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Malachai Applewhite was halfway to Sakima when he started to turn to stone.

It began with his left leg, radiating outward from a sharp pain in his ankle. The leg was numb now. When he touched it, it wasn’t flesh he felt under the material of his pants. What he felt was hard and unyielding. What he felt was stone.

His right leg remained unchanged, at least for now. He could still work his car’s accelerator and brakes. Thank God for small miracles.

The irony made him smirk behind the steering wheel. Here he was, thanking God when in so many ways it was God he was running from. No, who was he kidding? It was his father he was running from. The man had kept Malachai under his heel his whole life. He’d finally had enough. This morning, before anyone was awake, he sneaked out of his family’s house. With a pang of regret, he thought of Meredith, the little sister he’d left behind. He knew she wanted to leave with him, but she was just fourteen, still a kid. He didn’t know if he would be able to take care of her when he got to Sakima. He hoped she would forgive him for leaving without her, but he doubted it. He knew if the tables were turned, he wouldn’t forgive her.

As he’d gotten into his car, he felt a sharp, stabbing pain in his left ankle out of nowhere. That was the start of it.

For all his left leg’s numbness, there was an excruciating, burning pain r the edge of it. Whatever was happening to him, it was spreading, moving up his leg and into his groin, transforming flesh into stone. The very idea of it was impossible, and yet, somehow, it was happening to him. What part of him would change next? His stomach? His chest? He was hot with a fever. He wiped the sweat from his forehead, but it was drenched again a moment later. He fought to concentrate on the road. He had to get to Sakima.

Elijah’s burning chariot, pulled by fiery horses, moved through the clouds above him.

It’s not real, he told himself. It’s a delusion from the fever.

Was any of this real? How could a man turn to stone?

As he turned onto the exit for Sakima, his sweaty hands slipped on the steering wheel. The car lurched to one side. Car horns blared all around him, followed by one loud blast from a passing semi. He grabbed the steering wheel again and quickly brought the car under control. A woman with big hair and sunglasses drove by in a BMW and flipped him the bird.

Pain crawled across Malachai’s gut. He put his hand inside his shirt and felt rough, hard stone. The indentation of his belly button was still there, solid as marble, like sticking his finger into the navel of Michelangelo’s David. More pain flared, this time in his right leg. Soon, it too would turn to stone, and then he would lose control of the car altogether.

He had to reach Sakima before that happened. His friend Sam Templeton was waiting for him there with an offer of a safe place to stay while he set up a new life away from his father. Malachai wiped feverish sweat from his brow. The pain was worse now. He wanted to double over in the driver’s seat, curl up like he used to do when he was a kid with a stomach ache, but he forced himself to concentrate on the road. He had to keep driving.

The burning chariot peeked out from behind a cloud like a fiery celestial body, a second sun blazing in the morning sky. It was following him.

It’s not real!

He closed his eyes for a second. When he opened them again, it was gone. He was losing his mind.

Or maybe he was dying and the chariot had come for him. That was what had been drilled into his head all his life, wasn’t it? That his soul would be carried up to heaven as long as he lived a pious life? Did he believe that anymore? Had he ever?

Malachai pulled out the phone he’d bought in secret. No one knew he had it, not Meredith and certainly not his father. His father would have destroyed it if he found it. Keeping one hand on the wheel, Malachai tried to dial Sam’s number. He had to let Sam know what was happening to him. Sam would send help. The car bounced over a pothole, and the phone fell to the floor. He swerved into the next lane. Amid an orchestra of angry car horns, he gripped the wheel tightly with both hands and steered back into his own lane.

Was he being punished? Was that what this was? Was God so angry with him for leaving that He decided to turn Malachai to stone like he’d turned Lot’s wife to salt? Her sin had been to look back when she fled Sodom. Malachai had left home without looking back. It wasn’t fair.

Following the directions Sam had given him, Malachai turned onto MacLeod Avenue, once the busy main thoroughfare of downtown Sakima but now mostly a graveyard of closed shops and restaurants. Everywhere, there were boarded-up windows and FOR RENT signs. Some of the buildings were still blackened from the fires last year. Even in the isolation of his own village, Malachai had heard what happened here. Mass hysteria, or maybe it’d been some kind of virus. He was hazy on the details, but he seemed to remember the CDC was called in.

