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Chapter	1	

 “He …” Caitlyn spoke into the phone, her voice barely a squeak. 

“This is 911.  Can you tell me the nature of your emergency?” a voice repeated. 

“Dead … he’s dead.”  She looked back into her advisor’s small university office to confirm her 

words. 

After she had hung up, she saw lights flashing outside through the hallway windows but 

registered little else. 

“Miss, can you tell me your name?”  Caitlyn heard a man’s voice, but it sounded muffled as if 

underwater. 

“What?”  She looked around, dazed.  She sat in the middle of a staircase, without any idea how 

she got there. 

“Can you tell me your name and the day?” 

“Caitlyn Mahoney.  It’s Wednesday… I think.”  Caitlyn studied the owner of the voice.  He 

dressed in a light blue shirt underneath a sport coat and jeans.  His disheveled sandy blond hair gave him 

a boyish look, but his clear blue eyes showed an alertness suggesting experience.  A police badge rested 

on his belt, but he didn’t seem to be much older than her. Caitlyn's voice cracked as she pointed a shaky 

finger up.  “Professor Roberts …” 

“Take it easy, Miss Mahoney.  Everything will be okay.  I’m Detective Matthew Coughfield, with 

the Iowa Department of Criminal Investigation.  You called this in?”  He gestured to her advisor’s office 

as he helped her to her feet. 

“I will have to ask you some questions before you can go, but you can take a few minutes to 

compose yourself and let me know when you’re ready.  Okay?” 

She tried to speak, but a lump in her throat caught her words, so she nodded. 
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Coughfield gave her a tiny, but friendly smile, then returned the nod before going off to talk to a 

University police officer. 

Caitlyn couldn’t tell how much time passed as she leaned against the old polished marble wall. 

Staring down the hallway of Gilmore Hall, home to the Religious Studies Graduate Department, it could 

have been ten minutes or ten hours.   

While awake, the fogginess of her mind left her in a trancelike state.  She couldn’t close her eyes 

without seeing the image of her professor lying back in his chair, dead.  His fingernails were removed 

from their beds, and he had bruises on his neck.  

She hooked the silver chain of a necklace she wore to pull out the attached pendant from her shirt, 

a Hebrew letter.  חי Chai – Life.  She received this gift from a friend years ago and found comfort in it 

during stressful times.  

A stretcher passed by, going into the professor’s office along with a woman in a blue jacket with 

‘Coroner’ printed on the back.  

“Miss Mahoney?”  Detective Coughfield knelt down beside her, redirecting her attention.  

“Perhaps a change of scenery would do you some good.” 

He stood up holding a heavy coat draped over one arm and offer his assistance with the other. 

The detective led her downstairs, and under a strip of yellow police tape crossing the outside 

doors.  Police cars and fire trucks blocked off the top and bottom of the steep hill street.  In front of the 

building parked a black colored ambulance with the words, Johnson Country Coroner stenciled in white 

lettering.  People were congregating, along the yellow tape trying to determine what happened.   

Caitlyn became transfixed by the emergency vehicles’ flashing lights, transporting her mind to 

another place and time, leaving her body stranded. 

With prompting, the officer led her across the street to a large grassy area with walking paths, 

scattered trees and shrubs amidst the old state capitol.  Four university buildings, all in neoclassical 

architecture surrounded the domed structure. Called the Pentacrest, it had become the landmark of the 
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University of Iowa.  The downtown area of Iowa City stood across the street.  Storefronts, restaurants, 

and numerous bars populated the area. 

“Would you like a cup of coffee or anything?” offered Coughfield, pointing to a restaurant. 

“No, thank you.”  Returning to the present Caitlyn shivered and zipped up her jacket.  

Embarrassed to make eye contact, she studied the walkway.  “You must think I’m a total mental case.”  

“Of course not.  You’ve had a shock.  Finding a dead person … pretty major.” 

“Someone killed him, didn’t they?”  Caitlyn’s voice struggled, raspy and quiet.  “Someone killed 

my advisor, I … I mean on purpose.” 

“It’s too early to confirm anything.”  A tinge of empathy reflected in his tone. 

“But his fingers?”  Caitlyn turned to him and frowned, recalling the bloody tips.  “Why would 

someone do that?” 

Coughfield studied her for a moment as she hugged herself.  

“Well, that’s where I come in.  The more information we collect early on can increase our 

chances of finding those responsible.”  

“I don’t know how much help I’ll be.  Professor Roberts and I meet at 9:30 each Wednesday 

night, but I missed my bus, so I arrived late.  He was already…”  She choked on her words as she recalled 

the scene.  “…like that when I got to his office.”  

“What did you meet about?”  He produced a notepad from an inside pocket of his coat. 

“Just my weekly meeting about my thesis.   I’m a Master’s candidate.  He’s my advisor.”  She 

shook her head.  “Or had been.” 

