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CHAPTER ONE

	APRIL 10

	FRIDAY

	7:26 PM

	“ARE YOU BLIND?” Hazard shouted. He was halfway out of his seat, and his husband, John-Henry Somerset, was trying to pull him back down. “Come on!”

	“Ree,” Somers said, pulling harder this time.

	Hazard sat, but he waved at the baseball field. He directed his words at the umpire, who was pretending he couldn’t hear him. “That pitch was wide!”

	“You’re being that parent.”

	“I’m not being anything, John. I’m asking a simple question.”

	Somers sighed. He was blond and beautiful, still in his uniform as chief of police but with the coat over one knee and his tie and top button undone. The spring night was mild, almost warm. The air smelled like clay and new grass and hot dogs kept warm in disposable trays. A few insects drifted in the beams from the halide lights. The ballast buzzed, providing a background to the sounds from the bleachers: the hub of voices, the shift of bodies, the aluminum planks chiming under children’s running footsteps, the whisky-voiced murmur and scratch of a pencil from Susan Jinks, who had scored every home Wahredua Wildcat baseball game since 1979, including, according to local legend, the time they’d had to move a game up, and she’d rushed straight over from getting a permanent and worn a plastic bag over her head to protect it from the rain.

	“I just want to know,” Hazard said—loudly enough, to judge by the increased tension in the umpire’s shoulders, to be heard—“why he can't see what's right in front of him?”

	“It was only his first strike,” Noah, their neighbor and newly drafted member of the Colt Kimble Ballantyne Baseball Fanatics, said. The members of their group shifted from game to game, but there were recurring appearances: Noah, his wife, Rebeca, and their kids; Somers’s former partner, Dulac, and his boyfriend, Darnell; Hazard’s ex-boyfriend and current administrative assistant, Nico; Somers’s ex-wife, Cora; and Auggie, whose partner, Theo, was one of the assistant coaches. That was a recent development, since the previous coaching staff had been removed after Nico had turned up some details about them in an investigation months before. Tonight, the Fanatics had all turned out, probably because it was the first perfect spring night of the year.

	“It wasn’t a strike,” Hazard said. He turned to face Noah. “It was a ball.”

	“Right, but the ump—”

	“It was outside the strike zone.”

	“I know; I saw it too. But the ump—”

	“Therefore, Noah, it was a ball.”

	“Emery, stop bullying Noah,” Rebeca said. “You’re going to miss it.”

	Hazard turned his attention forward. His foster-son, Colt, was readying himself for the next pitch. He was tall and lean; he’d come to them half-starved, but he was adding on weight and muscle at the expense of Hazard’s grocery budget. Good stance, Hazard thought. Loose, but with a little anger wired through him now because of that first strike. That was good too. The next pitch spun through the air.

	“Strike two!” the umpire called.

	Hazard shot up from his seat, knocking aside his husband’s attempt to restrain him. “Are you kidding me?”

	In the next section of bleachers, a man called down toward home plate, “Who let the whiffer on the team?”

	Hazard started to shrug off his jacket.

	“No, no, no,” Somers said. His fingers locked tight around Hazard’s wrist. “Do not make me get out the handcuffs.”

	“I’m not going to say anything,” Hazard said, still trying to work Somers’s grip loose. “I’m just going to show him all the possibilities of a baseball bat.”

	“Ree!”

	The urgency made Hazard turn back to the game. That anger was steel now, stiffening Colt’s spine. The boy still had his gaze locked on the pitcher.

	“Wait for it,” Hazard called down. “You’re swinging too early. Let it come to you.”

	“Whiffer,” the man in the next section called.

	Hazard opted, in that moment, for compartmentalization. One part of him would stay fully focused on the game. The other part would enjoy vividly estimating how far he could get a baseball bat down that asshole’s esophagus before it ruptured.

	As the pitcher wound up, Colt tensed. The ball blurred through the air.

	“Strike three! You’re out!”

	“Good swing, Colt!” Hazard shouted. Then he dropped back into his seat. Shoulders slumped, Colt made his way to the dugout. He passed his best friend, Ashley, on the way, and they traded fist bumps. Under the helmet, Ashley wore a mixture of commiseration and excitement; after all, it was his turn now. Ashley’s parents, Brendon and Anais Boone, sat a few rows down from the Colt Kimble Ballantyne Baseball Fanatics; they didn’t turn around to offer Hazard and Somers any show of sympathy or understanding, the way many of the team parents did. They were focused on their son, which was part of the reason. The rest, Hazard knew, was his own fault.

	As Ashley took his place at the plate, Hazard asked, “What kind of hitting practice are they doing?”

	“You know what they’re doing,” Somers said. “You’ve been email-blasting the whole coaching team with those YouTube videos. That last one was when I was trying to do my supervisor training course, remember?”

	Hazard did, in fact, remember; the supervisor training course had been an important first step in helping his husband learn how to manage his new responsibilities. He opted, however, to focus on what was important in the moment: “I meant, what kind of hitting practice are they doing now? Based on the new information I provided.”

	Somers rubbed that spot in the center of his forehead. “I don’t know. I don’t care. You should know; you cornered Coach Herrera last week after a game, and then you showed up at Theo’s house uninvited.”

	“He had diagrams,” Auggie stage-whispered from his seat next to Rebeca. Young, strikingly handsome—his dark hair and dark eyes complemented his smooth brown skin—he had a magnetic kind of attraction that Hazard found annoying as fuck. Auggie wore a wicked grin. “One of them was about deceleration, I think.”

	“Oh my God,” Noah groaned.

	Rebeca smirked.

	“So many parabolas,” Auggie said.

	This time, Somers groaned.

	“Bro,” Dulac said, leaning in behind Hazard to clap him on the shoulder, “you’re totally right: that ump is a fucking piece of shit.”

	Hazard grimaced and nodded. But, for form’s sake, he said, “Language.”

	As though on cue, half of Noah and Rebeca’s passel of children thundered across the bleachers, the aluminum planks shivering under them.

	“I’m serious,” Dulac said. The detective was young, handsome, and had a bewilderingly innocent appearance completely at odds with what was underneath—Hazard blamed it on the freckles. He’d looked better the last couple of months; in February, he’d hit some sort of rough patch with Darnell, and he’d spiraled into drinking and depression. Tonight, though, his eyes were clear, and his color was good. “I’m going to talk to that ass—that guy after. I’m going to let him know he needs to get his eyes checked.”

	“All right, honey.” That was Darnell. He was a big man with a big beard, in flannel and jeans and boots that didn’t fit his remote-Silicon Valley career, which was probably the whole point. He put his hand on Dulac’s knee. “Let it go now.”

	Dulac nodded, and he waited almost long enough for most people to turn away. Hazard only saw by chance, glancing back, when Dulac’s expression flattened and he moved Darnell’s hand away. 