The burning pain moved up his torso. It was getting harder to breathe by the moment. His lungs were turning to stone inside him. He struggled to suck in air.

His field of vision darkened around the edges. He felt the car wobble beneath him as his hands slipped off the wheel. Car horns blasted a warning, but they sounded a thousand miles away. Malachai was only dimly aware that he’d crossed the double yellow lines in the middle of the road and was speeding toward the sidewalk. The smell of burning rubber came to him through the windows. He heard screeching tires and saw people dash out of his way, but it was like he was watching it unfold on a distant TV screen. No more than a mild curiosity.

He could no longer breathe. Too much of his body had turned to stone, and it was still spreading. He wished he had more time. He would have liked to know what life was like away from his father. He would have liked to know what freedom felt like. He’d been so close.

The tires spat and crunched as his car mounted the sidewalk. It crashed to a stop at the base of a streetlamp. More car horns blared, including his own. But to Malachai, who watched with stone eyes as the fiery chariot came down to collect him, those horns were the trumpets of God calling him home.
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Dr. Laura Powell approached the large glass case hesitantly. Inside, hanging off a thick iron hook, was a human ribcage. It reminded her of something out of a horror movie, the grisly trophy found in the lair of a serial killer. What it didn’t look like was art, although that was precisely what it was meant to be. To Laura’s trained medical eye, she could tell the ribcage wasn’t real. It was fashioned from 3D-printed plastic, but it still left her feeling unsettled. She looked down at the gallery catalog in her hands. Printed in big letters across the cover was THE LUMINOUS FLESH: THE CONSTRUCTION AND DISSEMINATION OF THE HUMAN BODY BY THE NEW YORK ART COLLECTIVE STUDIO L.P. KELNER.

Booker Coates’s reflection appeared in the glass as he came up behind her. Broad-shouldered and a good half-foot taller, he dwarfed her own reflection. The overhead lights cast a glare on the rich brown skin of his bald head.

“Thanks for bringing me here,” he said, brushing a hand over his tightly trimmed goatee. “I’m definitely going to have nightmares tonight.”

She grinned at him, though she knew he was only half joking. Booker was no stranger to nightmares. He’d been having them on and off for a year now, ever since the spores of a mutant fungus had infected the people of Sakima. Under the fungus’s thrall, friends and neighbors turned violent, hunting them like animals, determined to infect them as well. Booker had nearly died in a car crash that left one of his legs wrecked. These days, it wasn’t unusual for him to moan and thrash in his sleep, tortured by the memories. When it happened, she did her best to calm him, but she wasn’t immune to nightmares herself. Unlike Booker, she had been infected by the fungus, which she’d come to know as the God of Dirt. Occasionally, she would wake up in terror, convinced she could still hear the God of Dirt calling to her from the depths of Dradin Park. On those occasions, she would lie still in bed, holding her breath and listening, but there was only ever silence. The quiet outside—and the quiet in her head—was proof that the God of Dirt really was gone.

She took Booker’s hand and pulled him closer to the glass case. It was his first week of summer break as Sakima, New York’s newest high school science teacher, and Laura was determined to find fun things for them to do together so they could make better memories to replace the bad ones. A day trip to the Storm King Arts Center in New Windsor sounded like just the thing, only she hadn’t expected to find the Museum Building’s gallery filled with glass cases containing replica human bones like something out of a state fair’s haunted house.

She looped her free arm through his and nodded at the large stainless-steel dial at the bottom of the glass case. “Would you like to do the honors?”

He shrugged. “Sure. What’s the worst that could happen? It’s already horrifying.”

Booker turned the dial slowly to the right. According to the instructions, the dial increased the humidity level inside the case, which was supposed to stimulate the formation of crystals.

Sure enough, as he turned the dial, milky white crystals formed like frost along the bones of the ribcage. Sharp and glistening, they built outward in a fractal pattern, growing larger, filling the spaces between ribs and reaching toward each other like lovers yearning to be joined. Booker turned the dial farther, and the crystal growth accelerated until it formed a latticework that filled the entire ribcage, giving the bones the semblance of a body again, albeit a crystalline one that twinkled and gleamed.

