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      The tasks are simple. Everett Mulligan is there to collect the body. Kyle Bowman is there to clean up the scene. Easy peasy. Get in, get out, get gone.

      But Everett, for all he can be on another planet with fourteen tabs open in his brain, isn’t stupid like the cops think he is. Something about this death scene isn’t sitting right, and he’s going to figure it out. Bonus? He gets to team up with the adorkable crime-scene cleanup guy to solve the mystery.

      Kyle, ever the thorough and detail-oriented cleaner, can’t ignore the scene’s irregularities either. He also can’t ignore the seriously attractive himbo from the mortuary who insists they should work together to solve what the cops insist isn’t a crime. Especially when that himbo is also enamored with Kyle’s cats and fiercely determined to make friends with his cranky piranha, Steve.

      There’s a reason this death isn’t being treated as a homicide, though, and there are people who are very motivated to keep it that way.

      And they’ll do whatever it takes to keep the pair of amateur sleuths from uncovering the truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            EVERETT

          

        

      

    

    
      “Here, kitty.” I stretched my hand toward the patchy, piebald cat under a scrubby azalea bush about five feet away. “Hey, kitty kitty…”

      The cat looked unamused. I crouched down and duck-walked a little closer. “You look like a nice cat.”

      The hell I am, the cat seemed to say, flicking its right ear at me before turning its head away. It hadn’t run yet, though, so…

      “I bet you’d like some pets, right?” It would be nice if the cat wanted some petting, seeing as how I’d been waiting just beyond the boundaries of the scene for the last forty-five minutes and had turned my phone off half an hour ago to save the last of its battery. Petting a cat would be more interesting than staring at my feet, or wondering what that weird smell was, or⁠—

      Yeah, anyway. Where was I? “Kitty, kitty, kitty…”

      The cop with the clipboard standing a few meters away from me snorted. “Dumbass,” he said under his breath as he glanced at his watch.

      I ignored him. Guys like that were guys who didn’t deserve my attention, or deserve to pet random cats. I got a little closer. “C’mere kitten…”

      To my delight, the cat slowly emerged from under the bush. It took a few steps toward me, then sat down and began to groom its face with its paw, not deigning to make eye contact. Still, it was progress. “Just a little pet,” I wheedled as I crawled closer. “Just the top of your cute little head.” Closer…closer… When I reached out again, I could barely touch the cat’s closest ear. “Sweet kitty…” It turned to look at me, a purr starting up in its belly, and I grinned as I sank my fingertips into its fur. “What a good kitty you a⁠—”

      BANG!

      The door to the doublewide trailer thirty feet away slammed open and one of the crime scene technicians came out. The cat hissed, then batted at my hand before running across the street and disappearing behind another trailer. I watched it go with a sigh, then stared down at the scratches on my wrist that were starting to bead up with blood. Ow.

      “Better fix those up before you go in,” the cop said. “You don’t want to contaminate the crime scene.”

      “Yeah.” Duh, I know that. I had been transporting bodies for almost a decade, ever since my dad decided I was old enough to work for the family business. Mulligan’s Mortuary Services did everything from refrigeration and death certificate filing to funerary services and floral arranging. The point was, I was an old hand when it came to appropriate behavior at an active crime scene, which this definitely was.

      “C’mon in, Everett, the M.E. is done with the body for now,” the tech called over to me. “Don’t forget gloves and booties.”

      “I won’t.” I headed for the hearse to get a pair of each.

      “A mask might be a good idea too,” the tech added.

      Oh boy. It was going to be that kind of scene. Gloves were standard, but I was only asked to wear masks for a few reasons—bad insect activity, a truly awful smell, or lots of liquid that they didn’t want to risk contaminating. Ew. It was a good thing I’d volunteered for this body instead of Leanne. My sister couldn’t handle big messes in small areas, and a trailer, even a double-wide, would qualify as a small area.

      I used an alcohol wipe on the scratches, wincing at the sting, then covered it with a bandage. I put on a clean pair of gloves and grabbed a mask, some booties, a bag, a tag, and a handful of the special zip-ties we used to close the bags, then headed for the scene commander.

      The cop handed over the clipboard. “Sign in.”

      “Gotcha.” I signed, put in the date and exact time, then got my mask on. Booties came next, then I headed for the tech who was waiting by the door. The wooden stairs creaked ominously as I climbed the four steps to the door, which the tech was holding open for me. “Hey, Dwayne.”

      “Everett.” He nodded, more grim than congenial. “Be careful in there, okay? We’ve documented everything, but suicide by shotgun is always a fucking mess.”

      “Oh, dude.” My eyes widened. “Seriously?”

      Dwayne shrugged. “I mean, I’m no detective, but that’s what they’re saying, and it looks…just, be careful.”

      “I will.” I stepped inside, wondering if I should have put on a full hazmat suit. Scene contamination might not be a huge concern if it was a suicide, but a shotgun meant pieces of the deceased could end up all over the place.

      “Are they here yet?” someone yelled from deeper in the trailer.

      “He’s here,” Dwayne called out. He pointed down the hallway. “Last door on the right.”