This was so not how Caitlyn pictured her evening.  She planned to have Roberts warn her again 

about her slipping grades, and tell her she should buckle down and get into the substance of her thesis, 

and praise her brilliance but reprimand the lacked focus.  He would ask what’s been troubling her, and she 

would blow off the question.  Then she would go home, enjoy some Mike’s Hard Lemonades and reruns 

of Family Guy, before falling asleep.  Being questioned by police regarding the murder of her professor 

did not fit into her plans. 
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He nodded.  “So you met with him every Wednesday night in his office?  How long has that 

schedule been in place?” 

“A couple of months.  Since the beginning of the semester, in August.” 

“So people who knew his schedule would know he would be here at that time.” 

“I guess so,” confirmed Caitlyn, swaying from one foot to the other, arms still wrapped around 

herself. 

Coughfield began walking slowly down the leaf covered path. “How would you describe 

Professor Roberts?  Did people like him?” 

Caitlyn shrugged.  “I suppose.  His lectures were dry and students thought he assigned too much 

homework, but he’d always make time for us.  Even the undergrads.” 

“Don’t all students think their professors assign too much homework?”  He smiled. 

Caitlyn returned the smile only out of courtesy.  Her stomach was churning, and she prayed she 

wouldn’t become sick. The officer’s attempts to lighting the mood fell short. 

“How about you?  Did you like him?” 

“Yeah, I guess.   I haven’t been a model student this past year, and he’s been doing his best to 

motivate me.  Giving me projects he’d probably be better off giving to professionals.” 

“What kind of projects?” 

“Mostly translations.”  Caitlyn absently kicked at a dead twig lying on the sidewalk.  “I got my 

undergrad degree from the University of Madison in Biblical Hebrew and Semitic Studies. I’m also fluent 

in a couple of other languages.  He always had a scroll or tablet he needed translated or something.  He 

would email me a picture and I’d translate it.”  

Speaking about her professor in the past tense brought to mind the image of him in his office, 

causing a wave of nausea to rise in his stomach.  Caitlyn turned away as a bout of dry heaves 

overwhelmed her, bringing her to her knees.  Coughfield came up beside her to provide help. 

“Sorry,” she muttered. 

“You don’t have to apologize.”  Coughfield stood, handing her a white handkerchief. 
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 She tested the strength of her legs, taking the cloth.  “Thank you.” 

They resumed their walk. 

“So you were free labor?” 

“What?  No.”  She thought about it for a second.  “Well, yeah, I suppose, but he credited me in 

his publications if he used my work.” 

“You mentioned you haven’t you been a model student.  Why?” 

Caitlyn’s eyes fell.  She never spoke about it to anyone here in Iowa City except her best friend, 

Johanna.  Not even Professor Roberts knew any details.  He only knew she came back from spring 

semester two years ago a different person.   

Seeing Coughfield’s badge between the flaps of his coat she felt like she didn’t have a choice.  It 

wasn’t related to the murder of her professor, but what would dodging a question look like to him?  She 

took a deep breath.  “Something happened a couple of years ago.  It doesn’t have anything to do with 

school, but … I lost someone.” 

A burst of static made Caitlyn jump, a muffled voice followed.  “Detective Coughfield?”  

“I’m sorry.  Excuse me.”  Coughfield held up one hand as he grabbed his radio with the other.  

“Go ahead." 

“Tech found some interesting things you may want to see.” 

“I’ll be right there, just finishing up with Miss Mahoney.”  He released the button and handed the 

pen and pad to Caitlyn.  “You’re probably eager to go.  If you can write down your contact info, I’ll call 

you later tonight.  I’ll probably have some follow-up questions.  Please stay in town and try to relax and 

get some rest.” 

“Yeah.  Relax.”  Caitlyn wrote down her phone number and passed it back to Coughfield.  She 

turned to walk away when Coughfield called out. 

“By the way, you said you were running late.  Why?” 

“I work in Coralville and left late.” 

“Oh, where do you work?” 
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“The movie theater in Coralville, off the Strip, why?” 

“Just wondering what a Religious Studies grad student does to pay bills.”  Coughfield gave her 

another smile and nodded. 

### 

A wave of apprehension swept over Caitlyn once she entered her one-bedroom apartment.  

Caitlyn found her professor.  What if she hadn’t missed her bus?  What if she walked in on the 

killer?  What if the killer saw her?  Then a cold grip of paranoia grabbed her throat.  What if killer 

intended her to be a target as well?  

Swallowing down the lump that formed, Caitlyn checked the lock on the door, and then went 

through the apartment checking every window before going to her room.  She grabbed a t-shirt, sweats, 

and her robe before heading to the bathroom. 

She didn’t like the reflection she saw in the mirror.  Her usually bright hazel eyes were glassy.  

She never liked her pale skin, dotted with freckles, but tonight it showcased dark circles under her eyes.  