Fed by the humidity, the crystals continued growing, spiking outward, expanding past the ribcage into the empty air around it like cellular growth gone mad, turning the makeshift body into something alarmingly alien and misshapen.

Booker turned the dial all the way to the left, back to its starting point. Fans sucked the humidity out of the glass case, and the crystals began to retreat. Laura watched them shrink and let go of each other, returning the shape in the glass case to a simple human ribcage.

“It’s beautiful, in a way,” she said.

“That’s one word for it.” He took the catalog from her and read aloud. “‘Each growth pattern is different. It is the viewer’s interaction with the installation, in terms of how much or how little humidity they permit, that creates its own crystallization process. A unique structure of luminous flesh. A new and different human form given life with one turn of a dial, and returned to a state of death with another.’ Huh. Charming.”

Laura took the catalog back from him and tucked it under one arm. The small gallery was crowded with visitors examining the contents of multiple glass cases positioned around the room. Nearby, a young girl of about ten watched in awe as her mother turned a dial and a skeletal arm grew fuzzy with white crystals.

“Do you want to try one of the others?” Laura asked.

“I’d rather get some air,” Booker said.

He led the way out. He still walked with a limp. It was more prominent in cold, damp weather. On a beautiful June day like today, Laura was certain no one would notice it but her.

Outside, the sky was a perfect cloudless blue. The wind blew warm and gentle, and brought with it the smell of freshly cut grass. The Museum Building was the only enclosed space in Storm King’s open-air art center. It stood atop a hill that overlooked the 500-acre grounds, offering a spectacular view of the large-scale sculptures that dotted the landscape, gigantic pieces of modern art fashioned from iron and steel, built to weather the elements.

Booker put his arm around her as they took in the view. “Victor would have loved it here.”

Victor Cunningham had been like a father to Booker ever since Booker was a child. He died trying to save them from the fungus. In his will, he left Booker his house, a rustic wooden split-level deep in the woods on the edge of town. It had come as a surprise, almost as much of a surprise as an angry old recluse like Victor having a will at all. Booker still didn’t know if he was going to keep the property or sell it. For sentiment’s sake, she hoped he would keep it. Victor would have hated to see it fall into anyone else’s hands.

“Even in a place this beautiful,” she said, “I’m sure Victor would have found something to complain about.”

Booker grinned. “Complaining was one of the few things that made Victor happy.” He paused. “That and the drugs.”

Laura laughed, but was interrupted by her phone ringing in her purse. She pulled it out and saw Elena Morales’s name on the screen. The smile faded from Laura’s face. Booker noticed the shift in her mood and gave her a quizzical look. She answered the call.

“How are you, Chief Morales?”

“Dr. Powell, I need you to come in and perform an autopsy right away.” Sakima’s new chief of police wasn’t one for pleasantries.

Laura bristled. The previous chief, her good friend Ralph Gorney, used to request her help. Morales ordered it. Still, as Sakima’s part-time medical examiner, Laura didn’t have much choice in the matter. There wasn’t a lot of crime in their little portion of the Hudson Valley, especially not violent crime, but every once in a while, duty called. When it did, it rarely chose a convenient time.

“I can be there in an hour.” She saw the resignation in Booker’s face that their outing had been cut short. She squeezed his hand by way of apology. “Can you tell me what happened?”

“A car accident on MacLeod Avenue,” Chief Morales said. “Thankfully, there was only one casualty. The driver.”

“I take it you need a tox screen to see if they were drunk or under the influence?”

“No, it’s not that. There’s…something else.”

She didn’t like how that sounded. “What is it?”

“It’s better if you see for yourself, Dr. Powell,” Chief Morales said. “I’ll expect you in one hour. Don’t be late.”


3.



True to her word, Chief Morales was waiting for Laura when she arrived at the morgue an hour later. A black body bag lay on the stainless-steel autopsy table. Its zipper was secured with a police seal to show that no one had tampered with the body inside after its removal from the scene of the accident.

