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CHAPTER ONE

	NOVEMBER 21

	WEDNESDAY

	4:23 PM

	 

	THE CALL ABOUT THE SHOOTING came when everyone else was packing up, and of course Somers volunteered to take it. Emery Hazard sat at his desk, glaring at his partner as the detective spoke quietly into the receiver. There were days, Hazard thought, when Somers made things harder than they needed to be. Most days, come to think of it.

	John-Henry Somerset, who went by Somers, ignored Hazard’s glares the way he seemed to be oblivious to everything unpleasant. Somers, with his short, messy blond hair and his perfect good looks, managed to make cheerfulness seem easy. It was one of the few things you could hate about the man. You couldn’t, Hazard decided, his gaze lingering a moment too long, hate that smile. You couldn’t hate eyes like that, eyes like tide pools, so blue you could almost see through them. Hazard had spent a lot of his life trying.

	As though sensing Hazard’s gaze, Somers glanced up and made a face. Hazard gave him the finger.

	Around them, the Wahredua Police Station was closing up shop. Instead of the normal smells of burnt coffee, toner, and Miranda Carmichael’s tomato-cucumber-and-onion sandwich, extra vinegar, the place smelled like floor wax as the custodial crew got an early start. Instead of the hub of voices and ringing phones and the fax machine’s intermittent screech, the station had fallen silent. Even Chief Cravens’s office was dark and empty the night before Thanksgiving. Only a handful of uniformed officers, most of them young, single, and broke, would work Thanksgiving Day—and they’d do it for the extra pay. Them, and Detectives Emery Hazard and John-Henry Somerset. Another example of Somers’s unnecessary helpfulness.

	“All right, Mrs. Ferrell. All right. We’ll be out in a little bit. Yes, I understand. Yes, ma’am, right away. Yes.” Somers rolled his eyes for Hazard’s benefit. “I’ll tell her. Yes, ma’am. Goodbye. No, yes, no—goodbye.”

	“What were you thinking?” Hazard said as soon as the receiver rested in the cradle.

	“What?” Somers was all dewy innocence. He had thick, golden eyelashes, and he was practically batting them now.

	“We’re going out there?”

	“Hold on. Don’t get mad.”

	Hazard surged out of his chair, grabbing his heavy wool coat and jerking his head at Somers. His shoulder twinged from where he’d been shot only a few weeks before, but Hazard shook his head when Somers moved to help with the coat. “If we’re going out there, we’re going right now. Understand?”

	“We have to go. It’s a shooting.”

	“Jesus, all right,” Hazard said. “Come on, then.”

	Somers, however, took his time gathering his coat, shutting down his computer, fiddling with the pens on the desk without managing to make them any more organized. Hazard stared in shock. He had grown up in Wahredua, but he still had trouble adjusting to the importance—or lack thereof—that the local police gave the different calls that came in. A shooting in Hazard’s old precinct, in St. Louis, would have elicited a very different response.

	But everything was crazy here. After leaving Wahredua for college, Hazard had never planned on coming back. Until, that was, he’d been booted from his job with the St. Louis City police. When he returned to his hometown, he’d found himself partnered with his old high school bully: John-Henry Somerset. Their first case, solving the murder of a young man named Chendo Cervantes, had brought them together—to a degree. At that moment, staring at his partner, Hazard was forgetting what that solidarity felt like.

	“What do you mean it was a shooting? Ambulance? That kind of shooting? Tactical team? What?”

	“No, nothing like that.” Somers shrugged into his coat. As they headed out of the station and towards the car, Somers said, “Mrs. Ferrell, she calls about once or twice a month with complaints about shooting. There’s a house nearby with a private range. Eventually, the noise drives her nuts and she calls it in.”

	Hazard stopped. It was late November, and this year, the cold had come hard and fast. With the cold, over the last week, had come steady showers: mixtures of rain and slush that turned the roads into skating rinks. The Grand Rivere was close to bursting its banks, and flooding along Market Street seemed like a very real possibility. Several of the smaller bridges in the area had washed out, and half the police work in the last few days had been responding to stranded travelers. Standing there, huffing out huge steaming breaths into the November cold, Hazard tried to rein in his temper.

	“We’re taking a noise complaint?”

	“Well—”

	“The night before Thanksgiving, when I’m supposed to go to Nico’s house for a big dinner before I drive him to the airport, you agree to take a noise complaint.”

	As they reached the car, Somers gave an angel-innocent shrug. “It’s kind of our turn.”

	Hazard groaned. “Are you trying to sabotage my—”

	“Relationship?”

	“Don’t start, Somers. My dinner. Is that what this is?”

	“It’ll take an hour, tops.”

	“An hour?”

	“She’s on the edge of the city limits. Technically, that part used to be unincorporated, but it’s a long story. She’s a Wahredua citizen, though, and—”

	“It’s bad enough that you volunteered me, without asking, to work Thanksgiving.”

	“You weren’t going to visit your family. You already told me.”

	“That’s not the point,” Hazard growled. “Maybe I wanted a day off. Maybe I wanted to relax.”

	They settled into the car, a tan Impala that belonged to the city, and Somers eased onto the slushy roads. Overhead, gray clouds churned and swirled, and the light was fading fast. In an hour, the daylight would be gone. If Hazard was lucky, and if they didn’t slide off the road or get stuck helping Mrs. Ferrell get her cat out of a tree, or whatever else the hell she might need, he might still make it to dinner.

	“You don’t want to relax,” Somers said, cranking up the heater as he pointed the car east. “And you definitely don’t want a day off.”

	“I might.”

	“You don’t. On your days off, what do you do? I’ll tell you: you go to the gym. You do your laundry. You fold your goddamn socks.”

	“People need to do laundry.”

	“Not on Saturday and again on Sunday.” Somers settled back into his seat as though he’d won the argument. “And you read.”

	“People like reading.”

	“You’re not reading for fun. You’re reading because you’re wired and you want to get back to work.”

	Hazard grimaced and didn’t respond. Around them, the city shifted: upscale stucco-and-glass buildings faded into weather-beaten stone; stone gave way to brick; brick gave way to a strip of old rail depots with rusting sheet metal and stained concrete slabs. Wahredua had begun as a river town, evolved into a rail town, and had settled into a college town—which seemed, for the foreseeable future, the best bet for keeping the city viable. As they passed the edge of the city proper, brick and stone and steel dissolved into the rolling hills and fields of central Missouri.