Many of her days felt long, but this evening seemed to put twenty extra years on her face.  She certainly 

didn’t look twenty-four. 

She took a long shower, hoping the fears and memories of the evening would wash away, but 

they didn’t.  Every time she closed her eyes her professor’s lifeless body reappeared like a stain in her 

mind. 

Her thoughts were disrupted by a loud noise.  She turned off the shower and listened.  

The sound of knocking sent her heart pounding so rapidly she swore it would explode.  Caitlyn 

dried herself and threw on her clothes and robe.  Like a mouse poking its nose out of a hole, Caitlyn 

opened the bathroom door and heard a voice accompanying the banging. 

“Miss Mahoney, this is Detective Coughfield, are you in there?” 

Checking the peephole, Caitlyn took a calming breath before opening the door. 

“I’m sorry to disturb you at home.  I did try to call first.”   
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Caitlyn secured the folds of her robe as if they could protect her.  “I took a shower.  I didn’t give 

you my address.” 

“I got it from the University police.  I tried your cell and even called your landline.  Again I 

apologize, but after discovering some information I wanted to finish our interview.”  Nodding to the robe 

he pointed outside.  “I can wait while you finish dressing.  We can go to the IC police department or even 

a restaurant.  I just have a few more questions, it won’t take long.” 

“I’d rather not go back out.” 

“Okay,” Coughfield stood there for a moment.  “I do understand, but we can go wherever you’d 

be most at ease.  Fifteen minutes.” 

Caitlyn faltered for a moment, then stood aside and gestured for the officer to come in. 

“Would you like me to call for another officer, a female?  It may make you more comfortable.” 

“I don’t think more people with guns in my home will help me feel more relaxed.” 

Coughfield nodded and entered.  Caitlyn watched as he surveyed the room.  At least she kept a 

clean home…sort of.   The small kitchen allowed little room for a table and chairs.  Dirty dishes from the 

morning sat in the sink.  The living area held a couch, coffee table, two bookshelves and a TV.  The floors 

had a worn brownish pile carpet throughout except for the matching dirty, brown linoleum in the kitchen. 

 Instead of sitting, Coughfield went over to the bookshelves and examined the titles.  Most of 

them were about ancient languages and religions, but she did like the occasional romance or fantasy. 

 “I’ll try to make it quick, and answer any questions you may have afterward.  If you wish at any 

time we can move this somewhere else.  Okay?”  Caitlyn nodded and gestured to the sofa.  Coughfield 

took a seat in the middle. 

Caitlyn walked over and sat herself down, pushing into the arm to put as much room between 

herself and the unexpected guest.  She didn’t have any reason to distrust him, and grateful not to be alone.  

But she wished for someone she knew. 

“Do you know Professor Hodgkins, of the Archeological Department here on campus?” 

“Not personally.  But, I’ve heard of him.” 
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This past spring, Professor Roberts told her about an archeological summer dig in southern Israel, 

sponsored by Professor Hodgkins.  They needed someone fluent in Biblical Hebrew, Caitlyn’s 

undergraduate study.   

A pang of guilt resurfaced as she remembered Roberts wrote her a letter of recommendation for 

the tailor-made internship, but she missed the deadline even with the three-week lead she’d had.   Roberts 

reprimanded her, knowing she had plenty of time, she just hadn’t done it. 

“Does he have something to do with the case?” 

“We’re not sure, yet.  We had Tech retrieve Roberts’ email and network backup since the hard 

drive from his computer couldn’t be located.”  He pulled out his small writing pad from an inside pocket 

of his sport coat and scanned his notes.  “There’s one folder in his email labeled ‘quizzes – Fall 2011’.   

We found it hidden in his Spam folder.  Each message had been individually encrypted, with third-party 

software.  There were only six of them.  Almost all addressed to Professor Hodgkins.” 

The grad student fidgeted unsure of what she to do with the new found information, or why the 

officer shared any of this. 

“Okay, uhmm…I don’t know what you want me to say about that.  If they were working on a 

book or paper together academia could get pretty cut-throat, so he probably wanted to keep his notes 

safe.” 

“Maybe.  We hope whatever the topic of that correspondence may be will give us a lead, which is 

why we attempted to contact Professor Hodgkins.  Unfortunately, he’s been out of town.  Although due 

back two weeks ago, no one seems to be able to reach him.”  

“Well, if he’s out of town, he couldn’t have much to do with tonight.” 

“Perhaps not.”  Coughfield kept his gaze on Caitlyn. 

She blinked several times as if coming out of a trance.  Coughfield’s word sparked something 

inside her.  A jolt of fear sent Caitlyn jumping to her feet, shaking.  “Oh my god!  You think I had 

something to do with this?” 
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The detective held up one hand out as he spoke quietly.  “You’re not a suspect.”  He waited for 

her to calm down before continuing.  “But the fact still remains you are our only lead, so because of that, 

you’re now my new best friend.”  

