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Guidance for Readers


Please note: This novel contains discussions of foster care, past child abuse, past intimate partner violence, past self-harm, past death of a child, past death of a parent, past parental drug addiction. 

Disclaimer: The depiction of BDSM in this story is intended to be as realistic as possible, but some creative liberties were taken. Please do not ever take BDSM advice from a work of fiction. Do research, thoroughly vet your partner, and take the time to properly negotiate the scene and/or your relationship. And please do not ever self-tie without appropriate research and having a friend who can check on you.
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Chapter One
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Benji Spade hadn’t lived in his apartment for a full week, and already there was a dead body in the complex. 

That felt fitting. In his life, change equaled ugliness. It always had.

A cool autumn breeze cut through the valley, ruffling his hair as he leaned against his balcony railing. Half a dozen sheriff’s cruisers and a meat wagon had parked around the lot; uniforms, deputies, and suits traipsed up and down the sidewalk. A radio crackled, a woman from the station (probably Natty) droning on about some kid riding his bicycle on the Cherry Street sidewalk again. 

Outside of disease and old age, the main causes of death in Clancy County, North Carolina, were overdose, murder, and suicide. While Benji was intimately aware that addiction didn’t discriminate, he couldn’t imagine too many drug addicts having the extra cash to fork out for the rent here (unless they were also dealing?), and that was an awful lot of cops for a suicide.

Murder it was.

One of the suits strode toward his car. Tall, broad, with unnecessarily styled dirty blond hair and bitch face at full power. Also, Benji’s brother.

“Psst,” Benji said. “Bax.”

The man jerked his head back and forth, then spun around and looked up.

Baxter Griffin was many things: a good detective, great at glaring, excellent at lecturing, and a bit of a drama queen. Which was highlighted as he closed his eyes and groaned up at the heavens.

“What’s going on?” Benji asked.

Baxter pointed a finger at him. “Stay out of it.”

“Just curious.”

“Nope. That was your nosy voice.”

Benji scoffed. “I don’t have a ‘nosy voice.’”

The sheriff’s truck pulled up, and Baxter shot Benji another sharp look. “It’s a suspicious death. We don’t know what happened yet. Keep out of it, and let me do my job.” With that, he walked off to meet Sheriff Colby. Benji caught snatches of the conversation as the two of them headed along the sidewalk: dead girl, no blood, foamy mouth, food on table, no paraphernalia. After that, they moved too far away for him to hear.

No paraphernalia. So they didn’t suspect an OD. Poison? Suspicious death, his ass. Definitely murder.

His phone buzzed.

It was a text from Quentin. Mrs. Coop’s cat = missing again. 

Benji blew out a breath. Cat duty wasn’t his favorite, but it was the easiest hundred bucks a man could make.

Another buzz. Said she’ll pay double if you can find him within the hour. He’s got a vet appt.

Correction: easiest two hundred bucks.

It took approximately five minutes to get to Mrs. Coop’s three-story colonial. Benji didn’t even bother to go to the door. He stuffed his hands into some gloves and scaled the big oak tree in the front yard.

The ancient, ugly gray tabby glared at him from a branch, tail twitching, as Benji hoisted himself up. 

“How the hell do you keep getting up here?” Benji grunted as he pushed his way to eye level with the cat. “You’re eight hundred years old.”

The tabby hissed at him.

“Yeah, I don’t like you, either,” Benji said. “But you make me easy money.”

Benji somehow managed to not get his eyes scratched out while extracting the creature from the tree. Benji was starting to think the tabby simply wanted some time away from Mrs. Coop. He couldn’t really blame the beast. She was a lot.

Did Benji feel bad taking money from a little old lady for five minutes of work?

“Oh, thank you so much.” Mrs. Coop took the cat, cradling him like a small child. “Snickers keeps getting away from me, you know.” Her gaze fell to Benji’s “Power Bottoms for Jesus” T-shirt. She shifted uneasily, her face crinkling like she’d smelled some bad fish. “Um. Let me get my wallet.”

Nope, he absolutely did not feel bad.

His Friday morning was a lot sweeter when he’d made two hundred dollars before he’d even gotten to the office. Not to mention it was endlessly fascinating to watch Mrs. Coop hold out the cash between her fingers, standing as far from him as possible, like he might get his gay on her.

Next time, he’d wear the shirt with the giant multicolored butt plug on it that said “Feel the Rainbow.”

When Benji got to the office, Harper had their sock-clad feet kicked up on the desk, laptop on their thighs and phone to their ear. Harper was Black with long, currently red, braids. The gray combat boots on the floor next to the desk were in direct opposition to Harper’s fuzzy Mickey Mouse socks. As were their tank top, showing off ripped arms from all the hours spent at the gym lately, and torn jeans. In addition to being one of the best administrative assistants Spade & Katz could possibly have, Harper was gorgeous, complicated, and sometimes scary. Benji was pretty sure they could bench-press him. Benji hadn’t seen the inside of a gym since high school.

The thirty-by-thirty office had slate-colored commercial carpeting, a window next to the front door, enough room for two desks and a reception desk separated by a wall with an open arch, and a perpetual aroma of laundry detergent and fried chicken from the laundromat and the knockoff KFC on either side.

Quentin had his face buried in a copy of Fantasy & Science Fiction. He lowered the magazine as Benji circled around him to his own desk. Quentin was what you might get if you crossed a Newfoundland puppy with an otter: tiny, floppy brown hair, skinny, and infinitely cuddly and loyal with just a side of mischief. Since high school, Quentin had never seemed able to decide whether he wanted facial hair or not. This was a no-beard week.

As Harper hung up, the phone rang again. With an eye roll, they answered, “Spade & Katz. Harper speaking. How may I help you?” Pause. “No. No, we won’t help you cyber stalk your ex.” Pause. “Well, that sounds like a problem. Have you tried talking to him?”

Quentin pushed his black-rimmed glasses back up his nose. “Did you find her cat?”

“Yep.” Benji tossed the cash on his desk. “In the tree. Like always.”

“What are you going to do when it isn’t in the tree?”

