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REPRISE

	DEALS WITH THE DEVIL

	 

	EIGHT MONTHS AGO

	 

	The Aston Martin was almost silent. It was a whisper, less than a whisper, the sound of silk sliding over skin, a goddamn sexy sound as it stroked along Wahredua’s streets. The car even smelled sexy, damn it: leather, and a hint of something else, something high-priced, maybe sandalwood.

	“I want a favor,” Glennworth Somerset said.

	“A favor?” Hazard said. “What is this, some sort of Godfather bullshit?”

	“Well?”

	“Fine. Let’s hear your favor.”

	“I have your word?”

	“Tell me the goddamn favor, already.”

	 

	FOUR MONTHS AGO

	 

	Somers chafed his arms; he blew out a breath, which plumed white in the faint light from the street. “I asked my parents for a loan.”

	“Absolutely not,” Hazard said.

	“They’re my parents, Ree. I can ask them for money if I want to ask them.”

	“What did they say?”

	Somers stared off at one corner of the room.

	“What did they make you do?”

	“Just drop it, Ree. Please. It’s no big deal. They were happy to do it.”



	
CHAPTER ONE

	MARCH 24

	SUNDAY

	7:14 PM

	 

	THE TWO BOYS WRESTLED in the middle of the living room.

	“I’m going to be a police officer when I grow up.”

	“No, I going to be a police off—police off—I going to be police.”

	“No, me!”

	“Not with that kind of grappling,” Emery Hazard said before taking another sip of beer. “He could head butt you.”

	The comment elicited a mixture of laughs and groans from the rest of the people in the room. Tonight, Emery Hazard and his fiancé, John-Henry Somerset, were at a dinner party. Their neighbors, Noah and Rebeca, had invited them over—along with several other people, some of whom Hazard would have preferred not to see.

	“For God’s sake,” Noah said, tall and goofy, but shooting a severe look at Hazard as he moved into the fray, “now one of them’s going to try it.”

	He got there just in time to stop the little one, who had to be about four, from smashing his forehead into his older brother’s face. With what looked like it took a surprising amount of effort, Noah separated the boys. 

	“Come on,” Noah said. “You can both be police officers. Or you can be something else, too.”

	The boys stared at him sullenly.

	“What about being a writer?” Noah said with a smile. “Like your dad. That’s a cool job. Tell them, Emery.”

	“Actually, with the increasingly prominent role played by amateurs, and the low barrier to entry, professional journalism is basically dead. The only viable careers in writing are piecemeal freelance or something ridiculous like writing a novel.”

	A sharp, warning noise came from the kitchen, and Hazard glanced over to see Somers dragging his hand across his throat: shut up.

	“Freelance writing is a great career,” Noah said, still talking to the boys but now giving Hazard the stink eye. “You know, I’d be really proud if one of you boys decided to take after me and—” 

	The little one, obviously bored and disgruntled, soothed himself by biting down on Noah’s arm.

	“Oww,” Noah shook himself free. “No way, mister. Not allowed. You need a time out.” The little one screamed as Noah picked him up and carried him out of the room.

	“If he bites you just for suggesting he be a writer,” Nico said, his voice quiet and silky from the spot he had chosen in the corner of the room, “I wonder what he’d do if I said he should go to grad school.”

	Hazard wasn’t sure why Noah and Rebeca continued to invite his ex-boyfriend. He kept thinking they’d finally get the hint and stop. 

	“That just shows how smart he is,” Hazard said.

	A laugh worked its way through the room, and after a minute, the group’s attention fragmented into smaller conversations. In the kitchen, Somers toasted Hazard with a glass of water and then turned back to Rebeca, both of them laughing the next moment about something Somers said.

	It was a strange group that Noah and Rebeca had cobbled together: Hazard and Somers, in spite of Hazard’s dislike of people in general; Dulac, Somers’s partner on the police force, and Darnell, his boyfriend; the pastor of their local church, Wesley, and his new girlfriend—Hazard couldn’t remember her name; Mitchell, Hazard’s first client as a private detective and the survivor of a brutal attack; and Nico, Hazard’s ex. Nico was a late addition, and he still clung to the fringes of the group, as though not sure of his place in it.