“But I don’t know anything.  I never even spoke to Professor Hodgkins.”  Caitlyn paced the worn 

carpet.  Despite Coughfield’s reassurance, the whole situation played havoc with her mind.  She grabbed 

several strands of her hair and began idly twisting it.  “Why would I have any idea what they were 

working on?” 

Coughfield gave her a kindhearted smile.  She didn’t see any suspicion or judgment in his face.  If 

anything she detected sympathy.  Feeling lightheaded she returned to the couch. 

“We’re on the same side.  I want to make that clear.” 

Caitlyn nodded in understanding though her shaking leg betrayed her uncertainty. 

“Perhaps Professor Roberts said something in passing you dismissed at the time.  Something that 

would give you some insight into the nature of those encrypted emails.” 

Caitlyn sighed, eyes wide in disbelief.  “No, I already told you.  Why do you keep asking me?” 

The detective pursed his lips.  “As I said, Miss Mahoney, almost all the correspondence in that 

encrypted folder involved the professor – but not all.  There was one addressed to you.” 
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Chapter	2		

Caitlyn felt like someone had slapped her across the face.  She examined Coughfield like he’d 

sprouted horns out of his head. 

“What?” Her words spilled out like a ruptured damn.  “I never received any encrypted email from 

Professor Roberts.  Go ahead and check, dig up my entire mailbox if you want.  I’ll take a lie detector 

test.  In fact, if you want my laptop, it’s in my backpack.  I’ll get it for you.” 

She got up to retrieve her computer.  But Coughfield stopped her before she could reach it. 

“Miss Mahoney, that isn’t necessary.  We know he didn’t send it.  It was a draft created almost 

two weeks ago,” he spoke softly.  “I mentioned it hoping he discussed it with you even though he didn’t 

send it.” 

“Well, he didn’t.”  Pondering how different her evening should have been, she went to the 

kitchen and opened the refrigerator.  Caitlyn grabbed a Mike’s Hard Lemonade and dug through a drawer 

in search of a bottle opener. 

“Miss Mahoney…”  The officer stood up. 

Something inside snapped.  She just wanted her miserable life back.  Caitlyn didn’t care about 

manners anymore.  She clenched her hands into fists, slamming them on the countertop.  “Stop calling me 

Miss Mahoney.  I can’t stand the formality; it’s driving me insane.   My name is Caitlyn.”  

She shuffled utensils haphazardly around in the drawer hunting for an opener.  Finally, 

exasperated, she slammed the drawer closed, turned and slid to the floor.  Couldn’t one damn thing go 

right tonight? 

Caitlyn continued sniffling when she heard Coughfield come over.  She didn’t care anymore.  

The asshole could arrest her if he didn’t believe her.  Who cared?   

The familiar sound of a bottle being opened and the tink of a metal cap falling on the counter 

made her look up.  The officer held the opened lemonade to her. 

“They’re twist-offs.”  He smiled politely.  That stupid smile. 
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“It hurts my fingers when I do it that way,” she muttered and grabbed the bottle.  “Thank you.  

Now you probably think I’m a total mental case.” 

Coughfield laughed as he sat down next to her on the grimy linoleum.  “No, not at all.” 

“You want one?”  she asked him offhandedly before taking a swig, glancing at him. 

“No, thank you.  On duty.” 

“Right, you have to finish interrogating me.”  She scowled before taking another long drink. 

The detective turned away, exhaling.  “This isn’t an interrogation, Miss…Caitlyn.  I’m just 

looking for information.” 

Or a confession, she thought.  “Well, I don’t know anything, so if you want to stay I figure I can’t 

kick you out but I’m going to watch television.” 

Coughfield sighed and stood. “Perhaps in the morning things will seem better?  After some sleep 

and time to process everything.  Would you be willing to meet with me tomorrow?” 

“Like I have a choice?”  She wondered what it would be like being subpoenaed as a hostile 

witness.  She’ll probably be kicked out of school. 

“You do – right now.  But I would think you’d want to see those responsible for the murder of 

your professor to be brought to justice as quickly as possible.” 

Her cheeks flushed and face tingled as her temper flared.  “Of course I do.  I just want you to 

believe me.  I don’t know anything about it.”  Caitlyn stood up and walked back to the living area next to 

the television.    

Coughfield retrieved his coat.  “May I call you tomorrow morning?  We can meet anywhere you 

like.  Here, the station, or somewhere neutral.  It’s your choice.” 

“Fine, whatever.”  She waved her hand dismissively. 

Coughfield stood for a moment as if waiting for an escort to the door. 

“Then I’ll call you tomorrow.  Thank you for your time.”  He nodded despite being ignored. 