	“You’re being too hard on him,” Nico said. The younger man, with his shaggy-but-somehow-more-adult-now dark hair and flawless copper skin, looked surprisingly mature in a sweater and jeans and white kicks. He spoke without looking up from a sketchpad where he and Cora were studying something. “I dated this guy whose kid played Little League—”

	“Oh, did you?” Hazard asked. “Because you’ve only mentioned it every time you’ve come to one of Colt’s games. So I wasn’t sure.”

	“—and trust me, kids hate when their parents yell stuff at them. Especially when they’re at bat.”

	“So, you just kind of power through it?” Cora murmured. “When he yells at you like that?”

	“God, yes, otherwise I’d never get any work done.”

	“Ha ha, mother—” Hazard cut himself off.

	“One time it was something about the electric bill—I have no idea what—and his face got red, and we had a client invoice that had to go out that day, certified mail—”

	“You have no idea what I was yelling about? You left the lights on, Nico. All of them. Do you think electricity is free? Do you think I’m looking for ways to throw away my hard-earned money?”

	“—and so I put in these concert ear plugs, and voila, it’s like magic. I was actually more productive than usual. I told him he should teach a class.” 

	Somers lifted his head. His face was horrified.

	“Do not,” Hazard growled at him.

	“That’s why there were, like, eight variations in your search history of, ‘Is there already a course on motivating by yelling?’”

	“I said do not!”

	Auggie and Noah and Rebeca burst into laughter; a smile tugged at Nico’s lips, but he pretended to be focused on the sketchpad. Cora leaned past him to squeeze Hazard’s arm. He couldn’t exactly bare his teeth and snarl, so he let her get away with it.

	“We all love you, Emery,” she said. “You’re just too much fun to tease.”

	“I’ll show you how much fun I am—” 

	The pop of wood connecting with rawhide cut him off, and a cheer went up through the crowd. Ashley sprinted toward first base. Brendon and Anais were out of their seats, screaming with excitement. Hazard’s eyes cut away from the crowd to find his son in the dugout. Colt was shouting too, pumping an arm, but Hazard knew him well enough to see the envy there, the wish.

	Somers wrapped his hand around Hazard’s knee and squeezed. When Hazard looked over, Somers wore a small, tight smile.

	“He’ll be fine,” Somers said, barely loud enough for Hazard to hear him over the excitement. “Don’t worry so much.”

	Sure, Hazard thought, but his eyes drifted back to his son. The halide lights left the dugout under a skein of shadow. Colt’s short hair—no longer quite as short as it had been—stuck up in tufts from sweat and the helmet. Dirt stained his uniform; he’d jumped for a fly ball and taken a dive. He had one hand wrapped around the chain-link fence that ran along one side of the dugout, and Hazard had the strangely disorienting realization that his hand was a man’s hand, and that his son, whom he’d had less than a year, was in his own kind of sprint toward adulthood, that it was happening when Hazard wasn’t looking, that one day he’d blink and the boy would be gone.

	“Ree?” Somers asked. “Hey, what—”

	Hazard shook his head, and Dulac leaned between them to shout something, and the moment was lost—the universe kicking it like a tin can down an alley.

	When the game ended, the Wildcats won. The celebration was splintered, though, because two of Noah and Rebeca’s kids—Rafe and Roman—tumbled up the bleachers crying, their faces smudged with dirt and tears, the heel of Roman’s hand scraped raw.

	“This is why I said we shouldn’t come after they’ve been at school all day,” Rebeca said between breaths as she blew on Roman’s hand.

	“You said the kids would be tired the next day,” Noah said. He spoke in that low, taut tone of a couple not-fighting in public.

	“Which is why we shouldn’t have come.”

	“If you didn’t want to come, that’s what you should have said, not that the kids would be tired the next day.”

	“We’ll see you later,” Rebeca said, looking up into the middle distance of the group—not meeting anyone’s eyes was part of the polite fiction of the moment.

	“I’ll help you,” Auggie said. He already had Rocio riding piggyback, and he caught Roman’s uninjured hand and pretended to get electrocuted. That made Roman giggle and forget about the near-life-ending scrape on his palm. “Come on, Theo’s going to be forever.”

	“And I’ve got to get Evie from my mother’s,” Cora said. “Don’t tell her Colt had a game; she’d die if she knew she had to spend time with Grandma instead, but Grandma wasn’t going to take no for an answer. She’s practically swooning at the thought of Evie being a flower girl.”

	Hazard opened his mouth and stopped when Somers not so gently stepped on his foot. The question of Evie being a flower girl had become, over the last couple of weeks, a hotly contested topic around their house. Cora’s sister, Naomi, was getting married to a man named Landon Maas, one of the rising stars of the neo-Nazi-lite Ozark Volunteers. The announcement had taken the county by surprise, including the Hazard and Somerset family. Somers’s position was that Evie was Cora’s daughter too, and Cora had a right to include her in her family’s events. Hazard’s admittedly less solid ground could be summed up as No fucking way.

	“Do you want to finish this tonight?” Nico asked, gesturing at the now-closed sketchbook.

	“I’d better not,” Cora said. She bussed cheeks and headed down the bleachers with a final wave over her shoulder. 

	“Do you guys want to go to St. Taffy’s?” Dulac asked.

	“Gray—” Darnell began.

	“Right, right.” Dulac wore a hard smile. “Never mind. God forbid we have any fun.”

	Darnell turned and headed down the steps, the aluminum frame ringing out under his hammer-blow steps. Dulac rolled his eyes, shook his head, tossed them a smile like they were all in on the joke, and trailed after him.

	“That,” Nico said, chafing his arms even though the night was still pleasant, “is why I keep telling you I’m fine with not being in a relationship.”

	Hazard snorted.

	“I’m serious, Em. John-Henry, tell him.”

	Somers frowned. “Ree, you don’t have to be in a relationship to have a happy, fulfilling life. I’m surprised you’re not the one making that point to Nico.”

	“Who’s talking about happy?” Hazard said. “He came to work this week with his sweater on inside out.”

	“Ok, but—”

	“Twice.”

	“Oh my God, Em, I told you: the second time I did it on purpose. It was a fashion statement.”

	Hazard snorted again.

	The bleachers were emptying rapidly, and on the field, the coaches had finished their after-game bitchings. The players from both teams were grabbing gear and lugging it toward the school. 

	“I guess I should get home,” Nico said.

	When Hazard didn’t respond, Somers gave him a curious look and, in a carefully neutral voice, said, “It’s getting late.”

	“I’ve got to be up early tomorrow. Even though it’s Saturday, I’ve got work. And I’ve already got 7.14 demerits this month, so I can’t be late.”

	“How do you get 0.14 demerits?”

	“I think it was a relative clause.”

	“Ok, but—actually, back up. You have demerits?”

	“They’re not called demerits,” Hazard said. “They’re called infractions.”

	“Dear Lord.”

	“They’re part of a new incentive system.”

	“Nico, go home.” Somers rubbed his eyes. “Get some rest. And Godspeed.”