	Darnell, a big bear of a man, kissed Dulac on the cheek and started moving around the room, shaking hands, excusing himself.

	“Got an international call,” Darnell said as he pumped Hazard’s hand. “One of the many pleasures of working remotely.”

	“Good luck,” Hazard said.

	After Darnell excused himself, Hazard noticed Dulac moving to the kitchen and pouring himself a glass of wine. A very full glass of wine. His movement changed something; something in the group’s dynamic shifted, and all of the sudden, the small knots of conversation burst. There had to be some kind of formula for it. Some way of predicting it. Hazard was sure some econ professor somewhere was toiling over it. Maybe you could base it on something in the animal world. Starling flocks. Hazard had been reading about starlings lately—they were a major nuisance, and they could form enormous flocks. Up to a hundred thousand birds in some places. What caused them to form? What caused them to split? What signal—pheromone or body language or combination of cues—was Hazard oblivious to, that made everyone else move like they were in a game of musical chairs?

	In the kitchen, Dulac had finished one very full glass of wine, and now he was pouring another. He turned around, spotted Hazard, and wove a path through the room.

	“You looked hilarious watching those kids wrestle,” Dulac said, settling onto the sofa next to him. The detective was young, probably ten years younger than Hazard and Somers, and he was dangerously boyish with all those freckles. “Your face, man. Oh my God, your face.”

	“You already drank another half glass?”

	“Bro, Darnell is, like, cutting back. Because of his health. And I’m a good boyfriend.”

	“So you go swimming in Chardonnay as soon as he leaves?”

	“Dude.” Dulac took a gulp, and then another, setting the glass down on the coffee table too hard. The glass clinked loudly. Wine slopped against the side. “So, like, you’re a dad, right?”

	Hazard grunted and stared straight ahead.

	“But, like, not a daddy?” Laughing, Dulac slugged Hazard in the shoulder. “Come on, man. I’m just messing with you.”

	“Do that again, and I’ll break your nose. Again.”

	“Dude, you’re hilarious. Seriously—”

	“I am being serious.”

	“Seriously, though, do you like being a dad? Like, I get it, you’re, like, tough. You’re probably the discipline one, right?”

	Across the room, Nico released a single, shocked scoff of laughter. Hazard accidentally met his gaze, and a blush swept through Hazard’s face as he jerked his eyes away.

	“But do you like it?”

	“Gray,” Hazard said, “it’s a nice party, ok? Can you just fuck off?”

	“I just want to know what’s going on inside this big, beautiful brain.” Dulac tried to tap on Hazard’s temple, but Hazard jerked his head away. “You’re hooking up with my boy, you know? You and John-Henry, that’s fucking awesome.” He groped blindly for the wineglass and took another long drink. “Come on, man. Let me get to know the real Emery Hazard. Just say it. Just say you’re a fucking—”

	“Language,” Rebeca called from the kitchen, and sure enough, a moment later, one of the boys barreled through the room, an RC car zipping after him, and then another boy, laughing, stumbled along with the remote control.

	“Just say you’re a freaking awesome dad,” Dulac said, holding up his thumb. “You’re a way better detective than me.” He stuck out his index finger. “You’re a freaking muscle-god hunk.” Another finger.

	“Go away,” Hazard said.

	“No, no, I’m just saying.” Dulac waved his hand, displaying the items he’d already marked on his fingers. “You’re freaky smart, right? Everybody knows that.” Another finger went up. Leaning in, Dulac let out a breath that might have been a laugh, wine souring the air. “Dude, and you’re a freaking fucking machine.” The last finger went up just for an instant before Dulac made a fist and drove it into his palm. “Giving it to my boy.” He slammed his fist home again. “Yeah, just giving it to him. Come on, Emery, tell me. That’s it, isn’t it? That’s why you guys work, right?”

