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  Chapter One




   




  DETECTIVE CHRIS Nelson didn’t want to be at work. In fact, he hated days like this where the only thing on his plate was paperwork. One hour of pencil pushing felt equivalent to a full day’s work in the field, but he supposed his lack of work was a good thing. At least it meant there were no pressing murders to solve. He was primarily a homicide investigator, after all. If he somehow managed to slog his way through the stack of reports on his desk, perhaps he’d crack open one of the cold cases no one was working on.




  As he picked up the form in front of him, his cell phone vibrated. He dropped the report and fished his phone from his pocket, concerned when he saw who was calling.




  “Babe, what’s up?” Ethan, his husband, should be at work. He taught middle school, and Chris knew he wouldn’t be on a break this early in the day.




  “It’s Jared,” Ethan blurted out. “He’s dead.”




  “What? Jared? Ethan, calm down. What’re you talking about?”




  “Jared’s dead! Martin didn’t show up for work today. They asked me to cover one of his classes during my free period, but I was worried. He never called in or anything. He just didn’t show up.” Ethan was talking so fast Chris could barely understand him.




  “Slow down,” Chris said. “Take a deep breath.”




  “I can’t slow down! Dammit, Chris. They’ve arrested him. They’ve arrested Martin!”




  “Wait, that’s impossible. I’ve been here all morning, and I haven’t heard anything about any—” He looked up and saw Marcus standing just inside his cubicle. “—murder,” he finished.




  “Jared’s dead, and they think Martin killed him.”




  “Babe, I’m on it. Don’t worry.”




  “How can I not worry? Martin’s my best friend!”




  “I’ll find out and call you as soon as I get to the bottom of it. I’ve gotta go, though. You gonna be okay?”




  “I… uh… yeah. Of course, go help Martin.”




  “I will. Promise.”




  “Chris….”




  “Yeah?”




  “I love you.”




  “Ditto.” Chris disconnected the call and looked up to his boss.




  “Figured you might wanna take this case, but after what I just heard….”




  “Marcus, please.”




  “You know the victim personally,” Marcus stated. “I’m assigning it to—”




  “Marcus, please. I do know the victim, but you know I can be objective. And besides, you need someone who’ll be sensitive to the… ya know.”




  “You’re trying to play the gay card again, aren’t you?” Marcus, six foot four with broad shoulders and a face mean enough to frighten a pit bull, would probably have intimidated Chris had he not known him so well.




  “Jared’s gay,” Chris said. “I’m gay. The suspect’s gay. I’m not playing anything, Marcus. I’m just sayin’….”




  “That a straight detective can’t do the job as well.”




  “That no detective can do the job as well, gay or straight.”




  Marcus sighed and held out his arm. He handed Chris the report he was holding. “There is no official suspect at this point, but we’re holding the victim’s friend for questioning.”




  “Martin?”




  “Martin Richards, yeah.”




  “He’s Jared’s boyfriend.”




  “He says he found the victim early this morning. Supposedly stopped by Jared Bressman’s apartment before work, found him in the middle of the living room floor. Guess he tried reviving him, but the body was already cold. When he called 911, he was hysterical.”




  Chris shook his head. “Why’s he being held? He can’t really be a suspect, can he?”




  “Looks like the victim was strangled, and Richards claims he was over at the apartment till eleven o’clock last night.”




  “You think he killed him, then came back this morning to make it look like he found the body?”




  “I don’t think anything,” Marcus said. “It’s your job to solve the crime.”




  Chris took a deep breath and raised his eyebrows. “I’m on it.”




   




   




  CHRIS KNEW Martin Richards only through his husband. Martin and Ethan had been friends for several years, having met at work. Both taught middle school at Highland Park, and since they both were gay, they’d found common ground. But their jobs and sexual orientations were about the only things the two had in common.