	Nico nodded. He stood there another moment, shifting his weight, hands rubbing his arms. Then he gave a little wave, low, from the hip, and his shoulders hitched up as he started down the steps.

	“And the 0.14 was orthographic,” Hazard said. “We’ve talked about that.”

	Nico glanced over his shoulder. His mouth moved in an Etch-a-Sketch smile, and then it dissolved like someone had given him a good shake.

	“Well,” Somers said, “do you want to pick a fight with Colt’s coaches now, or is that more of a weekend-ambush type of thing?”

	“You act like it’s a criminal offense to have a passing conversation on someone’s doorstep.”

	“Is that what they call it at eight in the morning?”

	Hazard could sense the trapdoor in that question, so instead of answering, he scoured the field. The boys from the Wildcats formed a straggly line of twos and threes that snaked up to the school’s main building. Even in the gloom, Hazard could pick out Colt; he and Ashley were lugging a pitching net between them. Ashley said something, and Colt shook his head. Hazard had seen it enough times to recognize the gesture as annoyed but unwillingly amused. Ashley said something else, and Colt tried to kick him in the ass—playfully wide and telegraphed. Ashley laughed so loudly Hazard could hear him from the bleachers. The whole thing looked like something from one of Somers’s stupid Three Stooges, with the boys trying to keep the pitching net from falling while Ashley dodged and Colt tried to nail him.

	“God, they are definitely teenagers,” Somers said.

	They followed the stragglers up the hill to the parking lot. Some of the parents mingled and chatted, but most of them piled into family vehicles—minivans, crossovers, mammoth SUVs—and drove away, their headlights cutting arcs through the night. Somers was watching one group of parents who lingered. They were clearly the popular set: expensive clothes, expensive cars, and, for the women, expensive hair and nails. 

	“You can go talk to them if you want,” Hazard said. “I’ll wait here.”

	Somers shook his head. He wore a crooked smile. “I don’t think they’d appreciate the chief of police popping in to say hi.”

	“Please. You’d have them eating out of your hand in five minutes. Go talk to them; I know you want to. It won’t bother me.”

	“That’s not exactly my crowd anymore, Ree. Or your crowd, I don’t think.”

	“John, I’m not—”

	“They’re part of that gang that held up the last school board meeting.”

	Hazard frowned and looked more closely. Nothing immediately gave the parents away—no devil’s horns, no swastika patches, no visible tails. But then, that didn’t necessarily mean anything. A few weeks before, a group of parents had shut down a school board meeting. They had thronged the school gym, where the meeting was being held, chanting things like SAVE OUR KIDS and STOP THE SHAME. It had escalated, in spite of efforts by the school board president to bring the meeting under control, until the board had finally withdrawn. Or, as they’d put it in the next day’s Wahredua Courier, until the board had run for their lives.

	When Hazard glanced at his husband, Somers shrugged. “Like I said, not exactly my crowd.”

	The conversation between the parents was too quiet to overhear, but they were animated, and Hazard doubted they were talking about the tepid baseball game they’d watched. One of them, a square-headed guy with a patchy beard, said something, and then heads swiveled to stare at Hazard and Somers.

	“Good game, right?” Somers called across the asphalt.

	“Smooth,” Hazard muttered.

	“I don’t care if they know I’m watching them. Maybe they’ll be a little better behaved.”

	No one answered, and the moment stretched. Then the double doors to the gym banged open, and boys spilled out into the night, laughing and shouting over each other, still flushed with the thrill of victory. Colt and Ashley reached Hazard and Somers a few minutes later. Both boys had changed into shorts and tees. Both boys also obviously needed showers. 

	“Good game,” Somers said. 

	“Can I spend the night at Ash’s?”

	“Did you hear John?”

	“Yeah, thanks. Can I?”

	“Well—” Somers began.

	“No,” Hazard said. “You’ve got a volunteer shift at the shelter in the morning.”

	Colt shook his head. “They texted me and said I didn’t need to come in because they’ve got something else going on.”

	“Then you can pick up an extra shift at work. Or you can get in some study time; you’ve only got six weeks before the ACT.”

	“I don’t need to pick up an extra shift. J-H doesn’t need me, and I paid you guys back.”

	“Great. Sounds like you’ll be studying.”

	“Ash can take me home first thing in the morning.”

	“No. Get in the van.”

	“Oh my God, why can’t I—”

	“Because I’m telling you no. You’ve barely been home this week. When you’re there, it’s only long enough to inhale food and go to sleep. You’re coming home, you’re getting a good night’s sleep, and tomorrow, you’re going to catch up on all the stuff you should have been doing that got pushed to the side so you could play five games this week. That includes chores.”

	Somers was making a barely audible groaning noise.

	Ashley was staring at his slides.

	The muscles in Colt’s jaw were visible, straining. Then he managed one word: “Fine.”

	“How about tomorrow, Bubs?” Somers asked with a questioning look at Hazard. “After the game tomorrow.”

	“Yeah,” Ashley said, looking up and pushing back jaw-length auburn hair. His voice had a slight huskiness to it and a twang. “That’d be fire.”

	“Whatever,” Colt said. “Sorry, Ash.”

	“No, bruh, it’s—”

	“Sorry my pops is being a dick for absolutely zero fucking reason.”

	“Ok,” Somers said. “There must be a full moon or something because everybody is having a night.”

	“Get in the van,” Hazard said.

	“Fine.” But Colt didn’t move.

	“Get in the van right now!”

	“I said fine! Are you going to move, or do I have to walk around?”

	The parking lot had grown silent except for the faint, whiskering brush of tires from the next street. Hazard kept his gaze locked on an empty patch of air between Colt and Ashley; he could feel eyes on him. He yanked open the driver’s door and got into the Odyssey.

	“Goodnight, Ashley,” Somers said. “Drive safe, please.”

	“Yes, sir, Chief Somerset.”

	Colt grabbed the passenger door handle. He pulled, but the door was locked. Then he pulled again. And again. And again.

	“Cut it the fuck out,” Hazard snapped as he jammed the unlock button.

	The door slid open, and Colt climbed inside.

	“Night, bruh,” Ashley said, sounding decidedly miserable.

	In the rearview mirror, Hazard caught Colt’s expression: a mixture of fury and embarrassment and indignation.

	Then Somers got in the car, and they shut their doors, and Hazard backed out of the parking stall. The stereo picked up the Bluetooth from Somers’s phone, and Gillian Welch—along with someone else—was halfway through telling them her big plans about flying away. Away from these prison walls. Away from these iron shackles. Somers reached over and turned the music off.

	It wasn’t a long drive, but it felt long. Every red blinker. Every stop sign. Hazard hadn’t kept up to date on the best practices for transporting dangerous goods, but he understood, at that moment, why some truck drivers and railroad operators did stupid things sometimes. If you kept driving, if you didn’t slow down or speed up, if you didn’t change anything at all, maybe shit wouldn’t explode.