 

### 
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At precisely eight Caitlyn’s cell phone rang, waking her up from a fitful sleep.  Coughfield 

wanted to arrange a lunch meeting.  After making plans, she didn’t wish to deal with the nightmares that 

plagued the previous hours and called her friend, Johanna.  She knew her friend would be up since she 

often meets with her at six in the morning to workout at the Fieldhouse. 

Johanna always dressed like she had an interview.   Her long blonde hair tied back in a ponytail 

allowed her high cheekbones and sharp jawline to show.  Her white silk blouse and pinstriped slacks gave 

her a professional quality. 

Caitlyn went over the details of the previous evening, somehow managing to remain composed. 

“Christ, Catty.  I’m so sorry.  I can’t believe it.”  Johanna held out her hand for Caitlyn, who 

accepted it with a tiny smile. 

“Yeah, it’s pretty surreal.”  Caitlyn took a deep breath to steady the emotions that began to stir.  

“I mean, I feel horrible for Roberts, and his family.  And I feel like a complete selfish bitch for thinking it, 

but what if I walked in and saw whoever did that?  I could have been killed too and then I think, why 

should I get to escape?  I mean some people can’t cheat death once, why should I…” 

“Catty… don’t.”  She paused.  “There’s no point in going over what ifs.  You know that.” 

“Detective Coughfield thinks I have some clue about all those emails.  But I don’t.  Professor 

Roberts didn’t even mention to me he collaborated with Hodgkins.”   

“Where are you meeting him?” she asked, taking a sip of coffee. 

“The Deadwood.  There’s no way I can deal with another interrogation without alcohol.  But 

you’re right.  I don’t have anything to hide, so I’ll just answer his questions and he can figure out I’m 

telling the truth on his own time.”  Caitlyn picked a piece of giant muffin they decided to share and 

popped it into her mouth.   

“You want company?” 

“No, no sense in dragging you into it.  I don’t want to make you an accomplice.” 

“Stop it.  He already told you you’re not a suspect.”  She took a tiny piece of the muffin. 
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“Yeah, well, I’m not certain they advertise it when they believe you are a killer.” 

“You’ve seen too many police shows.  We need to get your mind off this.  Hey, how about 

tonight we have a girl’s night?  We’ll hit the Vine, get some pitchers and wings, my treat.” 

“Yeah, a lot of pitchers.” 

 

### 

 

Dark stained wooden walls and a painted black opened ceiling framed the large room of the 

Deadwood.  Most of the light came from the tinted windows lining the street side, giving the bar a 

subdued atmosphere.  Wooden booths with tall backs lined one wall while a long bar lined another.  More 

seating formed rows in the center. A back room offered various games.   

Coughfield waited in a booth in the far corner and waved as the door closed behind Caitlyn and 

Johanna. 

“There’s your date.  If you need me, I’ll be in the back playing darts.”  Johanna gave her friend a 

quick kiss on the cheek before leaving her. 

“Seriously?”  Caitlyn called out to her friend before weaving her way to the detective. 

“Thank you for agreeing to meet with me.”  He stood as she approached and waited for her to sit 

down before returning to his seat.  “Would you like something to eat?  I ordered a Coke.” 

“I’m fine.”  She sat down across from him. 

“I do have some news regarding your professor.”   

“Are you allowed to share that information with a civilian?” 

“Since it involves you, yes.” 

“Involves me?  How?  The email?” 

“We got the one addressed to you.  The body doesn’t say much, but there was an attachment – a 

photo of a piece of paper, much like you described receiving from him in the past.”  Coughfield produced 
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a manila envelope from inside his coat and slid it across the table to her.  “Would you be willing to look 

at it?” 

Caitlyn removed two pieces of paper and read the email on the first page. 

Cat, 

Find the attached picture.  When you are done, bring me the results in person, not via email.  

 – C. R. 

She furrowed her brow. 

“Is this atypical?” 

“He usually doesn’t care if I just email him back.” 

“Didn’t the professor know how to translate these types of writings?  Certainly someone with his 

education in religion must know Hebrew.” 

“He focused on the customs and traditions of religion rather than the languages.   He knew how to 

read modern day Hebrew like you’d find in many prayer books in today’s temples. But languages evolve 

and change, and there are different dialects and slang.  Biblical Hebrew isn’t the same as modern.  Think 

of how different Shakespeare’s English is to modern American English.” 

He pointed at the paper. “So how difficult is it to deal with something like this?”   

Caitlyn examined the picture.  The parchment laid on a black tabletop.   

“Well the scroll is damaged and parts of it illegible.  Being a picture doesn’t help the quality.  But 

we can take the context of the sentences and phrases before and after those damaged parts to infer the 

meaning.  Having a date or location where it was found would help as well.”  

Coughfield opened his arms. “I’m afraid this is all we have at this point.” 

“Well, I can read the last part here:  Eloheinu Melekh ha-Olam.” 

“Which means?”  