	Latching on to Dulac’s sweater, Hazard dragged him up from the sofa. “You want to talk about John and me? Great.” He lowered his voice. “You’ve been working yourself up for this for a while now, haven’t you? You’ve been sniffing around him for six months. So let’s talk.” Hazard set down his beer and closed his empty hand; a few knuckles popped, which was really fucking satisfying. “Let’s go talk outside. And Gray, we’re only going to have this conversation once.”

	As Hazard took a step toward the door, towing Dulac behind him, Wesley moved into his path. The pastor was small and slight, with a quiff of ginger hair, narrow shoulders, and wide hips. He put his hands on those hips right now and said, “Hi, Emery.”

	“Move.”

	“You know,” Wesley said, “I think I should give Gray a ride home.”

	“He’s going to need a ride,” Hazard said. “In about five minutes. I don’t think you’ll be driving him home, though.”

	“Hey man,” Dulac was saying, but the words were slurred as the wine hit him harder. He shoved at Hazard, and then he tried to pry off Hazard’s grip, but all he succeeded in doing was fumbling. “Hey, get off me, bro.”

	“I’m going to give him a ride home, Emery. Right now, I think.”

	“I need to have a little talk with him.”

	Wesley stepped closer, his voice low, his eyes cutting across the room to the kitchen where Somers was helping Rebeca with the dishes. “Everybody’s having a good night, Emery.”

	At the sink, Somers rolled up his sleeves, exposing the dark ink over corded muscle.

	Another moment passed, and then Hazard dragged Dulac forward, turned the movement into a shove, and sent him stumbling toward the front door.

	“Just let him go,” Hazard said, his face hot again. “I didn’t mean to ruin your night.”

	“You didn’t ruin it. Susie and I wanted to go for a drive anyway.” The smile that crept across Wesley’s face looked like a surprise even for Wesley—it was so full of life, so huge, so happy. “I know I should stay, have dessert, build all those social bridges that pastors are supposed to build. But I feel like a teenager. Half of me is stupid happy, and the other half—just stupid, I guess.”

	Hazard glanced at Wesley’s girlfriend, a tall, plain-faced woman with a crown of braids. Susie—Susan Morrison, Hazard remembered the name now—was in HR at the Tegula plant, a third-rate ceramic tile manufacturer that was the only other major employer in the area besides the local college.

	“First girlfriend?”

	Wesley shrugged, but the smile got bigger somehow. “I mean, I dated women before I transitioned, but this feels new somehow. Better.”

	“It is new. You’re dating her as you now.” He met Wesley’s eyes; Noah and Rebeca had been trying so damn hard to make Hazard and Wesley become friends, and Hazard felt he owed them at least this much. “I’m really happy for you.”

	“Yeah,” Wesley said through that huge grin, his eyes going back to Susie. “Thanks.”

	In spite of himself, Hazard felt a smile breaking free. “Ok, I’ll make sure Dulac gets home safely. Hand to God, I won’t lay a finger on him. You two go find an empty parking lot and do some necking.”

	“Nobody’s called it necking since the nineties,” Susan said as she joined them. She had a smile that softened the words. “Are we going?”

	“No,” Hazard said.

	“Yes,” Wesley said, taking Susan’s arm. “We’ll get him home. And then we’ll take our romantic drive through the Missouri countryside.”

	“And do some necking,” Hazard said.

	Susan rolled her eyes, but when they were walking toward the door, ushering Dulac ahead of them, Wesley glanced back with a huge smirk.

	A soft laugh caught Hazard’s attention; Nico had a hand over his mouth, his dark eyes huge as he watched Hazard. Hazard and Nico had dated for several months. It had gotten serious, and then it had ended when Nico and Hazard both realized that Hazard had feelings for Somers. For a theology grad student, Nico was pretty goddamn easy on the eyes: long and lanky, with coppery skin and thick, wavy black hair. When his hand came down, he wore a zipped-up smile.

	“Maybe you should go home too,” Hazard said, stomping back to the sofa, dropping down, and collecting his beer.

	Nico peeled himself out of the corner and came over to join him.

	“Why can’t anyone just do what I tell them?” Hazard said.

	“You should be used to it with me,” Nico said. “Remember how you used to go on and on about leaving socks on the floor?”

	“Christ, I’m still trying to break John of that habit.”