      I moved carefully toward the back, checking where I was stepping just in case there was something notable in the hall. No evidence had been cordoned off, but⁠—

      A smear on the wall caught my attention. It was about elbow-height, the only thing at that height the whole length of the hall. Pictures lined the wall above it, all of them depicting the same young woman. Some showed her and a man. Quite a few had her or both of them with a cute baby. None of the photos had been disturbed, but here was this weird reddish-brown stain that appeared kind of fresh, and…

      “Dude.” I turned back toward Dwayne. “There’s blood on the wall.”

      He looked where I was pointing, then shrugged again. “It doesn’t have anything to do with the deceased.”

      “But it’s blood.”

      Dwayne rolled his eyes. “Just go to the bedroom, Everett. You’ll see what I mean.”

      Would I, though? I made it down the hall, turned to the right, and⁠—

      Oh wow. Yeah. Okay. That was a lot of blood. Like, wow. And that was—huh. The dead dude was missing everything from his upper jaw to the top of his head. That had been one big fucking shotgun shell.

      There were two other people in the cramped bedroom. One of them was the medical examiner, recognizable by the fact that he always wore the same navy suit no matter what season, temperature, or location he was in. The other was a plainclothes cop—probably a detective—standing by the closet and radiating impatience.

      “Finally,” he said as he caught sight of me. “It’s past time to get this body out of here.”

      I kinda wanted to say “Dude, I’ve been waiting outside” but my mom always told me silence was golden. Forgetting that usually led to raised voices, so I just nodded, then faced the M.E.

      “I’ll send for the body in another day or so,” he said.

      “Cool.”

      The detective turned to stare at me. “‘Cool’? You think dead people are cool?” he asked, attitude in every word.

      Great. Super awesome. I loved working with cops who were determined to misunderstand me. “No,” I replied, then looked back at the M.E. “Got it, Dr. Klinger.”

      He nodded. “Say hello to your father for me, Mr. Mulligan.” Then he was gone, leaving me with Detective Jackass.

      “Get him out quick,” he said, turning a little green behind his mask. “It fucking stinks in here. The sooner we get the cleaners in, the better.” He left the room then, muttering, “Or just burn this whole damn trailer to the ground.”

      Well, that would be a bad way to handle a crime scene. I turned my attention back to the body. It wouldn’t be too hard to bag him up. His feet were right here, practically at the edge of the bedroom door, while his upper body was draped across the bottom of the bed. He was wearing pants—that was nice—but no shirt. I glanced at his bare torso before reaching for my bag, then stopped and looked again.

      Circle circle circle line…circle circle…

      I knew that pattern. My brother Stuart had complained for three years about wanting a pair of shoes like that until my parents gave in and bought him a pair of Nike Air Force 1s for Christmas. Our mom died a week later, though, so I’m not sure he ever actually ended up wearing them.

      Still. Air Force 1s were expensive sneakers, hundreds of dollars a pair. I scanned the room for any sign of them, but all I saw was a pair of ratty brown sneakers in the corner of the closet. Still, this seemed important, so… “Excuse me?”

      It wasn’t the detective who came back in, it was Dwayne. “Finished alre—c’mon, Everett,” he groaned. “Can we get this done already? The stretcher is waiting!”

      “Thanks, but.” I pointed at the deceased. “This was called a suicide, right? So why is there a shoeprint on the guy’s chest?”

      Dwayne sighed. “The man was very clearly an addict. Or did you miss the little shrine in the corner there?”

      No, I’d seen the heroin paraphernalia, but still. That made it even weirder. “Why would someone who could afford Air Force 1s come and kick a guy like this in the chest?”

      “It could have happened at any time.”

      I shook my head. “That’s not how bruising works.” That, plus the blood in the hall…I was getting uneasy. “Are you sure this is a suicide?”

      Dwayne pointed a finger at me. “Wouldn’t you want to kill yourself if you lived in a hovel like this?”

      “No.” It wasn’t that bad of a trailer, honestly. Grubby, yeah, and old, but the neighborhood had cats, so…

      “Just do your job and get the body out before someone complains, okay?” Dwayne left again, and I turned back to the deceased.

      Dude. No. It was too weird to ignore. I couldn’t get it out of my head now that I’d seen the bruise. In fact, checking over the rest of the body, I was beginning to see other things that seemed out of place. There were cuts and bruises on the guy’s forearms. Sure, bruises weren’t weird on a heroin user, but these weren’t track marks and they weren’t focused around the veins. Two of the knuckles on his right hand were torn and bloody, too. It kind of blended into the blood splattered all over the scene, but…

      That was the kind of wound you got when you punched something harder than your hand. I knew, because I’d gone through a kung fu master phase when I was a teenager and tried to toughen myself up by punching a tree in my back yard. I broke two bones in my hand before I admitted defeat, and my knuckles had been a mess.

      I needed to get this man out of here, I knew I did. But…if this was a suicide, it was a weird fucking suicide. Someone ought to take another look at this. Not me, although I kind of wanted to check around now that I had this bug in my brain, but someone. And how could they do that if the body had been removed?