“This is just a standard phrase in many Hebrew prayers.  It means ‘Blessed is He, ruler of the 

Universe’.”   

“So nothing unusual?” 
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“Not really.  Looks like it may be a standard prayer.”  Her statement came out more like a 

question. 

“You don’t sound very certain of that.” 

“Well, there is this word, menuchah, which means resting place, like a tomb.  Maybe it’s a form 

of Kaddish, a prayer for the dead, or some sort of eulogy.” 

“That’s a start.  Would you be willing to work on this?” 

“I suppose.”  Knowing her part in this continued, her expression fell.  She hoped this would be 

the last of it. 

“Thank you.”  Coughfield handed her a business card.  “When you are done please contact me.” 

He became quiet after that as if pondering if he should say anything else. 

“Is there something else?” 

The detective rubbed his stubble covered cheek with the back of his hand.  “There is.” 

Caitlyn leaned in, prompting him to continue.  “About Professor Roberts?” 

“About you.  I put in a request with Iowa City to increase patrols outside your apartment, as a 

precaution.  But I’m not sure how much manpower they have to spare.  If you have some other location to 

stay for a few days, I think it may be wise to do so.  I’m not saying you’re in danger, but at this point, I’d 

rather be safe than sorry.” 
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Chapter	3	

Caitlyn sat back in her seat, suddenly aware of all the people in the room.  “You…you 

think someone‘s after me?” 

 “It’s speculation at this point.  But, your name is in the email folder, and you’re talents 

and knowledge complement your professor’s.  Also, the murder took place approximately within 

thirty minutes or less of your scheduled meeting with him.  Not to mention there’s no trace of 

Professor Hodgkins.  His department head said he was due back two weeks ago.  I don’t want to 

assume foul play yet, but I can’t ignore it either.” 

Caitlyn placed her hand over her chest, feeling for the pendant on the necklace she wore 

under her shirt. 

“Again, I have no substantial evidence to suggest you’re in danger.  But if the emails are 

the common denominator, I don’t want to take a chance.  ” 

“How did he die?” 

Coughfield sat back.  He seemed unsure whether to answer the question. 

“You said I’m involved.  If the same person is after me, don’t I have the right to know?” 

“The toxicology report from the Medical Examiner’s office showed a neurotoxin in the 

blood stream.  I can’t say more than that.”  

Caitlyn’s stomach churned.  “But his fingers.  He was tortured.” 

Coughfield observed the grad student in silence. 

Caitlyn struggled to remain calm, but her voice shook.  “But why?” 

“I’m hoping the emails will give us a clue.   Once you finish translating this, it may 

become clearer.”  He tapped the picture.  “My concern is there’s a link between the two 

professors, and you.” 

There was a moment of silence as Caitlyn tried to make sense of what was 

happening.  She shook her head wondering why her world turned upside down. 
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As if Coughfield was reading her mind he leaned in.  “I’ll answer any questions I can.” 

The student shook her head. “No, thanks.  I think I’m just going to leave.  I’ll get this 

translated as soon as possible.” 

She folded the paper carefully and stuffed it into her coat pocket and stood. 

Coughfield rose.  “If you see anything suspicious, contact me, day or 

night.  Understand?” 

Caitlyn nodded and started for the door before remembering Johanna.  She turned around 

and took a few steps to the backroom before stopping.  Like a mouse in a maze, she didn’t know 

where to turn or go.   Finally, she went to the backroom. 

“So, how did it go?”  Johanna threw a dart as her friend approached.  The dart landed in 

triple six causing the board to make a buzzing sound followed by a voice informing her she 

busted.  Caitlyn sat down silently in a booth, trying to process the new information.  “Catty, what 

happened?” 

“He thinks whoever killed my professor may be after me.”  Caitlyn stared at the 

dartboard.  “He told me I should stay somewhere else instead of the apartment.” 

“Holy shit.  Are you serious?” 

Caitlyn merely nodded, still fixed on the dartboard. 

“Well, crap.  I know Darren has a spare bedroom.  I spend most of my nights there.  I’ll 

see if he cares, I doubt he will.”  Johanna sat next to Caitlyn and took her hand. 

“No.  I’ll find a place.  I refuse to endanger you by being seen with me.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous.  I’m not having you go through this alone.  We stick together.” 

“Probably shouldn’t be talking about this out in the open.  I need to get some things from 

the apartment and figure out where to stay tonight.” 

Without warning, she turned and headed for the door.  She noticed Coughfield there but 

didn’t want to deal with him.  She left the Deadwood ignoring Johanna’s calls for her to wait. 
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Walking briskly back to the apartment she swore at least ten people were watching 

her.  Trying to dismiss it strictly as paranoia Caitlyn went into her apartment and grabbed several 

books that would help her translate the picture.  

As she grabbed her suitcase from her closet, the front door opened and slammed 

shut.  For a moment, terror flooded her mind.  Focused on getting out of here, she forgot to lock 

the door. 