“It’s always in the tree.”

“Maybe someday it won’t be.”

“Always, Q. Always. The only way it won’t be is if it’s dead. Which, given it may possibly be as old as Mrs. Coop, would not surprise me.”

“… okay, now try typing in his best friend’s name. No, no, so you can find tagged pictures.”

“Harper!”

“Uh, gotta go.” They hung up. “Yeah?”

“Please stop giving scorned women advice on how to stalk their ex-boyfriends.”

“He was a douche nozzle.”

“As most of them are,” Quentin mused. They both turned to look at him. His face colored. “Just an observation.”

“Fuck buddy problems?” Benji asked.

“Did he stand you up again?” Harper asked. “Or did he do that thing where he said he’d take you to dinner, but instead he bought you a gas station hot dog and a slushie, then went down on you in the parking lot before going back to his wife?”

Quentin sputtered. “He is not married!”

Harper pursed their lips. “Mm-hmm.” 

“Stop being a shit,” Benji said, although he totally agreed with the sentiment. “We are your bosses, after all.”

“Oh, really? What you gonna do, fire me? Please. You’d die without me.” They stood, stuffed their feet into the boots, and put their wallet in their pocket. “I’m gonna go grab some taters.”

Quentin cocked an eyebrow. “It’s ten o’clock.”

Green eyes blinked back at him. “And?”

His brown hair flopped from one side to the other as he tilted his head back and forth. “Grab me some wings?”

“Garlic parm?”

“Yes, please.”

“Righty-roo, cutie pie.” Harper bounced out the door.

“You’ll have heartburn all day,” Benji said. “What happened with Hugh?”

Hugh Banks had been Quentin’s on-again/off-again thing since they were teenagers. The dude was trash, but he was hotter than hades and apparently pretty good in the sack.

“Ugh.” Quentin waved a hand. “I don’t wanna talk about it. We got a case. Let’s talk about that.”

Benji decided to humor him—for now. “Oh yeah? Anything fun?”

“Asset recovery.”

Quentin had never had a particularly good poker face. Back in high school, Quentin sometimes spent the night with Benji, and they used to sneak out of the house to go down to the river and smoke weed. When Benji’s foster mom Tiana had caught them sneaking back in one time, Benji could have cued up a perfectly acceptable story, but Quentin’s guilty face had given them away.

“Let me guess,” Benji said. “Missing dog. No, wait. Horse.”

“Goat.”

“Jesus Christ.” He looked up and addressed the heavens. “I even wore a T-shirt for you, man. Not cool. Really not cool.”

“Maybe Jesus is a bottom.”

“I’m totally telling your nana you said that.”

Farmers didn’t go around swiping each other’s livestock, so finding a missing goat in a small county wasn’t difficult. If it wasn’t at Frostbrook High or Willow Haven High, it would be at the university.

By the time they got to BVU, the goat had a sheet wrapped around it with “Kappa Lambda Upsilon” scrawled on it in black marker and a tiara made of paper plates and Solo cups on its head, and it was having a grand time being hand-fed fruit.

“He likes the bananas the best,” one drunk frat boy mumbled before collapsing face first into a pile of what was maybe mud, maybe goat shit. 

Quentin grimaced. “It’s not even noon yet.”

Benji tossed the tiara and sheet onto the lightweight and said, “This is why I didn’t go to college. You’d have judged me for my life choices.”

“I still judge you for your life choices.”

“Yeah, and that’s rude of you.”

“One of your life choices was Timothy.”

“Low blow.”

After returning the goat to its home a bit fatter than when it had left, they went back to the office and spent the rest of the day running background checks on slimy people. 

The upside to having a business like theirs in a small town that was bigger than the towns around it was that you got a lot of clients from the outlying areas. It made things less awkward when you weren’t constantly running into self-proclaimed Ward Cleaver, who you’d busted for porking the maid, at the BP down the street.

At the end of the day, Benji grabbed some heart-healthy fried chicken at Chick ’N Go and headed home to unpack. His Civic had been around since the Clinton administration, but it still chugged along fine, taking the tiny hill on Cedar with only minimal complaint. 

Fall was a great time to live in western North Carolina, especially in the valley. The leaves had begun changing from greens to colorful reds, yellows, and oranges, and a pleasant breeze came off the mountains. It was a nice reprieve from the months of humidity that squeezed every ounce of oxygen out of him with each breath. 

With its mix of craftsmans, colonials, and farmhouses, Frostbrook had a serene, idyllic quality that drew in young couples. Until, that was, they realized the only businesses were a Walmart, fifty dollar stores, and a gas station on every other corner (possibly an exaggeration) and ran screaming for the hills. 

The cop cars were long gone from the apartment complex, but one of the first-floor units had yellow police tape over the door. Something niggled at the back of Benji’s brain—the same thing that always did whenever a potential mystery presented itself. He wasn’t sure if it was from his (short) time as a cop or just his personality in general. Back in middle school, he’d talked Quentin into investigating a missing homeless guy from their neighborhood. That had ended with them stumbling across the man’s dead body, Quentin throwing up, and them, in Sheriff Colby’s words, “mucking up the whole goddamn crime scene.” 

Colby had always been a sweetheart. 

At any rate, Benji was incurably curious. Baxter would have said nosy, but Baxter was a twat.

Benji retrieved the forwarded mail from his box, considered going to the gym for three seconds before remembering the fried chicken in his passenger seat, and headed to his apartment.

The Hollow Oak Apartments were two-story buildings with gray siding and dark brick accents, topped with gabled roofs. Each unit had a private street-level entrance, with the upper units’ exterior doors—like Benji’s—leading to a small foyer and a flight of stairs. The ten-unit buildings were separated by a sidewalk that led to the back units. 

There was nothing like a new apartment. The smell of fresh paint. Fluffy carpet. Everything shiny and clean. The tilting tower of boxes against the wall reminding you that you’d be unpacking for the next three years. 

Benji snagged a beer from the fridge and a chicken strip from the basket. Leaning against the wall by the sliding glass door, he checked out his empty balcony. Maybe he’d get a table and chairs. Some throw blankets and pillows. 

