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        Long Island, New York.

      

      

      Today was the day. Soft rain fell rhythmically. Dark clouds covered the sky. There was no wind. The birds were silent. Half of the world was still asleep. The sun’s soft, glittering orange light glowed on the horizon.

      The charcoal-black Range Rover moved slowly through the rain on Middle Country Road. Angelus Walker slowed down his car and turned onto Princeton Blvd. Grass extended on both sides of the Calverton National Cemetery. The vehicle bounced over a few potholes to reach the empty parking lot beside the administrative building. Killing the engine, he sat back and watched the raindrops moving down the windshield. After a moment, he lifted the small bundle of flowers and two cups of hot coffee—one with hazelnut syrup and extra sugar.

      Leaving his car, he walked south, toward a cluster of oak trees spreading over half a mile. The sunlight vanished. It continued to drizzle, and the wind picked up a little as he approached a light gray graphite headstone. He stood at the base of the grave and hung his head.

      Steve Waverton died too young. As a child, Steve had been left to the goodwill of the community. At fifteen, in his third foster home, he met Angelus. They clicked, and Angelus finally found the brother he’d always wished for.

      That was twenty-five years ago.

      Angelus placed the flowers on the grave. “I hope you like them,” he whispered and placed the coffee on the headstone. “And here’s your coffee, just the way you like it.”

      The rain picked up. His hands and feet were turning cold. But the pain in his heart remained his focus. Tears ran down his face when he remembered the day Steve accidentally stepped on a mine. On that day, his wife had become a widow, and his two girls had lost something irreplaceable. Tears clouded his vision. He wiped his eyes, wondering what Steve had died for? Was it worth it? The terrors of war plagued him, and he buried the screams and explosions dominating his mind. He shook his head.

      I have left that world behind.

      Angelus squatted and told him about his latest case. Time passed quickly. The clouds opened, and the rain stopped. The sun’s tip peered over the horizon. A flock of birds flew over. Running his hand through his wet hair, he slowly stood up, and his eyes fell on a heap of soil two rows down.

      He ignored it.

      “Goodbye for now. I will drop by soon.”

      He turned and began to walk; his eyes wandered towards the mound of soil again. Curious, he walked over to the empty spot that had been dug up.

      “Oh, no.”

      In the eight-foot hole, there was an open coffin. A young woman in a white dress lay inside, holding a red rose in her left hand.

      “Oh, God. Hey, Miss... are you okay?” He bent over and pressed two fingers on her neck and felt nothing but cold skin. She was gone. He sulked and noticed his fingers were covered in clay. “What the hell?” He bent forward to look closely. Her body was covered with a thin layer of clay. He checked his surroundings. There was no one.

      Was this murder? Or half a burial?

      There were no indications of violence. Instead, she looked peaceful.

      He moved away from the grave and rushed to the administrator’s office in the middle of the cemetery. It was a small stone structure, square windows glinting in the morning light, with a wooden door weathered by years of sun and rain. Beyond it stretched the cemetery, endless gray tombstones under a pale sky.

      “Hello! Hey! Is someone in there?” He called out. He came to the door and banged his wrist against it. “Hey! Open up!” he shouted, ignoring the opening hours sign.

      The wooden door opened with a loud crack, revealing the night guard—a middle-aged man with steel-gray hair and sleepy eyes. “The office is not open!”

      “What do you know about the open grave?”

      “What open grave?” he asked, still irritated.

      “Up there!” he said, pointing towards Steve’s grave.

      “Impossible. I saw nothing during my rounds.”

      “It’s there. Trust me!”

      Grudgingly, the guard grabbed his umbrella and joined him. They hastened back to the grave.

      “Oh my God!”

      Angelus looked at him. “Yeah. Tell me about it.”

      The guard glared at him. “This is very unusual. Who is she? What is she doing here? Whoa... was she murdered?”

      “They are all excellent questions,” Angelus replied, grabbing his phone and dialing 911.

      The line rang twice before a calm female voice answered, “911, what’s your emergency?”
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        Long Island, New York.

