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            Chapter 1

         

         WHO KILLED YOU?

         Or, who murdered you?

         There was, after all, a distinct difference.

         Amos Decker was standing on the rear deck of a house where he and his FBI colleague, Alex Jamison, were staying while visiting Jamison’s sister. He used two fingers to neck-cradle his third bottle of beer of the evening while he contemplated these questions. He knew that most people never thought about these issues, because they had no reason to do so. Yet accurately answering the latter question dominated Decker’s professional life, which was really the only life he had left.

         He was also aware that the difference between the two queries was more complex than some might have believed.

         For example, one could kill a person without legally committing murder.

         There was accidental death: Your car inadvertently slams into another, with death as a result, or you drop a gun and it goes off and the bullet strikes a bystander. Someone was dead but it wasn’t legally recognized as murder.

         There was assisted suicide: A terminally ill person is suffering and wants to end it, and you help the person do so. The practice was legal in some places and unlawful in others. Again, someone was dead. Unlike the accidental death, the death was intentional, but it was not the same as murder, because it had been the choice of the deceased to end his life.

         There was justifiable homicide, the best example of which was self-defense. There you intended to harm another, but the law said you had the right to defend yourself.

         There were varying degrees of murder.

         If you were negligent in causing that car accident or dropping your weapon, and someone died, you could be charged with involuntary manslaughter.

         A spontaneous bludgeoning, resulting in death, could end with the perpetrator being charged with the more serious crime of voluntary manslaughter.

         Second-degree murder, a close cousin to voluntary manslaughter, had the element of malice aforethought, and possibly recklessness, but not the additional one of premeditation, or lying in wait, as it was often called.

         Decker sipped his beer as he went through the legal requirements of intentionally ending the life of another. The last one was the worst of all, in his estimation.

         First-degree murder almost always required the specific elements of willfulness, premeditation, and malice aforethought. You wanted someone dead for your benefit and you laid out a plan in advance to make sure that death happened.

         The harshest legal consequences of all were reserved for these heinous acts.

         Going after these types of criminals was what Decker had done for almost his entire adult life.

         He took another sip of beer.

         I catch killers. It’s really the only thing I’m good at.

         He stared out at the night sky over northwestern Pennsylvania, near the Ohio border, in a place called Baronville. He heard it had once been a thriving mill and mining town, owing its very existence to the eponymous Baron family, which had dug the mines and built the mills. However, those engines of commerce were long since gone. What was left wasn’t much. Yet people seemed to be getting by in a variety of ways, and with varying degrees of success. A similar pronouncement could be made about many places across America.

         Inside the house, Alex Jamison was sharing a glass of white wine with her older sister, Amber, and talking to her precocious soon-to-be-six-year-old niece, Zoe. Decker and Jamison were here on vacation from solving crimes as part of a special task force at the FBI back in Washington. Decker had been reluctant to go with Jamison, but their boss, Special Agent Bogart, had insisted that he take some type of leave. And when Jamison had suggested that he accompany her on a visit to her sister, Decker couldn’t think of a single other place to go.

         So here I am.

         He took another sip of his beer and studied his size fourteen feet.

         When they had arrived here, introductions had been made, hugs given, pleasantries exchanged, bags put away, and Jamison had given out housewarming gifts to her sister and niece, because Amber and her family had only recently moved here. Dinner was prepared and eaten, but long before then Decker had run out of things to say and ideas of what would be socially acceptable to do. And that’s when Jamison, who knew him perhaps better than anyone else, had discreetly suggested that he take his beer—and his awkwardness—outside, so the sisters could catch up in the way that women often did while no men were around.

         The social awkwardness had not always been a part of him. The six-foot-five, three-hundred-pound–plus—well, maybe more than simply plus—Decker, a former professional football player, had once been outgoing, gregarious, a bit goofy even, fun-loving and always ready with a quip.

         Then had come the vicious blindside hit to the head on the football field that had changed his life, and who he was, forever. The resulting brain trauma had almost killed him. And while he had survived, the blow had forced his brain to rewire itself to allow healing to occur. This process had left two distinct marks on him.

         One was hyperthymesia, or perfect recall. Those possessing such a condition often could apply it only to autobiographical information, and often had below-average memory capacities in other aspects of their lives. But not Decker. It was as though someone had placed a camera with a limitless capacity to take pictures in his head. He was the memory man, unable to forget anything. Decker had found it a decidedly mixed blessing.

         The second result of the hit was his developing synesthesia. He associated odd things, like death, with a color. In the case of death, it was a visceral electric blue that could raise the hairs on the back of Decker’s neck and make him feel sick to his stomach.

         Along with his brain change, his personality had been transformed. The gregarious fun-loving prankster had forever vanished, and in its place—

         —Is me.

         With his football career irreversibly over, he had gone on to become a cop and then a homicide detective in his hometown of Burlington, Ohio. He had been married to a wonderful woman named Cassandra, or Cassie as he always called her, and they had had a beautiful child named Molly.

         Had.

         It was all past tense, because he no longer had a wonderful wife or a beautiful child.

         Who killed you?

         Who murdered you?

         Well, Decker had figured out who had taken his family from him. And the person had paid the ultimate price.

         Yet it was nothing in comparison to the price that Decker had paid. That he would pay every minute until he drew his last breath.

         “Aunt Alex says you can’t forget anything.”

         Decker turned from these musings to the source of the query.

         Zoe Mitchell, twin blonde ponytails, long-sleeved pink shirt with flowers on it, and white shorts showing off dimpled knees, stared curiously at him across the width of the wooden deck attached to the back of her house.

         “My memory’s pretty good, yeah,” said Decker.

         Zoe held up a sheet of paper. On it were about a dozen very long numbers. She passed it to him.

         “Can you remember all these?” she asked hopefully.

         Decker glanced at it and then handed the paper back to her.

         “Does that mean you can’t remember them?” said Zoe, the disappointment clear on her freckled face.

         “No, it means that I already did.”

         He recited the numbers back to her, in the same order they appeared on the page, because that’s what he saw in his head: the page of numbers.

         She broke into a toothy grin. “That is so cool.”

         “You think so?” said Decker.

         Her pale blue eyes widened at his remark. “Don’t you?”

         “Sometimes, yeah. It can be cool.”

         He leaned against the deck railing and sipped his beer while Zoe watched him.

         “Aunt Alex says you catch bad people.”

         “We do it together. She’s got good instincts.”

         Zoe looked puzzled by his response.

         He explained, “She reads people really well. And she sees things that others don’t.”

         “She’s my favorite aunt.”

         “How many aunts do you have?”

         She sighed. “A lot. None of them are as cool as Aunt Alex.” Zoe brightened. “She came to visit because my birthday is almost here. I’m turning six.”

         “I know. She told me we’re all going out to dinner for it.”

         Decker looked around awkwardly as Zoe continued to watch him.

         “You’re really, really big,” she observed.

         “Not the first time I’ve heard that.”

         “You won’t let any of the bad people hurt Aunt Alex, will you?” she asked, her features and tone suddenly turning anxious.