      That was when I did something really bad. I didn’t even stop to think about it, I just reached into my pocket, grabbed my phone, turned on the camera, and snapped a photo of the dead man’s chest. I made sure the whorls of the pattern were clear, then got photos of his arms, hands, and the base of his neck just in case I’d missed something. I’d go take a picture of the blood in the hall, but Dwayne was there right now, and he’d probably get upset if he saw what I was doing, so…

      Maybe I could come back later. After the scene was released but before the cleaners got here. Yeah…I could⁠—

      “Everett!”

      “Uh-huh, on it!”

      It wasn’t hard to get the deceased’s body—most of it—into the bag. He was a pretty skinny guy, and I had a system after doing this for so long. I started with the bag turned inside out, slipped it over the feet and up the legs, did one long slide up the torso as I pulled it forward to get the head in, and there I was with a fairly clean body bag and all the parts where they should be.

      Well…okay, so I had to scoop some stuff off the bed, and some more off the wall. I could have gotten more but it would have taken, like, a spatula, and Dwayne was getting anxious and the detective was being shouty, so that was all I got. Dwayne helped me load the body up on the stretcher and move it out, but I still managed to get a covert shot of the blood on the wall as we went.

      I tried bringing it up one more time. “Seriously, dude, this spot is weird. Why would there be blood out here?”

      Dwayne sighed as he turned to me. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s from one of the paramedics? Maybe the guy is just a raging junkie who got a bloody nose before he decided to end it all? I don’t know and I don’t care.”

      You should care.

      It bothered me that he didn’t. A person had died and the shit surrounding his death was way weird, but it seemed like no one really gave a damn. I knew all too well how fast and how far people could fall when things got hard; one incident could lead to another, to another, and all of a sudden all the good things in your life started going down like dominoes. My family’s funeral home was responsible for cremating every unclaimed person in the county, and no matter what, my mom had taught us that every person who came to us deserved decent treatment and a memorial, however brief.

      “You got it from here?” Dwayne asked at the edge of the scene as we stripped off gloves and masks.

      “Yeah.” I used a bunch of wipes to clean off the bits that had gotten on the outside of the body bag before getting rid of my own gloves, then threw it all away into the trash bag next to the scene commander.

      “Finally,” the scene commander muttered. “Sign here.”

      I signed, took my body, and headed for the hearse. Part of me was relieved to see it still sitting where I’d parked it, even though I double-checked my pocket to make sure I had the keys before leaving it here. Your hearse gets taken for a joyride once by a thrill-seeking teenage delinquent and you never hear the end of it. At least it had been empty.

      I opened the back and slid the stretcher inside, locking it smoothly in place on the rails in the back. I made sure the body was strapped down tight, then closed up and got into the front seat, waved to Dwayne, and headed out.

      The drive back to Mulligan’s Mortuary Services was enough time for me to confirm that, yeah, I wasn’t done with this. I couldn’t be. The scene was just too strange. The shoeprint on his chest, the defensive wounds on his hands and forearms, and the blood stain in the hall…a paramedic wouldn’t leave that, would they? They wouldn’t even need to touch him to declare him dead—not with most of his head missing. And why would their hand be up at elbow level as they walked out? It wouldn’t have come from the medical examiner, either; he knew better than that. Right?

      I needed another look. Soon the scene would be released, and my shift was almost over too, so once I got this guy in the morgue I could go grab a quick bite at Waffles?, then go back to the scene and get some more pictures before everything was cleaned up.

      Super illegal, dude. So super illegal.

      But not as illegal as me taking photos of the body itself, so…yay for me?

      I parked at the back of Mulligan’s and brought the body in immediately. I’d learned the hard way not to get distracted when I had a corpse on my hands.

      “You’re late,” my sister called out from where she was prepping someone for burial in the room next to cold storage. “Stop for a burger on the way?”

      I groaned. “That was one time and I was sixteen!” I would never live that down. When we were old and gray, my older siblings would still bring up the time the munchies got the better of me during a job. I ignored my sister’s cackling and transferred the body to a cold compartment, then locked it in and noted the number in the computer.

      There. Done. Now I could go get some food and satisfy my curiosity at the same time. Maybe I should go back to the scene first, though. There was no telling when they’d release it, after all, and⁠—

      “Earth to Everett.” I startled as my brother’s palm impacted the back of my head. “Keys, please.”

      “Shit, you could just ask,” I muttered as I handed over the keys to the hearse.

      He took them with a satisfied expression. “I did. Twice. You didn’t seem to hear me, so I had to resort to drastic measures.” He turned and left for the back lot before I could manage a comeback, like usual. Stuart was obsessed with our vehicles; I swear he’d rather be running an auto body and detailing shop than working in mortuary services. He did all the long-distance delivery, sometimes driving bodies across state lines, and he washed our two hearses every single day, keeping them gleaming.

      “Don’t mind him,” Leanne said as she removed curlers from Mrs. Martin’s pure white hair. “He’s been jerky all day.”

      I shrugged and went to stand beside her. “She looks great,” I said appreciatively. Mrs. Martin’s funeral was tomorrow, and Leanne always made sure our clients looked their best at viewings.

      “Thanks,” she said absently as she began to brush out Mrs. Martin’s hair.