	Nico grinned, and then, against his best efforts, Hazard smiled. And then Nico started laughing, and Hazard’s grin got bigger.

	When Nico had composed himself, he said, “I’m sorry about Gray. He was being an asshole.”

	Hazard grunted and took another drink of beer. The question of why he and Somers worked was a tricky one, a combination of factors that even Hazard didn’t understand. It was like trying to determine a shape in the darkness, feeling the lines and contours. He’d follow something in his mind—their history, for example, the mixture of terror and lust that Somers had inspired in him as a boy—and he could psychologize it and rationalize it and think he understood. And then he’d think of something else—Somers’s insistence on watching those godawful action movies—and the whole thing would turn to smoke, and he couldn’t even figure out where to start.

	“You guys are great together,” Nico said, his voice low, his eyes locked on his Chucks. “I see that now, although I didn’t—didn’t want to admit it for a long time.” With what looked like an effort, he lifted his head. “You two are supposed to be together, Emery.”

	“Yeah, thanks.”

	“Gray’s just trying to get under your skin.”

	“Ok.”

	Rearing back, Nico studied him for a minute. Then he laughed. “What do you think he’s doing?”

	“I think he’s being Gray. He’s just kind of genetically programmed to be a fratty asshole. He had too much to drink. End of story.”

	Nico’s expression was zipped up again.

	“What?” Hazard said.

	“Oh no. I’m not getting involved.”

	“You’re about waist fucking deep already.”

	“No way.”

	“You know something.” Hazard corrected himself. “You think you know something. Out with it.”

	“Umm. Ok. How to say this? You know I have personal experience with this, right?”

	“With what?”

	“With watching the guy you—the guy you’re involved with go to work with somebody else, spend all day with somebody else.”

	Hazard blinked. “What happened between us—”

	“I’m not trying to start a fight, Emery. I’m not. Honestly. I just wanted to point out the similarities. Gray is . . .”

	“Jesus Christ, Nico. He’s what?”

	“He’s interested in John-Henry.”

	Hazard’s first reaction was to reject the statement out of hand. It wasn’t that he didn’t think it was possible—he was well aware of how attractive and charming his fiancé was—but his mind threw up a smokescreen of alternatives: Dulac was a fuckboy, Dulac was dating Darnell, Dulac was just a supermarket-grade asshole. But then he remembered the night, a few months ago, when he and Somers had been fighting and Dulac had come over for pizza. And he remembered Dulac talking about how he would treat Somers differently, remembered Dulac’s painfully obvious attempts to get Somers to massage his back. At the time, Hazard had been so focused on Somers that he hadn’t really registered the second dynamic at work. Now, though, he was thinking back, tracing everything he’d seen before: the banner on Dulac’s desk at work, proclaiming Dulac and Somerset the new power couple; Dulac’s determination to worm his way into their lives outside of work; the panicked texts, demanding Somers’s help with relationship problems.

	“Ok, see?” Nico said, dusting his hands. “You already knew.”

	When Nico started to rise, Hazard clutched his arm.

	Nico flopped back onto the sofa. “What?”

	“He’s got a crush on John?”

	“Well, yeah. Maybe more than a crush. He’s definitely jealous.”

	“He’s jealous?”

	“I’m starting to remember why we broke up.” Nico had a crooked smile. “This stuff just flies under your radar, huh?”

	“He’s jealous? Of me?”

	“Um, yeah. You’re engaged to the man of his dreams. He’s jealous of you.” Nico frowned. “Although, to be honest, it’s kind of got a weird vibe. It’s too intense or something. I don’t know, I can’t put my finger on it.”

	“Fuck me,” Hazard breathed. “He’s jealous?”

	“Just so you know, being involved in your romantic life is one of my personal nightmares,” Nico said, working Hazard’s fingers free, “and my therapist is probably going to be able to buy a yacht with all the extra counseling I’m going to need after tonight. So let’s call it here, and I’ll go back to desperately wishing I could make up for how shitty I treated you, and you go back to being desperately in love with your fiancé.”

	The words broke through Hazard’s fog, and he glanced up to see tears in Nico’s eyes.