	“I see Nico,” Hazard said.

	“You see Nico,” Somers said in disgust. “That boy hangs on every word you say, every gesture, and you make him watch those stupid movies.”

	“Documentaries aren’t stupid movies.”

	“They are when they’re about the history of German cheesecloth, 1888-1889.”

	“You’re an idiot.” Hazard flopped backward in his seat, feeling inexplicably prickled. Ever since he had moved into Somers’s apartment and become roommates with his partner, he’d worried that they would get tired of each other—especially since Hazard already had a low tolerance for other people. In spite of his fears, though, Hazard had found that the opposite was true: he enjoyed his time with Somers more every day. Dangerously so, in fact. No, the trouble wasn’t Somers. The trouble was Nico—and, more specifically, the trouble was how much Somers wanted to talk about Nico.

	“He’s young. He wants to go out. He wants to have fun.”

	“Drop it, Somers.”

	“Take him clubbing.”

	“I don’t dance.”

	“So let him dance up on you. You don’t even have to move. Just stand there like a big lump, like you always do.”

	“I don’t stand around like a lump.”

	“He wants to show you off. You’re a hot, older guy with a dangerous job. You’re a celebrity. All of that’s wasted if he has to spend his weekends watching documentaries about German cheese.”

	“Cheesecloth. And I told you to drop it.”

	“Look, all I’m saying is, you hit the jackpot. He’s cute. He’s smart. He worships the ground you walk on. Don’t—”

	“If you say don’t screw it up, I’m going to reach down your throat and rip out your lungs.”

	“I was going to say, don’t take it for granted. But don’t screw it up, well, that applies too.”

	Hazard could hear his teeth grinding as he stared out the window. 

	It was a lucky thing, though, because if he hadn’t been staring out the window, he wouldn’t have seen the car stranded on the side of the state highway.

	“Jesus, I’m never going to make that dinner. Pull over.”

	“What?”

	“Pull over. There’s somebody stuck back there.”

	“It’s just an abandoned car—”

	“There’s somebody sitting in it, so unless you want to come back this way and dig out a frozen corpse, pull the car over.”

	Somers slowed and found a relatively clear spot along the shoulder of the highway. Hazard climbed out of the car, wincing as he did so. This stretch of highway was relatively bare, surrounded on both sides by snow-swept fields. Wind poured over those fields, cold enough to cut through Hazard’s coat and make him wish, once again, Somers hadn’t been so eager to volunteer.

	“Hey,” Somers called, jogging ahead of Hazard and calling down to the car. “Hello. You ok?”

	Hazard let his partner take the lead; with anything involving other people, it was always better to let Somers go first.

	The car was a small gray sedan, and as Hazard got closer, he could see the problem. About ten yards farther down the road, the driver had attempted a U-turn. Judging by the tracks in the snow, he must have tried to turn at a relatively high speed. He’d caught some traction on the highway’s shoulder—more tracks showed where tires had scraped away snow—but then had slid off the embankment a few yards later.

	“See if he’s drunk,” Hazard called to his partner, his voice pitched just for Somers.

	“Hello,” Somers called, nodding an acknowledgment to Hazard. The blond man half-fell, half-trampled a path down the embankment until he reached the car. When he pounded on the window, the figure inside—nothing more than a bundle of dark clothing, even to Hazard’s sharp eyes—jumped.

	A moment later, the gray sedan’s door popped open, and the driver climbed out into the snow. He was young, maybe only a few years younger than Hazard and Somers. Late twenties, Hazard guessed. He wore a mismatched array of dark clothing: sweaters and jackets and thermal-knit cotton. The outfit could have fit a movie star or a homeless person. His long, dark hair was flattened by a ski cap, and a tangled beard fell almost to his chest.

	“Jesus, you scared the shit out of me. What’s the matter, officer?”

	Hazard’s eyebrows went up. “What’s the matter?”

	Somers waved a hand for Hazard to be quiet. “Just wanted to check and make sure everything was all right.”

	The young man snorted. “Does it look like everything’s all right? I’m fucking stranded. Tried to do a u-turn, but I didn’t expect this hick town would leave the roads covered in ice. Can’t get decent cell service, can’t get a tow truck, can’t get back to town.” He eyed them for a moment—his gaze flicked to Hazard only briefly before being drawn back to Somers. That, too, in Hazard’s experience, was normal. Even straight men were drawn to Somers, albeit not in a sexual way. He was just that kind of person. “Well?” the young man demanded.

	“Well?” Hazard said.

	Somers gave Hazard a warning glance. “Well, it looks like you need some help. And I’d really like to help you.”

	“Jesus, this isn’t going to be a fucking civics lesson, is it? If so, I’ll just curl up in the back seat and you can wait while I jerk off with town pride.” The young man threw back his shoulders and projected his voice, as though Somers were slightly deaf, or perhaps a little simple. “I want a tow truck. Call one. Now.”

	“Detective Somerset,” Hazard said. “I think a civics lesson might be in order.”

	Somers frowned. “I don’t think—”

	“Fuck me,” the young man interrupted, ripping off his ski cap. “Are you two fucking deaf? Are you retarded? Get me a tow truck.”

	This time, Somers just let out a defeated sigh and nodded.

	Hazard stepped towards the young man. That’s all. He just stepped and kept on stepping. Something about his face, though, made the young man take a nervous step back. And then another. And then the young man stepped too fast, and as he collided with the sedan, his feet went out from under him. His head cracked against the window, and he slid down next to the wheel.

	“You can’t—you’re threatening me—” The young man was scrambling away on all fours, snow spilling into a greasy head of hair and, Hazard hoped, down the back of the young man’s assortment of shirts and jackets. “This is police brutality, that’s what this is, I’m going to have your fucking badges—”

	“I see the problem,” Hazard said, and his low, even voice cut through the young man’s bluster. “Your front tire is about an inch off the shoulder of the highway.”

	“No fucking shit, Sherlock.” The young man was still sprawled in the snow and was starting to shiver.