      

      

      Angelus stood along with the night guard, Luke Miles, who was eager to return home after his shift. The dark clouds had drifted west, leaving a clear sky. They were about ten yards away from the crime scene. Cops swarmed the cemetery, and the forensic team was on the scene. A tall lady stood watching them work. Angelus knew little about her. Detective Lara Thomas worked at another precinct while he mostly worked on cases with Detective Tom Nash. But from what Angelus had heard, she was thorough, professional, and had a 70% case closure rate. Of course, she wasn’t very popular. She had been transferred five times, and other cops refused to work with her because she was sharp-tongued and didn’t like to work as a team.

      Lara turned her 5-foot-6-inch frame and walked towards him. Her thick black hair was tied in a ponytail, and her ebony skin shone under the soft morning sun. “Angelus Walker,” she said with an air of authority.

      “Detective,” Angelus said, getting up to shake her hand.

      She gave him an icy look. “So, we meet again.”

      He chuckled and withdrew his hand. “Yeah.”

      “From what I remember, your last consult with Tom led to a ton of paperwork.”

      Angelus was taken aback. He decided not to answer her. “Any idea who she is?” he asked, looking past the crime scene tape.

      “Not yet.” She pulled out her iPad and got ready with her pencil. “So, you just happened to be here?”

      “I was visiting a friend’s grave.”

      “Do you do it often?”

      “No.”

      “So, this wasn’t a planned visit.”

      “No,” Angelus said, feeling a little uneasy.

      “Then this is a hell of a coincidence,” she remarked, folding her arms.

      “It is.”

      “Did you see anyone around?”

      “Not really. But I wasn’t paying attention.”

      “Were there any other cars in the parking lot?”

      “No. Just mine.”

      “Did you hear anything?”

      “No.”

      She made quick notes.

      Thunder crashed, and dark clouds gathered again.

      “Did you know the victim?”

      “No.”

      “How long is this going to take?” interrupted Luke. “My shift is over, and I want to go home.”

      The detective turned to him. “I’m guessing you have CCTV cameras?” she asked, ignoring his question.

      “They cover the entrance and the administrative building.”

      She sulked. “We will look through them.” She turned to Angelus. “When you found her, what did you do?”

      “I went to the administrative building, brought Luke to the grave and then called the cops.”

      “And you touched nothing?”

      “I had to check her pulse.”

      “And left several footprints around the body.”

      Angelus felt a jab of annoyance. “I was trying to see if I could help her.”

      “Okay. I have everything I need from both of you for now. But stay in town. I might need you to come into the station.”

      Angelus nodded. He knew the drill.

      “Pull!” shouted a male voice.

      He saw the cops carefully pull out the coffin and place it on the ground.

      
        
        New York City, Bronx.

      

      

      With his morning gone, Angelus rushed up the stairs to his apartment. His garments, heavy with rain, gripped his frame like a second skin. He pulled out the keys, opened the door, and banged it shut. Throwing his wet jacket aside, he got rid of his clothes and hit the shower. As he got ready for the day, his phone rang.

      Frowning, he picked it up. It was Joe Kavanagh.

      “Hey, Joe.”

      “Where the hell are you? We have three cases we need to close today! The clients are waiting.”

      “Sorry, give me half an hour.”

      
        
        Angelus Detective Agency

      

      

      The drive to work was miserable. Traffic on Dyckman Street crawled. Frustrated, he honked, glaring at the ten-story building just two hundred meters away. He was so close to his destination. “Come on!” The Ford ahead of him moved. He pushed the accelerator, turning onto Vermilyea Avenue. The vehicle entered the premises of the Cranston Law Firm, which was also home to the Angelus Detective Agency. He parked in his usual spot, locked the car, and rushed to the first floor. Ignoring the voices from the law firm, he headed straight to the opposite end of the corridor and pushed past the opaque door. The medium-size hall was split into six cubicles, a storage room, a conference room, and his office. One woman and another man worked silently on their computers. Without a word, he walked into his office. He dropped into his chair and punched a key. The monitor came to life. He opened his email.

      Joe entered the office without knocking. “I can’t believe you left me hanging here.”

      Angelus looked up. The private detective was a young, short man with coffee-brown hair, a broad nose, and a square face, accented by a goatee that none of his friends liked.

      “Sorry. You won’t believe the morning I’ve had,” he said.

      “We can talk about it later. We have a client waiting.”

      “I am right behind you.” Angelus collected his files and followed him.

      
      After they were done with their clients, Angelus updated Joe about the body in the cemetery.