  Chris had to admit, when he first met Martin, he had some concerns. Martin was buff and masculine, the opposite of Ethan, Chris’s husband. Ethan possessed softer qualities and had a lean build. Chris felt a tinge of protective jealousy when he learned that Ethan and Martin were hanging together.




  But over time, Chris got to know Martin as well, and he discovered that Martin was just as crazy about his own boyfriend Jared as Chris was about Ethan. Jared and Martin had met at the university Martin was attending. He took night classes, working on a postgraduate degree while maintaining his full-time teaching job. Jared was the professor of one of his classes, and Martin joked about how he soon became the teacher’s pet. Nothing happened between them during that particular course, though. Martin waited till the last day of class and finally mustered the courage to ask Jared out.




  Jared agreed but insisted it wouldn’t affect Martin’s grade in the class. Supposedly he wasn’t worried, because according to Martin, he was a straight A student. But Jared then added that their first time making love had been worthy of an A+, and he hadn’t gotten a lower grade since.




  They seemed to be the perfect couple, and Chris couldn’t imagine Martin ever doing anything to harm Jared. There had to be some other explanation, and Chris was determined to find out exactly what it was. He peeled off his sunglasses as he pulled his car into the apartment complex parking lot. Police cars and crime scene tape were present, along with a crowd of onlookers trying to get a glimpse inside.




  Chris never understood why people did that. What exactly were they gawking at? If they wanted information, they’d be far more likely to learn something from the papers or the local news than from the crime scene itself. Maybe they were just waiting to see the dead body hauled out. Chris shook his head as he slammed the car door. He marched briskly across the lot and nodded to the attending officer as he slipped under the yellow caution tape.




  Once inside the apartment living room, he had to brace himself. As he stared down at the naked body in front of him, he immediately thought of Ethan. He and Jared were about the same size with many of the same features. The body lay sprawled out on its back where it would have to remain until the forensics team was done. Chris took a deep breath, then stepped closer. A bathroom towel was positioned beneath the victim’s buttocks, possibly having been cinched around Jared’s waist at the time of the attack.




  He squatted down and examined the neck of the victim. Redness of skin and scratch marks that appeared to be defense wounds evidenced possible strangulation. It would take an autopsy, though, to determine if that was the cause of death. Chris reached into the pocket of his jacket and removed a pair of latex gloves, which he then slipped on, snapping them in place. Afterward, he picked up Jared’s arm, grabbing hold of the wrist, and raised his hand to examine it.




  “Looks like blood under the nails,” said a husky female voice.




  Chris looked up to see his partner Geri standing over him. “When did you get here?” he asked.




  “Couple minutes ago.” Chris and Geri had worked on several cases together, so her presence came as no surprise, but he wondered how she got to the crime scene so quickly. “Marcus called. I was just down the road so I headed right over. He said you were on your way.”




  Chris nodded. “It looks like Jared was attacked, and he was trying to defend himself. We need to get a sample, send it to the lab.” Jared must have scratched his attacker and drawn blood, hence the residue that remained beneath his nails. Chris scanned the carpeting around the body to look for drops of blood.




  A couple of feet from the body, he noticed a few specks of color on the blond carpeting, a smearing of blood where a struggle had possibly ensued. “Hey,” he shouted to one of the uniformed officers. “This looks like blood. We need a marker.”




  If Chris’s suspicions were correct, it shouldn’t be a difficult case at all. They potentially had two sources of DNA evidence. It would merely be a matter of getting the samples to the lab and possibly matching them up with the killer if they happened to already be in the database. At the very least, the forensics could be more than enough to clear Martin of suspicion. And the lab might also be able to pinpoint how long the blood had been under the victim’s fingernails.




  With his thumb, he gently peeled open one of Jared’s eyelids. Petechial hemorrhaging. When a victim was strangled, the blood from the head was prevented from returning to the heart and pressure built. This caused capillaries in the face to rupture, most commonly in the eyes. This type of hemorrhaging, called petechia, resulted in small red dots on the skin. These same tiny dots were often also visible on the victim’s eyeballs.