	“Here’s a civics lesson,” Hazard said, his voice still that perfectly low calm that, somehow, worked wonders. He hadn’t figured that out until he was a cop, but he’d found it was one of his best tools. “Detective Somerset and I are going to help you out because our job is to protect and serve. Isn’t that right, Detective Somerset?”

	Somers was staring at Hazard, fighting a grin and losing. “Yes,” he managed to cough. “Yes, I believe that’s right, Detective Hazard.”

	“And when we finish,” Hazard said, “you’re going to say thank you.”

	The snow-buried young man said nothing, but his beard was quivering with anger.

	“You steer,” Hazard said to Somers.

	“No way, I’m pushing. Your shoulder.”

	Hazard ignored the response and moved to a position at the car’s tail. His shoulder did still hurt, and trying to heave a mid-sized sedan out of the snow didn’t seem like a particularly bright idea, but he was angry and anger brought out a stubborn streak. Setting himself against the bumper, Hazard nodded towards the front of the car.

	With a sigh, Somers wedged himself between the door and the car, bracing one hand on the frame and gripping the wheel with the other. “It’s in neutral,” he called back. “Parking brake off.”

	Digging into the snow, Hazard pushed. For a moment, the weight of the car resisted. Hazard’s leather-soled shoes slid in the slushy mud. A starburst of pain ignited in Hazard’s shoulder, a warning flare telling him to stop. Then, he dug his toes into the mud, found purchase, and heaved himself into the car. With a long slurp, the tires inched free of the mud, and the sedan ground forward.

	“All right,” Somers shouted. “Front tires are on the pavement. Let me give it a try.”

	Hazard sucked in an enormous breath and fought the urge to grip his shoulder and let out a string of curse words. Instead, he tried to put off an air of casual ease.

	The sedan’s engine roared to life, and the tires spun. For a horrible second, the rubber slipped along the snow-slick asphalt. Then they gained traction, and the sedan lurched onto the highway. Somers killed the engine a moment later and stood, blocking the driver’s seat with his body.

	“Jesus fucking Christ,” the young man said. He was brushing snow off his back, and he looked much more bedraggled—and miserable—than he had when Hazard and Somers had arrived. “I’m going to catch pneumonia. And you better not have wrecked my transmission, or the frame, or the alignment—”

	“Come on, man,” Somers said. “Really?”

	“I asked for a tow truck, not for this Neanderthal to dead-lift my car. If I have to have body work done, you can bet you’re going to be hearing from my lawyer.”

	“Say thank you,” Hazard said. For the first time since moving the car, Hazard set himself facing the young man. Folding his arms across his chest, he allowed the pain in his shoulder to filter into his face—hoping that the young man would take the expression for anger instead of agony.

	“I won’t—uh.” The young man began combing his beard with stiff, hurried fingers. His eyes darted to Hazard’s face, away, and back again. “Yeah, um, thank you.”

	“Now,” Hazard said, reaching into his jacket and pulling out a black, vinyl-bound citation book. “License and registration please.”

	The young man froze, his fingers locked in the act of combing his beard. “What?”

	“License and registration. Right now, please.”

	“You’re kidding.”

	“License and registration, sir.”

	“I slid off the road. I didn’t do anything wrong.” His voice had risen in pitch, and his fingers were tearing through his beard so fast that, in Hazard’s opinion, he’d be lucky if he didn’t rip the damn thing right off. “You can’t do this.”

	“Detective Somerset?”

	Somers, propping himself on the sedan door, grinned. “Sir, you executed an illegal U-turn at what was clearly an excessive speed. Detective Hazard is writing you what we call a Careless and Imprudent Driving citation, that’s a two-point—”

	“This is horseshit, you couple of dong-fuckers. You can’t do this. You didn’t see me, you don’t have any fucking idea what I did.”

	“My friend,” Somers said. “We’ve been pretty patient with you.”

	“Not me,” Hazard said, scribbling through the citation form.

	“Well, I’ve been pretty patient, at least. Let me give you some free advice: you’d have done a whole lot better in this situation if you’d been polite.”

	“Yeah?” The young man was practically spitting he was so angry. He stomped down the road, fumbled through the car, and returned with the license and registration for Hazard. “I hope you remember that advice when you’re scrubbing toilets. My lawyer is going to have both of you busted out of the department so fast you won’t have time to swing your big balls.”

	Somers, easy-going Somers, had dark lines of color above his cheekbones now, but when he spoke, his voice had the same casual charm it always did. “You want to hear a joke?”

	“Fuck you.”

	“You’ll like it. I know you’ll like it. You know what the difference is between a police officer and a janitor?”

	The young man’s fingers dug furrows through his beard, and he glared down the road, doing his best to ignore Somers.

	“When you’re a janitor,” Somers said, “the pieces of shit don’t talk back.”

	A chuckle ripped through Hazard for a moment before he could stifle it, and out of the corner of his eye, he could see the young man’s features twisting in rage. Hazard finished transcribing the information, and he passed back the license with the citation.

	“Have a very nice day, Mr. Bequette.”

	Gene Bequette, the young man with the beard in need of combing, slammed the door. He must have felt safe because he rolled down the window. “You think I don’t recognize you? You’re that faggot the police hired. Must be your wet dream, huh? And the real police get a nice, gaping asshole they can use whenever they want.” Then he drove away so fast that he almost slid off the road again. Tires screeching, the car skidded back onto the highway and disappeared into the distance.

	“Talking pieces of shit?” Hazard said as he turned towards the Impala.

	“So much for the Somerset charm. Let me see your shoulder.”

	“I’m fine.”

	“Bullshit.”

	“I get enough babying from Nico, Somers.” Hazard climbed into the Impala, and Somers followed him. “I don’t need it from you.”

	“What you need—”

	“Don’t say it.”

	“—is enough common sense not to push a car with a bad shoulder.”

	“Too late.”

	“I offered, but you were too—”

	Before Hazard could learn what he was—too pigheaded? that seemed likely—his phone rang, and Nico’s name flashed on the screen.

	“Don’t kill me,” Hazard said when he answered.

	Nico laughed. “Don’t kill me as in, I need to catch the shuttle? Or don’t kill me as in, you’re fleeing the country to Mexico?”

	“Neither. I’m just running late. We caught a call last minute.”