         Decker had been about to take a sip of beer. He slowly lowered the bottle. “No, I won’t. I mean, I’ll do my best never to let that happen,” he added a bit lamely.

         There was a low rumble of thunder in the distance.

         “I guess a storm is coming,” observed Decker quickly, looking for any way to change the subject.

         He glanced at Zoe to find her innocent gaze still uncomfortably on him. He looked away as another guttural growl of thunder was heard.

         Summer was over, but the thunderstorms often accompanying the segue into fall appeared to be bearing down on them.

         “Definitely getting closer,” said Decker, more to himself than to Zoe.

         He looked at the rear yard of the house that backed up to Zoe’s. It seemed an exact copy. Same footprint, same wooden deck off the back. Same patch of yard. Same type of maple smack in the middle of the wilting grass.

         But there was one difference.

         The lights in the other house were flickering now. On, then off. On, then off.

         Decker looked to the sky. Despite the rumbles of thunder, there wasn’t any lightning yet, at least that he could see. Also, the temperature had dropped some, and there was a low fog building that, along with the gathering clouds, obscured the sky even more.

         A few moments later, he saw the reflection of red lights zip by overhead. He couldn’t see the plane, but it was no doubt trying to make it in or out before the storm hit full force, he thought.

         He glanced back at the house and watched the lights going on and off, almost like Morse code. It might be the humidity, he thought. Damp wiring could cause flickering.

         He heard a noise somewhere. Then he heard it again. And another time. The same sound over and over. It was two distinct sounds, actually, one a solid thud and the other like something scraping against something.

         Then a car started up. It had to be on the street that fronted the house he was looking at, he concluded. They’d be driving right into the gathering storm.

         A few minutes passed and then came the initial lightning spear. It seemed to disappear right into the earth directly in front of him. It was followed by a much louder boom of thunder. The sky was growing increasingly black and ominous. The winds were pushing the system swiftly across the area.

         “We better go inside,” said Zoe nervously. “Mommy says that more people get hit by lightning than you think.”

         “Who lives in that house, Zoe?” Decker asked, pointing to the other house.

         Zoe had her hand on the door leading back inside. She said, “I don’t know.”

         Decker’s gaze focused and then held on a sudden spark of light.

         It was inside the other house, behind one of the windows. He didn’t know if it was a light from inside simply reflecting off the glass, or whether the cause might be something more complicated, and potentially dangerous.

         He set his beer down and hustled off the deck. But he needed to find out.

         “Where are you going?” Zoe cried after him; her voice held a note of panic.

         He called over his shoulder, “Go inside, Zoe, I just want to check on something.”

         Another crack of lightning was followed by such a deafening explosion of thunder that Zoe bolted inside, while Decker ran the other way.

         Despite his bulk, Decker had been an elite athlete for many years. He grabbed the top of the fence separating the two properties, neatly swung over the barrier, and dropped inside the other yard.

         He hustled across the grass toward the house. He could feel the temperature plummeting as the storm fully enveloped the area. The wind kicked up and buffeted him. He had grown up in the Midwest and was used to these dangerous weather systems that made the Ohio Valley their stomping grounds, conjuring up and then spinning off tornadoes like a cancer spawned mutant cells.

         He knew the rain would be coming next, probably in sideways sheets.

         He reached the house’s pressure-treated deck and raced up the steps. He didn’t look back at Amber’s house, so he didn’t see Alex Jamison come out and gaze quickly around for him.

         He got to the window where he’d seen the reflection of light. He could now smell it, which confirmed his suspicions.

         Electrical wiring had gotten mixed with liquid. He had investigated homicides involving arson, and the smell was unmistakable. There was a fire in there.

         He put his face to the glass and peered inside. Electrical fires tended to move fast, usually behind walls where they could spread unseen until it was too late.

         A moment later, he saw something that confirmed his worst fear: a flicker of flames and the rise of smoke.

         Then he looked to the right as a spear of lightning lit up the whole area.

         Decker froze at what he was seeing in the illumination provided by the lightning strike. A moment later, he broke free from his paralysis and ran to the back door. Without hesitating he hit it with his shoulder like he had many football blocking sleds. The flimsy door buckled under the massive impact and fell open.

         The storm was screaming overhead now, so Decker couldn’t hear Jamison calling to him. She had rushed off the deck and was running to the rear fence when Decker had crushed the door. The rain was falling hard now, whipped by the wind into a stinging frenzy, as the storm emptied millions of gallons of water over the western edge of the Keystone State. Jamison had run out of her shoes and was soaked before she was halfway to the fence.

         A drenched Decker burst into the kitchen and turned right. He had his Beretta out and pointed in front of him. He now wished he hadn’t had all that beer. He might need his fine motor skills to be better than they presently were.

         He moved swiftly down the darkened hallway, bouncing off one wall. Something fell to the floor as he brushed against it.

         It was a picture.

         Decker cursed himself because he had just contaminated what was now a crime scene, an act he would have found unforgivable if someone else had done it. Yet it couldn’t be helped. He didn’t know what was going on here. What he had seen might just be the tip of the iceberg.

         He cautiously poked first his gun and then his head around the corner. He cleared the space with two long visual passes and straightened.

         Decker now knew what had triggered first the spark and next the flames.

         And the flickering lights.

         Exposed electrical wires had indeed been commingled with liquid.

         But it wasn’t water.

         It was blood.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         DECKER?”

         Decker peered around the corner to see a soaked, shivering, and barefoot Jamison standing farther down the hall from where he’d just come.

         “You got your gun?” he asked quietly. Wave after wave of electric blue light was pouring over him. He felt nauseous and dizzy.

         Jamison shook her head.

         He motioned her toward him.

         She hurried forward, turned the corner, saw what Decker already had, and stopped dead.

         “Good God!”

         Decker nodded. It was a fitting expression for what they were both seeing.

         After all, the man was hanging from the ceiling.

         A rope had been inserted through a hook that had once held a chandelier that was now lying on the floor.

         The noose had been placed around the man’s neck.

         Yet death by hanging did not typically cause blood loss.

         Decker stared down at the wooden floor. The blood had pooled and then flowed toward the wall, where it had encountered the frayed electrical cord of a floor lamp and begun the electrical shorting process.

         Before Jamison had appeared, Decker had used his foot to tap out the sparks after unplugging the cord. Part of a square of carpet and a dangling strip of wallpaper had caught on fire. He had used his wet jacket to beat out the flames on the wall, and had rolled up the carpet to smother the fire there. Then he’d stepped back so as not to further interfere with the crime scene. It was right then that Jamison had called out.

         His gaze ran up and down the man’s body, searching for a wound that might explain the copious amounts of blood.

         He saw none. And he couldn’t do a deeper probe now. That would have to await the police. But something else couldn’t wait.

         Giving voice to what he’d been thinking, Jamison whispered, “Do you think there’s anyone else in the house?”

         “That’s what we need to find out. Do you have your phone?”

         “No.”

         “Neither do I. And I didn’t see one in here. Okay, I want you to go back to your sister’s house and call the cops. I’ll finish searching the place.”