	“That was an amazing catch in the second inning,” Somers said. “I couldn’t believe you made that one.”

	Behind Hazard, Colt must have moved slightly; he could hear the whisper of fabric against the upholstery, the plastic click of something adjusting in the seat’s base. When Colt spoke, his voice was coiled. “I still can’t get a fucking hit nine times out of ten.”

	“You’re working on it, bubba. You’re getting better.”

	“That wasn’t your fault,” Hazard said. “That umpire was a joke. Half of those strikes should have been balls.”

	Colt made a disgusted noise.

	“If you’d had a couple more swings—”

	“Don’t,” Colt said. “Jesus.”

	Hazard’s whole face was hot. He was aware of his hands. His vision tunneled, and he focused on the road ahead of them, looking for their street. They rolled through the next stop, and Hazard ignored Somers’s raised eyebrow. Dangerous goods, motherfucker. Can’t stop, won’t stop.

	He forced his voice to normalcy and tried again. “Did you finish your poetry project?”

	The silence dragged on for five seconds, then ten. Then Colt bit out, “Yes.”

	“Have you been studying for the driving test?”

	“Yes.”

	“Tomorrow, in the test prep book, I want you to do another chapter on algebra—”

	“What is it with you and that stupid test?”

	“That stupid test—” Hazard started to say, his volume already slipping.

	“Uh uh,” Somers said, and he said it low, barely loud enough for Hazard to hear, but firmly.

	Hazard blew out a breath.

	But Colt pressed on. “Maybe I don’t even want to take it.”

	Somers shook his head, but Hazard ignored him. “You have to take it.”

	“I don’t have to.”

	“You do if you want to go to college.”

	“Maybe I don’t want to go to college.”

	“What the fuck gave you the idea that college was negotiable?”

	“You can’t tell me—” 

	“I absolutely fucking can!” 

	“Ok,” Somers said. “That’s it. That’s time. Everybody’s going to stop talking for the rest of the night.”

	“Do you have any idea what your life—”

	“Emery!”

	Hazard managed to close his mouth. The skin of his knuckles was so tight it felt like it might split.

	In the rearview mirror, Colt was staring out the window, wiping his cheeks.

	When Hazard parked in the garage, Colt shot out of the van and into the house. Somers popped his door open, but when Hazard didn’t move, he leaned back in the seat. After a moment, Hazard let his head fall against the glass. He stared out at the pegboard: the rakes, the pruning shears, the hand trowel. All neatly outlined in black marker where they should go. Everything fitting. Everything in the right place.

	“Ok,” Hazard said. “What did I do wrong this time?”

	Somers’s intake of breath was a qualifier. But all he said was, “You didn’t let him do what he wanted to do. That’s not a crime, Ree; he’ll get over it.”

	“Come on.”

	“It got out of hand,” Somers said. “That happens to everyone. Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

	Does it, Hazard wanted to ask. Does it happen to everyone? Does everyone feel like they open their mouth and someone else is speaking for them? Does everyone feel like they’re in the back seat, watching a stranger drive them into a brick wall?

	The automatic headlights blinked off.

	“Yeah,” he said and unbuckled himself.

	They’d been gone all day, both of them, so Hazard headed down the driveway. He was aware of his husband behind him, a question mark in the mouth of the garage, waiting for an answer. But Hazard didn’t know the answer. He wasn’t even sure he knew the question. Why, maybe. Somers would want to know why. Why did you say no when he wanted a sleepover? Not the bullshit reason you gave him, but the real one, the deep down one. Why did you keep pushing? Why did you keep making it worse?

	Hell, Hazard thought. Fuck me if I know. Ask the midnight fucking driver.

	“Ree?”

	“Grabbing the mail.”

	The mailbox door stuck; Hazard had to pull harder on his second try, maybe too hard, because the mailbox and the post it was mounted on rocked forward. He grabbed the mail, closed the mailbox—it stuck again, but he wasn’t willing to give it another go, not with Somers standing there, not with that low-pressure silence trying to vacuum something out of him.

	They went inside, Hazard first, Somers a step behind him. There’d been a bad guy in one of those action movies when Hazard had been a kid. His leotard—or whatever you called a villain’s spandex suit—had been covered in question marks. Well, fuck, Hazard thought as he flipped on the lights in the kitchen, here we are. Everything comes around again.

	He flipped through bills, a Pendleton catalog, a postcard from a local dentist advertising a cheap cleaning for new customers. Then he stopped at a small envelope. The handwriting was crabbed, a cobbled-together penmanship of upper- and lower-case letters. The return address was for the Jefferson City Correctional Center.

	“One of us needs to go to the store tomorrow,” Somers was saying as he opened the refrigerator, “because I don’t know if we’ll have a chance before Colt’s birthday—” He stopped when he turned around. The door swayed slightly, betraying the involuntary motion of his hand. “What?”

	“Danny Lee,” Hazard said. His tongue felt fuzzy, too thick, like he’d had a bad trip to the dentist and gotten sloppy with Novocain. Maybe the new one. Maybe the one who’ll clean your teeth for $49.95.

	Too late, he sensed the presence in the opening to the living room.

	Colt’s face was bloodless. “Is that from my dad?”

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	APRIL 11

	SATURDAY

	8:36 AM

	SOMERS WAS GETTING HOME from a run when his smartwatch chimed and showed an incoming call. He slowed to a walk, stretching his back, as Dulac’s name flashed on the screen.

	“Morning, Gray.”

	“Bro, I mean, Chief, uh, I think you should come down here.”

	“Look, if it’s about Carmichael, I told her she couldn’t keep putting up those posters at work, and I told her to keep that kind of talk out of the station. But I can’t control what she says or does when she’s off duty.”

	“No, dude, it’s not that, although she does have more of that Bright Lights, neo-Nazi propaganda taped to her desk again; I saw it this morning. Something about America for Americans, and she doesn’t mean Native Americans. I’m talking about this murder we caught.”

	Somers stopped on the porch. He’d gotten the call about the bodies, which was standard procedure because it was a small town and because he didn’t like to get caught unaware, but he’d let the detectives on duty respond—part of a relatively new project that he called Trying to have some sort of work-life balance and not burn out and lose my goddamn mind. 

	One of the things his supervisor training manual drove home again and again was that the supervisor wasn’t supposed to do everything himself—even if less than a year ago, for the sake of example, the supervisor had been the department’s star detective. The manual also had something to say about employees who called their supervisor bro and dude, but Somers had dog-eared those pages for later. He’d already had two hard conversations with Dulac: the first about Dulac’s drinking and his unprofessional appearance at work, and the second about Dulac’s partnership with Palomo. If he tried to take away bro and dude—right now, anyway—Dulac might implode. To be fair, Somers had also had a hard conversation with Palomo—they had agreed to start over, both of them. After all, Somers had hired her because she was an excellent detective, and he recognized his own failure to support her when she first started. 