	“Hey, hold on—”

	But Nico was already moving toward the door, grabbing his jacket from the back of a chair.

	Hazard stared after him, trying to figure out how in the last half an hour his life had managed to become so fucked up.

	“Well,” Mitchell said from his chair near the fireplace. “You sure know how to clear out a room.”

	“You’re next,” Hazard said.

	Laughing, Mitchell squirmed in his seat, pulling his knees up to his chest. He was young—nineteen, maybe twenty—but he’d already finished college and now worked at one of the many departments or divisions or centers on campus. He was cute because he was young, but his features were a study in contrasts: the fiery red of his hair, the watery blue of his eyes. He did look better than he had, though; almost six months before, Mitchell had survived a brutal stabbing, and the physical toll had been intense. Only now was he really starting to look like the young man Hazard had first met.

	“Go on,” Hazard said. “Ask me about my haircut or about the inevitable slide into middle age. And then let’s really fu—” Hazard and Somers’s daughter, Evie, galloped through the room, pursued by Noah and Rebeca’s oldest daughter, both of them laughing. When they had gotten clear, Hazard said more quietly, “Let’s really go at it.”

	“Don’t be such a drama queen. Look, Dulac was being a jerk, Wesley and Susie just wanted an excuse to go . . . what did you say?”

	“Necking.”

	“Right, whatever that is. And Nico is obviously still hung up on you. So, it’s not your fault.” Mitchell grinned. “I was hung up on you too, remember? But I’m harder to shake.”

	“I need more beer. Tonight, I definitely need more beer.”

	As Hazard started to stand, though, Mitchell laughed and said, “No, no, come on. I’m just teasing you. Tell me about the wedding.”

	“Definitely more beer.”

	“Stop it. It can’t be that bad.”

	“It’s not bad. It’s great. I’m marrying the man I love; how could it not be great?”

	“Right.” Mitchell had his arms around his knees now. “Let me guess: you don’t agree on the flowers.”

	Hazard tried not to make a face, turning his attention to the empty Budweiser bottle. Sticking a finger in the neck, he spun the bottle on the raised edge of its base; the glass vibrated and emitted a low note.

	“Oh my God,” Mitchell said, slumping in the chair. “I was joking. You’re hung up on flowers.”

	“No.”

	“You look like you’ve got a sore tooth. What kind of flowers does he want?”

	“Drop it with the flowers. Nobody cares about the fu—” Two boys battled their way into the living room, swinging huge, plastic lightsabers at each other and screaming at the top of their lungs. When the duel drifted into the kitchen, Hazard leaned toward Mitchell, jabbing a finger at him. “Don’t say a word to John about this. Not a fu—”

	Noah and Rebeca’s youngest, Rocio, who was about the same age as Evie, toddled into the room, bawling. Hazard shook the beer bottle off his finger and scooped her up. She started crying harder, burying her face in Hazard’s shoulder, her tiny body shaking with sobs.

	“Hey, hey,” Hazard said, stroking her back. “What’s the matter, why—what happened here, sweetheart?”

	A cut, maybe a quarter inch long, showed on her upper arm. It wasn’t deep, but it was bleeding, and so Hazard carried her into the kitchen.

	“First aid kit?” he said to Rebeca, who was packing up the leftovers.

	“What happened?”

	“I don’t know, but she’s got a cut. A little one.”

	“Here, I’ll take her.”

	“Ree can do it,” Somers said from the sink, where suds coated the inky calligraphy on his arms. “He’s really good at that stuff.”

	“You don’t mind?” Rebeca looked a little pale. “I’ve got six of them, and they’re constantly falling down stairs and hitting their heads on rocks, and somehow blood still makes me queasy.”

	“Where’s the kit?”

	“Upstairs hall bathroom.”

	“Come on,” Hazard said to Rocio. “Let’s find some princess Band-Aids.”

	Wild, exhilarated screams came from upstairs. “And I’m going to send in the cavalry,” Rebeca said grimly. “Noah?”