         “Decker, you need to wait for the police. You have no backup.”

         “Someone may be hurt, or the killer may still be here.”

         “It’s the latter possibility I’m worried about,” hissed Jamison.

         “I am a police officer,” replied Decker. “I’m trained to do this, and I’ve got a gun. And the odds are very good that if the killer is still here, he’s smaller than me. Now go.”

         Jamison slowly turned and then ran down the hall and back out into the rain.

         Decker cleared the first floor. The house had a second story and, if it was a true copy of Jamison’s sister’s place, a basement. He moved back down the hall to the stairs leading up. He took the steps two at a time, feeling his thigh muscles tighten a bit with each upward lunge. While spending ten years in uniform before becoming a detective back in Ohio, he had gone into homes where people had died. There were procedures you followed to clear spaces as safely as possible, and all of them were grafted onto his brain. Still, it wasn’t really like riding a bike, for one very compelling reason.

         Bikes didn’t shoot back at you.

         There were two small bedrooms with closets upstairs and a Jack-and-Jill bathroom in between. Decker cleared all of them and found nothing. The place looked abandoned.

         Maybe there was nothing to find except the hanging dead man on the main floor. He slipped back downstairs and found the door to the basement.

         There was a light switch at the top of the stairs, but Decker didn’t move to turn it on. He didn’t know if the electrical short had affected the lights in the rest of the house, but, right now, darkness was his friend. He tested each step before fully placing his weight on it. Still, there were some slight creaks and he winced with each one. He reached the bottom of the stairs without anyone trying to attack him.

         He looked around. It was quite dark down here and he couldn’t see very clearly, but the space appeared to be unfinished. There was the musty odor that one often associated with unfinished basements.

         He cautiously moved forward and almost fell to the floor. Regaining his balance, he quickly retreated.

         He had to risk a light now. He skittered back up the steps and flipped the switch. The lights came on. His gun pointed in front of him, he slowly came back down the stairs until he saw what he had tripped over.

         The face looked up at him as the electric blue pulses once more started drumming against him.

         It was a man, who looked to be in his late thirties. He had dark hair and pale skin, and was of a medium build. He appeared to be about five-ten, although it was hard to be accurate about that since he was lying on the floor.

         All those observations flowed automatically through Decker’s mind from his long career as a cop. And they were secondary to the single most important observation he was making.

         The man was in a police uniform.

         Decker knelt down next to him and checked for a pulse at his neck.

         There was none, and the skin was very cold. He felt the limbs. They were stiff, indicating that rigor had begun. Decker’s experience as a homicide detective caused him to automatically consider both the cause and the timing of the death.

         He ran his gaze over the body, looking for wounds, but saw none. He wasn’t going to move the corpse. He had already compromised the crime scene enough.

         He focused on the man’s mouth. There was a bit of foaming there. That could be an indication of at least a couple of ways he could have died.

         A fit.

         Or poison.

         Okay, cause of death is not obvious. What about timing?

         He looked at the man’s nostrils. Blowflies. Female. They’d already laid eggs, but the infestation was minimal. Blowflies could smell dead flesh from miles away and were a policeman’s best friend, because with the biological death clock having commenced, the invasive insects would help determine the time of death.

         But when Decker put all of these forensic elements together, mental alarms started sounding. Something was definitely not making sense.

         If the limbs were stiff, that meant the deceased had been dead for a while. In fact, the body could be reversing the rigor and moving from the large muscle groups back to the small, which meant the person could have been dead quite a long time. And while that jibed with the coolness of the body, it most assuredly did not align with what else he was observing.

         His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of sirens approaching.

         He quickly retreated up the stairs, holstered his gun, stepped out onto the front porch, and waited.

         A squad car pulled up to the house about fifteen seconds later.

         While Decker had been inside, the storm had lessened somewhat, though lightning still crackled and thunder still boomed. At least it wasn’t raining sideways anymore.

         As the police officers exited their vehicle, Decker called out and held up his FBI creds. Both cops pulled their weapons and one trained his Maglite on Decker.

         “Hands out where we can see them!” shouted one cop, who looked young and a little nervous.

         Since Decker already had both hands up in the air where they could definitely be seen, he couldn’t do anything more than say, “I’m a Fed. My partner called this in.”

         The cops advanced until they reached the stoop. The other cop, who looked to be in his forties, with a trim, graying mustache, holstered his gun, took the creds, and checked them. Then he illuminated Decker’s face with his light.

         “What’s going on?” he asked.

         “Two dead bodies inside. One hanging in the living room. One in the basement.” Decker glanced at the man’s uniform. “I don’t know if he’s a cop or not, but the guy in the basement is wearing the same type of uniform you are.”

         “What?” snapped the older cop.

         “You say he’s dead?” said the young cop, who was still pointing his gun.

         Decker’s gaze swiveled to him. “Yeah, he is. And could you aim your weapon somewhere other than at me?”

         The young cop automatically looked to his partner, who nodded while handing back Decker’s credentials.

         “Show us,” ordered the older cop.

         At that moment, Jamison dashed around the corner.

         The young cop swung his gun around and lined her up in his sights.

         “No!” roared Decker. He leapt forward and hit the cop’s arm just before he fired. The bullet sailed barely a foot above Jamison’s head. She sprawled in the grass.

         The younger cop stumbled back and pointed his sidearm at Decker’s head.

         “She’s my partner,” barked Decker. “She’s the one who called you. Alex, are you okay?”

         Jamison slowly rose and came toward them on jelly legs. She took a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine.” But she looked like she might throw up.

         The older cop gave his partner a piercing gaze, and asked to see Jamison’s credentials. After reviewing them he handed them back and looked at his partner.

         “You almost shot a Fed, Donny,” he said severely. “And now you’re going to have a ton of paperwork to fill out while your butt is anchored to a desk job. And Internal Affairs will be all over you. Congratulations.”

         The younger cop holstered his weapon, scowled, and said nothing.

         “Show us,” the older cop said again.

         “This way,” replied Decker.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         I DON’T KNOW him,” said the older cop, who on the way inside the house had told Decker and Jamison that he was Officer Will Curry. His partner shook his head too. They were looking down at the man in uniform lying on the floor of the basement. They had already seen the body upstairs, and neither of the officers had recognized him either.

         Curry pointed to the man’s chest. “No nameplate. We all wear one.”

         “Would you know him?” asked Decker. “I mean, is the police force that small around here?”

         Curry thought about this for a few moments. “I don’t know every person in uniform, but I do know a lot of them.”

         Decker said, “There’s no pistol in his holster.”

         Curry nodded. “Yeah, I saw that. And there’s no comm pack either. Look, I need to call this in. Homicide will be taking this over. Donny, we need to tape the perimeter. And don’t let anybody near this place.”

         Donny left to do this while Curry pulled out his phone, walked over to a far corner of the basement, and made the call.

         Decker knelt down and looked over the body.

         Jamison gazed over his broad shoulder. “How did he die?” she asked.

         “No obvious wounds. Just like the guy upstairs, although there’s all that blood.”