	“Tell him hi,” Somers said, elbowing Hazard.

	Hazard ignored his partner. “I’ll try to make dinner, but we might have to skip it and sprint to the airport.”

	“Oh man. I’m making steak a lo pobre. And potatoes. And salad.”

	Stomach rumbling, Hazard said, “I’ll take the first two.”

	“And a salad. I’ve seen your refrigerator. Do you and Somers even own anything that grew in the sun?”

	“Does hamburger count?”

	“Is he talking about our fridge?” Somers said. Leaning towards the phone, he shouted, “Hi, Nico.”

	Nico didn’t respond, but judging by the chilly silence that followed, he’d heard Somers loud and clear.

	“Anyway,” Hazard said, trying to ease into that icy gap, “I’ll get there as fast as I can. Somers says it won’t take long.”

	“Yeah, sure. That’s what Somers says.”

	“What’s that?”

	“Nothing.” Nico sighed. “See you when you get here.”

	Hazard disconnected the call and slumped into his seat. Overhead, thunder cracked loudly enough that he could hear it over the tires’ thrum. A line of darker clouds was moving in—or was that just the end of the day, the sky growing darker? Hazard couldn’t tell, but he didn’t like it. The drive to the airport would be a real bitch if those clouds opened up.

	“Did Nico say hi?” Somers asked.

	“What?”

	“Nico, did he say hi?”

	Hazard thought about lying, then shrugged. “We were talking about getting to the airport.”

	“He hates me.”

	Hazard shrugged again.

	“Don’t deny it.”

	“We’ve had this conversation about forty times. I don’t really know what you want me to say.”

	“I want you to admit he’s jealous.”

	“Jesus, Somers, just let it go. Maybe you’re just not his kind of person.”

	That seemed to sting Somers; he drew himself up, hands squared on the steering wheel, his face pinched as he looked out the window. Under his breath, but still loud enough for Hazard to hear, he muttered, “I’m everybody’s kind of person.”

	Trying to cover a sigh, Hazard slumped farther into the seat. He really needed a vacation.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	NOVEMBER 21

	WEDNESDAY

	5:03 PM

	 

	THE WOMAN RUSHED OUT of the house screaming. It wasn’t a hysterical, hands-flung-in-the-air scream. It was . . . methodical. The woman, drying her arms with a dishtowel, stepped down the walk towards the Impala with a firm, even pace, screaming at a moderate, sustainable level. She even paused in her walk, still screaming, to collect a bedsheet hanging from a clothesline. The bedsheet looked like it was frozen solid, and it was probably as hard as iron, but the woman hammered it into a smaller rectangle and kept on screaming.

	Inside the Impala, Hazard watched her coming with a mixture of dread and curiosity. She looked like a relic from another time: her hair, a mousy brown gone mostly to gray, must have been quite long because it was coiled in two separate buns on top of her head. Wrinkles soured her face, pulling her mouth into a tart pucker. She wore a long, faded apron that looked like it had been scrubbed long and hard and consistently since about 1932, and under the apron she had on a housedress patterned with enormous lilies on a turquoise background.

	“Batsy Ferrell,” Somers said. “She’s ancient, obviously, but she could probably work the Terminator into the ground. Look, she still dries her laundry on the line in the middle of winter.”

	“Maybe she can’t afford a dryer. Or the electricity.” Hazard studied the house. Situated at the end of an unpaved dirt road, so far off the highway that Hazard was sure they’d gotten lost, it was a small structure, a single-story farmhouse that probably dated to the beginning of the century. Over the years, the building had sagged, splaying outwards slightly, as though afflicted with a bad case of rickets. A few ghostly lines of white paint suggested the original color; now, though, bleached wood stared back at Hazard.

	“She owns a couple thousand acres of land out here. Everything over to the Petty Philadelph, which is part of the problem.”

	“Why’s that?”

	But before Somers could answer, Mrs. Ferrell had reached the car and was hammering on the hood with both hands, still screaming in that eerie monotone. The frozen sheet scraped along the hood, and although it might just have been a layer of frost, Hazard could have sworn that it was scratching up the paint.

	“All right, Mrs. Ferrell, all right. We’re here.” Somers was already out of the car and moving around the front, both hands held out as though he wanted to take her into a hug and let her give him a kiss on the cheek. “You’re all right, we’re all right, everything’s going to be ok.”

	Hazard stifled a smart remark and got out of the car, his leather wingtips slick in the half-frozen slush. Everything was not going to be ok if Hazard missed Nico’s dinner. He wished Somers would tell Mrs. Ferrell that.

	“My good boy,” Mrs. Ferrell said, her voice raspy, as though she’d screamed herself out of a few vocal chords. The words were accented and sounded eastern European to Hazard’s ear. “My good, sweet boy, you are wrong. I am being murdered. They will kill me, they with their guns, they will shoot me dead.” She mimed putting a pistol to her head. “This is what they do, the men in power. This is what they did in my home. Understand? They will come and they will take what they want. They will shoot you dead. They will shoot me dead.”

	“Nobody’s going to shoot you dead,” Somers said. He took her by the hands and squeezed. “Let’s get you inside, Mrs. Ferrell, and let’s get you a cup of tea.”

	“No tea,” she sniffed. “Vodka.”

	“That sounds about right,” Hazard muttered.

	Mrs. Ferrell’s sharp eyes flew to Hazard. “And who is this black one? Who is this one with the face like he would smash me, smash me like a hammer on a nuts, how do you say, nuts at Christmas?”

	“This is my partner, Detective Hazard. He’s not going to smash anything.”

	“Pick it up, Somers,” Hazard muttered.

	“He will watch when they shoot me dead,” Mrs. Ferrell said. “He will dance on my grave.”

	“He won’t dance on anyone’s grave, Mrs. Ferrell. Nobody’s going to shoot you. Let’s go inside.” Somers turned Mrs. Ferrell towards the house, prizing the sheet from her hand and hustling her along the clay walk. Over his shoulder, Somers threw Hazard a glare. “Fix your face,” he whispered.

	“What the hell—”

	But before Hazard could frame the question, Somers had turned back to Mrs. Ferrell, talking to her in a low voice and helping her into the old farmhouse.