	One step at a time, Somers told himself as he adjusted the phone against his ear. “Gray, I’ll come down there if you ask me to. But I’m not a detective anymore, and I’m not your partner. If this is about you not wanting to work with Palomo—”

	“Bro, Chief, no. It was her idea. Hold on.”

	The phone changed hands, and a woman’s voice, perfectly neutral, perfectly modulated, came on the call. “Chief Somerset, good morning.”

	“Good morning, Detective Palomo. What’s the situation?”

	“Well, sir, it’s clearly a double homicide. Dr. Boyer has already come, and we’re waiting for her to make it official. But I thought you might want to see the scene before she moves the bodies. And, frankly, sir, I thought you might want to stick your oar in on this one. It’s complicated.”

	A couple of months before, Yolanda Palomo wouldn’t have made that remark—not unless she was trying to save her own hide. She was a climber, as Dulac put it, and she had a keen sense of when to press her advantage and when to cover her ass. Now, Somers wasn’t sure what her motive was, but another thing the manual had reinforced was his responsibility to be a leader and a team-builder, even when it was hard. “How so?”

	“One of the victims is Landon Maas.”

	He saw, again, Cora’s face in the zebra-stripe of the baseball field’s halide lights, her comment about Naomi’s wedding. “Christ, are you sure?”

	“Yes, sir. He’s well known; the responding officers and Detective Dulac recognized him on sight.”

	“Great. Exactly what this town needs—for the Ozark Volunteers’ Prince Charming to get murdered.” Somers regretted the words; Palomo might not be recording this conversation, not on Dulac’s phone, but he had no doubt she was filing the words away. “And the other victim?”

	“According to personal effects in the room, sir, he’s Zachary Renner.”

	“I don’t know that name.”

	“He’s not local, Chief.” Palomo hesitated. Then she said, “His family is prominent in Missouri politics, sir. They’re located in St. Louis, but they have reach.”

	Of course, Somers thought. Of course Palomo knew that. Hell, she was half politician already. “What was he doing here? For that matter, what were they doing in the same room?”

	“That’s not clear, sir.”

	Somers swore under his breath. So much for breakfast. So much for replacing the siding on the back of the garage. So much for a nap.

	From inside the house came Hazard’s bellow: “I don’t care if it’s Saturday. Get your ass out of bed; it’s time to get up.”

	At least, Somers thought as he let himself into the house, he wouldn’t have to be a one-man bomb squad. “I’ll clean up and be there as soon as I can; ask Dr. Boyer to wait on moving the bodies.”

	They disconnected, and Somers jogged upstairs. He passed Colt in the hall; the boy, in nothing but his sleep shorts, was stumbling toward the bathroom. Somers opened his mouth for a “Morning, bubs,” but before he could, Colt gave him a sleepy, dead-eyed look that was the silent equivalent of a snarl. Somers decided to keep his mouth shut. Sometimes, he was smart like that.

	He rinsed off quickly in the shower and dressed in jeans and a polo with the Wahredua Police Department’s seal on the breast. He was pulling on socks and shoes when Hazard walked into the room.

	“Double homicide,” Somers said, snugging up the heel of one sneaker.

	“That’s why you pay detectives.”

	Somers grinned. “Funny, I said something like that.” He stood and kissed Hazard on the cheek. “I’m going to take a look because apparently they’re both big deals.”

	“Anyone’s death is a big deal, John. If we don’t start with that premise, the justice system is already flawed.”

	“You know what I mean. What happened? You’re already on a tear.”

	“Nothing.” When Somers studied him, though, Hazard’s cheeks colored, and he cleared his throat and looked slightly off. “Colt threw the pancakes I made him in the trash. He’s, quote, ‘not hungry.’”

	“Uh huh. Which means in an hour, he’s going to be chewing the sheet rock.” Somers grimaced. “What’s the plan this morning?”

	“I was going to get the main floor straightened—”

	“No, with him.”

	“He’s got his homework. And his ACT practice.”

	“How about you let him have the morning off? He’ll be grumpy and stomp around, but eventually, he’ll eat something, and maybe by then I’ll be home.”

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“You know what it means.” Somers kissed his cheek. “Don’t let him ruin your day either.”

	Hazard rolled his eyes. Then he studied Somers. His gaze became predatory. “You just got back from a run.”

	“Yeah, so?”

	“What time did you tell them you’d be there?”

	Laughing, Somers shook his head and skirted his husband toward the door. “No way, mister. Not a chance.”

	Hazard folded his arms. His amber eyes glittered.

	“Absolutely not,” Somers said, pulling the door shut. He hesitated. Then he said, more firmly than necessary, “No. I’m serious, Ree. No.”

	The silence on the other side of the door hooked him in the gut. Somers hurried toward the stairs because his willpower was fading fast.

	He found Colt downstairs. The boy was curled up on the sofa, shrouded in a blanket, spooning milk and Lucky Charms into his mouth, his eyes fixed on the TV. Some sort of show about paranormal hunters. Someone was making high-pitched noises that sounded like they were experiencing intestinal distress. Apparently that meant a case for the ghost hunter and not Gas-X because a man with complicated headgear—presumably some sort of technology that would help him sense ghosts—got excited and continued to talk over the moaning.

	“—when the departed come back, they often choose to remind us that they’re very much still with us, no matter what we want to believe—” 

	“Not hungry, huh?” Somers said.

	Colt shoveled more Lucky Charms into his mouth.

	“Be nice to him, ok? Please?”

	The next bite sounded particularly chompy.

	Somers bent and kissed the crown of Colt’s head. The boy jerked away, making an angry noise. “Love you, bubba.”

	“He’s an asshole.”

	“Sometimes. But he’s our asshole, and he loves us, and he has so many good qualities, so we’re nice to him and we put up with it, right?”

	“It’s my life. I can do whatever I want.”

	Somers sighed. “How about this? We’ll talk about it when I get back, you and I, and we’ll see where we get. How’s that sound?”

	“He can’t tell me what to do.”

	“Right, well, let’s talk about it when I get back. We want what’s best for you, that’s all.” This apparently didn’t merit any kind of reply, so Somers decided to try his favorite game of stick-the-fork-in-the-outlet. “Did you open that letter from your dad?”

	There was that noise again—that cocktail of disgust and irritation. “He’s not my dad.”

	Sure, Somers thought. Sure. Never mind last night. Never mind the look on your face, or the fact that I could hear you up all night, hear you on the phone, hear you talking to Ashley, hear you pacing. And Hazard had been doing pretty much the same thing in their bedroom: wearing a hole in the floor, winding himself up, spitting out predictions and guesses and curses and threats.

	What Somers said was “Well, if you want my opinion—”

	“I don’t.”

	In spite of himself, Somers grinned. And then Colt smiled too—a tiny, hurting thing that barely curled the corner of his mouth. He rubbed his eyes and shook his head, and Somers figured in that moment, it was as close to an apology as Colt could get.