         “Death by hanging is usually bloodless,” said Jamison. “Unless something ruptured inside the guy and it came out somewhere.”

         “There was no blood on his clothes,” replied Decker. “So, I don’t see how that could be the case.”

         Curry came back over to them. “Okay, I’ll need to get your statements, and you both need to get out of here. The detectives will have my head if they find you here.”

         They walked back upstairs and filed out the rear door. Curry noted the damage. “How’d that happen?”

         “That would be me breaking into the house,” said Decker. “I’ll explain why.”

         The storm had mostly passed, the skies had cleared some, and a few stars could actually be seen overhead.

         Curry pulled out his notepad. “Okay, let’s hear it.”

         First Decker and then Jamison gave their accounts. As they finished they heard someone calling out to them.

         “Alex, is everything okay?”

         They all turned to see Amber and Zoe at the rear fence that separated the two properties.

         “Go back inside, I’ll be there in just a few minutes,” Jamison called back. She turned to Curry as Amber and Zoe returned to their house.

         “My sister Amber and her daughter, Zoe. We’re visiting with them.”

         “So they live there?” said Curry.

         “Yes.”

         “We’ll need to talk to them. They might have seen something leading up to whatever happened to the two vics.”

         “Sure, that’s fine,” said Jamison.

         “What is it that you two do at the FBI?” asked Curry.

         “We track down people who hurt other people,” said Decker. “Just like what happened in that house.”

         Curry seemed to sense where Decker was going with this. “This isn’t a federal case.”

         “It’s funny how things can appear to be one thing and then turn into something else,” replied Decker. “So maybe we can help.”

         “Decker,” said Jamison in an offended tone. “We’re on vacation. We’re here to get away from all that stuff.”

         “Maybe you are,” said Decker. “But I had no reason to get away from ‘all that stuff.’”

         “Not my call,” said Curry. “You can take it up with homicide.”

         “Fair enough,” said Decker.

         Curry closed his notebook. “But since you’re here now, you got any thoughts on the matter?”

         Decker glanced back at the house. “Hanging someone is personal. It’s a control thing. It’s a terrible way to die because that guy simply strangled to death, or maybe his vertebrae finally popped. Either way, it takes a while.”

         “And the blood?” asked Curry.

         “Where did it come from? If he bled out somewhere else and the blood was collected and brought here and spread out on the floor, what was the point?”

         “And the guy in the basement?” asked Curry.

         “Is he a cop or not? If not, why was he in uniform? And again, how did he die? I didn’t see an obvious wound, but there was some foam on the mouth, so it might be poison. And another thing. Who owns this house? Was it the two men? Or somebody else?”

         Curry had reopened his notebook and was jotting things down. “Anything else?”

         “Yeah. I think your ME might have a tricky time determining the time of death.”

         “Why’s that?”

         “Because what I saw tonight was pretty much forensically impossible.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         AMBER HAD SENT a reluctant Zoe off to bed and was now sitting with her sister and Decker in the living room of her home.

         “Two men dead?” said Amber in a trembling voice. “Murdered? I can’t believe it. In the house right behind us? My God!”

         “The police will want to talk to you at some point,” said her sister.

         “Why?” asked Amber frantically. “We know nothing about it.”

         “Standard procedure,” noted Decker in a calming voice. “Because of your proximity to the crime scene. Nothing to get anxious about. It’s all routine.”

         “Have you called Frank yet?” asked Jamison, rubbing her sister’s shoulder.

         Frank Mitchell was Amber’s husband.

         “I tried to, but he’s not answering his phone. When I called the office, they said he was in a meeting. With this new job, he’s having to work ungodly hours.”

         “What does he do?” asked Decker.

         “He’s the assistant manager at a fulfillment center. They fill online orders for lots of different companies. That’s why we moved here, because Frank got the job. He worked for the same company in Kentucky, but this is a step up for him. They employ a lot of people.”

         “Warehouses are the big job creators now,” said Jamison knowingly. “I’ve been reading articles on it. It pays okay, above minimum wage, with benefits, but it’s really physically hard work.”

         “Tell me about it,” said Amber. “Frank worked as a picker at the one when we lived in Kentucky. It was nonstop movement. They scored him on how many packages he was able to process. Thank God Frank moved up into management. He’s in his thirties, and in good shape, but the pace just wore him down, and he always had aches and pains.”

         Amber looked toward the back window, at the house where two people had been found dead. “I thought this was going to be a fresh start for us. But now here we are, next to a murder investigation.”

         Jamison said, “It could be something totally unconnected to the neighborhood. The two men in there might be from somewhere else.”

         Amber did not look convinced. “What am I supposed to tell Zoe? She’s very sensitive and very observant. She’s going to have a ton of questions.”

         “I can talk to her, if you like. Or Decker can.”

         Decker looked startled. “I think it’s better if you speak to her, Alex,” he said.

         “But you were talking to her out on the deck.”

         “That’s why I think it’s better if you talk to her.”

         Jamison looked at her sister. “Amber, it’s going to be okay.”

         “You don’t understand.”

         “Don’t understand what?” asked Decker.

         “These aren’t the only murders in Baronville recently. I saw it on TV.”

         “What other murders?” asked Decker quickly.

         Amber was about to reply when someone knocked on the front door.

         When she opened it, a man and a woman, both grim-faced, were standing on the front stoop.

         The man was in his fifties, with a full head of gray hair. He was about five-eleven, his sloping chest running to a small potbelly that hung over his belt. The woman was petite and in her thirties, about five-three, with a wiry build, shoulder-length blonde hair, and pretty features. The man wore a rumpled suit. The collar of his white shirt had a small black stain and his tie was crooked. His teeth were uneven and darkened by nicotine. The woman had on a sleek black pantsuit with a pristine white blouse and two-inch chunky heels to bump up her height. And her teeth were a brilliant white.

         They held out their badges and asked to come in.

         “Detectives Marty Green and Donna Lassiter,” said the man. “Do you live here?” he asked Amber.

         She nodded. “I’m Amber Mitchell.”

         Green looked at Decker and Jamison. “Which means you two must have been first on the scene. We understand that you’re also with the FBI? Mind if we see your IDs?”

         Decker and Jamison held out their creds. Green gave them a perfunctory glance, but Lassiter scrutinized them.

         Green said, “We’ve read your statements. Now we’d like to hear your story first-hand.”

         They all sat down in the living room. Lassiter said to Amber, “Ma’am, could I ask you to wait in the other room while we go over this with them? Thank you. We’ll want to talk to you later, of course.”

         Amber quickly rose, glanced anxiously at her sister, and left.

         The two homicide detectives settled their gazes on the pair.

         Lassiter said, “Your IDs show you’re not special agents.”

         “We’re not,” said Jamison. “We’re civilians working for an FBI task force.”

         Green looked at Decker. “Civilians, huh? I’ve been a cop a long time and my nose tells me you’re one too.”

         “Burlington, Ohio. Pounded a beat for ten and then a detective for about another decade before joining the Bureau.”

         Green cleared his throat and opened his notebook. “Okay, let’s go over what happened tonight.”