      I glanced at the clock. “Don’t you have dinner with Theo in half an hour?”

      “I did, but I canceled. I’ve got too much to do here tonight.”

      Now that I thought about it, I couldn’t remember the last date my sister and her fiancé had gone on. “I can cover for you here. Go.” A second later I remembered my crime scene. Shit. But I’d made the offer, and⁠—

      “No, that’s all right. You’re not as good at the makeup. I’ll handle it.”

      I stepped back, stung. “I’m good at it,” I protested. “Not as good as you, but⁠—”

      “It’s fine.” She met me with a vague smile. “You go. I’ve got this.”

      “O…kay.” I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth or whatever, but it sucked that my family still thought I was unreliable after I was the only one of them to get a damn degree in this field. Mom had taught Stuart and Leanne what she knew, and Dad had pitched in too, but by the time I was old enough to learn from her she was gone, and Dad didn’t have the heart to train me by then.

      Whatever, it was fine. I glanced at my phone as I trudged up the stairs to the family quarters on the second floor. Plenty of time for me to change out of the branded clothes, get a quick shower, and get back to the scene before it was cleaned up.

      Sweet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            KYLE

          

        

      

    

    
      I parked my truck in front of the double-wide trailer, squinted to see the house numbers in the beams of my headlights, then double-checked the address against the work order. Yep. This was the place.

      Not that I’d had a lot of doubt—the police tape across the storm door kind of gave it away. So did the patrol officer leaning against his patrol car, eating an apple and looking bored out of his skull. I recognized him; he was blond with a stereotypical cop mustache, and he always seemed to have a chip on his shoulder, especially when he was stuck on this kind of detail. I couldn’t blame him; I didn’t imagine guarding a crime scene was the type of excitement most people signed up for when they became cops.

      I jotted down my time of arrival, then opened the door and hopped down from the cab.

      “About fucking time,” the cop—Officer Hansen, I realized as I came closer—groused. “I thought you were supposed to be here at eight.”

      “Uh-huh. And if your radio is on, then you know there was a wreck on the freeway, so…” I flailed my hand. “It took me a little longer than it should’ve.”

      He scowled, but I just shoved my clipboard at him. “Can you sign over the scene so I can get started?”

      After he’d signed it and handed it back, I nodded toward the trailer. “Anything I need to know before I go in there?” The work order usually had a brief rundown of what to expect, but sometimes they left out little details like “a very testy family of raccoons moved in last week” or “the homeowner displayed a lot of artwork featuring hairy naked buttholes.” Yes, both of those things had happened. And I mean, wildlife did what wildlife was going to do, and people liked different kinds of artwork. No judgment. Just seemed courteous to maybe give a dude a heads up before he strolled into a crime scene and found, in addition to everything he was there to clean up, a small army of hissing trash pandas or a tastefully-framed three-foot anus painting.

      Officer Hansen shook his head. “Nah. The guy wasn’t the best housekeeper in the world, but…” He half-shrugged, then smirked. “Though, that’s what you’re here to take care of, so—lucky him!”

      I made a face. Lucky him? The dude was lying on a slab somewhere after he’d killed himself. “Lucky” wasn’t really the adjective of choice in this situation, I thought.

      “Okay. Well.” I motioned toward the truck. “I should get to work.”

      “Yep. Have fun with that.” He clapped my shoulder, then did a double take at my forearm. “Hey, what’d you do? You aren’t trying to learn knife fighting again, are you?”

      I rolled my eyes. Running my finger over the bandage, I said, “Nah. I wasn’t paying attention and Steve bit me. Again.”

      The officer blinked. Then he shook his head and started toward the driver seat of his car. “I swear, kid. You’re the only person I know who gets war wounds from his pet fish.”

      “Hey, the other ones don’t bite me! Just Steve.”

      Hansen shot me a look as he pulled open the door. “Give it time. Those things can turn a cow into a skeleton in under a minute.” Dropping himself into the driver seat, he added, “No sane person has them as pets, never mind sticks his arm in their tank!”

      He slammed the car door before I could shout after him that piranhas only ate in that kind of frenzy when they were starving, which mine absolutely never were. They made great pets, damn it! And they weren’t aggressive at all when they were happy, healthy, and well-fed.

      Except Steve. God, Steve was a prick.

      At least I’d had the traffic jam on the freeway to use as an alibi for being late to the scene. I didn’t need Hansen finding out—and passing on to my dad and brother, both of whom worked in the same precinct—that my stupid fish had taken a bite out of my arm. One that had bled more than usual and kept me from leaving the house on time. My family, like everyone else, already gave me enough shit over my school of piranhas. The less anyone knew that the little fuckers had made me late to work, the better.

      Fuck you, Steve.

      And technically, I shouldn’t have needed to come here tonight. I swore to myself as I pulled on all my PPE. The scene had been released earlier this evening, and I could’ve just as easily shown up tomorrow. Another twelve hours wouldn’t make much of a difference on my end. And in most other jurisdictions, the cops would release the scene, and crime scene cleanup crews got there when they got there.