“Dr. Powell,” Morales said with a curt nod. At five-foot-three, she was a shorter than Laura but carried her diminutive size with the confidence of a bulldog. Every one of her forty-nine years showed in the lines of her face. She had the sharp, probing eyes of someone who didn’t take shit from anyone. She glanced at her wristwatch, as if to check that Laura hadn’t taken one minute longer than the hour she’d promised.

To say that Laura didn’t like Chief Morales was an understatement. The first time they’d met, workmen had still been in the process of removing Ralph Gorney’s name from his office door and replacing it with Morales’s. The pain of Ralph’s loss was still raw then, just a few weeks out from his death, and the sight of his name being sanded off the door only made it worse. Still, walking into that room, Laura had done her best to maintain her professional composure. She needn’t have bothered. Morales was cold and standoffish from the start, giving her little more than a quick, cursory glance from behind the desk. No Nice to meet you, no I’m looking forward to working with you, nothing. She didn’t even offer her condolences on Ralph’s death. Just a quick handshake with half her attention on the papers in front of her. It was only when Laura made the mistake of calling her Elena that she got the woman’s full attention. You are to address me as Chief Morales, she said. Things hadn’t gotten any warmer since.

“Is this the crash victim?” Laura asked, looking over the body bag. It bulged curiously at the sides.

“Direct from the crash site,” Chief Morales confirmed. “The responding officers apprised me of the victim’s unusual condition, but I haven’t seen it for myself yet.”

“Condition?”

Morales only nodded, offering no further details. Laura took that as her cue to get to work. In the adjoining bathroom, she put on her scrubs, a fluid-resistant lab coat, a surgical mask, safety glasses, a hair net, and a pair of nitrile gloves. Back in the morgue, she broke the police seal on the body bag and pulled down the heavy nylon zipper. The bright LED overheads shone down on the protruding shoulder of a male body. He was lying on his side, curled in the fetal position, which explained the odd bulges in the sides of the bag. If lifted upright, he would have looked like he was still sitting behind the steering wheel of his car. Strange. It was standard procedure to position the bodies lying supine, face up. Why had the EMTs bagged him like this instead?

She pushed the heavy folds of the bag away to get a better look. The face of the dead man was oddly discolored, a grayish brown, the color of rock. Laura touched his cheek with her gloved finger, but the skin didn’t dimple no matter how hard she pressed. It didn’t even feel like skin. It was as hard as stone.

“What on Earth?” she muttered.

Chief Morales moved closer for a better look. “When they told me, I had trouble believing it. I wanted to see for myself.”

“This has got to be a hoax,” Laura said. “This man wasn’t driving a car this morning. I would guess he’s been dead for years. It’s why he’s stuck in this one position. Judging by the lack of decomposition, I’d say he was kept somewhere with the right environmental conditions to preserve the body.”

Chief Morales consulted a field interview notebook she had with her. “According to the officers at the scene, there were a dozen witnesses who all said the same thing. Only seconds passed between the crash and the discovery of the body. If it’s a hoax, someone would have had to get out of the car and put this corpse behind the wheel without being seen, either while the car was moving or right after the crash. No one saw anything like that.”

Laura shook her head. “It doesn’t make sense. This man is a fossil.”

She examined the body’s stony, discolored face. He still had hair on top of his head—a buzz cut, short enough that she’d almost overlooked it. She touched the hair gently. Even through her glove, it felt soft. Real. It still had pigmentation, too; a dark brown. Fossils were rarely found with hair, let alone hair that was still soft and retained its color. The keratin made it too difficult to preserve. Strike one for her theory.

Then there was the matter of his eyes. If he really had been dead for as long a time as his condition seemed to indicate, his eyes would have sunk into the sockets. Though his eyelids were closed, she could tell from their rounded shapes that the eyeballs were still present underneath. That was strike two. She didn’t need a third to know something else was going on here.