         Decker spoke first and then Jamison.

         Green methodically wrote it all down with pen and paper.

         Decker noted that Lassiter used a small electronic notebook, her fingers flying efficiently over the keys.

         When they’d finished telling their stories, Decker said, “Did you determine cause of death yet? Or ID them?”

         Green started to say something, but Lassiter got there first. “Sorry, but it’s our job to ask the questions, and yours to answer them.”

         Decker looked at Green. “Do I take that as a no on both counts?”

         Green said, “We’re working on it. There was a lot of blood, but no source that we could find.”

         “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that. I didn’t see any wounds on the guy hanging, but you’ll need to check it against him, to see if it was his blood. They could have killed him, drained his blood, and strung him up.”

         Green grimaced. “That sounds like some kind of cult thing. Like a sacrifice.”

         “And if it’s not the vic’s blood?” said Lassiter.

         “Then it might be somebody else’s. And they might be in a database somewhere.” He paused. “Or it might not be human blood.”

         Lassiter and Green looked stunned by this.

         “What makes you think it’s not human?” Green asked.

         “I’m not saying I think that. I’m just saying that killing an animal and collecting its blood is less problematic than doing so with a human. Driving out here, we passed some farms with cows, goats, and pigs on them. I’m just saying it’s a possibility. Now, the guy in the basement: Was he one of yours?”

         Lassiter started to say something, but this time Green beat her to it. “No, he wasn’t. But the uniform he had on was one of ours.” He added, “The big question is, where did it come from? We’re also tracking down the ownership of the house. Neither man had any ID on him.”

         During this exchange Lassiter was looking at her partner with unconcealed exasperation. She leaned over to Green, but in a voice both Decker and Jamison could clearly hear, she said, “Marty, we haven’t ruled these two out as suspects.”

         Green glanced at her and his expression turned uncertain. He looked at Decker. “We’ll need to check out your whereabouts during the time in question.”

         Decker nodded. “We only got into town tonight around six. We stopped for gas right before we arrived here and the credit card transaction record and the CCTV at the gas station will confirm that. After we had dinner, I came out on the back porch. It was dark by then. Alex’s niece joined me a few minutes later. Alex was inside talking to her sister. Around eight-fifteen, I saw the spark and ran to the house and found the bodies. Alex called 911 a few minutes later. Your guys arrived shortly after that.” He paused. “I checked the pulse of the guy downstairs just to make sure he was dead. I didn’t have to do that with the guy hanging. The body in the basement was very cold even though it wasn’t really all that cold down there. And the limbs were stiff. And he had blowflies in his nostrils and it looked like they had already laid eggs. But the infestation was minimal.” He paused again and studied the pair for their reaction to this.

         Green said, “If your alibis check out, then the time of death on both men might well eliminate you as suspects.” He glanced sideways at his partner before continuing. “How many homicides have you handled, Agent Decker?”

         “Hundreds,” said Decker. “In Ohio and with the FBI. I’m technically on vacation, so if you want an extra pair of eyes, I’m available.”

         “Decker,” admonished Jamison. “How is it a ‘vacation’ if you’re going to work another case?”

         “It’s out of the question anyway,” said Lassiter.

         Decker kept his gaze on Green. “I was just offering because I understand that these aren’t the only recent murders in town.”

         “Who told you that?” said Lassiter sharply.

         “Is it true?” asked Decker.

         Green glanced at Lassiter and nodded. “Unfortunately, it is true.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         THUNK-THUNK.

         The rear doors of the body wagon closed and off went the two unidentified corpses.

         Decker and Jamison watched from the street as the vehicle passed by, followed by a patrol car.

         Police tape fluttered in the breeze left over from the storm.

         Detective Green walked over to them while Lassiter went back inside the house.

         Green said, “We’ll run their prints. Hopefully, that will turn up who they are.”

         “A lot of people aren’t on databases,” pointed out Jamison.

         “But a lot of people are,” countered Green.

         Decker said, “So tell us about the other homicides.”

         Green unwrapped a stick of gum and started chewing, balling up the wrapper and sticking it in his pocket.

         Decker watched him. “I had a partner back in Ohio who chewed gum all the time. She was trying to kick the smokes.”

         Green said, “I’m two years off the cancer sticks. But I’ve worn my teeth down to nothing.”

         “So, what other homicides?” Decker persisted.

         “We got a lot of problems in this town. Businesses boarded up. Houses foreclosed on. Many with no jobs and no prospects of a job. Opioid addiction is through the roof.”

         “That’s not just here,” said Jamison. “It’s all over.”

         Green continued. “When I was a kid the mines and mills were still operating. People had money. Dads worked, moms stayed home and raised the children. People went to church on Sunday. Downtown was alive and well. Then the mines and mills went belly-up and everything came tumbling down. Because it all depended on the mines and mills. They were the only reason there was a town.”

         “Baronville?” said Jamison. “My sister told me a little about it.”

         Green chewed his gum and nodded. “A long time ago, John Baron Sr. came to the area and discovered coal. He built the town because he needed workers for the mines. He made a fortune off that, and then opened coal and coke plants, then textile mills, and later a paper mill. And then he hit natural gas and made more money. My granddad told me old man Baron only had one setback in his whole life. His textile business soured and he was planning to sell it by the time he died. But other than that, the man never missed when it came to business. Baron built this huge mansion and lived like a king. But when he died things started going downhill. The businesses started tanking and were sold off. When the economy nosedived back in the seventies and then manufacturing went overseas, they all eventually went out of business. The music stopped and the good folks of Baronville were caught with no place to sit down. Been that way ever since.”

         Looking impatient, Decker said, “Are you going to tell us about the homicides or keep giving us a history lesson on Baronville?”

         Green spit out his gum and stared directly at Decker.

         “Four vics at two different crime scenes. Both happened in the span of two weeks, the last barely a week ago.”

         “Similarities? Patterns?” Decker wanted to know.

         “Only in that each one was weird,” replied Green, his lip curled in disgust.

         “No leads?” asked Jamison.

         “None worth following up on. And as you know, the more time goes by, the lower the odds of clearing a case.”

         “Tell me about them,” said Decker.

         At that moment Lassiter came out of the house and motioned to Green. “Marty, can you come and eyeball something?”

         Green looked across the yard at her. “What is it?”

         Lassiter glanced at Decker. “I don’t want to say in front of unauthorized persons.”

         Green turned to him. “I’ll be at the station house tomorrow morning. It’s on Baron Boulevard. If you want to stop by.”

         “Baron again,” noted Decker.

         “You stay here long enough you’ll be thoroughly sick of the name Baron,” said Green.

         “Are there any Barons left here?” asked Jamison.

         “One,” said Green. He trudged across the wet lawn toward Lassiter.

         Jamison whirled on Decker. “I can’t believe you’re in the middle of another murder investigation. Back in D.C. you were an eyewitness to one. On Pennsylvania Avenue no less. Now here in the commonwealth of Pennsylvania you find two bodies.”

         “And since I’m here the least I can do is try to find who killed them.”

         “Don’t you ever get tired of it?” asked Jamison wearily.