His gaze focused on the balcony in the building across from him. 

Or he could get some plants. Benji’s neighbor’s space was consumed by them. Big ones on the floor, little ones on tables and in planters. There were so many. Two… four… six… eight… ten—

The other apartment’s patio door slid open. With a yelp, Benji ducked behind the wall, then peeked around the corner.

A shirtless man stepped out, holding a watering can. 

Holy mother of Moses.

The man’s dark brown skin glistened from—presumably—a shower. A tapestry of dark ink swirled along shoulders and biceps as thick as Benji’s thighs. His curly black hair was cut short and shaved on the sides.

As his neighbor faced him, Benji’s mouth went dry. A thick, closely trimmed beard lined the man’s jaw, accentuating an already handsome face. He had the chest and stomach of someone who put in work but didn’t worry about being overly sculpted. 

The man took his time checking the soil in each pot, inspecting leaves. A crinkle developed between his eyes, and his lips pursed as if he was deep in thought.

Benji could open the door. Introduce himself and say hi. They could get to know each other. Benji could shoot his shot, on the off chance hot plant daddy was gay, and then maybe the man could come over some night and they could—

Benji stopped. His skin prickled, a flush running through him. He scoffed to himself, then turned away from the door. 

Chicken tenders and enough beer to make him fall asleep early was the better plan.








  
  

Chapter Two


[image: ]




Monday morning, when Benji got to the office, Harper and Quentin were already hard at work. He stopped in the doorway, caramel iced latte in hand. “My new neighbor is hot.” 

Quentin finished a slow sip of his Mountain Dew. “Oh, thank you for asking. My morning has been great so far. How about you?”

Benji tossed his laptop bag onto the desk. “Hot. New. Neighbor. Fuck your morning.”

Next door, steady beeping from a fryer signaled the chicken was done. Benji’s stomach growled. He really should have grabbed something to eat.

Quentin pulled a foil cylinder from a bag and tossed it to him. “Breakfast burrito.”

“God, what would I do without you?”

Harper rolled their chair into the doorway. “Tell us more about the hot new neighbor.”

Benji bit into the burrito and washed the mouthful of food down with a swig of coffee. “He pretty much ticks every box on my fantasy checklist.”

Quentin rested his chin on folded hands. “Older.”

“Check.”

“Tall.”

“I haven’t seen him up close, but… check.”

“Six-pack.”

“No, he’s got kind of a… dad bod in the belly department, which I find really sexy.” He rested his butt on the edge of his desk, finishing up the burrito. “He does seem weirdly obsessed with plants, though.”

Quentin raised his eyebrows. “Plants?”

“There’s a shit ton on his balcony. With flowers. Green ones, pink ones, orange ones. On the floor, on tables, on stands. He was out there Friday night, shirtless, taking care of them. It was hot. Also maybe sorta weird.”

“Ask him out.”

Benji circled around the desk. “Nah.”

“‘Nah’?” Harper scooted closer. “Don’t be a bitch.”

“You understand most people don’t talk to their boss like this.”

“And you understand most bosses aren’t little bitches like you?”

Quentin pressed a hand to his mouth, snickering.

“Assholes,” Benji said. “You’re both assholes.” He pointed a pencil at Harper. “He’s probably straight. Even if he’s not, he’s hot. And I’m, you know.” He motioned at himself.

Quentin’s face turned into a dark cloud, but he said nothing.

Harper cut their hand through the air. “You’re afraid of getting hurt like you did with Timothy.”

“This has nothing to do with Timothy.”

“You sure?” Quentin asked. “He did cheat on you—”

“We had an open relationship,” Benji insisted for the eight hundredth time. “He was allowed to be with other people.”

“Bull pucky,” Harper said. “You agreed to an open relationship to keep the peace, because you didn’t wanna be alone.”

More like sex had been an issue, and Benji got tired of seeing the disappointment and irritation on Timothy’s face.

Quentin didn’t add to that argument, because Quentin knew. Quentin knew everything. But he did say, “Just step out onto the balcony and say hi.”

“Right now, I’m enjoying the fantasy. What if he has a weird, pitchy voice?”

Harper shook their head and rolled back to their desk. It was redundant to remind them they were rude, so Benji chose to ignore it, like an adult, and to focus on more important things. Like the dozens of unread emails in his box, including one with the subject ‘HELP.’

Mr. Spade,

Please call me back at the number below. I need help solving my sister’s murder.

Starla Atwood

Atwood… Atwood. Benji frowned. “Do either of you know the name of the dead woman from my apartment complex?”

“My god, child,” Harper said. “You’ve lived there for a week.”

“Well, I didn’t kill her.”

“Benji,” Quentin said, rubbing his forehead. “You really need a sensitivity class.”

“We haven’t been sued yet, have we?”

Harper chortled. “‘Yet.’”

“Her name was Luna Atwood,” Quentin said. “They ordered a tox report before they make a ruling on cause of death.”

“Says who?” Then it hit him, and Benji groaned. “Did you and Hugh hook up? I thought you were having problems.”

Quentin’s face colored. “I happened to grab a sandwich at Mickey’s Saturday night, and he was there pumping gas. That’s it.”

On top of apparently having a dick made of gold, Hugh worked for the coroner’s office. 

“That all Hugh said?” Benji sipped his coffee. “Or pumped?”

Quentin’s color deepened. “Uh, I-I— He said Colby said it wasn’t murder, Griffin insisted it was, and it caused a big blowup between them. Apparently, the compromise was the tox screen.”

“Sheriff Colby making a compromise. Huh. Must be getting soft in his old age.”

“You could ask Griffin if you’re that curious about it.”

“Baxter would rather sell his left nut than involve me in an active investigation.” Benji twisted the monitor to face Quentin, then picked up his phone. “But we can get it from the gift horse’s mouth.”

“I beg you, don’t call a potential client a gift horse.”

Two hours later, Starla Atwood sat in front of their desks, sniffling and dabbing at her eyes with a tissue. 

Quentin sat directly beside Benji, ready to jump in should Benji say anything too inappropriate.