“My first thought would be metastatic calcification,” Laura said. “If he had a condition like primary hyperparathyroidism—a tumor in the parathyroid gland—it’s possible elevated levels of calcium in his blood serum could cause calcium salts to be deposited in otherwise normal tissue, which would result in hardening. The only problem is that metastatic calcification usually occurs in blood vessels or organs like the kidneys, the lungs, or the stomach. I’ve never seen it on a scale like this. It’s his entire body.”

She took a scalpel off the instrument tray, bent over the body, and scratched the blade’s flat end across the hardened skin of his cheek. It sounded so much like scraping stone that she was half convinced again that this had to be an elaborate hoax.

“Then there’s dystrophic calcification,” she continued. “Deposits of calcium salts can occur in dead tissue, usually caused by the presence of hematomas, blood clots, or fat necrosis following acute pancreatitis. Only, the same problem applies. It just doesn’t seem possible on this big a scale.”

“Then what could cause it on this big a scale?” Morales asked.

Laura forced out a breath. “Maybe fibrodysplasia ossificans progressiva, sometimes known as FOP or Münchmeyer disease? It’s an extremely rare genetic disorder that affects the body’s repair mechanism. If any of the fibrous connective tissues like muscles, tendons, and ligaments is damaged, instead of repairing the tissue, the body replaces it with new bone growth. Sometimes it can even happen spontaneously. Joints can become permanently fused. Patients can form entire secondary skeletons, which leads to them losing the ability to move altogether. It’s the only known medical condition where one organ system changes into another. There’s no cure or treatment. Even if you try to remove the extra bone growth surgically, it’s just replaced by more bone. It’s awful.”

“Do you think that’s what he had?”

“Right now, I’m not so sure,” Laura said. “First of all, it would be too painful to sit behind the wheel of a car with Münchmeyer disease. Second, the new bones form inside the body, not outside. Third…” She paused and scraped his cheek with the scalpel again. “I don’t think this hardened tissue is bone. Who was he?”

“According to the ID in his wallet, his name was Malachai Applewhite,” Morales said. “He wasn’t from Sakima. His home address was in Valley Grove.”

Laura knew the name. A small village just east of Sakima, Valley Grove was home to a fundamentalist religious sect known as the Church of the Divine Chariot. Back when she was in high school, a man from Valley Grove gave a guest sermon at the church she and her mother used to attend. His sermon was all fire and brimstone, warnings about a wrathful God, and how a man’s role was pious leadership while a woman’s role was total submission. Bored, Laura tuned it out, but her mother was furious. Afterward, she told their minister if he ever had that man or anyone else from the Church of the Divine Chariot back again, it would be the last time she and her daughter attended services there.

As it turned out, they stopped attending soon after anyway, when Laura’s mother went off her meds and her depression sent her spiraling. It was a common cycle for her, starting her meds and stopping them, until finally, while Laura was away at college, her mother took her own life. That long-ago Sunday at church with her mother was only a hazy memory now, but there was one thing Laura definitely remembered about the man from Valley Grove. He wore a crisp white polo shirt identical to the one on the dead body in front of her.

“You can see why I wanted an autopsy,” Morales said. “I don’t think the car crash is what killed him.”

“I don’t either.” Laura took his jaw lightly in one hand and tried to move his head to the side. It wouldn’t budge. She might as well have tried to turn the head of a statue. “I’ll get started. I should have a report for you in an hour. Should I bring it to your office?”

“No need,” Morales said. “I’m staying right here.”

Laura turned to her. “I prefer to do autopsies alone.”

“Not this time,” Morales told her. “This is a high-profile case, Dr. Powell. The crash happened downtown on a busy street. It’ll be all over the news by tonight. I want to make sure everything goes smoothly.”

Smoothly? Laura had been Sakima’s medical examiner for nearly five years now. She didn’t need to be observed like some first-year med student.

“Have you ever seen an autopsy, Chief?” she asked, trying to keep the anger out of her voice. “It’s more than most people can handle.”

“Proceed, Dr. Powell,” Morales said impatiently. The bulldog was showing her teeth.

“Fine.”

Laura lowered the blinds over the observation window that looked in from the hallway.

“What’s that for?” Morales asked.

“An autopsy is an intimate procedure,” Laura explained. “The deceased deserves some privacy.”