         “It’s what I do. If I didn’t have this, I’d have nothing.”

         “Oh, if only more people could realize happiness through homicide,” snapped Jamison.

         “Alex, you’re sounding punchy.”

         “I am punchy! But it doesn’t look like they’re going to let you work on the case. You heard Lassiter.”

         “And I also heard her partner. He wants help, even if she doesn’t.”

         “But they may not let us work on the case,” pointed out Jamison.

         “If they’ve had multiple murders here they could use some help.”

         “You better not call Bogart and ask him to intervene on this.”

         Decker looked at her appraisingly. “But if you called him?”

         “Oh, no, you’re not putting me in the middle of this.”

         “Alex, there have been six recent unsolved murders in Baronville.”

         She flushed. “I know that!”

         “And your sister and her family are living here. In fact, they were right next door to these latest murders.”

         Jamison’s jaw dropped. “Decker, I can’t believe you’re playing the guilt card on me.”

         “People are dead, Alex.”

         “And the police can find out who did it.”

         “I’m not sure about that.”

         “Why?”

         “Because Detectives Green and Lassiter apparently didn’t catch a really big inconsistency in the crime scene. I gave them the chance to comment on it, but they didn’t bite.”

         “What inconsistency?”

         “Just trust me on that. I’m not sure they’ll be up to the task, is all.”

         Jamison started to say something, but stopped and looked in the direction of the house where the two dead men had been found. Then she glanced at her sister’s house.

         She let out a long sigh. “Okay, okay,” she said miserably.

         “You don’t have to do anything, Alex. Enjoy your vacation and your sister and her family and let me work the case.”

         Her face turned red. “Like I’m going to let you work this alone. I can’t even believe you’d say that.”

         Now Decker looked uncertain. “It’s…it’s about Zoe.”

         “What about her?”

         “She asked me to not let you get hurt by bad people.”

         “I appreciate that, Amos, I really do. But I’m a big girl, in case you hadn’t noticed. I’ve trained at the FBI, so I’m in the best physical shape of my life. And I can handle a gun. And I’m ready to do my job.”

         Decker cracked a smile.

         “What?” she demanded.

         “I wish I could say I was in the best physical shape of my life.”

         “You were in the NFL. I doubt you’ll ever be that fit again. But don’t worry.”

         “What do you mean?”

         Now it was her turn to smile. “I’ll take care of you.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 6

         

         THIS IS CRAZY,” said Frank Mitchell.

         He was sitting in his living room with Amber, Decker, and Jamison. It was after midnight and he had just arrived a few minutes earlier. He had finally called Amber back on the way home and been filled in about the murders.

         Frank was about six-one, lean and muscular, with curly blond hair and long sideburns. He had on a white dress shirt open at the collar with a loosened tie around it and dark slacks. His socks drooped a bit and his black dress shoes were nicked at the toecaps.

         Amber sat beside him, with Frank’s arm protectively around her.

         She said, “When I saw them talk about the other murders on TV, I was stunned. Things like that aren’t supposed to happen in small towns like this. Now, I wish we’d never moved here.”

         Frank looked incredulously at his wife. “I got transferred here, Am. It’s not like I had a choice.”

         “What can you tell us about these other murders?” asked Decker. “You mentioned you saw them on the TV?”

         Amber shrugged. “I saw a report on the local news. I really didn’t pay attention to the details, just that some people had been murdered and the police were investigating. And then I turned off the TV because Zoe came into the room.”

         Frank slid off his tie, tossed it on the coffee table, and rubbed his neck. He smiled ruefully. “I’m still not used to dressing up for work.” He sat back. “Like I said, I could either take this job or keep working the line back in Kentucky.” He glanced at Decker. “I used to work retail before getting into fulfillment centers. But shopping malls are going down the tubes because everyone wants to buy online. I never finished my college degree. So here I am.”

         “Your mom got sick and you left school to help out at home, sweetie. And you’re working hard and moving up in the company,” added Amber encouragingly.

         Frank smiled weakly and patted her arm. “Yeah, well, anyway, Baronville is it, at least for a while. The job pays almost double what I was making and the benefits are a lot better. And it’s really cheap to live here. It’s why they don’t build many fulfillment centers in or around big cities. Land and everything else is too expensive.”

         “Well, areas like this can certainly use the jobs,” pointed out Jamison.

         “Problem is, we can’t fill all our positions.”

         “Why not?” asked Jamison. “You’d think people would be banging down the door to get jobs there.”

         “They are. But they can’t pass a drug test,” said Frank. “We’re starting to recruit from other parts of the state, and even across the border in Ohio.”

         Amber said, “We better get to bed. Frank’s been working all day and I know he must be exhausted. Did you get some dinner, hon?”

         “They ordered in pizza. I’m good.” He glanced at Decker and Jamison and smiled shyly. “It’s good to see you again, Alex. And it’s nice to meet you, Amos. I sure wish your visit didn’t have to have this awful thing connected to it.”

         Decker looked at him. “I know the police already talked to Amber. But did you ever see anyone in the house behind you?”

         Frank thought about this. “No, not really. I moved here several months before Amber and Zoe, to get acclimated, learn my job, and set up the house and all. I leave early in the morning and get home pretty late at night. That’s the way it’ll be for a while. It’s a big learning curve for me now that I’m in management. I’ve got to put in the extra time.”

         “You never saw anyone in the backyard there? Or at the window or back door?

         Frank shook his head and glanced at Amber. She said, “I’ve never really even been out in the backyard. There’s too much to do inside. Heck, I’m still unpacking moving boxes. That’s the same thing I told the police.”

         “How did the people die?” asked Frank.

         “The police aren’t sure yet,” said Decker.

         “But you found the bodies,” said Amber. “You must have some idea of how they died.”

         “I do. But it’s not something I can share with you.”

         When Amber looked confused, her sister quickly said, “We might be assisting with the case. So we really can’t talk about it.”

         “Assisting with the case! But I thought you were on vacation.”

         Jamison glanced sharply at Decker before answering her sister. “So did I. But apparently murder doesn’t keep to a schedule. At least my schedule.”

         Amber involuntarily shivered. “My God. I still can’t believe it. A murder right in our backyard, so to speak.” She gazed at Decker. “I guess you must be used to this sort of thing.”

         Decker looked back at her. “You guessed wrong.” He glanced at Jamison. “Up for a short ride?”

         She stared at him dumbly but nodded resignedly.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Their vehicle was a rental, principally because Jamison’s own car was a subcompact, which would have required Decker to bend his big body nearly in half to get in. And for such a long road trip, that was not a welcome prospect.

         A Yukon had far more leg- and headroom.

         “You said a short ride,” said Jamison. “Gee, let me guess our destination.”

         “Just drive over to the next street, Alex.”

         “And may I ask why, since we’ve already been over there?”

         “Just want to see something.”

         “We could just walk.”

         “It’ll be easier in the truck.”

         As they pulled down the street Decker pointed at the sign posted at its entrance. “Dead end. No outlet.”

         “Well, dead end is an appropriate sign for this street tonight,” noted Jamison.