	It wasn’t hard to find the upstairs bathroom, and after digging out the first aid kit from behind a pile of superhero bath towels—complete with hoods, God, which Evie would die for; Hazard made a mental note to look for some next time he went to the store—he set Rocio on the counter. 

	“I’ll be there in a minute,” Noah said as he passed the bathroom, his normally goofy expression fixed in anger. “I’ve got to whoop some ass first.” His steps continued down the hall, and then a door slammed, interrupting the wild screams from the boys, and Noah’s voice, although controlled, came clearly down the short hallway. “That’s enough. Everybody out. Not you, Robbie.”

	Hazard washed Rocio’s wound, patted it dry, and then displayed a selection of Disney princess bandages. Rocio took her time, clutching them in pudgy fingers, holding them up to the light.

	“Yeah, don’t worry,” Hazard said. “I can wait. Ask me sometime about picking out wedding colors.”

	He didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but the doors were open, and Noah was speaking loudly enough and clearly enough for Hazard to make out every word.

	“—a knife, Robbie? You were chasing your siblings around with a knife? Where did you even get this?”

	Robbie’s answer was muffled.

	“You bought this? From who?”

	Hazard resisted the urge to interject whom.

	“And you didn’t think it was dangerous, to have something like this, to show it to your siblings, let alone to chase them around with it? That didn’t cross your mind? And what did you think was going to happen after Ricky and the others saw it? You know he would have come looking for it. Or what if Roman or Rafe had found it? They could have hurt themselves. And your sister is in there bleeding really badly. She’s probably going to have to get stitches. Are you happy about that?”

	Robbie’s sobs were the only answer.

	After a moment, Noah sighed. “Come here. No, stop being a log. Come here. It’s ok.” Robbie must have tried to say something through the sobs because Noah said, “I know you didn’t want anyone to get hurt. Yes, she’s going to be fine.” Then Robbie must have asked something else because Noah chuckled and said, “Yes, sir, you are definitely losing privileges for a while.”

	With a triumphant crow, Rocio held out a Jasmine bandage. Hazard nodded, applied it over the already scabbing cut, and said, “You could teach John a thing or two about making decisions.”

	Then Rocio grabbed another bandage: Belle.

	Hazard sighed. He knew how this routine went, and so he nodded and peeled off the backing.

	A few minutes later, footsteps in the hallway made the floor creak, and Noah poked his head into the bathroom. “Ok, what’s up? Oh.”

	“Not one word.”

	Noah actually gulped, but his grin was splitting his face.

	“Here,” Hazard said, holding out Rocio, who had now applied bandages to several other, less visible boo boos, including spots on her hand, her ankle, her neck, and her forehead.

	“Did you cut yourself shaving?” Noah asked with a smirk.

	“You’re lucky you’re holding a child,” Hazard said, pushing past Noah and heading for the stairs.

	When he got to the living room, Mitchell, the scrawny little asshole, started laughing so hard he curled up in a ball and pressed his face into a pillow. In the kitchen, Rebeca laughed too, covering it with a drink of wine, and Somers just grinned and toyed with his water glass. As Hazard joined them, Somers reached out, touching his face and arms, counting.

	“Seven Snow White Band-Aids,” Somers said. “One for each dwarf? Is there something you want to tell me?”

	“Emery, you didn’t have to let her put those on you.”

	He just grunted and rested a hand on the back of Somers’s neck.

	“What’s it called when you have a fetish for made-up species?” Somers said. “Do you like elves? Do they do it for you too?”

	“Don’t listen to him,” Rebeca said. “You’re very sweet. And, just so you know, Snow White is her favorite, so she must really like you.”

	“What a relief.”

	Then Evie came around the corner, saw the bandages, and immediately needed some herself. She had a shocking range of hidden injuries, all the way from her big toe to her eyebrow, which required extensive application of princess bandages, which Rebeca retrieved from upstairs with another huge grin.

	While Hazard let his daughter sort princesses, Rebeca said, “So, are you guys crazy busy right now?”

	“Huh?” Somers said.

	“He’s playing dumb,” Hazard said, graciously—he thought—accepting a Briar Rose bandage across the bridge of his nose. “He doesn’t want to talk about it.”