      “Geez.”

      “Tell me about it. I was minding my own damn business, and then... I see it.”

      “You must’ve just missed the murderer.”

      “Don’t jump to conclusions. You can’t be sure she was murdered.”

      Joe shook his head. “It is a murder. She was covered in clay, with a red rose in her hands, and dressed in white...”

      Angelus had to admit it could be murder.

      “Okay. Are we getting involved in this one?”

      Angelus eyed him. “It’s not Tom’s case. And I am not that interested.”

      Joe sized him up. “We’ll see,” he said playfully.

      After Joe left, as a habit, Angelus cataloged the cases they had closed today. They were straightforward—one was theft of a silver necklace. They had tracked the burglar down. The second case was a hit-and-run in Brooklyn. They had gathered evidence on behalf of the victim’s family and transferred the files to the victim’s lawyer.

      At midnight, he logged out and rose to his feet. He turned to the window. It was dark, and the city lights burned brightly, hiding the stars in their wake. Deciding it was best to go home, he stepped out of his office.

      He approached the stairs when Roumoult emerged from the law firm. “Hey, good morning.”

      Angelus scoffed. “Same to you.”

      Roumoult owned the Cranston Law Firm, and everyone called him “Boss.” That included Joe and all his operatives, although Angelus paid them. He thought Roumoult was intelligent, composed, and at times disquietingly detached, and had a knack for uncovering truths others preferred to ignore.

      Together, they came down the stairs and headed to their cars.

      “I heard you had an interesting morning?” Roumoult asked, unlocking his gray Audi.

      Angelus laughed. “Word travels fast.” He got behind the wheel.

      Roumoult stood with the door of his car open. “Coffin. Clay. A red rose.”

      Angelus glared at him. “Joe really can’t keep his mouth shut, can he?”

      Roumoult got behind the wheel. “Don’t blame him. I’m the curious one here.” He shut the door. The car reversed and headed out.

      Angelus pulled the door shut and stared ahead. “Fuck. So am I.”

      
        
        New York City, Bronx.

      

      

      Angelus tossed and turned all night. He gave up at 5.00 am and left the bed. The aroma of garlic filled his apartment as he finished cooking the eggs and placed them next to the bacon. As he relished his breakfast, he searched the newspapers for the woman found in the open grave. They had identified the body. Alice Downhardt was her name, but the article didn’t include other details about the murder investigation. But the article included Alice’s picture with her grandfather Luke Antom.

      He finished his coffee and contacted his friend, Officer Elijah Brooks in the NYPD, to get information about the case. His contact wasn’t sure he could help but promised to call back. He had returned to reading the newspaper when his phone rang. Kelly Corvale was calling him. A smile dangled on his lips. Kelly was his girlfriend and was currently staying with her grandma in New Jersey.

      Kelly was a curator of community-focused exhibits for The Grand Concourse Cultural Archive, specializing in local history and neighborhood arts projects.

      “Hey honey.”

      “Hi. I am so sorry. I didn’t call sooner.”

      “That’s okay.”

      “I am trying to make Grandma’s transition to a nursing home as smooth as possible... ah. But it’s hard.”

      He felt for her.

      “This house holds many cherished memories. It’s hard to leave for both of us.”

      “Just take your time...”

      “But I miss you... and New York.” She let out a long sigh.

      After a quick chat, he hung up.

      After finishing his coffee, he left the apartment and drove to work. The weather turned intolerable, with rain pouring down and the wind gushing through the streets. Although the weather bothered him, he thought about Alice and her death. Why did she have to die? She was so young, and she looked so kind. Soon his destination came, and he was grateful to drive into the silent parking lot of the Firm. He reached his office, dropped into his chair, and checked his calendar. He smiled. Finally, he had a little time to look into Alice’s case.

      After finishing up with two of his clients, he followed up with his friend.

      “You ask for too much,” said Elijah Brooks on the phone.

      “So do you,” Angelus replied with a smirk.

      And true enough, both had supported each other through several cases.

      “What have you found?”

      “Alice Downhardt worked at a law firm. So far, there are no suspects. Her grandfather, Luke Antom, identified her. Her parents are long gone, no other family. They suspect poisoning, but we are still waiting for the autopsy results. The lab is still analyzing the clay, the rose, and the soil. But as expected, there’s a backlog, and this is not a priority case. Don’t expect things to happen faster. Unless this case turns out to be something big.”