	“If you want to open it, that’s ok. And if you don’t want to open it, that’s ok too.”

	Colt offered a one-shouldered shrug. The Lucky Charms were gone; the remaining milk was tinged bluish green. The spoon scraped the bowl as he dragged it crisscross, again and again. In a low voice, he said, “I should throw it away.”

	“Whatever you want.”

	The shrill sound of the stainless steel against the tempered glass filled the room for another moment. Then Colt set the bowl down, pulled the blanket over his head, and lay down on the sofa. The guy on the TV was telling a woman—presumably the one with the bad cramps—that her estranged—and presumably dead—father wanted to speak to her. Get in line, Somers thought with a wild laugh building in him that didn’t feel like a laugh at all. He scrubbed Colt’s hair through the blanket, smiling at the outraged grumble, and headed out through the garage.

	He drove across Wahredua in the Mustang with the windows down. The April day was still cool, and the air tasted wet and full of the smells of a world coming back to life. The dogwoods were flowering, pink-and-white confetti fluttering in the morning breeze. The grass was vibrantly green; it made him think of the Emerald Isle. Their neighbor, Horace Tomlinson, was wearing a paisley nightgown as he knelt in a raised flowerbed, bony shanks exposed to queen and country. Maybe they all needed to get outside, Somers thought. Maybe they could go on a family hike. And then he thought how that would go, Hazard and Colt butting heads every step of the way, both of them refusing to back down. They’d end up going seventeen miles in a circle because neither one would quit. Maybe just Evie, Somers thought. He dropped back against the headrest at a red light, tired now. Maybe I’ll just take Evie, and the two of them can string up barbed wire in the house.

	The Presidential was located in one of those gray areas that blighted every city—a section of town that had once been middle class and had slowly lost jobs and residents, so that now it consisted of tract housing rentals and strip malls with tattoo parlors and CBD shops. The motel itself was a slapdash attempt at a colonial look: two stories of red brick and white columns, possibly intended to make you think of George Washington—if Washington had picked out a matching red asphalt-shingle roof. The sign at the front spelled it out pretty clearly: Romantic Whirlpool and Fantasy Suites - Weekly and Short Naps. If anyone stayed weekly, Somers was pretty sure it was to eat a shotgun by Saturday night.

	He recognized the department-issued Impala that Palomo and Dulac used, and two black-and-white cruisers also sat in front of the motel. The medical examiner’s van was parked across two handicap spaces where the sidewalk sloped down to the parking lot’s broken asphalt. At a door on the second-floor exterior corridor, a uniformed officer was standing guard; the mussed black hair looked familiar even from a distance, and Somers tried not to groan as he worked the keys out of the ignition.

	When Somers got to the second-floor corridor, Sam Yarmark straightened his posture. The boy kept looking straight ahead, pretending he hadn’t noticed Somers yet. Somers wondered if he’d been this bad when he’d been green. Probably, albeit not in the same way. He’d had his own problems.

	“Morning, Officer Yarmark,” Somers said.

	Yarmark snapped a salute. He was still baby faced, although otherwise, he didn’t look much like the kid who’d been hired the year before—the minefield of blackheads was gone, and he’d given up on the waxed spikes and was doing something messy with his hair that looked, Somers thought with what might have been a touch of paranoia, an awful lot like what he saw in the mirror most days. “Morning, Chief.”

	“Were you the responding officer?”

	“Officer McGraw and I, sir.”

	“And where’s Officer McGraw?”

	“With the clerk, sir. The one who found the body.”

	“And everybody else?”

	“Detectives Dulac and Palomo are inside with Dr. Boyer, Chief. Officers Norman and Gross are in there as well.”

	“Got the whole gang. Do you have booties?”

	Yarmark passed him a box, and Somers put on a pair of disposable shoe covers. He accepted disposable gloves next. Yarmark was trying so hard not to say anything that he was practically vibrating, and Somers finally took pity on him.

	“How’s the book, Sam?”

	“Finished, sir.”

	“And?”

	“Uh, I liked it.” It was half question.

	“Yeah, it’s a good one. We’re still on for lunch next Saturday?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Good. I want you to bring a list of ten things you learned from the book. They don’t have to be things you’re going to change or start doing yourself; they might be things you’re not going to do, mistakes you’re not going to make. And we’re going to talk about your continuing education plans. I’ve got some money to send officers out for training, and if you’re interested, there are a couple of workshops I want you to attend.”

	The smile on Yarmark’s face was so big that it must have hurt. “Yes, sir.”

	“You and McGraw already knocked doors?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Good work.”

	Somers had, up until this point in his career, never had an officer die out of sheer happiness at receiving praise, but he figured Yarmark was in the running, and hell, it was only Somers’s first year as chief.

	Inside, the smell of death met him—loose bowels and urine and bodies torn open by violence. It was a sewer smell, but worse because something in the animal part of his brain recognized the violation and responded to it. The motel room looked like it had once been painted the same red as the exterior, but unlike the exterior, it had never been touched up, and the years had faded the paint to the color of cooked shrimp. Overhead, fluorescents hummed behind plastic panels; they gave everything in Somers’s peripheral vision fluttering rainbow shadows.

	The first thing he noticed were the bodies. One lay a few feet from the door. Somers recognized Landon Maas—the Ozark Volunteer darling and his ex-sister-in-law’s fiancé. He was a big, blond man, ruddy cheeked in life and now waxy in death. He lay on his back, his Wahredua Wildcats sweatshirt soaked in blood and torn open in at least two places where, Somers guessed, he’d been shot. Around him, the wine-colored shag carpeting was matted with blood. The gallows-humor defense of every cop who’s worked homicide said, At least you can’t see the stain. 

	The second man lay on the far side of the room, and Somers had a harder time making out details in the weak flicker of the fluorescents. He looked like he was average height, thin, with dark, curly hair long enough to fall over his ears. His features were what Somers would have thought of as somehow European—in this case, slightly aquiline, like something he’d once seen in an oil painting. He lay on his side, facing the door, eyes blank and open in death. More blood soaked the carpet around him. He wore a white bathrobe—and not, Somers guessed, one that the Presidential had provided. It, too, was soaked in blood. It had fallen open enough to show where Renner had been shot in the chest; it also told Somers that the man had possessed that lucky combination of good genes and regular visits to the gym.

	Somers took in the rest of the room. The only possible sign of an altercation was an overturned suitcase. The shrimp-colored walls had taken the blood spatter clearly, and Somers wondered if Norman and Gross would be able to make anything of it—the two uniformed officers were the closest thing Wahredua had to a forensics team. Somers could always try calling in the Highway Patrol’s specialists, but God only knew when they’d actually get here. The same went for the shoe prints in the shag carpet; he hoped his officers had been smart enough to document everything before adding their own tracks to the mess. Dulac and Palomo stood inside the room, and next to Landon Maas, Dr. Boyer was making notes on a clipboard. Norman and Gross must have been in the bathroom; the light was on, and their low voices carried indistinctly into the main room.

