at him. She smiled. He returned the gesture.


  “You want me to make some coffee?” she asked.


  “You don’t have to.”


  “What?” She pulled the earbuds free from her ears. The music from them became louder.


  The song was familiar but played at a faster pace and seemed hard-edged. Ashe recognized it as an old Neil Diamond tune, “Sweet Caroline”.


  “I said you don’t have to.”


  “I want some, but I’m not going to brew a whole big pot if you aren’t going to have any.”


  “That’s fine then. I’ll drink some.”


  She took her feet off the desk and put the test down. She shoved a red pen behind her ear, pulling back a small amount of hair.


  “Be back in a minute.” She put one earbud back into her ear.


  “You’re going to make yourself go deaf listening to music that loudly,” Ashe said.


  She rolled her eyes at him. “Sure thing, Dad. Dr. Shrove, you act like you’re old or something. I’ve seen the music you’ve got loaded on your computer. You don’t listen to that kind of stuff softly.”


  Before he could protest like a proper professor should, she walked out. He supposed that he would bring up that fact of snooping on his computer when she came back with the coffee. The next answer on the test he graded was wrong. He marked it with his purple- ink pen. During his time in college, he hated professors who used different colored inks to grade papers, and now he did that very thing. Red got boring. Grading papers pushed the limits of tedium. His mind started to drift to Marianne.


  He remembered the night she died. She’d been listening to a lecture she’d downloaded from Columbia University. Ashe had asked her to review the lecture by a professor there to help him plan an activity for his students. She’d gone to the library because he was working on his next project. Rogers needed a new device to capture his emotion engrams that could hold more data. Ashe had made schematics for a device with larger storage capacity while working on the original engram devices. He’d figured Rogers or some other researchers would want a bigger and better recorder and something more streamlined than the MP3- like device that had to be attached to a larger recording unit with USB external storage. Even thinking about it seemed clunky. Marianne understood. They both thought that getting involved with Rogers’ research would skyrocket him alongside the psychologist. That rocket ride always excited Marianne. Now, he’d be going to the moon alone.


  A soft tap stirred him back to his purple-marked test paper. Ashe looked at the door expecting to see Cybil with the coffee. Instead a middle-aged man with salt and pepper hair stood framed in the door. He wore a black suit with a lavender shirt under it.


  “Can I help you?” Ashe asked.


  “You’re Professor Shrove?” he asked.


  “Yes.”


  “I’m Dr. Smalls, Erik Rogers’ friend.”


  “Oh yes.” Ashe stood up. “He told me you would drop by. Erik seems to think that I need a psychiatrist.”


  “Psychologist.” Smalls entered the office. “Psychiatrists can write prescriptions.”


  “Should have said headshrinker.”


  “That I can do.” Smalls smiled. His teeth were small and straight.


  Cybil walked back in carrying Ashe’s coffee mug and a Styrofoam cup. She stopped midway in the office and made a face that said that she wasn’t expecting someone to be there.


  “It’s okay, Cybil,” Ashe said. “This is Dr. Smalls. He works in the psychology department as a part-time teacher. He’s come by to chat.”


  “Hi,” Cybil said. “Would you like some coffee?”


  “Thank you, that would be lovely.”


  She gave him her cup and sat Ashe’s on his desk, then left the room. Ashe motioned for Smalls to sit down.


  “I guess Erik told you that my girlfriend—fiancée died.”


  “He did, but he didn’t think that was the part you needed to talk about.”


  “Her body was stolen from the morgue.” Ashe drank his coffee.


  “Erik said she walked out as if she weren’t dead.”


  Ashe took another long drink of his coffee. “That’s right. How does that make you feel?”


  “Confused. I guess that’s the best answer.”


  Smalls sipped his coffee. “I’d think that would be a mild reaction.”


  “Surprised. Terrified. Dead people don’t just get up and walk around.”


  “Zombies do,” Smalls said.


  “I don’t think that’s funny.”


  “Neither do I. I’m being serious.”


  “And you teach psychology?”


  Smalls laughed lightly. “Among other things. I also study paranormal activity that has potential religious overtones, like spontaneous resurrection.”


  Ashe almost spat out his coffee. “So you’ve come to investigate this, not help me out?”


  “Both.”


  “The police are already trying to find out what’s going on, and it wasn’t spontaneous. Someone showed up and brought her back from the dead,” Ashe said.