      But nooo, this department insisted on handing them off directly to us, which meant the officer posted to guard the scene had to stay there until I physically showed up and took over. And since they were cracking down on overtime, I had to get here now unless I wanted the city to decline to renew my contract at the end of the year. As long as I was here, I might as well get started.

      God forbid the crime scene cleanup people had things like “social lives” and “shit to do.”

      Not that I had either of those things. My only plans tonight had involved cleaning the fish tank, which I had managed to accomplish before I got bitten or got the call. A win, I guess?

      Eh. It was money.

      With all my usual gear on and a pen and notebook in hand, I headed inside. No cleaning supplies yet—first step was checking out the scene and making notes of what I would need for the job and what I should check with the owner about before starting.

      I pulled off the police tape and pushed open the door. Even through my respirator, the air was heavy and coppery with blood. I was used to that. In fact, this was already better than a lot of the death scenes I’d cleaned. The decedent had been found… yesterday, I thought? Might’ve even been today.

      Anyway. I closed the door behind me and scanned the living room. Nothing in here that I needed to deal with, aside from a half-eaten slice of pizza sitting on top of the box on the coffee table. I always gave the kitchen a once-over and took out the trash as part of my services; it went a long way toward making a place smell a skoch less ripe.

      But the pizza slice gave me pause.

      That was… odd.

      Wasn’t this a suicide?

      And like, people who were in the state of mind to take their own lives were never in a good place. I felt for them, you know? When ending it was the only way to stop whatever pain they were living with—I couldn’t imagine.

      I’d been to the scenes of a lot of suicides. Though no two were alike, there were common patterns.

      I was no expert, but I didn’t think I’d ever encountered a suicide where someone literally got up in the middle of a meal, went in the other room, and took their life.

      That was for people with a lot more letters behind their name to figure out. I was just here to clean up the scene so the trailer could be sold or rented or whatever.

      Except it still bothered me. Even as I continued down the hall, my mind kept going back to that slice of pizza.

      Halfway down the hall, I stopped, and I rocked on my feet.

      I had to clear it away. It was part of my job. But what if the CSI techs hadn’t made a note of it? Maybe I should snap a photo.

      Yes. Yes, that was what I needed to do.

      I made a note to grab the disposable camera I kept in the back of the truck when I went out to get cleaning supplies. Like hell was I using my phone—that was how phones got confiscated by the cops. Fuck that.

      For now, I continued my sweep. The hallway had some bloody shoe impressions. Small ones, like someone had a little bit of blood on their heel or something; they were faint smears that probably hadn’t gone all the way through. In theory I could just remove them, but I’d text the owner and ask if he wanted me to clean it, cut out the affected pieces of carpet, or rip out the whole thing instead.

      The bedroom—that was another story. I’d been to the scenes of suicides by shotgun before, and they always gave me chills. The sheer amount of destruction someone could do to themselves with a single blast was… a lot to process.

      I pulled my attention away from the all too familiar fan pattern of blood and viscera, and analyzed the whole scene. Everything in here would need to go to the incinerator. There was no salvaging the bedclothes or the mattress. The frame—well, we’d see how the wood looked after I cleaned off the blood. Sometimes furniture like that was salvageable, especially with some sanding and a coat of⁠—

      The front door creaked and the air pressure changed.

      I froze.

      Aww, fuck.

      The reason the city insisted on keeping a cop posted here until the cleanup crew arrived was that vandals, thieves, addicts, and bored kids—not to mention true crime influencer wannabes, God, I hated those fuckers—would break in. Sometimes in search of things they could steal (I couldn’t count the number of scenes I’d been to that had been stripped of any trace of copper) or gory images they could upload for clout or whatever.

      They weren’t always friendly or lucid, especially at night, and that was the reason I carried.

      The trailer’s floorboards creaked under someone’s weight.

      I unzipped the pocket of my Tyvek suit so I could reach my sidearm if necessary.

      “Hey, anybody in here?” a voice called out.

      I stiffened. Male voice. Sounded non-threatening. Sounded lucid.

      Cautiously, keeping my hand near that unzipped pocket, I moved back up the hall.

      “Hello?” he called out again like a dumbass in a horror movie. “Anybody here?” Did people have zero survival instincts anymore?

      Jesus. You would go right into the dark basement, wouldn’t you?

      On the other hand, my truck was outside. It was a safe bet the “anybody here” would be me or someone else in my profession. Still, the victim had apparently been involved in drugs. Sometimes that meant dangerous people showing up to scour the scene for any stray pills or granules of something potent. Ask me how I know.

      “Is anybody here?” he called out again. “Hellooo? Is—Oh!”

      He stepped into my view, and suddenly we were face-to-face, staring at each other like I’d stared at that family of racoons. No one was hissing so far, which was a plus.

      And…

      Not gonna lie, survival instincts or no, he was kind of cute. He was a white guy like me, maybe two or three inches taller with that gym bro build tucked into a tight T-shirt and snug jeans. His hair was long, and he’d either gotten highlights or spent some serious time in the sun. Could’ve been either or both, given the tan.

      And he was standing in my crime scene without a stitch of protective gear.

      I shook myself out of my startled stupor. “What the hell are you doing in here? Don’t you know this is a—well, it’s not a crime scene, but it’s a death scene!”