         The police were still there processing the scene and one of the officers glanced at them as they drove by. Before he could react, however, Jamison had driven past the house. She reached the end of the road, turned around, parked the SUV at the curb a half-dozen houses down from the crime scene, and cut the lights.

         As they watched, Green and Lassiter appeared at the front door. In the illumination provided by the front porch light, the two detectives seemed to be in animated conversation.

         “Is that what you wanted to see?” asked Jamison, yawning.

         Decker shook his head. He wanted to see the street and the cars parked there. The homes here had no garages, only carports and street parking.

         The only thing was, other than the cop cars and their SUV, there were no cars parked on the street, and none near the crime scene house. Decker looked at the houses up and down the street. None had lights on, but that might be due to the lateness of the hour.

         “Most of these homes don’t look lived in.”

         “Well, like we’ve been told, Baronville isn’t exactly a hopping place.”

         “And that also means there won’t be many eyes around that can help us with the comings and goings of the crime scene. They had to get the two men in there, either dead or alive. There’s no attached garage on the house to pull into, so they would have been exposed at some point.”

         “Or the two guys could have walked in and been killed there.”

         Decker closed his eyes and thought about what he had seen and heard before the lights in the house had started going on and off because of the electrical short.

         A plane going over.

         A series of sounds: thuds and scrapes.

         A car starting up.

         The plane? Obviously, no connection.

         The weird sounds? Maybe connected.

         A car driving away after dumping the bodies there?

         He closed his eyes more tightly. His perfect recall was best with visual things. But it was still far better than average with things of an auditory nature.

         “What are you doing?” asked Jamison.

         Decker scrunched up his face as her voice interrupted him while he was trying to precisely conjure the noises he’d heard.

         “Decker, it’s nearly one in the morning and I’m beat. We drove over six hours to get here. Well, I drove over six hours to get here.”

         Decker relaxed his features. “She’s your sister. If we ever visit my sisters, I’ll drive.”

         “Your two sisters live in California and Alaska, respectively. We’re not driving to California or Alaska.”

         “Well, then I guess we won’t be visiting them.”

         She sighed and sat back, fiddling with the turn signal on the steering column. “Why does this matter to you so much? I get that it’s murder. And it’s horrible. But you can’t investigate every murder you run across.”

         “Why can’t I?” he said brusquely.

         She sputtered, “Because you just can’t.”

         He shook his head. “We can agree to disagree.”

         A few moments of silence passed before she said, “You found who killed Cassie and Molly, Amos. They got what they deserved. But you can’t solve every murder you come across. It’s impossible. You’ll just be setting yourself up to fail.”

         Decker said nothing in reply. He just stared out the window at the house where he had found the two dead men.

         Finally, Jamison said, “Can we go back to my sister’s house now? Or I’m just going to curl up in the back and go to sleep.”

         “We can go now.”

         She quickly drove off.

         They were staying with the Mitchells in two guest bedrooms upstairs. Amber told them it had once been one large bedroom but they’d converted it into two. Although Zoe was nearly six years old, Amber and Frank wanted more children.

         Jamison spoke briefly to her sister, who was still up waiting for them, and then said good night. She and Decker walked up the stairs and Jamison went to her room and Decker to his.

         Later, he sat at the window and looked out onto the street. It looked a lot like his hometown in Ohio. Half alive and half dead. Maybe more dead than alive, actually.

         He undressed and lay in bed staring at the ceiling.

         In a way, perhaps in a significant way, Jamison had hit it right on the head.

         I’m trying to catch Cassie and Molly’s killer over and over again.

         And it will never end, because killers will always be out there.

         So this is my world and welcome to it.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 7

         

         DECKER HAD JUST finished putting on his shoes the next morning when his phone rang.

         It was Detective Green.

         “What’s up?” asked Decker.

         “The blood on the floor of the house?”

         “Yeah?”

         “You were right. It’s not human.”

         “We’ll meet you in half an hour.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Thirty-five minutes later Decker stared down at two metal tables on which lay the dead men from the house. Both had been autopsied. The Y-incision staples looked like the tracks of giant zippers across their chests.

         A tired-looking Jamison was on his right, a crisp-eyed Detective Green on his left. The medical examiner was on the other side of the table. Detective Lassiter had not yet made an appearance.

         “You’re sure it’s not human blood?” asked Decker.

         The ME, a short, balding man with a paunch and a trim gray beard, nodded.

         “Ran it last night, or early this morning more precisely, while I was doing these posts.” He yawned. “Simple test. The specific reagent for human blood wasn’t there. But it is blood. Probably some animal rather than synthetic. I’ll do some more tests and see exactly what we’re looking at.”

         Green said, “So somebody poured out a bunch of, I guess, animal blood under the guy hanging in the living room.”

         “And did he die by hanging?” asked Decker.

         The ME nodded. “All signs point to that. Ligature mark on the neck, burst capillaries in the eyes.”

         “Petechial hemorrhaging in the sclera,” said Decker absently.

         This comment drew a sharp glance from Green.

         With the ME’s help Decker moved one of the bodies onto its side. He stared at the man’s back. “This was the guy hanging?”

         “That’s right,” said Green.

         Decker laid the body back down and looked at the man’s feet, ears, hands, and groin.

         He frowned.

         “What is it, Decker?” said Jamison.

         Ignoring her question, Decker said, “His hands weren’t bound. But no sign of defensive wounds. A guy getting hung is going to fight back. And he was a good-sized man and looked pretty fit.”

         The ME pointed to a spot on the back of the dead man’s head. “Contusion here. Blunt force trauma. I think he was knocked out and then strung up. No need for restraints then.”

         “And this one?” asked Decker, as he looked over the second body, also turning it onto its side. “There was foam on his lips. Ordinarily, that could mean death by drowning. Or some type of poison.”

         “We’re running toxicology tests on him,” said the ME. “But there was no water in his lungs, so drowning is out for the cause of death. Could be a drug overdose. God knows we have enough of those around here. The cooler here holds twenty bodies. That used to be plenty. Never got filled up. Then the opioid crisis hit full force and the city had to buy a refrigerated trailer for excess capacity. We keep it out in the parking lot. And now it’s always full too. I can’t autopsy them all. Not enough time. If they come in with a needle sticking out of their arm, that’s good enough for me on the cause of death.”

         Decker eyed the man incredulously for a moment, though the ME didn’t seem to notice. Then Decker laid the body back down and said, “Doesn’t account for the other guy hanging from the ceiling. Or the blood.”

         “No, it doesn’t,” agreed Green.

         The door to the room opened and in walked Lassiter, dressed in the same clothes she had worn the previous night. It seemed that she had not been home.

         Green said, “Donna, you should’ve gotten some shut-eye.”

         Lassiter wasn’t looking at him. She was staring at Decker and Jamison.

         “I thought we agreed that—”

         Green turned to the ME. “So we probably got animal blood. What does that tell us?”