  “A resurrectionist. Maybe a faith healer or a shaman.” Smalls seemed to mumble this to himself.


  “Dr. Smalls?”


  “Sorry, my mind was wandering. I need to go. I have something else scheduled in a little while. Why don’t you come by my office tomorrow around lunchtime? We’ll talk more about your loss.” Smalls stood. He took a business card from the inside pocket of his jacket and handed it to Ashe. “I’m going to want to know the name of the person down at the police station that’s doing the investigation as well. If that’s okay.”


  Ashe looked that the card. It had a crucifix on it. He thought about Dr. Van Helsing in the old Dracula movies. Then he noticed that Smalls’ office was in St. Mary’s-by-the-Bay on Conception Street downtown. “You’re a priest?”


  “Yes, butdon’tlet thatdiscourage you. Idoseculartherapy as well as pastoral counseling.” He swallowed his last bit of coffee and tossed the cup into the trash can beside the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  Smalls walked out of Ashe’s office. He nodded at Cybil as she came back in with a fresh cup of coffee for herself. Ashe put the card in his top desk drawer. Cybil sat back down at the desk she had been at.


  “You look rough. Maybe you need to go home and sleep.”


  “I can’t,” Ashe answered.


  “Go home or sleep?”


  “Both. I can’t stand home right now, and every time I try to sleep I have nightmares.”


  “Let’s go downtown then,” she said. “We’ve got about an hour before the Buttercups have their parade. It’ll take your mind off of things for a little while.”


  “I don’t think I should,” he said.


  “It’s not anything. I run into professors all the time at parades. During Mardi Gras, it doesn’t matter. It’s all about fun, beads and MoonPies.”


  “MoonPies?”


  “Come on. You’ll find out.”


  He knew that he needed to finish his papers, but they reminded him of Marianne. Home reminded him of her the most. Attending a Mardi Gras parade with a student seemed like something that could get him into hot water with the dean, but she was right, he needed to try and get his mind off of things.


  “All right, but I’ll drive,” he said.


  “Good, because I ride a Vespa.”


  Ashe shook his head as he stood up from his desk. “You are a strange lady, Cybil. It’s wintertime, and you’re riding a scooter.”


  “Come on; it’s Mobile. It rarely gets that cold.”


  “True, but it does rain a lot.”


  “Who am I, the Wicked Witch of the West? I’m not going to melt.”


  “But you might catch a cold.” He thought he sounded like his mother as the words came out.


  “Okay Dad, I’ll buy a Civic. Chill out, Dr. Shrove.”


  “I’ll try.”


  He switched off his light as they walked out of his office. Cybil pulled the door closed behind her.


  Chapter Three


  Ashe parked near the old train station on Water Street. All the other streets into downtown were closed off to regular traffic. Rivers of people flowed down the sidewalks on both sides of the street. When traffic lights stopped the flow of cars on Water Street, tributaries of revelers crossed toward downtown.


  He and Cybil walked across the parking lot. Shards of broken glass glittered in the streetlight. The smell of the shipping canal hung heavy in the air. Ashe didn’t go downtown much and when he did, it was mostly to Dauphin Street where the bars and bohemian shops and cafés were. The stench of fish and diesel fuel didn’t waft that far up. The wind off the water added a bite to the February air. He pulled his trench coat around him and knotted the belt around his waist. Cybil buttoned up a black peacoat and tugged at a fuzzy-looking pink scarf around her neck.


  “It’s a little bit colder than I thought it would be tonight,” she said as they stepped onto the sidewalk and headed toward the nearest crosswalk.


  “I was thinking that myself.” Ashe shoved his hands into his pockets. “You want to go back to school?”


  “No. It’s the first parade of the season, and maybe the weirdest.”


  “This is my first Mardi Gras parade, ever,” Ashe said.


  As they stopped to wait at the crosswalk, Cybil cut her eyes over at him. “Really? How long have you lived here?”


  “This is my second year. Marianne and I talked about coming down last year, but it rained on Mardi Gras day, and we didn’t feel like standing out in that.”


  The light changed, and the walk sign flashed white. He and Cybil started across the street with a handful of other people. Kids ran past them as their parents yelled for them to wait. On the other side of Water Street, Cybil took the lead and cut across the parking lot of a bank.


  “Parades run every night for two weeks before the actual day,” she said.


  Ashe walked faster to catch up with her. They crossed a blocked-off street at an angle. “We didn’t know that then. We had planned on going to a few parades this time, but.”