      “Oh, I know.” He nodded. “That’s why I came back.” He lowered his voice a little. “I think it is a crime scene.”

      The urge to roll my eyes and tell him to get the fuck out wasn’t as strong as it should’ve been. It wasn’t nearly as strong as the urge to glance at the pizza slice on the coffee table.

      Something prickled along the length of my spine.

      I opened my mouth to ask what he was thinking, but then I remembered the scene had been turned over to me and my company, which meant I could be liable if this guy inhaled a stray fentanyl particle or tripped over his shoelaces or something. Especially since a downward glance revealed that one of his Chuck Taylors was, in fact, untied.

      I huffed into my respirator. “Let’s go outside. And tie your damn shoes.”

      “Tie my—” He looked down. “Oh. Shit.”

      Then he crouched, and I waited patiently (sort of) while he tied his laces. I was annoyed—by his presence, by the delay—but at least now he wouldn’t step on his laces and go ass over teakettle down the porch steps.

      Once he was securely shod, we went outside and down the steps of the tiny porch. That was when I noticed the car that had parked next to my truck. And I used the word “parked” loosely—the gravel driveway didn’t have stripes indicating parking spaces, but most people would at least try to pull in parallel to the next vehicle, right?

      This guy’s car was at almost a forty-five degree angle to my truck, with the passenger side front tire perched precariously on top of one of the railroad ties surrounding the tiny lawn. Behind the car, in the blanched glow of the floodlights, the gravel had been disturbed in that way that suggested a high speed and not very controlled turn. In fact I was surprised I hadn’t heard him come skidding in, but I did get pretty hyper-focused when I was working.

      I eyed the car, then the stranger. “Did you… drift into the driveway or something?”

      “Huh?” He glanced at his car, then chuckled and gave a dismissive shrug. Before I could ask which cereal box he’d pulled his driver’s license out of, he gestured at the trailer and repeated, “I think this is a crime scene.”

      I sighed, pulled off my respirator, and pushed back my hood. It was too muggy out, even this time of night, to be wearing that damn thing if I didn’t have to. “How do you figure?”

      “I—” He paused and did a double take, staring at me.

      “Um.” I shifted under the scrutiny. “What?”

      He stammered a little, reminding me of my fish, though he wasn’t sporting the menacingly sharp teeth they had. Then he shook himself and cleared his throat, and though it was hard to tell in the porch light, I though he might’ve blushed.

      “The scene,” he said again. “I—there’s something weird about it.”

      So it wasn’t just me.

      “Okay, but what are—” I flailed a hand. “Who even are you? How have you had access to the scene?”

      “Oh!” He stuck out his hand. “I’m Everett Mulligan. My family owns Mulligan’s Mortuary Services. I was the one who picked up the body.”

      “Ah.” My glove was still clean, so I accepted the handshake. “So you were here when the scene was fresh.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, and it was fucking weird, man.”

      I leaned against my truck and folded my arms. “Go on.” I had my suspicions too, but I wanted to hear his theories first.

      “The body had a bruise.” He gestured at his midsection. “Big one. And it was a footprint. You could see the tread and everything. It was an Air Force 1. It had to be.”

      I blinked. Maybe I’d been too presumptuous, thinking this guy was a dumbass. “So a suicide… had a distinctive shoe impression on his body.”

      “Uh-huh. And there’s a smear of blood in the hallway. But like, how’s a guy going to get blood on the wall in another room after he’s blown his head off?”

      “A smear of…” I peered at the trailer as if I might be able to see through the cheap siding and into the hallway. I’d been focused on the carpet and distracted by the pizza, and I hadn’t even noticed blood on the wall. Not yet, anyway.

      “I tried to tell the cops,” Everett went on. “They wouldn’t listen, but—I don’t know. I couldn’t get it out of my head, so I came back to take another look. I was hoping to get here before you did.” He laughed. “Didn’t quite beat you here, but at least I got here before you’d started cleaning!”

      I nodded. Yeah. Yeah, he had. If I’d gotten here on time…

      I absently scratched at the bandage on my arm through the Tyvek sleeve.

      Maybe Steve wasn’t such a bastard after all.
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      “I do need to clean the scene, though.”

      “Huh?” I stopped staring at the guy’s hand and looked back up at his face. His super-hot, semi-scruffed, kind-of-annoyed face. It was an expression I saw a lot on people when they were around me. When I was around someone I found attractive, I saw it even more than usual.

      Mulligans weren’t smooth. It was the family joke—the second we saw somebody who pushed our buttons, we kind of turned into idiots. Jackasses like my brother would say that was my natural state, but excuse me, I wasn’t the one who, two minutes after meeting the person who would become my girlfriend, backed my precious classic car into a fire hydrant because I couldn’t look away from her after delivering her Door Dash. Even better, the fire hydrant was right in front of her house, so in addition to wrecking his rear bumper he did damage to city property and flooded their yard.

      And Penny was still with him. Wild.

      Anyway, the point was⁠—

      “So if you want any more pictures, you’d better get them now. Or better yet, let me get them,” he went on. “But I’m not using my phone.”