Morales was unmoved by her compassion for the dead. “We’re wasting time, Dr. Powell. Let’s get on with it.”

Laura bit her tongue before she said something she would regret. Morales stepped up to the autopsy table, hovering over the body as if she could force it to give up its mysteries if she glared at it hard enough.

“If you’re going to observe, you’ll have to move back,” Laura told her. “I also need you to put on a mask and a hair net. I don’t want you contaminating the body.”

Inwardly, she winced. She meant to say she didn’t want anything contaminating the body, but her anger got the better of her. Morales stepped back and put on the protective equipment without comment. Laura smiled to herself. At least the chief listened to her sometimes. She would take that as a win.

Laura unzipped the body bag the rest of the way and photographed Malachai Applewhite’s curled body inside. An external examination revealed some light damage to his clothing, presumably from the crash. A scuff here, some torn cloth there. Aside from the white polo shirt, he wore crisply pressed black slacks, dark socks, and black dress shoes. She examined the exposed skin of his face, neck, and arms for bruises and lacerations from the crash, but if there were any, they were camouflaged by the discoloration and stonelike texture of his flesh.

From the corner of her eye, she noticed Morales glance at her watch.

If you have somewhere to be, Chief, don’t let me stop you, she thought.

Unfortunately, Morales stayed put, watching intently as Laura cut the clothing off Malachai Applewhite’s body and put everything in an evidence bag. Like the hair on his head, his chest hair and pubic hair remained intact, sprouting from the hardened skin like normal. Did that mean the follicles underneath were still intact? Why hadn’t they fossilized along with the rest of him?

She filled out the exam form as she inspected the body: race (Caucasian), sex (male), hair color and length (brown, short), height: (five feet, eight inches), age (Morales informed her the birthdate on his ID made him twenty-seven), and whether he had any identifying features like tattoos (none), scars (none), or birthmarks (impossible to tell with the skin discoloration).

She needed to record his eye color to make sure it matched his ID, but when she tried to lift the eyelid, she couldn’t. It was fixed in place, as unyielding as the rest of him. She tried cutting it open, but the tip of her scalpel wouldn’t penetrate the hardened skin no matter how much pressure she exerted. It was like trying to cut into granite. She felt the weight of Chief Morales’s gaze on her the entire time, judging her, waiting for her to slip up.

“Is there a problem, Dr. Powell?” she asked finally.

“I can’t make an incision in the skin,” Laura said. “It’s too hard for the tools I’ve got here.”

“If you can’t cut into the body, how will you perform the autopsy?”

“I would need something stronger, like a mechanized saw, but I would be hesitant to use one. It could damage the body too much.”

“This is unacceptable,” Morales said. “I need to know what happened to this man.”

Facing away from her, Laura closed her eyes and took a deep breath to keep herself from exploding. Morales was insufferable. Laura didn’t think it was possible to miss Ralph more than she already did.

“I want answers as much as you do, Chief,” she said. “I’ll just have to think of another way to get them.”

“Make it quick.”

Morales looked at her watch again. Laura took another deep breath, but it didn’t calm her much this time. Why did it feel like her job was on the line?

She closed her eyes. She needed to stop worrying about Morales and focus on the autopsy. If she didn’t have the tools on hand to open up the body, there had to be something else available to her. Some other way to look inside him.

Her eyes popped open. “The X-ray machine.”

“You have one?” Morales asked.

“No, but the forensics lab does.”

Laura picked up the phone on the wall and dialed the proper extension.

“Forensics lab,” a male voice said. “Dae-jung speaking.”

Park Dae-jung was the new lab tech Sakima PD had hired after Sofia Hernandez’s death. He seemed nice enough and was good at his job, but so far Laura had kept him at arm’s length. She’d grown close to Sofia and wasn’t ready to form a friendship with her replacement. She was still mourning so many lost friends, it felt like she didn’t have room for any new ones.

“Dae-jung, it’s Laura,” she said. “If you’re not using it at the moment, I’d like to borrow the portable X-ray machine.”

“Is this for the stone man?” he asked.

“How did you hear about that?”