  Cybil stopped at the corner of Royal Street and St. Michael. “I’m sorry I brought it up. I didn’t mean to get you feeling bad. We came down here to have a good time and to get your mind off of things.”


  “Everything is going to make me emotional right now,” Ashe said. “My fiancée just died.”


  A burst of noise that sounded like an old air raid siren from World War II movies echoed down the street. Cybil grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him across St. Michael. They trotted. Ashe pulled his hand back. He didn’t want to risk a student or worse a colleague seeing him being pulled along by a work-study. He reconsidered coming to the parade with her. If the chair of his department heard, he would be in trouble or least have a hard time explaining things. Ashe slowed down.


  “Come on,” Cybil said. “That siren means the parade has started. We’ve got to hurry to get in place. We’re already not going to get on the barrier. We’ll have to fight with all sorts of people for beads.”


  “Maybe I should go back to the car and wait. I’m going to be a wet blanket.”


  “Don’t worry about it. You already are. Plus, I plan on drinking after this. You’ll be sitting there a long time waiting.” She smiled. “Maybe you can get a couple of drinks in you and help lighten your mood.”


  Ashe liked the idea of being able to down a few beers in a loud crowded bar where people might not know him, but certainly wouldn’t sympathize with him. He nodded and started behind her. Cybil turned up the next street and cut through an alley. He followed her, until they came out on a busy street. All sorts of people milled around on the sidewalk. The air felt electric. People screamed and laughed. Cybil grabbed him by the wrist again and pulled him along. Finally they pushed through a group, elbowing them until they stood at a metal barricade.


  “What are you doing?” a scruffy-looking man asked when Cybil pushed him to the side to get a place at the edge of the street.


  “I’m here for the parade,” she said with no fear in her voice. “You got a problem?”


  “You need to get your girlfriend under control,” the man said to Ashe.


  “I’m not his girlfriend, you insensitive prick. She died yesterday, so why don’t you step off before I shove my Doc Marten so far into your groin that you’ll think you’re eating oysters.”


  Cybil stuck her chest out at him like a rooster prancing before the hens in his barnyard.


  The scruffy man backed down. He shook his head and slipped into the group of people behind him.


  “That was a little bit—”


  “Ballsy?”


  “Scary. He could’ve broken you in half,” Ashe said.


  “And I could have made him taste his own foreskin for a month.” She smiled and clambered onto the metal barrier as two police motorcycles passed.


  Ashe looked up as the first float rolled down the street. A banner lit with LCD Christmas lights read The Buttercups: Ode to Joy. The float had a huge bust of Beethoven rotating on a platform. Revelers in powdered wigs and sequined harlequin masks wore candy-colored costumes that looked like tailed tuxedo jackets with matching knee britches and stockings. A shower of green, purple and gold bead necklaces rained down on the crowd. Ashe put his hand up to block the hard plastic beads from hitting him in the face. A few of the necklaces tangled in his fingers.


  “Put them on,” Cybil yelled at him while holding her hands out to the float.


  She’d stripped off her coat and scarf. Several strings of Mardi Gras beads hung around her neck. He pulled the two necklaces over his head. They hung loose on him. A small brass band walked between the floats. They played some jazz song that didn’t sound like any song in particular.


  “How’s this?” he asked.


  “You look better, but you’ve got to want those things. The first float will toss out things without any real reason. The later ones are a bit pickier. They usually have better stuff too.” Cybil yelled as a masked man on horseback trotted by. He handed her a string of beads the size of silver dollars. Each looked like a multicolored mirror ball at a prom. “I got a fifth of Jack last year.”


  “Really. How did you get that?”


  The next float came past. A cheap plastic toy hit Ashe in the head. He turned to the float and held his hands up again to block getting hit more than to catch something. A younglooking man with a bright red Venetian mask with a long beak-like nose taunted the crowd with a plush toy that looked like an alien giving the finger.


  “Like this,” Cybil said.


  Ashe looked over to see her lifting her top up, revealing her small breasts. The cold air made her pinkish nipples stand erect. He looked away but not before the image of her fistsized milky breasts was seared into his memory. The big-nosed parade reveler tossed the alien to Cybil while giving her a big thumbs-up and flicking his tongue out.


  “You have to be careful doing that though. The cops don’t like it too much here in Mobile. You can usually get away with it at Bienville Square or on this stretch.”