      “Oh, right, no,” I agreed. That was a good point. “I, um, yeah, I went and bought a disposable camera. Or, kind of? It’s the closest thing I could find.” I passed over the cheapest camera I’d been able to get my hands on at Walmart.

      The guy—darn it, I needed to know his name, referring to him as “the guy” was making my head spin—stared at the hot-pink MLP3. “What the hell is this?”

      “It’s a camera. For kids.”

      “Why is it…”

      “It’s the Pinkie Pie version of the camera,” I told him. “I wanted an Applejack but they were out, and if it’s a toss-up between Pinkie Pie and Rarity, Pinkie wins every time.”

      He stared at me, his eyes really wide behind his glasses. I could see what he was thinking—I’d been there with people before. Is this guy for real? I crossed my arms. “It was twenty-five dollars,” I said defensively. “And it prints its own copies. And it’s sixteen megapixels, dude, so I don’t think I could do any better for the price, you know?”

      “You…” He shook his head after a second. “Okay. No, fine, I’ll just go snap pictures of a crime scene⁠—”

      “Not a crime scene anymore,” I reminded him.

      “Of a gory, filthy, former crime scene with a camera that looks like it belongs to a five-year-old. No cognitive dissonance there,” he muttered. “Sure. Whatever. I’ll get the blood smear on the wall, and I’ll look for any other things that stand out to me as I go. As for you⁠—”

      “I’ll wait here.” I knew I couldn’t go in with him, even now that it wasn’t a crime scene. I wasn’t trained for cleaning, and he needed to be able to focus instead of telling me what not to do.

      The guy had started turning away, but he swiveled back to me fast after I spoke. “Why the hell would you want to wait here? This is going to take me hours.”

      “I mean, I’ve got my phone?” I could easily spend hours on my phone. “And I bought some food for the cat.”

      “What cat?”

      “The one that lives here.”

      The guy seemed a little dizzy. “Are you fucking serious? There’s an animal on-scene? That’s going to complicate so many things. The cops should have told me that, and I need to⁠—”

      “Whoa, hey!” I held up my hands in the universal “no worries” gesture. “No, I mean, there’s a cat that lives somewhere in this trailer park. It was kind of skittish earlier, but I think it was just hungry, so I got it a bowl and some food. I’m gonna see if I can get it to come out and let me pet it some more.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “Dude, you’re kind of stressy, aren’t you?”

      He looked as if he wanted to relieve some stress by clocking me in the head with the Pinkie Pie camera.

      “What’s your name?” I asked in an effort to distract him.

      “Excuse me?”

      Maybe I’d asked too fast. “What’s…your…name?”

      He stared at me in silence for a long moment, and my heart fell. Maybe he didn’t want to tell me because I was making him uncomfortable. Or angry. Or⁠—

      “Oh. I should’ve—earlier, when we—” He shook his head and laughed. “Sorry. Kyle. Kyle Bowman.”

      I beamed at him. “Nice to meet you! I’m Everett.” Wait. I’d already told him that. Damn. But then his name started bouncing around in my skull. Bowman, Bowman… “Are you related to Detective Bowman? Or Officer Bowman?”

      The vaguely content expression on his face vanished, replaced by something bitter. “You know them?”

      “Both of them. Not well, of course. I just pick up the bodies.” I shrugged. “They don’t care to talk with me much.”

      His lips twisted. “Me either.” Then he turned around and went back into the house, and…I guess that was that.

      Shit. That could have gone better. On the other hand, he’d taken the camera. He’d listened to my theory about the death not being a suicide. He’d believed me, which was more than most people ever did. Plus, he had glasses.

      Glasses were so stinking cute. Chalk it up to my first crush being Mr. Moore, the high school librarian, but I loved a guy in glasses. Not that I loved this guy, but—anyway.

      Cat food.

      “Here, kitty kitty,” I said as I went back to my car and got out the kibble. It was organic and expensive as hell, but I wasn’t going to feed this poor little guy processed pig noses. He deserved better. “Helloooo.” I poured out a bowl, then went back to the bush where the little guy had been hiding earlier. Sure, lightning didn’t strike twice in the same spot, but cats were creatures of habit. Maybe I’d get lucky. “Pspspspspsssss…”

      I called out to the cat for a few minutes before one of the neighbors shouted out their window, “Will you shut the fuck up? I’m tryna sleep in here!”

      It was only…nine-twenty-seven at night, but who was I to mess with someone’s sleep schedule? “Sorry,” I called back.

      “Fuck off!”

      Okay, so. No pspspsps. But maybe the scent of the kibble would do the trick on its own. In the meantime, I went back to my car, took out my phone, and started browsing through my tabs waiting for something to pluck a chord in my brain.

      War of the Roses, echidna genitalia, the Roman empire during the time of the triumvirate, how to wash your hair in zero gravity—ooh, cool, yes. Start there.

      The video I watched on washing hair in zero gravity sent me down a rabbit hole of a dozen new tabs, open to things like “best movie depictions of being in space” and “dry shampoo” and “how female astronauts deal with their menstrual cycles in zero G,” which was fascinating but also a little bit overwhelming. Dude. Just living was so hard sometimes.