	There was nothing wrong about Hazard’s face. He was sure of it. Well, almost sure.

	By the time Hazard caught up with them, Somers was stepping through the door, and Hazard followed them into the house. Like its outside, the old farmhouse’s interior had seen better days. Sun-bleached cross-stitches hung on the walls, with homilies like Bless This Mess and Home Is Where The Heart Is. The work had a stiff, impersonal quality, as though they’d been chosen out of a sense of obligation rather than any true sentiment. Worn furniture with split cushions and sagging foam filled the room. The only thing that seemed clean and well-maintained were the dachshunds. Hundreds of dachshunds: glazed ceramic, photographs cut out of magazines, crayon drawings, plush animals. Dachshunds crammed every spare inch of the room. Somers had to clear at least a dozen of them, piling them neatly in his arms, before Mrs. Ferrell would sit. Hazard decided he’d stand.

	The old woman was going on and on, still wailing about death and being shot, when Somers cut through her words with, “Now, Mrs. Ferrell, it was only the shooting range. You know that sometimes—”

	“No.” She said it with such force that Somers went silent. “No, this time, they kill me. They shoot me dead, just like in my country.”

	Somers seemed puzzled, and that surprised Hazard in turn. Until now, Somers had handled the situation as though it were a routine. This had thrown him off his tracks, though, and he bit his full lower lip and studied Mrs. Ferrell.

	“What happened?”

	“They shoot,” she said, waving her hands with bewildered insistence. “They shoot.”

	“Show me.”

	Somers lent the old woman his arm, helping her from the seat, and she led him deeper into the farmhouse. Hazard studied the building as he followed. If Batsy Ferrell truly were wealthy—even if that wealth were tied up in land—the house showed no sign of it. They passed two sparsely furnished bedrooms, the quilts threadbare and the walls unadorned. One of the windows was cracked, and Hazard noticed now that the interior was barely any warmer than outside. 

	Mrs. Ferrell led them past a cramped water closet—there was no sign of a shower or tub, just an old-fashioned toilet with an overhead tank and a wire hanger serving as an impromptu pull—and into the kitchen. Decades of cooking grease darkened by dust and dirt covered every surface, with the patina broken by a crumpled ball of aluminum foil, by the battered bottom of an overturned kettle, by a stainless steel fork missing a tine. The odor of burned meat hung in the room, and it wasn’t a recent odor—it smelled like a hundred years of ground beef burning on the bottom of the pan. The whole place was a mixture of poverty and neglect that made Hazard’s stomach flip and filled him with both pity and wariness.

	“There. They shoot there, they shoot, they shoot.” Mrs. Ferrell had stopped at a door leading into a cramped pantry. Somers stepped inside, and Hazard watched through the doorway as his partner navigated the narrow path between shelves of tinned tomatoes and enormous mason jars full of green, floating things. Somers stopped at the end of the pantry, raising up on his toes to study a window high in the far wall.

	“There’s a hole,” he called back to Hazard.

	“They shoot,” Mrs. Ferrell insisted. Her gaze flicked to Hazard and then moved resolutely back to Somers. “They shoot, they shoot.”

	Hazard felt a prickle of uncertainty. Was there something wrong with his face?

	“It’s the right size,” Somers called. Then, with less confidence, “Might have been a rock.”

	Hazard lined himself up with the window at the end of the pantry. Then he turned, his gaze moving up the kitchen wall, studying the daisy-print wallpaper, the chipped laminate countertop, the cabinets that looked like they’d been beaten within an inch of becoming scrap. He took a step forward, narrowing his area of focus, and then another step. When he reached the cabinets, he ran his thumb over their front.

	“Yeow,” he said as a splinter stabbed his finger. Blood was already welling from the wound, and Hazard sucked the wounded finger, grateful for the taste of blood.

	“What?”

	Hazard tried to speak and almost bit his finger off. Removing the digit from his mouth, he rapped the cabinet with a knuckle. “Found it.”

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	NOVEMBER 21

	WEDNESDAY

	5:15 PM

	 

	FROM THE PANTRY, SOMERS peered across the kitchen, trying to see what Hazard meant.

	“You found what?”

	“The bullet.”

	That was all. Somers felt a surge of concern and irritation. Concern for Batsy Ferrell who had, it seemed, been shot at. And irritation for Hazard’s perpetual resistance to talking.

	Forging a path through rotted sacks of meal and near-to-toppling shelves of canned goods, Somers cleared the pantry and crossed to where Hazard stood. His partner had his index finger in his mouth and was sucking absently on his finger. It was, for Somers, distracting to say the least. With an effort of will, he shoved certain thoughts—certain very specific thoughts, thoughts about the two times emotion and desire had threatened to spill over in his relationship with Hazard—and focused on the cabinet door.

	The bullet looked like a nine millimeter, and it was buried halfway through the wood. “Good thing it was particle board,” Somers said, shutting the cabinet. “Would you stop that?”

	Hazard, his dark brows knitted together, managed to say, “I’m bleeding,” with his finger still stuck in his mouth.

	That was classic Hazard, Somers thought. The big, hulking brute was a study in conflicts: massively muscled, bigger and meaner than Somers, and brilliantly analytical, he was also aggressive, short-tempered, and quiet bordering on silent. Even Hazard’s hair showed the strange alloy of temperaments: cut and parted in a conservative style, the dark hair was long, almost too long for regulations. Hazard must have sensed Somers’s study because he popped his finger out of his mouth, his pale skin mottling with a blush, and his eyes—the color of autumn corn, scarecrow eyes—grew hard and brittle.

	“What?”

	“Nothing. Let’s get some pictures. And let’s get the first aid kit before you give me an aneurysm sucking on your finger.”

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	Somers let a smirk stretch his face. “You know exactly what it means, big boy.”

	Hazard’s blush deepened, and Somers fought a laugh as he trotted out to the Impala.

	They worked well together; the Cervantes case had made sure of that. Somers still felt uncertain of how Hazard saw their relationship. It had shocked Somers to no end that Hazard had accepted his invitation to become roommates, and he still wasn’t sure what, exactly, had been Hazard’s reason. Beyond that, Somers wondered what his partner thought of him. In the last few weeks, as Somers had begun repairing his relationship with his estranged wife, he had managed to bring his drinking under control. That, Somers was sure, had helped him gain some of his partner’s trust. But part of Somers still wondered whether Hazard believed he was a good detective. After all, Renard Upchurch had been Somers’s partner, and Upchurch had almost managed to get away with murder right under Somers’s nose.