“How can we help you, Ms. Atwood?” Benji asked.

“Starla,” she said, voice rough. “Please. Call me Starla. Um, my sister—” Her words choked off. “It’s a small town. You must know.”

“We do,” Benji confirmed. “We’re so sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you. You know, someone tried to tell me it was suicide. Luna had a few… issues, but she’d have never done something like that.”

Issues threw up a big red flag in Benji’s brain.

Quentin spoke first. “Can you explain what you mean by ‘issues’?”

“I mean, I don’t want to speak ill of the dead—”

“Anything you tell us,” Benji said, “could be important in finding her killer.”

She sat up straighter, shoulders going back. “She wasn’t always faithful to her boyfriend. We had a sheltered childhood, and she wanted to experiment.”

Benji’s blood boiled. Experiment. Maybe try ending your relationship before experimenting?

As if sensing the impending explosion, Quentin asked, “But no mental health problems or drug dependency?”

“She took trazodone. I think it’s an antidepressant, but she took it for sleep. And no, no drug dependency.”

Benji scribbled down “Police report—prelim COD” and “trazodone script—doctor.” “What makes you think she was murdered, Starla?”

“Well, because she obviously didn’t kill herself. That, and I know who did it.”

“Who?” Quentin asked.

“Her professor.” Starla pawed through her purse. “He was her mentor or advisor or—” She waved a hand. “Whatever. Helping her write her thesis.” She held out a card. “Luna was also taking a class with him, and she’d said something about doing research for him, I think? I don’t know. She was smarter than me. I don’t understand all that stuff.”

Benji scanned the card. Dr. Jackson Bentley. Brook Valley University, Department of Biochemistry. “Why do you suspect Dr. Bentley?”

“She had a massive crush on him for years. I’m pretty sure she was sleeping with him.”

What kind of policy did BVU have regarding professors and students? Benji wondered if Dr. Bentley was married. Murder to protect a secret? Or suicide because the professor turned her down? Or— “What about the boyfriend?” Benji asked. “If she was cheating on him with this professor—”

“Brandon could never.”

“Brandon…?” Quentin prompted.

“Fadley. He’s the sweetest thing. Would never hurt a fly. And he’s so broken up about Luna’s death.”

“Did you take your concerns to the police?” Benji asked. 

Starla scoffed. “Yes. I spoke to a deputy, and he told me they would ‘look into it.’” She made sarcastic air quotes. 

He and Quentin exchanged glances. This wasn’t their usual type of case. They’d assisted local police departments and even the sheriff’s department before, but not on murder. True, they’d taken on a murder case a while back, a complicated one wrapped up with the local cult that, thankfully, no longer existed, but that had mostly been because they’d known the client and because Baxter had been involved.

It was hard to turn down a paying client. But taking this on would mean getting directly tangled up in one of Baxter’s cases, and that wasn’t liable to go over well with Baxter or the sheriff.

Which, in Benji’s eyes, was an even bigger reason to take the job.

After getting all the paperwork filled out, their first stop was the sheriff’s station.

Downtown Frostbrook had everything the discerning Southerner could want: a bakery, two pizza shops (one chain and one local), a steak-and-barbecue joint, a laundromat, two banks, the choice of two whole lawyers, a pharmacy, a funeral home, a grocery store, five bars (priorities), and more. 

More just consisted of a tobacco-and-vape shop, a thrift store, a tattoo parlor, and some fast-food chains, but who was counting?

The sheriff’s station was inside a big two-story brown brick building next to city hall and the county courthouse. The length of it ran along Main Street, across from JoJo’s Laundromania, Gertrude’s Pizza Café, and Bellini Bros Grocery Store.

Deputy Tasha Sloan sat at the front desk, boot-clad feet kicked up on another chair, using her pregnant belly as a table for her magazine. When they were in high school, Tasha and Quentin had dated for three whole months, until, as Quentin reported, they’d kissed and Quentin had realized he wasn’t attracted to girls. Tasha hadn’t been upset about it. She’d said he kissed like a dead fish. Whatever that meant.

As the door shut behind them, Tasha lowered her magazine. “Howdy, boys.”

“Nice to see you, Tash,” Benji said. “We’re here to see Detective Griffin. Is he in?”

She jabbed a thumb behind her. “At his desk.”

The bullpen smelled like sweat, burned coffee, and poor life choices, which seemed to be a common theme in most law enforcement spaces. It was a small room with even smaller ones jutting off from it: a break room big enough for one person to turn around in, two interview rooms, and the sheriff’s office. The deputies shared a corner, their desks huddled together back-to-back, close to the door. They spent most of their time out in their cruisers, so they didn’t get the privacy given to some of the others. At the far end of the room, Sheriff Dickface’s door remained closed, per usual. To the left corner was the lieutenant’s cushy desk, his big potbelly nearly as big as Tasha’s pregnant one as he lounged in his chair, undoubtedly surfing the web rather than working.

In the right corner, two more desks butted against each other: Silas Fox and Baxter Griffin, the sole detectives for the Clancy County Sheriff’s Department, each dutifully working. Their desks were a study in opposites. Silas’s was alive with photos and figurines, including a random glass unicorn Silas had told Benji his niece gave him as a birthday gift, whereas Baxter’s had always been sterile and professional, holding only folders, Post-it notes, and a single picture of him and Benji when they were younger. It now, Benji noted, sported a new addition: a picture of Baxter and his boyfriend.

Benji sat on the edge of Baxter’s desk. “Yo.” 

Baxter protested as Benji snagged a baseball, something else new, from under his monitor. 

“Since when do you like baseball?”

“I’ve always liked baseball.”

“No. You watched football when we were young. You never watched baseball.”

“Tater tot likes baseball,” Silas said.

Benji raised his eyebrows. “Your little twink is into sports?”

“Twinks can be into sports. I’m into sports,” Quentin said.

“You’re not a twink,” Silas said. “More like a leprechaun.”

“Fuck you, Fox.”

“Hey.” Silas held up his hands, palms out. “I didn’t say an ugly leprechaun. Come on now.”