      I glanced over at the house where Kyle was still cleaning up from the death. Living was hard for a lot of people, and I wondered what had been too much for this poor guy—Richard Leighton, I knew because I’d had to write it on the bag, the spelling of his last name had given me some trouble. What had driven him to kill himself? Maybe his addiction? It was hard to say. He had a nice trailer…for a given value of nice, but it could have sucked way more. He had a friendly neighborhood cat. He had pictures of a pretty girl holding a baby on the wall—his baby, I assumed, even though it didn’t look like either girl nor baby lived here. He had things to live for. So why was he dead now?

      Kyle would just have to help me figure that out.

      Don’t be weird. I had to remind myself sometimes that “normal” was a moving target when it came to what other people thought. My family was used to me, to the point where I think they forgot I was anything other than naturally adept at annoying them, but I couldn’t even count how many group projects I’d been kicked out of in high school and college for being “too random” and “unable to focus.”

      I was going to focus on this. I was! I just needed to read about echidnas first. Like, why? Why was their business shaped that way? How did that help?

      A rustle in the bushes caught my attention. “Kitty kitty,” I murmured, a swell of well-being spreading out from my chest as I realized I’d done it—I’d lured the cute cat from earlier in! “Come on out…kitty kitty kitty…”

      A dark shaped waddled out from under the bush and over to the bowl of cat food. For a second, I thought the cat from earlier had gotten into some kind of fight—this wasn’t the normal stride of felis catus.

      But it was very normal for Procyon lotor.

      “Aw, raccoon,” I muttered. “Dang it.” Not that I had any problem with feeding a raccoon if the circumstances called for it—nobody deserved to starve, after all—but if it was here, then the cat definitely wasn’t coming back. “Dude, come on.”

      It stared at me balefully before scooping up a double-handful of food and waddling back into the bush on its hind feet like the hateful little food-stealer it was.

      “See if I buy the good stuff for you again,” I shouted after it.

      A nearby window banged again. “I thought I told you to shut the fuck up!”

      “Sorry!”

      Great. No kitty for me. That made me kind of sad. I should proooobably go and retrieve the bowl before the raccoon got back to it, but I was a little wary about handling it now that it had been touched. Gloves. Obviously. I reached into the box in my backseat for a pair of gloves—you never knew when you’d need them—then got out and walked back over to the bowl. I knelt down next to it and…

      Huh. Was that a circle? And another circle, and the straight lines looked just like⁠—

      It was a shoe imprint. An Air Force 1 shoe imprint.

      Huh. Was that important? Like, it seemed like it should be? Except I wasn’t a crime scene tech, and surely they’d gotten a picture of it earlier. Then again, they hadn’t cordoned off the yard, only the trailer itself, so maybe not? Well, just in case they hadn’t, maybe I should…yeah, I should take a picture of it.

      I should put something in for size reference. Hmm. Oh! The bowl of cat food ought to be okay.

      It was a standard size, easy to measure out. I turned my flashlight function on and snapped a picture, then took another from a different angle for good measure. I looked around for more, but the ground was too disturbed. My guess was this one had survived because it was so close to the bush. What had the person wearing it been doing over here? Peeking through the window? Smoking? Smoking would be good—they might have left a cigarette butt around. I checked to be sure, but didn’t find anything.

      Still. Not bad. I put my phone away and picked up the bowl, then headed back to my car, only to see⁠—

      “Hey!” There were three raccoons—three—in my backseat chowing down on the open bag of cat food. “Dudes! Quit it!” I ran toward the car and they booked it, knocking the bag over and spreading kibble all across the footwells. I stared at the mess and imagined those little assholes snickering to themselves as they ran off. Freaking hoodlums. And I still hadn’t seen the cat.

      “Are you okay?”

      I spun around to see Kyle coming out of the house. He chucked his Tyvek suit and pulled off his respirator over by his truck, but his eyes were on me.

      Probably because I was staring at my car like it had personally disappointed me. “Yeah,” I said as casually as I could. “Just a kibble issue, no worries.”

      “A…sorry, a kibble issue?”

      “Fucking raccoons,” I muttered. “But I’m fine.”

      “In a fight between you and raccoons, I’d certainly hope you were fine.”

      I laughed. “You’d think so, right?” But raccoons were tricky little shits. With over sixty percent of their cerebral cortexes dedicated to touch, I wouldn’t put it past them to be able to open a locked door or…

      My brain gradually pulled me back on track. “Are you done?”

      “I’m done,” he confirmed. “I just need to load up the trash bags and I’m good to go.”

      “Can I help with that part?”

      He rolled his eyes. “If you really want to. I don’t know why you would, but⁠—”

      “So you don’t have to do it all by yourself.”

      Kyle’s jaw tightened. “I can handle it.”

      “Um…of course?” He wouldn’t have the job if he couldn’t do it by himself, but… “I’m here, though, so I might as well help out. Then we can get some food!” I was starving.

      “It’s one a.m.,” Kyle pointed out. “Where are we going to get decent food at this time of night?”

      I beamed at him. “Oh, dude, I know just the spot.”
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