	Whatever Hazard’s feelings about Somers, though, he never showed them—he rarely showed any feeling, for that matter, which tended to drive Somers into trying to bait an emotion out of his partner. Today was no different; as they worked through Mrs. Ferrell’s house, taking pictures and measurements, digging the bullet free from the cabinet, exploring the overgrown brush closest to the house in hopes of spotting signs of a trespasser, Hazard remained characteristically silent and Somers did his best to break that silence.

	When they’d finished, they knew little more than when they’d started. “We didn’t see any signs that someone had come near the house,” Somers said, squeezing Mrs. Ferrell’s bristly hands. “It’s dark, though, so it’s hard to tell. It was probably an accident. A hunter, maybe.”

	“No accident,” Mrs. Ferrell said. This close, it was hard not to notice the smell of pickled cabbage that clung to her, mixing with the mustiness of old wool and unwashed hair. “They shoot. A hundred times, they shoot. And I see.”

	“One,” Hazard said, his voice carrying the same quiet menace it usually did. “There was one bullet. One broken window.”

	“A hundred times,” Mrs. Ferrell cried, her watery eyes fixed on Somers. “A thousand. They shoot like madmen. They line me up and shoot me with all the bullets in the world. The men, they want me dead. You know these men. I cry to the police. I tell them these men, they want me dead. And what do the police do?” She wrestled her hands free from Somers and turned them palm-up, as though she had no words for the Wahredua PD’s lack of help.

	Somers had been hoping it wouldn’t come to this, but he let out a breath, brought up his best smile, and nodded. “We’ll head right over, Mrs. Ferrell. Can you tell me who you saw?”

	Mrs. Ferrell sniffed again and, wordlessly, bounced her upturned palms.

	Somers was willing to take that as a no, so he said, “They don’t want to kill you, but I’ll talk to them, make sure they understand that they have to be careful. We’ll see what we can do about the window.”

	“Window.” She sniffed. “Cardboard. Duct tape. But they shoot. You are my boy, so you must understand: they shoot me dead.”

	In silence, Somers and Hazard trudged back to the Impala. As they pulled into the thick mud of the dirt road, Hazard turned his scarecrow eyes on Somers.

	“What?” Somers said.

	“You want to explain that?”

	“You saw. Somebody shot out her window.”

	“She kept calling you her boy.”

	The Impala slogged through the muddy trenches, headlights swishing across the wall of brush and old-growth trees. As the vents began to pump warmth into the car, Somers cracked his knuckles and shoved the tips of his fingers towards the heat. Without his hands on the wheel, the Impala jerked and stuttered into the night.

	“What the hell are you doing?” Hazard said. He grabbed the wheel, straightening them out and guiding them back towards the state highway.

	“I don’t know why she calls me that.”

	“Bullshit.”

	“I don’t. She’s done it every time I’ve gone out there. I didn’t know her when I was growing up. She’s not a family friend. Can you imagine my mother letting her anywhere near the house?”

	From the dark flicker of anger on Hazard’s face, Somers realized that Hazard knew all too well. As boys, they couldn’t have come from more different backgrounds: Emery Hazard from a working-class family, John-Henry Somerset from privilege and prestige. Grace Elaine, Somers’s mother, had been a socialite, a philanthropically-minded homemaker—she had styled herself, perhaps not fully consciously, after the late Princess Di—and, most importantly, as poisonous as a copperhead and twice as nasty. More than once, Hazard’s mother had been on the receiving end of that poisonous sting, and Somers knew that much of it had been because Hazard had been the only openly gay boy in town.

	“Will you take the wheel, please?”

	“My hands are cold.”

	“So who owns this shooting range?”

	“Well, it used to be Manly Newton, about a hundred years ago.” Somers flexed his fingers, grateful for the warmth after the biting cold of Mrs. Ferrell’s house. “You heard of him?”

	“Newton Park. And isn’t there a Newton settlement about twenty miles south of here? Kind of a failed railroad town, something like that.”

	“Yeah, that’s him. He’s the one that had the big money. He’d made it on the railroad. Back before everything got consolidated into the Missouri Pacific lines, some of the rails were Newton’s. And he built that settlement, mostly trying to make himself a place for the trains to take on water and food without coming through Wahredua. It didn’t work, though, and the settlement boarded up pretty fast.” Somers hesitated. His fingers were plenty warm now, but he liked watching Hazard steer from the passenger seat. His partner did it with the same cool calculation that he did everything. And it didn’t hurt that Somers liked—just under the surface of his thoughts—watching the shift of muscle in Hazard’s hand and forearm.

	“So he built the house, but he’s dead. Who lives there now?”

	“He didn’t just build the house. We’re pretty far out of Wahredua, but this is all still part of the city limits because Manly Newton wanted his house to be inside Wahredua. It had something to do with how he wanted the electricity run out to his house; I don’t really know. So now Wahredua has this weird tail of land that runs out to the house.”

	Hazard frowned; the only light was the glow from the dash, and it uncovered only pieces of his face, leaving the rest buried in darkness. Then lightning cracked along the sky, flaring purple-white, and the following darkness was accompanied by thunder. Over the rumble, Hazard said, “What about Mrs. Ferrell’s property?”

	“What about it?”

	“Is it inside city limits?”

	“I don’t know. Never really thought about it. Anyway, the next Newton—I think his name was Roger—sold the house. That was back in the fifties. It traded hands a bunch of times until it sold for a fraction of its price a couple of years ago. This time, it went to a marketing group, and they’ve fixed it up pretty well. They use it for corporate retreats, training events, team-building exercises.”

	“Shooting guns is a team-building exercise? And will you take the wheel, already?”

	“Shooting guns did a hell of a lot for us, didn’t it?”

	Hazard just grunted. After another moment, he said, “How do you know all this?”

	“About Windsor?”

	“What the hell is Windsor?”

	“That’s the name of the house. My parents were pretty good friends with Roger’s kids.”

	“The Newtons?” Hazard frowned.