  Ashe looked back at her while a high school band played a march as they passed. She shoved the stuffed toy into her pocket and readied herself to catch more beads. He turned back to the parade as well. Ethics training kept rolling over in his head as did the image of Marianne lying naked on the morgue table. The orderly jiggled her breasts in his memory instead of pointing at them like on the video. He saw in his mind’s eye Cybil’s boobs bouncing up and down as she tried to get that alien.


  Beads flew at Ashe. He caught some but let others go. As the parade progressed, he caught a few small silver-cellophane wrapped MoonPies that he shoved in his coat pockets. Some playful reveler on a float shaped like a piano with everyone dressed like Elton John on The Muppet Show tossed him a pair of thong panties. He shoved those quickly into his pocket before anyone saw them. Without being aware, he laughed at times. Toward the end he even looked over at Cybil without feeling guilty or embarrassed.


  Red and white strobe lights flashed. A siren accompanied the lights. Cybil hopped off the metal barrier. She took him by the hand and pulled him back onto the sidewalk. A fire engine rolled past, and several men in coveralls with City of Mobile printed on the breast pocket came down the line of barriers. They lifted them up and slammed them back to the sidewalk. Ashe barely had his feet out of the gutter before the barrier slammed into the cement.


  “You can get a hurt ankle if you’re not fast enough,” Cybil said. “Since you’re a virgin and everything, I figured you wouldn’t know about that.”


  Ashe knew she meant he was a virgin to the Mardi Gras experience, but he felt like a gawky awkward teen boy who had just gotten to second base and was hoping to round third. A large wad of shiny metallic colored beads rested on the small bumps of breast that he’d just seen her flash. Although he knew it was wrong and that thinking of stuff like that was not what he should be focused on right now, he wanted to see her breasts again.


  “Thanks. The last thing I need is a broken ankle,” he said, making eye contact with her as quickly as he could and hoping that it didn’t seem like he was intentionally doing it. “I guess we head back to campus now?”


  “If that’s what you want to do,” Cybil said.


  “It’s a school night.” He felt like such a geek saying that. “I’ve skipped too many classes lately. The university isn’t paying me not to teach.”


  She looped her arm under his and started walking. He followed her lead. They moved with the current of revelers making their way down Dauphin Street.


  “Maybe they should,” she said.


  “Should what?”


  “Pay you for not teaching. I’ve heard your lectures.”


  He looked down at his student worker. She smiled at him. He laughed.


  “Maybe we could stop in for a drink.” He paused in front of a bar called Grand Central.


  “That’s fine, but not here,” she said. “There’s a better place about a block away. It’s less crowded and well, less that.” She pointed to a few people going in who looked like stereotypical college students.


  “Sounds good; lead the way.”


  Cybil pulled him down the street. All different sorts of people passed them as they moved slowly down the sidewalk. A few people dressed in evening wear with feather masks on laughed as they shoved past. Parents with small children weighed down in bead necklaces did the same. Ashe looked down at his feet as they walked. He didn’t feel like making eye contact with anyone. Embarrassment burned at the edges of his psyche. If they ran into a colleague, he would be caught for sure, even though he hadn’t done a single thing wrong.


  His shoulder knocked hard into someone walking the opposite way. He looked up to apologize. A tall, slender black woman stood staring at him. Her eyes were amber and seemed distant but intent. They pierced into his. A feeling of déjà vu hit him as if he knew the woman from somewhere. He tried to think if she was on the faculty at Alabama Tech.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, letting Cybil’s arm slip from his.


  “No worries, friend,” she said back with a flat tone. “I should have been watching where I was going.”


  “I didn’t hurt you did I?” he asked.


  “No, friend.”


  He felt Cybil’s lips close to his ear. She whispered, “I think she must be some kind of religious nut.”


  “Have you been enjoying the parade and festivities?” the woman asked.


  “Yes,” Ashe said. “It was my first parade ever.”


  “Here comes the sermon,” Cybil whispered again.


  “I am the president of a new parading society, the Mystics of Mayhem. We will be parading on Mardi Gras night starting at 11:15 p.m., promptly. It would be appreciated if you came out to support us on our first year of revelry.”


  “Sounds fun,” Cybil said. “How did a new society get that time so close to the end of the festival?”


  “It is amazing what money will do.” The woman laughed, but it sounded very artificial and forced to Ashe.


  The president of the Mystics of Mayhem began to give him
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