“Catty?  What the fuck?  You did not just walk out on me.”  Johanna stormed into 

Caitlyn’s bedroom.  Standing in the doorway with her hands on her hips, she stared down her 

friend. 

 “It’s not up for discussion, Jo.”  Caitlyn threw a bunch of clothes into the case.  Ignoring 

the icy glare she silently thanked God she was safe. 

“No, it’s isn’t.  If you think I’m letting you disappear, you’re sadly mistaken.  I won’t 

spend the next week wondering whether you’re alive or dead.  We’re staying together.  If you 

don’t feel safe in Iowa City, I have a friend in Cedar Rapids, near Hiawatha.” 

“I’m not hiding out an hour away.  What about work and classes?  You know I don’t 

drive.” 

“Are you for real?  You think your professors are going dock you for skipping class?  I’m 

sure they’d understand.” 

Caitlyn went to the door.  Johanna didn’t move. 

“Come on, out of the way, I have to get my stuff from the bathroom.” 

 Although they were similar in height, Johanna always carried herself with an aura of 

authority that Caitlyn secretly envied, but also admired.  The perfect student, she always found a 

great internship during the summer.  Her résumé looked better than some professionals who had 

been working for years.  Physically, she was blond, blue eyed, with the body of an Olympic 

athlete.  She often dragged Caitlyn to the Fieldhouse to workout. 
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Johanna’s constant pestering like a mother hen probably saved Caitlyn from gaining one 

hundred pounds and spending her days sitting on the couch watching the Cartoon Network eating 

double fudge brownies while flunking out of graduate school.  Since Caitlyn’s downward spiral, 

Johanna kept her above water.  But that was all the more reason to make sure she didn’t get 

mixed up in this mess. 

    “It won’t work, Jo.  This isn’t about classes or exercising.  I’m not allowing you to get 

involved.”  Caitlyn pushed her way passed her friend, using more force than she wanted to 

admit.  She went to the kitchen and grabbed a handful of Ziploc bags before going to the 

bathroom to collect her toiletries. 

    “Where do you plan on staying?” 

    “Hell, if I know.  Maybe one of those motels off the Strip.”  Throwing her toothbrush 

into one of the plastic bags, she zipped it.  “I have emergency money and at least those places 

won’t drain me so quickly.” 

    Johanna nodded her head.  “Yeah, that’s a good game plan.  I hear they have great 

security.” 

    Caitlyn huffed, throwing down the bags.  “It’s the best I can do right now.” 

    The two stood there for a moment.  Johanna had a deadpan face that could freeze the 

sun.  Usually, Caitlyn would back down, but not this time. 

    “Jo, I appreciate you wanting to have my back.  Really, it means the world to me.  I 

love you for it, but that’s all the more reason I can’t bring you into this.” 

    “Catty…” 

    “No.”  Caitlyn held up her hand and shook her head as desperation seeped into her 

words.  “Please, don’t fight me on this.  I’m already about to explode I’m so on edge right 

now.  You don’t need to put any more pressure on me.  If something happened to you...” 

    Johanna pressed her lips tight then gave a tiny nod.  “Okay.  I don’t like the thought of 

you out there by yourself.” 
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“Neither do I.”  Caitlyn resumed, collecting her items from the bathroom when she 

noticed Johanna’s eyes were welling up.  “Don’t.   You can’t do that.  You’re the strong one.” 

Johanna shook her head.  “You can leave me behind, but you can’t make me stop 

worrying about you.”      

“I’ll be fine.” Her voice shook as she returned to the bedroom, throwing her bags in the 

suitcase.  “Detective Coughfield gave me his card.  If I see anything weird, I’ll call him.  Besides 

being alone may help me focus on translating this damn email.”  Caitlyn took out the folded paper 

from her coat and read it again. 

Johanna peered over Caitlyn’s shoulder and shook her head.  “I swear it looks like every 

other damn thing he sent you.  None of them were ever worth killing for.” 

“That’s why I want to get it done ASAP.”  She folded the paper back up and returned it to 

her coat pocket.   

Caitlyn zipped her suitcase and rolled it to the main room.  She strapped her backpack on 

over her shoulders, stopped at the door, her friend coming up beside her. 

“We’ll text and call.  Everything will be back to normal in a couple days.”  Caitlyn 

mustered a smile as fake as her belief in her own words, before giving her friend a hug.  She 

opened the door for Johanna.  

“Promise you’ll text me once you get to the motel.”  Johanna stepped into the hall. 

“I will.  I’m leaving in just a few minutes.  Just going to make sure I have all the books I 

need.” 

Her friend nodded and walked down the short hallway as Caitlyn closed the door. 