“I went to the scene with the responding officers. I saw the body myself. Guy looks like he had a run-in with Medusa.”

“Not quite,” Laura said. “His tissue has hardened, but it’s not stone. I don’t know what it is yet. An autopsy would help, but I’m having trouble opening him up.”

“Ah, hence the need for the X-ray machine. Got it,” Dae-jung said. “I’ll wheel it over. I’d like to see what’s going on inside that body, too, if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind. Thanks.” She hung up and turned back to Morales. “The machine is on its way. The forensics lab is just down the hall, so it won’t be long.”

Morales nodded and looked at her watch again.

“If you don’t mind my asking,” Laura ventured, “is there somewhere you need to be? You’ve been checking your watch a lot.”

Morales looked up at her sharply. “Where I ought to be, Dr. Powell, is City Hall, briefing Mayor Sutherland on why a car almost plowed into a crowd on a busy sidewalk this morning, and why, exactly, the driver of said car looks like a goddamn statue. Except I can’t give him the report he needs until you perform your autopsy.”

The morgue door swung open not a moment too soon. Dae-jung backed into the room, wearing a lead apron over his clothes and rolling the portable X-ray machine on its wheeled base. It looked almost like a miniature crane, four and a half feet tall with a three-foot-long articulated arm. At the end of the arm was a rotating head that housed the X-ray tube. A control panel and digital monitor console were attached to the base.

“One portable X-ray machine, as requested,” Dae-jung said. A Korean man in his late twenties, he looked as clean-shaven and fresh faced as someone half that age. His round, wire-rimmed glasses didn’t do much to shatter the illusion.

“Thanks, Dae-jung,” Laura said. “Can you set it up over by the table?”

He paused to put on a surgical mask and hair net, then rolled the portable X-ray machine up to the autopsy table. He looked over the body.

“This is some serious Clash of the Titans shit. Do you think he knew what was happening to him? Do you think he felt it?”

“It’s hard to say,” Laura said. “We don’t know yet if the condition occurred posthumously or…”

“Or if it’s what killed him,” Dae-jung finished for her.

“Let’s get this machine working,” Chief Morales said impatiently.

“No problem, Chief.” Dae-jung put on a pair of nitrile gloves and removed a black, square object from a sleeve on the back of the machine. “Where do you want me to set up the detector panel?”

Laura decided they might as well start at the top, with Malachai Applewhite’s head. Grunting with effort, Dae-jung lifted the head with one gloved hand, tilting the whole body stiffly upward, and with his other hand he positioned the detector panel beneath it. Made of carbon fiber and aluminum alloy with a rubber insulated frame, the panel was big, eighteen inches on each side. Laura was sure it was heavier than it looked. Dae-jung pushed the sides of the body bag as far away from the body as he could. Then he extended the machine’s arm over Malachai’s head.

“This model uses a much lower dose of radiation than the older ones did,” he said, “but I’m still going to need you both to step back as far as you can.”

Laura retreated to the morgue door. Morales followed her with a heavy sigh, as if this were already taking too long.

“How long will we have to wait?” Morales asked.

“The imaging is instantaneous,” Dae-jung explained, adjusting some numbers on the operation panel to select the kilovoltage and exposure time. “The detector panel sends the X-ray image back to the monitor the moment it’s captured. Much faster than the bad old days when you had to wait to develop the X-ray film.”

To demonstrate, Dae-jung removed the push-button switch from its holster on the console and pressed the button with his thumb. Instantly, an X-ray image of Malachai Applewhite’s head appeared on the monitor.

Dae-jung waved them over. The digital image on the monitor was a crystal-clear X-ray of Malachai Applewhite’s head in profile. Most people thought bones showed up on X-ray images because of their density, but that wasn’t the case. The X-rays were blocked and reflected by the calcium in the bones, which made the bones appear white in the imaging, while the X-rays passed right through soft tissue, which appeared much darker. Laura saw right away that this X-ray image wasn’t right. A normal image would show the outline of the skull in a hard, bold white. The cranial cavity, auditory canals, sinuses, and orbits of the eyes would all be much darker. In this image, however, it was all white, as though the skull had been
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