	“Newton Mortuary, where they’ve got the ME set up.”

	Hazard grunted, but the furrow between his eyes didn’t disappear.

	“And,” Somers said with a sigh, “our dear, beloved mayor, Sherman Newton. Roger’s oldest son. He and his family were over enough to tell plenty of stories about the place. Lots of ghost stories, you know. It’s one of those American-Victorian monstrosities, kind of something you’d imagine in a Lovecraft story.”

	The silence was so long that Hazard’s voice, when he spoke, sparked a small shock at the base of Somers’s spine. “You’ve read Lovecraft?”

	“Jesus Christ. I went to college, all right? Could you try to remember that?”

	All Somers got, though, was a grunt and then, “Take the wheel.”

	“Why? You’re doing a great job.”

	“Take the damn wheel.”

	“My hands are still a little chilly.”

	“If you don’t grab the wheel right now, I’m going to break every one of your fingers, and then you’ll be wishing they were just cold.”

	With a laugh, Somers grabbed Hazard’s hand. The flesh was slightly colder than his own, the fine black hairs on the back of the hand tickling Somers’s palm. He peeled Hazard’s fingers away from the wheel and held onto the other man’s hand, his thumb making small circles on the cool flesh, until Hazard, with a string of swears, jerked his hand free. Somers laughed again, taking hold of the wheel and guiding them down the bumpy road.

	“You’re an asshole.”

	“So we’re going to talk to whoever’s using the house.”

	“You’re a real asshole.”

	“And I’ll call up the marketing firm and let them know we’ve had some more problems.”

	Hazard was shaking out his hand, as though Somers’s touch had physically hurt him, and seemed ready to remind Somers, again, about his quality of being an asshole. Instead, he asked, “Someone’s there over Thanksgiving?”

	“Could be an executive’s retreat. Could be some marketing bigwig just brought his family out here.” Another roll of thunder filled the car, and Somers glanced up at the darkness. If it rained, Hazard might very well kill him. If it snowed—well, Hazard would figure out something even worse than murder. “We’ll make it fast, see if anyone was near Mrs. Ferrell’s house, remind them about keeping all the firearms inside the range, and jet back to town. You’ll get back fast enough to eat tacos or spaghetti or grilled cheese, whatever Nico made you.”

	“He’s not making grilled cheese, he’s making—” Hazard cut off.

	“Come on.”

	“Screw you.”

	“You aren’t going to tell me anything? The only things I know about you two are what I see firsthand in the apartment. And,” Somers added, a suggestive smirk growing on his face, “what I hear firsthand in the apartment.”

	It was hard to tell in the darkness, but Somers was pretty sure that Hazard was blushing. Furiously.

	“Most guys talk about their girlfriends. They talk about their dates. They even talk about the ones that aren’t so serious.”

	Hazard didn’t reply. He had turned his gaze to the darkened glass, as though studying something in the bluish reflection generated by the dash’s light.

	“Nothing?”

	When no response came, Somers shrugged and let it drop. There would be another time. And another. And eventually, no matter how many tries it took, Somers would gain Hazard’s confidence about something that didn’t have to do with a dead body. 

	Thunder boomed, rattling the windows in the car, but still no rain fell. The road began to even out, and Somers pressed lightly on the accelerator. As they hurried down a smoother stretch of gravel, the headlight cut cups of light out of the darkness. On both sides, the growth was thick; choked with shadows, the dense forest looked more like a jungle, alien and forbidding. This would not be a good place to get stranded, Somers thought, easing up slightly on the accelerator. Or, for that matter, to get lost.

	Getting lost, though, was not much of a possibility so long as he remained on the road. There was only one turn before they reached the main highway, and that turn led to Windsor. The gravel turned to brick—honest-to-God red brick, although crumbling at the edges and choked with weeds in places—and a moment later, the Impala’s tires clattered over a bridge.

	Hazard, who was glancing out the window, said, “Running high.”

	Somers spared the river a quick glance. The Petty Philadelph, which in a hot summer might not be more than a foot deep, now ran so full and so fast that it brushed the bottom of the bridge. The structure vibrated under the force of the water, causing the Impala to shiver as they drove across. It was a short stretch of water, but it was bad enough that Somers was already dreading the return crossing.

	The brick drive ran through fields of autumn grass on either side, high enough to block their sight, the long stalks hissing against the glass. After what felt like an eternity, the bricks split, heading in two directions. Somers kept to the right; he’d been here before, and he ought to have told Hazard that, but Hazard had been a dick about the Lovecraft reference. It was one thing to accept that Hazard was quite a bit smarter than Somers—it was another thing entirely, Somers thought, to rub it in every chance he got.

	And then the Impala shot past an invisible line, and the fields of autumn grass dropped away to be replaced by a trimmed, dormant lawn. Windsor sprang into view, floating in clouds of electric light: turrets and towers, a sharply pitched roof with a row of dormers, skinny windows of leaded glass, all of it rising, clutching at the moon with black fingers like a castle built on a distant cliff.

	“Holy shit,” Hazard muttered.

	“Holy shit,” Somers agreed.

	The brick drive curled to the front of the house, and Somers pulled to a stop. As the two men emerged from the Impala, thunder crackled again; Somers squinted up at the sky, blinded by Windsor’s lights. He couldn’t see a thing, but a moment later, a fat raindrop struck him right in the eye. Blinking it away, Somers took the lead, trotting up the steps towards Windsor’s double doors. If he didn’t hurry, if it started raining—well, he’d rather not die tonight.

	Up close, Windsor’s details were even more stunning, although shadows cast by the spotlights still hid much of the work. The leaded windows were ornately detailed with flowers—Hazard would probably know what they were—and geometric designs. On the door, more of the big flowers were carved into the wood—delicately detailed carvings that must have cost a fortune. Somers hesitated, surprised to hear the hiss of gas, and realized that the lamps at the door were genuine gaslights.

	“What are you waiting for?” Hazard said, pounding on the doors with one fist.

	Somers leaned forward, studying the doors with greater attention. Around the flowers, in a cramped margin, men and women paraded: some wearing dresses, some wearing what Somers took for turn-of-the-century suits. Then the gaslights flickered, and the shadows changed, and then Somers lost track, and it seemed like the men weren’t where they’d been before, and he couldn’t seem to tell where the dresses ended and the suits began.