	“Well,” Somers said, “what have we got?”

	Dulac looked at Palomo; his partner was a dark-haired woman, thick across the shoulders and hips, face locked into neutral—as usual. When she spoke, her voice was like a bald tire, nothing to grab on to. “We discussed the victims’ identities on the phone. As you can see, the door was not forced, but there are some signs that might indicate a struggle. Considering the identities of our victims, our first thought was either a murder-suicide or that they killed each other, but that doesn’t seem to be the case.”

	Somers’s eyebrows went up. “What do you mean, considering the identities of our victims?”

	Palomo made a moue, but behind the microexpression lay a familiar smugness. We’re starting over, Somers had to remind himself. A fresh start for everybody. And things with Palomo were getting better. Really.

	“Chief,” Dulac said, “you know Landon.”

	“Not really,” Somers said. “He was ahead of me in school—he was the same grade as Bing.” Then he looked at his detectives and the medical examiner and added, “Not that any of you know who he is.”

	“What are we?” Norman called from the bathroom.

	“Chopped liver?” Gross bellowed.

	“He was a few years older,” Somers said, “so I knew the legend more than I knew the guy. Good athlete. Huge ego. I’ve run into him around town, but his family was always deep in the Volunteers, and it’s not like we had much to chat about.”

	“Well,” Dulac said, “Detective Palomo is referring to his connection to the Volunteers. That’s half of the problem we’re looking at.”

	“And I’m guessing the other half is Mr. Renner?”

	Palomo cleared her throat; even that sounded self-satisfied. “Mr. Renner and his family are well known for giving to progressive causes throughout the state. That includes progressive politicians, but a lot of it has to do with Mr. Renner himself.”

	Somers reconsidered the dead man: the fluffy white robe, the precisely cut tangle of curls, the absence of wrinkles. “He was a rich boy turned activist.”

	“I don’t know about turned,” Dulac said drily. “I don’t think he gave up the money; more like rich boy moonlighting as activist.”

	“Why was he in Wahredua?”

	Dulac made a weird coughing noise; Somers turned and saw the younger detective covering his mouth. In a strained voice, Dulac said, “Detective Palomo?”

	Palomo glared at him. Then with a barb in her voice, she said, “Cocks for Glocks.”

	Somers had to take that one in for a moment.

	Dulac burst out laughing. He smothered it almost immediately, but it danced in his eyes, and he was still keeping one hand over his mouth.

	“Dear Lord,” Somers said. “Run that by me a little more slowly.”

	“He’s the head of a gun safety program called Cocks for Glocks.” Palomo’s voice was still peeled of any emotion, but a hint of color rose in her cheeks. “From what we could find online, it operates like gun buyback programs—people can surrender firearms, no questions asked, and in return they receive a free sex toy.”

	“A dildo,” Dulac said, dropping his hand to expose a huge grin. “Bro, a legit dildo.”

	“Not exclusively dildos,” Palomo said. The color in her face deepened when Somers looked at her, and she added, “From what I understand, sir.”

	The bizarreness of the whole thing buzzed at the front of Somers’s brain, but in the background, two of the pieces clicked into place. “He was here to protest the gun show.”

	“Well, not to protest,” Dulac said, fighting laughter again. “More like, you know, provide a public service. A lot of those gun nuts are definitely compensating for something.”

	“Jesus,” Somers muttered. 

	“They might be too shy to ask for help on their own.”

	“Gray, grow up.”

	Dulac offered a huge smirk.

	“Ok, the Dore County Knife and Gun Show started Wednesday, right?” Somers ticked off days in his head. “Do we have a check-in for Mr. Renner?”

	“Wednesday,” Palomo said.

	“So you think maybe the crazy liberal and the crazy conservative ended up in the same motel room and killed each other,” Somers said, considering the room again. “Is this Mr. Renner’s room? Can’t the son of a rich family afford somewhere nicer than a place that rents rooms for ‘naps’?”

	Palomo nodded. “It’s Mr. Renner’s room. We’re not sure why he’s staying here, but the room is booked through the end of next week. We’re also not sure why Mr. Maas is here. But yes, sir, that was our initial theory.”

	“Let me guess: no murder weapon.”

	“Bingo,” Dulac said.

	Dr. Boyer, the medical examiner, spoke up now. She was tall and thin—a look that on a man would have been called gaunt, especially with her hair silvering steadily. “Both men appear to have died from gunshot wounds, although I won’t know more until I’m able to conduct the autopsies. As you can see, Mr. Maas was shot twice, once in the abdomen and once in the chest. Mr. Renner was shot once in the chest. The bullets didn’t leave exit wounds, so I have hopes of recovering them, or at least the fragments, to give you a better idea of the ballistics involved in this case.”

	Somers’s gaze swept the room. “But you didn’t find a gun.”

	A hint of frustration crept into Palomo’s voice. “No, sir.”

	“If there’s a gun in this room—” Gross yelled from the bathroom.

	Norman finished for him: “—the dream team will find it.”

	“Good Christ,” Somers said in an underbreath, “why did I ever put them back together?” In a louder voice, he said, “Walk me through what you have so far.”

	Dulac spoke, looking at Palomo for verification as he ran through the points of the case so far. “The body was discovered a few minutes before six this morning. The Presidential runs on a tight staff, as you can imagine, and overnight, they only have one person working—Kristie Zander. She goes home at six, when Lori Workman comes on. Ms. Zander had gotten several complaints from motel guests about Mr. Renner’s alarm; apparently, it had been going off for over an hour, which puts it somewhere around five, and that lines up with what we found when we got here. The clock radio was still going off, and the alarm was set to five AM.”

	“Let me guess: the overnight clerk took advantage of having somebody else here for a minute to run upstairs and pound on the door.”

	“That’s her story. She says she doesn’t leave the motel office at night for anything. They’ve had robberies, and the clientele doesn’t exactly inspire trust. But the sun was coming up, and her coworker was here. She went upstairs to see if the room was occupied and, if not, if she could turn off the alarm. She says she’d tried calling after the first few complaints, but nobody answered. When nobody came to the door, she used her passkey, and that’s how she found them. She says she puked, which looks like the truth—you can see for yourself if you look over the railing—and then she called us. She’s downstairs with McGraw.”

	“Have you talked to the other guests?”

	“McGraw and Yarmark dragged them all out of bed. There aren’t a lot of them at this hour; my guess is that most of the guests come here for a ‘nap’ and then go home. Palomo and I are going to talk to them again, but McGraw and Yarmark say they all told them the same thing: they didn’t hear anything.”

	“Except the alarm,” Somers said drily.

	Mouth tight, Dulac nodded.

	“Anybody registered in the rooms on either side?”

	“No, sir,” Palomo said.

	“So, nobody wants to help the police.” Somers sighed; it was not an uncommon problem in places like this, where resentment toward the force combined with an unofficial code of silence kept people from talking. “Well, like you said, you’ll have to talk to them again.”