Silas was one of those jock types Benji had hated in high school but as an adult dreamed about hooking up with. He was blond and hot, and he knew it. He and Quentin got along like oil and water.

“Why are you here?” Baxter asked.

Benji tossed the ball in the air. “Thought we’d ask you how the investigation is going.”

Baxter didn’t bother to look up. “What investigation? I have more than one.”

“Oh, really? It a hot crime week in Clancy County?”

Baxter flipped a page in the folder he was looking through. “You know, you weren’t funny as a kid, and you’re not funny now.”

Benji tossed the ball to Quentin and swiped the folder from under Baxter’s nose. “Does somebody need some food? You seem hangry.”

Baxter leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms, wearing what teenage Benji had come to call his “Fuck around and find out” face. Benji reminded himself he was a twenty-eight-year-old man who could absolutely outrun Baxter if he had to and proceeded to fan himself with the folder.

“Benjamin,” Baxter said firmly. “Why are you here?”

Benji tossed the folder back onto the desk, then circled around Baxter’s chair, eyeing his monitor, but Baxter put the computer to sleep before he could get a good view. “Luna Atwood.”

“You know I can’t talk about that.”

Sinking down on the edge of Baxter’s desk, Benji said, “A birdie told me you thought it was murder, and nobody believed you.”

Silas looked at Quentin. “Let me guess: Banks told you while you were swinging on his schlong? That was a short joke, BT-dubs.”

Quentin breathed deeply and audibly through his nose.

Baxter cut a glance toward the sheriff’s office door, which was still closed. “Colby said it was either an OD or a suicide.”

“He was a douche about it,” Silas said. “We got the tox screen back, though, and vindication.”

“No trazodone?”

Baxter frowned. “How did you know—” 

“How’d you get the tox report back so fast?”

“I have a friend at the lab who owed me. Benjamin, how did you know about the trazodone?”

“Friends?” Benji asked. “You don’t have friends.”

“Hey,” Silas said with a pout.

“You don’t count,” Quentin said.

Silas flicked him off.

“You’re dodging my question,” Baxter said.

Resting his hands on the desktop, Benji leaned over it. “What do I get if I solve this before you?”

“My foot up your ass for getting involved in my case.”

“Kinky. A little weird, though, ’cause you’re sort of -ish my brother.” 

Baxter rubbed his eyes. “This is a law enforcement matter.” When he lowered his hand, he had on his cop face. “If you poke around it, I will arrest you. Who’s your emergency contact? Oh, yeah. Me. Guess who won’t be bailing you out for at least two days.”

“You are a terrible person.”

“Trazodone, Benjamin Dalton,” Baxter growled. “How did you know about it?”

“Oooh,” Silas said. “Full name. You’re in trouble now, Spade.”

“Do you ever shut up?” Quentin asked him.

“When there’s a dick in my mouth. You offering?”

Quentin chucked the baseball at Silas, who caught it with a laugh.

“Enough,” Baxter snarled.

The fax machine whined in the corner. The lieutenant called, “Chaney! Your girlfriend suck your brains out of your cock this morning or something? You’re about as useless as tits on a bull. Get your head outta your ass!”

Silas whispered, “Kip’s tutoring through his break. Griffin hasn’t eaten yet.”

“Hangry,” Benji said, snapping his fingers. “I knew it.”

Baxter’s voice was close to a growl as he said, “I’m going to strangle both of you.”

“The sister hired us,” Quentin said. “She wants us to look into Luna’s death.”

Baxter groaned.

“What’d the tox screen say?” Benji asked.

“No trazodone,” Silas confirmed. “It showed digoxin, which she wasn’t taking. And that has no relation to trazodone.”

“Isn’t that a heart medication?” Benji asked.

“Yep.”

“The boyfriend did it,” Baxter said. “Luna was cheating on him, he got angry, and he killed her.”

“Brandon Fadley?” Off Baxter’s nod, Benji asked, “Does he have an alibi?”

“Internet activity puts him at home that night,” Silas said. “He was online on some video game. But he lives at a frat house, so anyone could have logged in as that user.”

“His frat buddies can’t vouch for him?” 

“They’ve been less than helpful,” Baxter said.

“Who did she cheat on him with?” Quentin asked.

“No clue. He knew she was cheating—they got into a public fight about it—but he never got a name.”

“Did she live by herself?” Benji asked. 

“No,” Baxter said. “She had a roommate.” He opened a folder, leaning over to read a note. “Mara Kennedy, a fellow classmate and her best friend. She was out of town.”

“The sister thinks Luna was fucking her professor.”

“We know,” Baxter said. “She told us. Many times.”

“Bentley has a solid alibi,” Silas offered. “He was away at some research thing.”

“‘Research thing.’ Wow.” Benji slapped his hands on his knees, pushing off them to stand, and looked at Quentin. “They’re top-notch.”

“Eat my ass,” Silas said, flashing his teeth.

“Gotta buy me dinner first, big boy.” He asked Baxter, “You going to give me access to the police report?”

“Isn’t ordering a police report PI 101?”

“Fuck you,” Benji said. “Now you’re being a spiteful dick.”

“I’ll email it to you.”

“Tox report, too. And any other information you—”

“Yes, Benjamin. I know how to send a full file. Go away before I change my mind.”

As they drove back to the office, Quentin rubbed his temples.

“Headache?” Benji asked.

“I’m fine.”

A few months back, Quentin had been attacked while working alone in their office. The assailant had taken a baseball bat to his head, leaving him hospitalized with a concussion for a couple of days. He still had residual headaches now and then.

“I have to be fine,” Quentin added. “I’m meeting a new boudoir client at three, and I want to make sure I’m on time.”

On top of being a whiz with computers and having been Benji’s mentor when he changed careers from law enforcement to private investigative work, Quentin was a photographer. He did most kinds of portrait photography, but the boudoir thing had fallen into his lap when he did a shoot for a woman who told all her friends about the “amazing gay photographer” and it had snowballed from there. 

“I’ll start the research for this,” Benji said as he pulled into the parking lot. “Go see your client.”

“You’re the best.”