	Before he could study the carving further, the doors swung open. A stunning red-headed woman stood there, wearing a gown. Not a dress. Not a skirt. A gown, like something that was meant to be worn at a ball or a gala or an opera box: lace and gold-thread embroidery and a square of stunning opal buttons that looked like rainbow fire in the gaslights.

	The woman screamed, hands going to her cheeks. “He’s dead, he’s dead. He’s in the house and we’ll all be killed.”

	Then, without further ado, she fainted.
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	SOMERS CAUGHT THE WOMAN before she hit the ground. She smelled like lavender, and her soft, coppery hair spilled across his face as he wrapped his arms around her. She drooped into his grip, and Somers staggered under her weight.

	“Are you all right?” Somers asked the woman, trying to shift the woman so that he could reach his gun. He glanced up, relieved to see that Hazard already had out his .38.

	The woman didn’t answer, but Hazard cast her a quick look and said, “She’s fine. Drop her.”

	“I’m not going to—”

	“Get your gun.”

	As gently as he could, Somers eased the woman to the floor and reached for the Glock at the small of his back. The weight of the .40 caliber and its cool grip slapping into Somers’s palm sent him into familiar headspace: outside distractions dropped away, and he focused on the immediate inrush of his senses. The air, chilly and humid, plastered his trousers to his legs. The lavender perfume clung to his nostrils. From inside the house came a stronger smell, onions and seared meat, and then footsteps.

	At moments like this, the barriers between Somers and Hazard dropped away, and they moved like a single unit. Hazard brought his weapon high; Somers kept his low and scanned the surroundings, in case someone was behind or to the side. The footsteps grew louder, and Somers’s pulse reached his ear.

	“Police,” Hazard shouted. “Come out with your hands up.”

	“What the bloody—” A man in a tuxedo stepped into the large entrance hall and then froze when he saw Somers and Hazard.

	“Hands up,” Hazard barked.

	Somers scanned the grounds of Windsor one last time, but the spotlights and the heavy darkness hid everything past a dozen yards. As Somers turned back towards the house, though, another drop of rain spattered onto the Impala’s windshield. Shit.

	By the time Somers had turned his attention back to the hall, Hazard had ordered the tuxedoed man against the wall and was briskly patting him down.

	“What the hell is this?” the man in the tuxedo demanded. “Who are you? Meryl, get off the damn floor.”

	The redheaded woman’s eyes snapped open, and Somers found himself disconcerted by the clarity in her expression. She sprang to her feet, and Somers took a step back, keeping the Glock low.

	“Benny,” she said, glancing first at the man in the tuxedo and then at Hazard and Somers. “What’s going—”

	“Miss,” Somers said, “step inside the house please.”

	She did, and Somers followed her. Hazard stepped away from the man in the tuxedo, threw Somers a glance, and then studied the woman. “He’s clean,” Hazard said, still focused on the redhead.

	“Of course I’m clean,” the man snapped, turning around and swiping at his sleeves, trying to remove the wrinkles there. “Now just who the fuck are you?”

	Somers took his time studying the two people before him. The man was short and balding. His cummerbund stretched over a potbelly. From behind a pair of trendy glasses, he squinted at the two detectives, but Somers guessed that the man, in spite of his appearance, was actually younger than either Hazard or Somers.

	The woman was the man’s opposite: tall, statuesque, her arms and legs elegantly proportioned and displayed by the gown with its gleaming opals. Her coppery hair accented pale skin, almost as pale as Hazard’s, and her eyes were a deep, crystalline blue. A flush had come into her cheeks, and she looked ready to spit fire.

	“My name is Detective Somerset. This is my partner, Detective Hazard.” Somers showed them his badge. “Who are you? What’s going on?”

	The man called Benny studied the badge before handing it off to Meryl in disgust. Meryl kept it a moment longer before returning it. Some of the heat had left her face, and her eyes were downturned as she said, “I’m such a goddamn fool.”

	“So,” Hazard said as he holstered his .38, “you’re not running from a murderer.”

	“Oh, she is,” Benny snapped, stalking deeper into the house. “We all are, and you’ve just gone and fucking ruined it.”

	Meryl stared after him as he disappeared down a hallway. She pulled her hair back, exposing a delicate collarbone, and grimaced. “He’s right. I’ve made a total mess of things.”

	“I’ve got to admit,” Somers said. “I’m a little confused. Mind telling us what’s going on?”

	“It’s a party. The whole thing, a party and a game. One of those murder-mystery dinners.”

	Hazard eyed her. “Pretty nice clothes for a murder-mystery dinner.”

	She plucked at the gown. “You know how hard it is to walk in one of these? Not to mention the goddamn stairs.” She gestured with her head, and for the first time, Somers fully took in his surroundings.

	Windsor’s entrance hall was grand. That was the only word to describe it. Its focal point was an enormous brass chandelier with electric lights that hung overhead, trembling as air gusted in from outdoors. Panels of light-colored wood covered the walls, and the panels had been waxed and polished until they shone in the quavering light. Along one wall, an enormous staircase rose to the second floor, lined with portraits of grim-faced men and equally grim-faced women. The final painting at the top featured a hound in a harlequin-pattern sweater, and even the dog was grim-faced. The place stank of lemon-wax cleaner and old, old money.

	“You’re Miss Meryl . . .”

	“Meryl Headlee. God, can you shut the door? I’m freezing.”

	Somers complied, noticing that more droplets glistened on the Impala’s front. Shit, shit, shit. “Miss Headlee, we really need to talk to whoever’s in charge here. Do you work for the company that owns Windsor?”

	“What? God, no. We’re—oh here, you might as well meet everybody. Come on to the dining room; we were just sitting down.” 

	She led them through the entry hall and down the same corridor that Benny had taken. Electric sconces glowed on the walls, illuminating side tables stacked with trinkets and carvings. All of the pieces looked crude, ancient, even primitive. The paintings on the wall reflected this: they reminded Somers of pictures he’d seen of cave drawings, ultra-simplified and vibrant and raw. Several doors opened off the hallway, and Somers noticed a bathroom, an empty kitchen, and what might have been a library.
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