	“They don’t have security cameras, of course,” Dulac said. “But if you can lend us some more uniformed officers, I want to do a sweep today, a big one, and try to find businesses with their own security systems, ATMs with cameras, even check the traffic cameras. A lot of those places have a quick turnover for the recordings, even the digital ones, so the faster we can check them, the better.”

	“I’ll see what I can do. Dr. Boyer, does this line up with what you’re seeing so far?”

	“As I said, I won’t know until I’ve got them back at my office, but livor is fixed, and rigor is at its peak. There are other factors to consider, but on average, that means the time of death is somewhere between eight and twelve hours ago. I did check their body temperatures when I arrived, and assuming that the room temperature has been consistent and that there are no other unusual conditions, the change in temperature suggests approximately ten hours since death. That was around eight this morning, which puts the window for time of death sometime between eight PM last night and midnight, although it was probably closer to sometime between ten PM and midnight.”

	Somers nodded; he wondered if that had been Yarmark’s first time seeing how body temperature was most frequently taken at crime scenes. If the young officer had never seen a rectal thermometer before, then his education was being completed in all sorts of interesting ways.

	“As you can see,” Dr. Boyer said, “both men appear to have died close to where they were shot. Mr. Maas was shot twice, which accounts for some of the more extensive blood spatter that you’re seeing, but the real reason for that is arterial spray. One of the bullets must have nicked an artery. Mr. Renner’s wound was fatal as well, but with less spatter.”

	Somers squatted to examine the carpet more closely. It was difficult to make out the pattern of droplets against the wine-colored shag, but he could see the difference in quantity, and it was clear that Landon Maas’s injuries had left significantly more blood at the scene. More droplets marked the wall near the door. There was a relatively clear space, and then more spatter appeared on the wall, thinning out until it was pretty much gone by the time it reached the door to the bathroom. That, he knew from Hazard’s extensive reading about blood spatter analysis—and his even more thorough rehashing of his reading material in bed, no matter how many times Somers plumped his pillow or yawned or reached for the lamp—was called a void pattern, a gap where something blocked the spray.

	Indicating the relatively clear spot, Somers said, “The shooter was standing here.”

	“I saw that first.” Norman poked his head out of the bathroom. The balding uniformed officer stabbed a finger at the detectives. “Tell him.”

	“Don’t listen to him,” Gross called. “He’s grumpy because his gout is acting up again.”

	“Motherfucker, what did I tell you about talking about my medical conditions?”

	“Medical conditions. He’s got a padded toilet seat for his hemorrhoids. How’s that for a medical condition?”

	The two uniformed officers went back to bitching at each other as Somers stood.

	“That’s our belief as well,” Palomo said. “The killer appears to have been standing near the door, perhaps to leave, when he shot Mr. Maas and Mr. Renner.”

	Somers picked a path across the room, careful to avoid the shoe prints that he’d spotted in the carpeting, and crouched next to Zachary Renner. The front of the robe was soaked in blood, but as Dr. Boyer had explained, the spatter itself seemed to be significantly less than what Somers had seen around Landon’s body. In fact, as far as he could tell, there was no visible spatter. That wasn’t actually the case, of course; Luminol would probably show a spray of fine, mist-like particles in front of where Renner had been standing. But with smaller caliber gunshot wounds, and particularly the entry wound, the spray was often extremely fine—sometimes invisible without tools or other ways of detecting it.

	“Anything in his pockets?”

	“What appear to be edibles,” Dr. Boyer said. “They’ll have to be tested to be sure.”

	“All right,” Somers said. He was starting to rise again when he stopped. He leaned closer to inspect the back of Renner’s robe, but the angle was wrong, so he crabbed around the body to get a better look. “How did he get blood on the back of his robe?”

	“What?” Palomo asked sharply.

	“There are a few droplets here. They’re tiny, but they’re here.”

	“On his back?” Dulac asked.

	“Stay there,” Dr. Boyer said when the detectives started to move. “I don’t need everyone clumping up around my bodies.” She picked her own path across the room and bent over Renner. Then she made a disgusted noise. “I’d like to say I would have seen this back at the lab, and that’s true, but it sounds too much like an excuse. I’m sorry I missed that, Chief Somerset.”

	“You didn’t miss it,” Somers said. “You’re right; you would have seen it.”

	“What does that mean?” Dulac drew an invisible line between the bodies. “He had his back turned when Landon got shot?”

	“He was turned away,” Boyer said. “Perhaps in the process of turning.”

	“Maybe it’s from his injury,” Palomo said.

	“No,” Boyer said.

	“They’re not the right shape,” Somers said. “These aren’t droplets that soaked into the robe. You can see the trajectory and the force of impact when they connected; they’re elongated.”

	“Potentially, this gives us the sequence of events. Currently, Mr. Renner is facing the door; it would have been impossible for him to get blood spatter on his back if he’d been killed first. Therefore, it seems most likely that Mr. Maas was killed first, while Mr. Renner was facing the suitcase. A small amount of the spatter made contact with the back of his robe. Then Mr. Renner turned around, and he was killed himself.”

	“God damn it,” Dulac said. “How the fuck did you miss that, you old fucking goats?”

	“Watch your fucking mouth,” Gross shouted back.

	“Go fuck your mother,” Norman shouted over him. 

	“What was he doing?” Palomo asked. “Going through his luggage?”

	The suggestion seemed strange until Somers turned and saw the luggage stand behind him and the overturned suitcase. He hesitated. Then, as carefully as he could, he righted the suitcase. Clothing lay in a heap where it had fallen, and he picked through it carefully—there was no telling what might be hidden in there, and Somers didn’t want to find out the hard way. He stopped after moving two shirts, cursed himself, and called for Gross and Norman to come photograph the mound of clothes. When they’d finished, he began transferring the pieces to the suitcase again, doing his best to preserve their order. It didn’t seem like it would be important, but the whole point of an investigation was that you never knew what was important, sometimes until it was too late. Best practice was to treat everything as though it were significant, document all of it, and hope some of it paid off.

	The last articles of clothing, the ones at the bottom of the pile, were a pair of white Calvin Klein briefs. Somers turned them over and swore.

	Tiny red stains marked the front.

	“Is it spatter?” Palomo asked from her spot near the door. Her voice was strained, and Somers guessed it was killing her to have to watch them pick apart her crime scene.

	“I don’t think so,” Somers said. The stains were round and infinitesimal. On something else—the wine-colored carpet, for example—they’d have been invisible.

	Dr. Boyer shook her head. “The shape isn’t right. It looks like the suitcase fell or was knocked over shortly after Mr. Renner was shot; the blood spatter, as fine as it was, transferred to the underwear when it landed on the floor.”

	Somers considered the distance between the body and the luggage rack. “He didn’t knock it over when he fell.”

	“The killer might have dumped it out,” Dulac said. “Maybe this was a robbery of some sort.”
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