  A uniform officer walked over to Chris and stared down at the blood specks on the floor. “This looks like a domestic case, Detective. Lovers’ quarrel, I think. The dude bats for the wrong team, if ya know what I mean.”




  Chris rose to his feet. “You don’t say?”




  “The boyfriend says he found the body, but then he also admits being the last person to see him alive. He supposedly was here till midnight last night, then stopped back this morning. Lo and behold, he walks in and finds his girlfriend dead.” He laughed and shook his head.




  Chris had been dealing with homophobic fuckstains like this all his life and shuddered to think of someone like that being sworn to protect and serve. He glanced down at the pudgy officer’s name badge, noting his protruding gut that stretched his uniform shirt to the point of nearly popping a button or two.




  “Officer Clemente, have you met my girlfriend, by any chance?” Chris offered a warm smile.




  “Can’t say as I have, sir.” He stared at Chris, a puzzled expression on his face, perhaps bewilderment.




  “Ah, well, I didn’t think so. ’Cause if you had, maybe you wouldn’t be so confused. See, Ethan’s actually my husband, and he’s about the same size as the victim here. He also happens to be a friend of the ‘lover’ you assumed committed the murder. But if there’s one thing I know for sure, it’s that he’d fuck you up bigtime if he heard you talking that smack about his friend.”




  “Uh, Detective…,” the officer sputtered.




  “And I’ll tell you something else.” Chris stepped closer, now pointing at the officer with his index finger. “You fat piece of shit. Maybe you should focus on doing your fucking job and let the professionals handle the investigation. You and your half-assed team didn’t even have fucking bloodstains tagged as evidence. And you probably haven’t even considered checking the apartment security cameras or interviewing the neighbors. There’s no fucking logical reason Martin Richards would have killed his boyfriend last night, then been stupid enough to place himself at the scene of the crime and call to report it.”




  Geri had stepped over and was attempting to position herself between Chris and the officer. “Chris—”




  “I want these fucking bloodstains marked and the victim’s hands bagged. Now! And I want a team of officers interviewing every fucking resident of this complex. And put on a pair of gloves, you incompetent fuck!”




  “Chris!” Geri placed her palm against Chris’s chest and pushed him back. “Let’s check out the rest of the apartment.”




  Chris could feel his face flush as his blood pressure surged. He glared at the suddenly flabbergasted officer who just stood there, mouth agape. “Get moving!” Chris shouted.




  The officer gulped, then nodded. He turned and began directing the other officers to commence with Chris’s orders. They’d all stopped what they were doing and were staring at Chris, taking in his angry tirade.




  The job of the initial investigating officers was simply that—to investigate and gather evidence. They looked for clues and tagged them with evidence markers, which were freestanding numerical signs. Then a photographer took photos of all the tagged evidence before the forensic team arrived and actually began dusting for prints, collecting blood samples, fibers, footprints, or any other evidence that could be examined at the forensic laboratory. The body would go to the medical examiner, or coroner, who would perform an autopsy. His job as a forensic pathologist was to determine cause and time of death and to collect any additional evidence that could be used in solving the case.




  Chris was responsible for piecing all these clues together. It was like constructing a puzzle. In spite of what he’d just said to the officer, at this point things weren’t looking great for Martin, at least circumstantially, unless, of course, the forensics yielded evidence to clear him. There appeared to be no sign of forced entry into the apartment, and though there had been a scuffle in the living room, no furniture had been damaged or broken. Jared had put up a fight, maybe at the last minute, but appeared to have been quickly overpowered. In all likelihood, he’d just stepped out of the shower when he was murdered. Even if a stranger had been at the door, it didn’t seem likely he’d answer it and let the person into his home wearing only a towel.