“Damn right.”

Inside, Harper had on headphones, body moving along to whatever they were listening to while their fingers flew across the keyboard. Benji plopped down at his desk and switched on the monitor.

He wanted to get his hands dirty and go check out the apartment. Starla had given him an extra set of keys, but he hadn’t yet received a text back from Baxter on whether he would disturb their crime scene if he went poking around, nor did he have permission from the roommate. Since the reports were in Benji’s inbox like Baxter had promised, he figured he should be a good boy.

Luna’s social media presence was a nightmare of vapid TikTok videos and pointless tweets about even-more-pointless TV shows. No Facebook. No Instagram. Snapchat was a bust. She had Tinder, Bumble, and every other dating or hookup app available, but without access to her accounts, they weren’t going to be much help. He scribbled down a note to ask her sister if she had the log-in information.

Next step: Locate Dr. Jackson Bentley. It didn’t take long. He had an extensive backlist of research articles, a few chapters in textbooks, several research proposals and research presentations.

Benji had barely graduated from high school. Reading about biochemistry, molecular biology, and whatever else these articles were talking about made his brain hurt. 

Dr. Bentley was clearly smart. He had been Luna’s advisor, professor, maybe more, and— Hold on a second.

Benji clicked the tiny image on Google. It linked to the professor’s profile at the university. 

No way.

No fucking way.

Dr. Jackson Bentley was Benji’s hot new neighbor.

As he clicked through more and more of Bentley’s research articles, a deep queasiness settled into the pit of his stomach. Dr. Bentley, Dr. Hot Plant Daddy himself, was a subject matter expert.

On poison.








  
  

Chapter Three
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“What am I looking at?” 

Jackson stood in his living room, arms crossed, staring at the gigantic framed painting hanging above his fireplace. The gigantic framed painting that looked like, well, an anus surrounded by flowers.

Ace spun around, adjusting his glasses. “You know very well what it is.”

“Wallace, did you put a painting of your butthole on my wall?”

“No, of course not. It’s Marco’s.” He motioned toward it. “But see the flowers? The use of lighting?”

Jackson wasn’t sure who Marco was, but it was usually better not to ask about Ace’s flavor of the week. “Please take the anus off my wall.”

“You told me to paint you something unique and appropriate to your aesthetic—”

“And your automatic thought was ‘anus’?”

“With flowers. And stop saying ‘anus.’ It’s embarrassing.”

“Remove it, please.”

Ace lifted the frame off the hooks and leaned it against the fireplace. “I simply cannot work within the confines of your prudishness, Jackson.”

Jackson had met Wallace Lantz when they were both eighteen-year-old kids trying to navigate the big University of Georgia campus. Back then, Ace had been a skinny thing with pink hair, sporting ripped jeans and a My Chemical Romance T-shirt; the opposite of Jackson’s chinos, polo, and perfectly trimmed curls. But Ace had been staring at the campus map, cursing up a storm, when Jackson walked by, so he’d had to stop.

Ace had been trying to find the same intro to chemistry class Jackson was headed to (core curriculum for Ace; a major course for Jackson), and Jackson had come prepared with the route highlighted on a printout. Twenty-two years later, they were still friends. Ace now had a receding hairline and a bit of a paunch, but he still looked damn good in skinny jeans and a band tee. 

“Plants,” Jackson said. “Trees. Shrubs. Flowers, yes, but without the hole. So many options, Wallace. If I wanted to stare at a butthole, I’d go on Grindr.”

“Catty. I like it. Have you, by the way?” He shook out the linen sheet the painting had been—and, Jackson hoped, soon would be again—wrapped in. “Gone on Grindr lately?”

“The last time I was on Grindr, I accidentally connected with a student, and it was incredibly awkward for all involved.”

“Oh, please.” Ace set the painting on the linen sheet. “That boy knew what he was doing. It’s everyone’s fantasy to be defiled by their professor.”

“Not mine.”

“Because your professors were ugly.” He covered the painting, then pinned the sheet closed at the back. “You’re reasonably attractive.”

Jackson’s cell phone rang, and he pulled it from his pocket. “‘Reasonably.’ Why, thank you.” Unknown number. “Please, no more hole paintings.” He held the phone to his ear. “Hello?”

A man with a thick, almost exaggerated, Appalachian accent answered, “May I speak with Dr. Jackson Bentley?”

“Speaking.”

“Fantastic! My name is Benedict Dalton. I’m with the Duke Chronicle, the Duke University student newspaper—but I’m sure you know that. Anyway, we’re doing a feature on successful alumni, and my, my, Doctor, you have so many papers and presentations under your belt.”

There was something off about the man, but Jackson couldn’t quite put his finger on it. “Thank you. What can I help you with, Mr. Dalton?”

“Well, I was hoping to interview you for the piece, so I was looking to get your office hours so we could connect.”

“For a phone interview?” He certainly had the time today, given he’d canceled class and didn’t know what to do with himself.

“Oh, no, no. I’d like to do this in person, with a videographer. If that’s not something you’re comfortable with, let me know.”

“Tell them yes,” Ace hissed, making Jackson jump.

Shoving his friend away, Jackson said into the phone, “Brook Valley is a long way from Durham for an interview.”

“Not far at all, Professor. Do it all the time.”

An interview with his alma mater’s student paper wasn’t unusual. He’d done them in the past. But on video? That was more attention than his work usually got. He was applying for a grant next semester… “Yes, we can arrange that. I have some time tomorrow morning if you’re available.”

“I absolutely am. Text me the specifics and your office info to this number. I look forward to meeting you, Dr. Bentley.” Dalton hung up.

“What was that about?” Ace asked. “An interview?”

“You are forty, Wallace. You need to stop eavesdropping.”

Ace rolled his eyes, waving a dismissive hand. “Please, doll. It’s for your own good. You know if it wasn’t for me, you would have taken that dreadful job in LA instead of here, and you’d be miserable and broke and, most importantly, without me.”

“I’d have a beach condo and be making over $150k a year.”

“And paying $7k a month for a shack. Don’t be a bitch, Jackie.”