         The ME shrugged. “I just find out how they died. You’re the investigator.” He looked at Decker. “I’m not a forensic pathologist. They’re apparently in short supply and cost too much,” he added with a grin. “And a town like this can’t afford one. I’m just a local semi-retired doctor. Urologist. I do this job part-time. But the state prescribes a course you have to take. And there are continuing education courses you have to take.”

         “We might have to do better than that,” said Decker, drawing a quick frown from the ME.

         Decker turned to Green. “The blood, was it symbolic? A message? A ritual?”

         “I don’t think we can answer those questions yet,” said Green.

         Lassiter closed the door behind her and drew closer to the table, coming to stand right behind Decker. He didn’t seem to notice her proximity.

         “How about IDs on these guys?” he asked.

         “We ran both their prints through AFIS,” said Green. “No hits came back. I know AFIS isn’t perfect, but if they’re criminals they’ve never been arrested.”

         “Run them through other databases,” said Decker. “They might be civilians who were getting background checks run for employment and things like that.”

         “We’re doing that,” said Lassiter.

         Decker turned around to see her standing directly behind him.

         Even though she was in heels, there was nearly a foot of height difference between them. He looked down at her and she looked up at him.

         “Good,” he said before turning back around to look at the bodies again. “I take it that neither of the men had any connection to the house? Didn’t own it?”

         “How do you know?” Lassiter blurted out.

         “If they had, you probably would have identified them by now,” said Decker. “But who does own the house?”

         “The bank,” answered Green. “It was in foreclosure. The previous owners defaulted on the loan and left town nearly a year ago. Place has been basically abandoned since then.”

         Decker said, “But the house had electricity, or else the blood wouldn’t have fried the lamp cord and started a fire. Why would the power still be on after all that time?”

         “Well, we have squatters around,” said Green. “They crash in these abandoned houses for weeks or months, and they illegally tap into the electrical supply. And sometimes the banks rent the houses out to make some money while they’re trying to sell them. They would need to have the juice on for that.”

         “Was that house rented out at any time?” asked Jamison.

         “Still checking on that, but I don’t think so.”

         Decker said, “The neighborhood looked pretty much empty. There were no cars parked on the street.”

         “Nothing unusual about that around here,” said Green. “Baronville has lost about half its population. At our peak, when all the mines and mills and plants were cranking, we used to have almost double the people living here now. Nearly the size Erie is now. But no more.”

         Decker said, “The point is, there won’t be many people able to help us with what happened at that house.”

         Green said, “There are only three houses on that street with people living in them. I spoke to one and Donna spoke to another, but they didn’t see or hear anything. And prior to last night they had seen no activity at the house in question.”

         “Nothing?” said Decker.

         “According to them, no,” replied Green.

         “Any reason to believe any of them might have been involved?” asked Jamison.

         Lassiter answered. “Alice Martin is an elderly woman who’s lived her whole life in Baronville. I actually know her because she was my Sunday school teacher. The second home is owned by an old man in a wheelchair named Fred Ross. The last house is the closest to the crime scene, but the man who lives there, Dan Bond, is blind. I spoke to Bond, and my partner talked to Mrs. Martin. I think we can safely rule out each of them as possible suspects.”

         Decker turned around to look at her again. “Why is that?”

         Lassiter blinked. “Don’t you think it’s obvious?”

         Decker glanced at Green. “There are some things about a murder investigation that are obvious. Ruling out someone as a suspect after one contact or an assumption is not one of them.”

         Decker could see Lassiter’s face flush and her features turn ugly, but he plowed ahead.

         He added, “So, Dan Bond and Alice Martin have been interviewed. Why haven’t you talked to Fred Ross yet?”

         Green said, “He wasn’t home at the time. We’re going to check with him, though.”

         “Any idea how one of your uniforms got on the dead guy?” asked Decker.

         “None. All uniforms are accounted for, as far as we can tell.”

         “So maybe the source of the uniforms?” said Jamison.

         “We’re checking all that,” interjected Lassiter, who looked like she was barely containing her anger. “We didn’t just fall off a truck, you know.”

         Decker ignored this and pointed to a spot on the shoulder of the man found in the basement. “What’s that?”

         The ME said, “I noted that in my report. Maybe something was placed there and then removed.”

         “Any ideas?”

         “Could be any number of things. Pain patch for one. Nicotine patch for another.”

         “Was he a smoker?” asked Jamison.

         “His lungs showed some damage from smoking, yes. I’m estimating that he wasn’t yet forty, so if he had stopped smoking his lungs most likely would have been able to regenerate.”

         “Guess it doesn’t matter now,” said Green.

         The ME said, “The tox screens should show what was in it, if it was a medication patch. If the drugs are still in the body, that is. If the patch was taken off too long ago, the meds might have worked through his system.”

         Decker eyed the man closely and said, “So, the big question: Have you got a time-of-death determination yet?”

         The ME said, “When I got to the house limbs were stiff on both, so they were in rigor. I’d say they’d been dead about twenty hours or so, or even far longer, since they might have actually been coming out of rigor at that point. I’ll know better later.”

         “Did you take a core temp?”

         The ME said in an annoyed tone, “Something went wrong with my equipment. It was registering wacky numbers.”

         “Meaning really, really cold?”

         The man looked surprised. “Yes, how did you know that?”

         “So even without a core temp, twenty hours or even far longer is your final verdict? You sure about that?”

         The ME looked indignant that Decker seemed to be challenging his conclusion. He said stiffly, “Yes, I am. Well, that they were dead at least twenty hours. Why?”

         “And are you sure the bodies weren’t moved after they died?”

         The ME shot a look at the corpses and then glanced back at Decker.

         “Yeah, I mean, I’m pretty sure, why?”

         “I think you might want to take some additional forensics classes beyond the minimum or maybe better yet, try another line of work that doesn’t involve performing postmortems.”

         The man said furiously, “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

         “I thought I was pretty clear.” Decker turned to Green. “So, are we good to go on this investigation? Working it together?”

         Green looked at him curiously for a moment and said, “You have to keep us looped in on everything. No exceptions.”

         “Agreed,” said Decker quickly.

         “From a practical point of view, how do you want to do this?” asked Green.

         “There’s a lot of ground to cover, so I say two and two,” replied Decker. “That way we can each hit a crime scene.”

         Lassiter interjected, “Good, I’ll go with you and your partner can go with Marty.”

         Jamison looked surprised by this. “Why? You have your team and we have ours.”

         “Because that way we’ll be apprised and up to date on both sets of investigations,” said Lassiter. “There won’t have to be any long, drawn-out reports or multiple explanations. Saves everyone time and trouble.”

         “Works for me,” said Decker distractedly, which drew a quick glare from Jamison.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As they were leaving the morgue, Jamison drew Lassiter aside.

         “Just FYI, my partner is a little difficult to work with.”

         “Trust me, I’d spotted that myself,” replied Lassiter.

         “No, I’m not sure you have the full picture.”

         “Well, Marty’s no peach to partner with either. But we’re girls in guys’ territory, right? We learn how to deal with it.”

         This unexpected comment drew a smile from Jamison. “I think that’s the first thing you’ve said I agree with.”

         “Let’s hope there’s more in the future.”
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