      “Are there any other victims with the same MO?”

      “No. And I hope this is the last one.”

      The call ended, and he glanced at his watch. Leaving the office, he drove at full speed to the city morgue. He took the FDR Drive and reached the Harlem River Drive fifteen minutes later. He stopped at the next red light and called Dr. William Sterling.

      “What’s up? I’m busy.”

      “I know. Are you working on the Alice Downhardt case?”

      “Nope.”

      His shoulders slumped. The light turned green, and the traffic moved. He pressed the accelerator, and the car moved ahead. “Okay. Who’s got it?”

      “Isaac March.”

      “Ah, damn,” he muttered, slowing down when he spotted the brake lights of the pickup in front of him.

      “Don’t do that. He is a fine M.E.”

      “Did he finish her autopsy?”

      “From what I know, yes.”

      “Can I see the report?”

      William growled. “Angelus...”

      “Come on, I found the body. I need to know.”

      “Under any circumstances, I cannot share anything with you! Now, don’t stick your nose in this case!”

      
        
        City Morgue, New York

      

      

      He parked on the street and stepped out. He’d never liked the six-story gray morgue—New York City’s main medical examiner’s office on First Avenue. Its concrete walls always seemed to leach the warmth out of the air. Today, with rain pouring down and black clouds pressing low over the city, it looked even grimmer. Tugging his coat tighter, he crossed the street and hurried through the doors. Wiping his face, he checked in at reception and then headed for William’s office. On the third floor, he found the medical examiner drowning in paperwork.

      “Hiya.”

      William looked up and rolled his eyes. “I told you to stay away.”

      Angelus smiled. “You know I can’t, and I’m not leaving until you give me information.”

      William shut his eyes. He was a seasoned medical examiner. A man who had gone to medical school instead of the Navy, which made his admiral father very unhappy and broke up his family. William removed his thin reading glasses and glared at him with his brown eyes. Angelus assumed he had been busy, because he wore a ruffled shirt, his French beard was unkempt, and he looked as if he had never slept. Or it might be because his girlfriend, Joan Chase, was away. “Angelus?”

      “You owe me,” Angelus said, putting his foot down.

      
      Armed with a printout of the autopsy report, William walked down to the autopsy room with Angelus at his side. William opened cabinet no. 7 and pulled out the trolley.

      Angelus had seen several bodies before, but this felt a little more personal. She was pretty, with a face that reflected a gentle soul. He noticed the blush discoloration on her wrists, ankles, and waist. “She was tied down.”

      “And drugged,” said William, looking through the file.

      Angelus looked closer, trying to see any needle marks, but found none. “What did he find?”

      “Alice Downhardt, female, twenty-eight. Preliminary examination showed no evidence of sexual assault—no external trauma, and no foreign DNA was recovered. The skeleton was intact with no fractures or bone injuries. The toxicology report showed significant amounts of ethylene glycol and traces of saxitoxin.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Ethylene glycol causes central nervous system depression and metabolic derangement. It was the cause of death. Saxitoxin in small doses produces neuromuscular paralysis. The combination of the two would have incapacitated her completely.”

      “She couldn’t defend herself?”

      “Yes, but she would’ve been conscious enough to know what was happening.”

      Angelus sighed. “What about her brain?”

      “No signs of blunt force trauma, no hemorrhages.”

      “What about the clay?”

      “It’s still being tested. The lab’s running comparisons with regional soil samples.”

      He folded his arms. “What about the rose? Anything particular about it?”

      “Standard red rose, probably a Freedom variety. It can be bought at any florist in the city. But here’s the interesting part—it was preserved somehow. Should have wilted hours ago, but the petals were still fresh when they found her.”

      “Why leave it with her?”

      “It could be the killer’s signature.”

      “Hmm... What about time of death?”

      “Based on rigor mortis and liver temperature, I’d say between 3 a.m. and 6 a.m. But with those drugs in her system, she was probably unconscious for hours before she actually died.”

      “Anything else?”

      “That’s it.”

      Angelus was a bit disappointed.

      
      They left the autopsy room and came to the reception.

      “Why are you interested in this case?” William asked.

      “I’m just—” His voice trailed off when he saw an old man in a maroon
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