Jackson pinched the bridge of his nose. “Sorry. You’re right. I’m in a mood.”

“So I noticed.” Ace sniffed, but asked, “What’s wrong?”

“One of my students died.”

Ace’s jaw fell open. “Oh my good Christ, Jackson. Why did you not tell me?”

“It just happened. She was supposed to be at the symposium with me over the weekend, but she bailed at the last minute because she wasn’t feeling well. I never thought to check on her before we left Thursday night. Her sister found her Friday morning. They think someone murdered her. I canceled classes today, but tomorrow it’ll be back to normal, although I’m not sure what normal is now.”

Ace squeezed Jackson’s shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go get drunk. I’ll let you stare at the painting of my anus.”

“You said it was Marco’s.”

“I lied.”








  
  

Chapter Four
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Benji thought his plan was genius: Pretend to be a student from Dr. Bentley’s alma mater wanting to interview him. He could get the professor’s schedule without having to do surveillance, talk to him in depth about some of his research, and maybe get permission to sit in on a class or two so he could chat with some of the other students about the good professor. If Bentley was giving it to one student, he might be giving it to another. 

His brother, however, clearly didn’t agree.

Tuesday morning, Benji stood in Baxter’s living room. Baxter faced him, mouth pulled into a thin line. Quentin had sunk down onto the couch, hand over his eyes. Kip, Baxter’s child bride, stood off to the side, hand over his mouth, barely containing his snorts of laughter.

“You look ridiculous,” Baxter finally said.

“He looks like a douche,” Quentin corrected.

Kip said, “He looks like me.”

Baxter turned a look of horror on him.

Benji would admit his skinny jeans, zip-up hoodie, and Converse did somewhat match the kid’s current outfit, although—unlike Kip—he wasn’t flashing half his torso. Then again, if Benji had Kip’s flawless brown skin instead of his freckled pale ass, maybe he’d show it off, too.

“Which is better?” Benji unzipped his jacket. “Open or closed?”

Baxter stared at Benji’s T-shirt, which read “My Other Ride Is Your Dad.” “Jesus Christ, Benjamin.”

“Keep it open,” Kip said. “You look more don’t-give-a-fuck. College kids don’t give a fuck. A kid came to my English class once in pj’s and slippers.”

“This from the man who almost wore booty shorts and a pink tank top to give a presentation,” Baxter mumbled.

“Also, the shirt is hilarious.” Kip directed this at Baxter. “And very on point for impersonating a student.”

Benji felt like there was an insult in there somewhere, but he chose to ignore it.

Waving an arm at Quentin, Baxter asked, “You’re really going along with this shit?”

Quentin, who, with his soft round face and puppy dog eyes, would still pass for twenty-one in his forties, shrugged. “It’s better than his original plan of actually pretending to be enrolled in one of the classes.”

“Do you even know what biochemistry is?” Baxter asked Benji.

“Is that a ‘You didn’t go to college’ jab?”

“No, that’s a ‘You got D’s in all your science classes’ jab.”

Benji scratched his cheek with his middle finger.

“Are you sure this is about trying to catch a killer and not about your professor kink?”

“I do not have a professor kink.”

Baxter snorted. “We used to share a room. I know what porn you watch.”

“He’s not wrong,” Quentin said.

“Fuck you bot— Wait, ‘catch a killer’? I thought you didn’t think he was the killer.”

Baxter crossed his arms. “I don’t. But you do.”

“So you admit I’m right.”

“No! I’m trying to be a good big brother.”

Benji adjusted the T-shirt, tucking it into his jeans. “Being a good big brother would be trusting my gut, not humoring me.”

“Potato, potahto.”

Benji looked at Kip. “You’ve been a bad influence on him.”

Kip smirked.

The relationship was only a few months old, but Benji had never seen his brother happier. Of course, it was Baxter, so that was like saying he’d never seen a badger happier. 

Baxter asked Quentin, “You’re going to be there with him, right?”

Quentin held up his bag of camera equipment. “Yep.”

Baxter sighed. “We got the stomach-contents analysis back. Included what appears to be relatively digested pizza—probably lunch—and then salad that was hardly digested, so they said that was likely her last meal. Lab said some of the leaves in the salad were not lettuce. He had to send them out for further analysis, but his educated guess was Nerium oleander. Apparently, the toxicity is identical to digitoxin.”

“Huh.” Benji lifted his backpack, filled with his laptop and three library books, and hoisted it over his shoulder. “Good to know.”

Baxter’s face softened, a smile tugging at his lips.

“What?”

“You look like you did back in high school.” The smile widened into a grin. “Hiding pot in your bag and ditching third period.”

“I don’t recall you smiling about me ditching class back then.”

“Because you were a little shit who gave me, Kendra, and Tiana heartburn.”

“‘Were’?”

“Are,” Baxter corrected, then added to Quentin, “Keep him out of trouble?”

“I’ll do my best.”

Brook Valley, NC, was tiny: only five square miles. Even Frostbrook was four times as large. Which was to say that the 160-acre Brook Valley University campus took up about a twentieth of the town. 

As they stepped through the glass double doors of Ketchum Hall, the odor of musk and dampness, like a gymnasium after a long basketball game, assaulted Benji’s senses. Maybe this was what debt and stress smelled like. The white linoleum floor tiles had gone a dull gray and were cracking in places, and the faded blue walls must last have been painted sometime in the ’90s. The whole place had a dated feel to it, like you could imagine yourself stepping back in time. There was even a phone booth in the corner. Did it still work?

“Jesus,” Benji muttered. “This place stinks.”

“Yeah,” Quentin said. “It’s always been whiffy in here.”

“Dr. Bentley’s office is in 5024,” Benji said, following the signs down the hall. “You were a computer major. What were you doing in the science building?”

“I had to take core science classes as part of university requirements. Biology and astronomy were taught in this building. There’s a whole planetarium and a greenhouse.”

“Wonder if the good doctor keeps his toxic plants there.”

Dr. Bentley’s office was on the fifth floor, on the right at the end of the hall. Given the “Director of Graduate Studies” under his name on the placard outside his door, maybe the hot professor was a bit more important than Benji’d originally realized.