  As he made his way through the apartment, he checked every room, starting with the bathroom. He noticed no obvious clues that would indicate Jared had recently used the shower. The bathmat had been draped over the side of the tub and was dry, so it wasn’t clear when the shower had last been used. He also took note of the fact that there were no other towels hanging in the bathroom other than the small hand towels on the rack near the sink. So Jared had either been murdered prior to showering, or he’d cleaned up the bathroom afterward. And it appeared that if he had taken a shower, he’d done so alone.




  He then checked the bedroom to make sure no towels had been discarded elsewhere. The bed had obviously been used, the comforter pushed off to the side. A tube of lubrication gel lay on the bedside stand, and several clothing items, perhaps hastily discarded, lay strewn across the bedroom floor.




  Judging by the overall condition of the apartment, Jared was a very tidy person. Some might say anal. Chris didn’t picture him as the type of guy who just stripped off his clothes and tossed them carelessly on the floor. Like Ethan, he probably removed each piece of clothing and folded it neatly, or at the very least deposited it into the clothes hamper.




  From what Chris observed, Jared appeared to have engaged in sexual activity, then either showered or planned to shower right before he was murdered. The autopsy should reveal if he had bathed after intercourse.




  “Hey, look at this,” Geri said. Chris, who was standing just inside the threshold of the bedroom, stepped into the hall. Geri stood a few feet away, peering into the other bedroom. “The victim didn’t have a roommate, did he?”




  Chris shook his head. “No, he lived here alone. I think he just used his spare bedroom as a guest room.”




  “I don’t get it, why a college professor would live in an apartment complex like this,” she said. “You’d think he could afford something nicer, like a condo or house.”




  “Martin liked to tease him about being frugal,” Chris explained. He slid past Geri into the spare bedroom and immediately noticed something awry. The closet door was open.




  “Don’t you think it’s weird?” Geri said. “Why’s that closet open like that?”




  Chris shrugged. “Maybe he forgot to close it. Or maybe someone else did.”




  Geri raised her eyebrows.




  “I’ll have the forensic team dust this room for prints.”




  Chapter Two




   




  MARTIN RICHARDS looked up from the table into Chris’s eyes as the detective entered the interrogation room. The first thing Chris noticed was how red Martin’s eyes were. He’d clearly been crying, emotional from the shocking loss of his boyfriend.




  “Chris,” Martin said, gasping. He stared into Chris’s eyes, and as Chris held his gaze, he could practically feel his heartbreak. Martin normally was a commanding presence with his broad shoulders and muscular frame, but today, with his slouched posture and crestfallen facial expression, he seemed defeated, grief-stricken. “I can’t believe… I can’t believe he’s gone.”




  The crack of Martin’s voice as he choked out his words tugged at Chris’s heart, but he resolved himself to remain stoic. He looked down at the suspect and nodded. “I’m sorry, Martin. I’m sorry for your loss.”




  “You don’t think…?” Martin’s eyes grew wide. “Chris, you know me. You know I could never do anything to hurt Jared. I loved him, man. I loved him with all I’ve got—every fiber of my being. We were gonna….”




  “What?”




  “We were gonna be married! Chris, I proposed to him two nights ago. We were gonna wait till it was legal, till the court cases were decided.”




  Chris shook his head. He knew exactly what Martin was talking about. He and Ethan were also waiting for that decision. A judge had already struck down the ban on same-sex marriage, but the state had appealed. When it did finally become legal, they planned to be the first in line for a license.




  Chris took a deep breath and pulled out a chair. He plopped down, placing a stack of papers in front of him on the table. “Martin, I’ve got to be honest with you. The evidence doesn’t look great for you.”




  “What do you mean? What evidence?”




  Chris glanced down at the manila folder that contained the paperwork. He flipped it open and removed a black and white photograph. It was a still from one of the security cameras at the apartment complex. The entire campus on which the apartment buildings were located was surrounded by wrought iron fences. The main gate closed at dusk every evening and remained locked. The only ways to gain access to the gated community was to either enter a security code or call one of the residents to be buzzed in.
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