 She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  The loneliness washed over her like a cold 

wave, drowning her in self-doubt and fear.  It took all her strength not to open the door and beg 

for Johanna to come with her.  But she knew that would be wrong and selfish.  Besides, she 

worked better this way. 
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Caitlyn developed a routine when translating an item, a process that allowed her to focus 

and immerse herself in the work.  She would order a large pizza and two-liter of Dr. Pepper and 

then lock herself in her room.  Wearing noise-canceling headphones she would turn on Pink 

Floyd’s The Wall and put it on repeat.  

Sometimes she would finish it quickly, but other times it could take much longer.  Once, 

her first year here, she disappeared into her room for three days, aside from bathroom breaks no 

one saw or heard from her.  Proud of her work, she presented her results to Roberts.  He was 

impressed as well, and credited her work in a published paper. 

The piece allegedly belonged to Josephus ben Matityahu, written before the finals days of 

the Sicarii rebels in the war against the Roman Empire.  Unlike the traditional Greek Josephus 

usually written, this was in Hebrew, making the piece suspect, but potentially unique if 

legitimate.  After being scrutinized by many others in the field, Caitlyn earned numerous 

accolades for her translation and accuracy. 

After that, Roberts recruited Caitlyn more often to do translations he would request from 

other professors or established translators in the field.  Sure the price was right, but she believed 

he had faith in her abilities.  That was two years ago when her drive and self-discipline were 

intact. 

Caitlyn opened her eyes and headed out the door and down the stairs to the back 

entryway that led to a small parking lot.  She cut over several streets before reaching a bus stop 

she rarely used; surveying the area the whole time, making sure no one seemed too interested in 

her. 

A short eternity later she checked into a small motel a couple of blocks off the Coralville 

Strip, a main commercial thoroughfare that ran through the sister town to Iowa City.  It wasn’t 

much but appeared reasonably clean.  It had a chain and deadbolt on the door. 
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Motivated for the first time in months, she ordered her pizza and Dr. Pepper and took out 

the paper.  She retrieved her MP3 player from her suitcase and queued up Pink Floyd.  After 

another thirty minutes, she texted Johanna to let her know she settled into her new home. 

Once the pizza arrived, Caitlyn put on her headphones and took out the copy of the 

parchment.  As the instrumental beginning of “In the Flesh?” began, Caitlyn closed her eyes and 

let the powerful melody flow over her. 

She knew the disturbed and tragic story behind the album and rented the movie more than 

once, yet the somber tones and music of many of the songs relaxed her mind allowing her to think 

clearly.  

The outside world drained away and Caitlyn took out her books and laptop as she studied 

the parchment.  She went through each of the legible words and wrote down the English 

equivalent on a separate piece of paper, crosschecking for meaning and context.  Then she went 

back, inserting underlines where she thought there should be a word or couldn’t directly translate 

due to damage or poor quality.  After several hours of hunting professional websites and her 

textbooks to verify her work, she had almost a half translated.  

“Not bad.  It gives me something to work with.”   She reviewed what she’d done. 

Blessed are you, Lord our God 

____ ____ ____ ____ the promise land, ____ ____ ____ ____ our enemies. 

____ ____ ____ ____  forsake us. 

____ enemies great _____ _____ _____ _____ Holy of Holies. 

____ ____ ____  his first gift, ____ ____ ____ resting place____  first father. 

May it protect him ____ ____ ____ covenant. 

May the savior ____ ____ ____  people. 

____ wields the staff  ____ ____ ____ 

Blessed is he, ruler of the Universe.  
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 “It doesn’t seem like a prayer for the dead anymore.”  Caitlyn squinted as if that would 

clarify the poor legibility of the copy.  “I need to see if I can get the actual email attachment.” 

The instrumental of “Empty Spaces” ended and Water’s voice spoke the first line of the 

song.  

Caitlyn allowed a tiny laugh to escape.  “Yeah, Pink.  I was just wondering that 

myself.  What is supposed to be in these empty spaces?” 

She grabbed a slice from the over half eaten pizza and took a bite.  After carefully wiping 

her hands to ensure no grease ruined her only available copy she picked up the printout and 

examined it again. 

There was something about it.  Even the table the scroll was lying on was familiar.   

Caitlyn jumped up as if something in the empty room spooked her.  The table.  She’d 

seen that black table before, in other photos she translated. 

Grabbing her laptop, she logged into her school email account.  All of Roberts’ 

translation requests were stored a folder in case she ever had to refer back to them.  After going 

through a dozen emails, three of the items were on black backgrounds. 

There was something else she was overlooking.  Something to do with the table.  She 

spent another ten minutes staring at the picture then returned to her past emails from Roberts 

hoping that the answer would reveal itself. 

Caitlyn read one short email from her late professor before opening the accompanying 

attachment.  A satisfied smile crossed her face as she slapped her leg before picking up the phone. 

“Detective?  This is Caitlyn Mahoney.  I’m translating the email you gave me this 

afternoon, but I think I discovered something that may be very helpful.” 

  