The door was already open, so they stepped inside. The office was small but warm—there were pictures on the walls of plants, places, and what Benji assumed were some of his previous graduate students at research conferences. A couple of plants hung from hooks on the ceiling. A desk was situated in the middle of the room, facing the door.

Bentley stood from his seat at the desk. “Mr. Dalton?”

“That’s right,” Benji said, affecting the heavier accent he’d gone with on the phone, and they shook hands.

Quentin stepped forward, offering his own hand. “Alexander Quinn. I’ll be the cameraperson.”

“Nice to meet you both.” Bentley motioned toward chairs on the opposite side of his desk. “Have a seat.”

Quentin got the tripod and camera set up as Benji settled into a chair.

“This is a nice office,” Benji said, looking around. File cabinets lined one wall, ending at a small table where a printer sat, its tray filled with printouts. He nodded toward the papers. “Research?”

“Student forms. I’m the director of graduate studies for the biochemistry department, which means I am the designated advocate for the graduate program and students within our department and I’m everyone’s first-year advisor. Also, I have my own students from classes and my mentees.”

“Sounds like you keep busy, professor. How many graduate students do you mentor?”

“I take up to three at a time, one per cohort. I used to take five, but once I became DGS, it was too much to juggle.”

“You attended University of Georgia before you came to Duke, right?”

“That’s correct. I was born in Georgia, and I received my bachelor of science degree from UGA, then went on to Duke for my doctorate.”

“Your specialty is… interesting. Poisonous plants.”

Bentley chuckled. “I was always interested in studying plants and their DNA, but in graduate school I began focusing on toxic plants and what makes them tick.”

“Why?” 

Something changed on the professor’s face. Just for a moment. A flicker of… pain? “There was an incident with someone I care about. I’d rather not talk about it on camera, if you don’t mind, but all of the information is available online if you do some journalistic digging.”

Benji was pretty good at “journalistic digging,” so he would definitely be doing that. “Of course. Not a problem.”

“I study poisonous plants with the goal of finding faster ways of detecting their toxicity in the body without knowing what plant was digested and paving the way for future researchers to discover better treatment methods. Many active components are structurally similar to other toxins, so by the time doctors figure it out, it’s often too late.”

Benji was skeptical but tried to keep it out of his voice. “So, you study poisonous plants to… help people.”

“That is the hope.” The professor’s dark eyes sparkled. “I do also love plants.”

“Can you talk about the research you’re currently working on?”

“Of course. Currently I’m researching Nerium oleander and its chemical compound, oleandrin.”


      ***Benji was good at BSing, so he was able to keep a pretty decent poker face as he finished up the interview. He arranged to attend one of the professor’s classes the next day—making sure it was one of the ones Luna would have been in. Then he and Quentin left and made their trek back to the parking lot without a word spoken between them.

“That can’t be a coincidence,” Quentin finally said as they reached Benji’s car. “Right?”

Benji unlocked the doors. “Do you think he’s lying about why he studies poison plants?”

“He seemed genuine. But just because his reasoning wasn’t nefarious doesn’t mean he doesn’t know how to use them. If it’s studying the components, he probably knows how to break them down and weaponize them.”

“Wonder if he keeps any of the plants in his home…”

Quentin set his bag on the floor in the back. “I mean, I was a fine arts major, so not really qualified to answer that.”

“Yeah. That’s what I was thinking.” Benji opened the driver’s side door. “Come on. I’ll take you to the office so you can upload the video to send it to Baxter and Silas.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Just a side project.”

After dropping Quentin off, Benji headed back to his apartment complex. Thanks to the schedule Dr. Bentley had provided, Benji knew he’d be on campus until five.

Now, typically, Benji wouldn’t condone breaking into someone’s home. Being a private investigator didn’t give him special privileges. But every so often, it was the best way to gather information, and he’d always liked to think outside the box. Quentin turned a blind eye to it, and Benji made sure not to tell Baxter.

It was easy to get the door open. Too easy. Benji was considering buying a new lock for his own door when he realized the good doctor hadn’t set his dead bolt. Too much Southern hospitality. 

The professor’s apartment was a carbon copy of Benji’s, except for being fully furnished with a gorgeous suede couch, matching chairs, and a dark wood coffee table. Photos covered the walls—photos of him with men and women who were probably friends; photos of him with what were likely family, given how closely they resembled one another; photos of him and a young child. Aside from the pictures, there were no signs of a kid living there even part time, so Benji was betting on a nephew. Based off the massive family photo on the bookcase, he had a million siblings.

As with the balcony, plants were the predominant form of decoration. Between the couch and chairs were potted plants. Plants hung from the ceiling. Plants sat on the bookcase running along the wall. On the tables, on stands, on the counters. 

Benji snapped pictures of each one. While they took up every inch of empty space, they managed to do so without making the apartment overly cluttered. Still, it was a bit like wandering through a rain forest as Benji worked his way down the hall.

In the powder room, the wall behind the toilet displayed three staggered shelves filled with—shocker—plants, as well as various tomes. Nothing like reading some Cervantes while you were taking a shit. 

Bingo. Dr. Bentley used the spare room as an office. Plants had, unshockingly, also taken up residence there. Benji rummaged through the desk. Pens, pencils, highlighters, old grade books, papers he was currently working on…

The file cabinet under the desk wasn’t locked. Tax documents, medical records, more papers. The whole top drawer was stuffed with research articles, organized by category. DNA, RNA, pathology. 

Not like Benji had expected a big red folder marked “Murder Information Here.” But that would have been nice, right? He took a few pictures of folder names and pictures of the first journal article in every folder.

The door creaked. Benji whirled around, grabbing a potted plant as a weapon. 

“Word to the wise.” Baxter eased a hip against the doorjamb, crossing his arms, face stony. “If you’re going to break into someone’s home, make sure they don’t have a security system.” He pointed at a bookcase where a small camera was nestled between a potted plant and a stack of biochemistry texts. “What was that thing I said about if you got arrested?”

Fuck.
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