	“I’m not playing dumb,” Somers said. “The wedding isn’t until next year. The hardest part was getting a venue; everything else will be cake.”

	“Could have fooled me,” Hazard muttered.

	“Hmm?” Somers said, although his eyes were sharp. “What was that?”

	“Ok, ok,” Rebeca said. “We can talk about the wedding instead.”

	“Instead of what?” Somers said.

	“See,” Hazard said. “He’s playing dumb.”

	Emitting a low, frustrated noise, Somers splayed himself across the counter, his words slightly distorted from his face pressed to the granite. “Ok. I don’t want to talk about the election. Short version: it’s a total nightmare. Slightly longer version: yes, I feel like a loser for helping my dad’s campaign, but he’s Naomi’s only serious competition. I don’t want to have him as mayor. I don’t even really want to have him over for dinner. But he’s better than Naomi.”

	Rebeca’s gaze moved to Hazard.

	“Oh no,” Hazard said. “I officially have no opinion on this except that I fully support John in whatever he decides to do.”

	“He officially has no opinion,” Somers said, face still plastered against the granite, “but there has been a surprising number of the Federalist Papers left casually around the house. And a lot of Cicero. And something by John Milton.”

	Heat worked its way into Hazard’s cheeks. “Sometimes I forget to put away what I’m reading.”

	“Uh huh,” Somers and Rebeca said at the same time.

	“Noah’s been doing that with a lawnmower he wants to buy,” Rebeca said. “If I have to see one more diagram of a mulching bag, I’m going to lose my mind.”

	“I’d kill for a mulching bag,” Somers said.

	“Two more weeks, John,” Hazard said. “It’ll be over in two more weeks.”

	“Not soon enough,” Somers said.

	Hazard was about to reply when his phone rang; his mom’s name flashed on the screen, and he answered.

	“Emery?” Aileen Hazard’s voice had always been high and soft; in the last few years, it had taken on a crepe-paper thinness. “I don’t want you to worry, but we’ve had to take your father to the hospital.”

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	MARCH 25

	MONDAY

	7:11 AM

	 

	SOMERS FOLDED ANOTHER PAIR of jeans, the ones he knew Hazard thought were comfortable because he wore them every weekend, all weekend, and packed them at the bottom of the duffel bag. Then he started going through Hazard’s long-sleeve tees and sweaters.

	In the bathroom, the buzz of Hazard’s razor cut off, and he poked his head through the doorway. His long, dark hair was wild from sleep. “Will you stop that?”

	“I just want you to be ready.”

	“John, it’s just a precaution. They kept him overnight; they’ll probably send him home today.”

	“I know.”

	“So stop.”

	“I just want you to be ready.”

	Hazard made a growly noise and pulled his head back into the bathroom. Somers found the sweatshirt that Hazard liked to jog in, the heavy flannel shirt that he liked to wear when the house felt too cold, the fuzzy socks that he insisted he didn’t like but, somehow, ended up on his feet Friday nights because “all my other socks were dirty.” Toiletries? Later. But what else would he need? Books. Hazard would need books. He’d probably be sitting in a shared hospital room, nothing to do but watch daytime TV, and that would be worse for Hazard than water boarding.

	“Where’s your Marcus Aurelius?” Somers shouted as he dug through another drawer.

	Hazard’s big hands slid down his arms, catching him at the wrist, and Hazard pulled him back. They stood like that, Somers’s back to Hazard’s chest, and then Hazard’s arms slid around Somers’s waist.

	“John,” and then he pecked Somers on the cheek. “Stop.”

	“Are you ok?” Somers tried to squirm so they were facing each other, but Hazard’s grip was too tight, so he had to settle for pressing the side of his face to Hazard’s, enjoying the grit of stubble that the electric razor had missed. “Ree, would you tell me if you weren’t? I’d be out of my mind. I don’t even like my dad and I’d be freaking out.”

	“You’re a very empathetic person.”

	“Don’t give me that. That works on other people, but not on me. You’re the most sensitive person I know. Uh. I mean. In a good way.”

	“Uh huh.”

	This time, Somers managed to wiggle around until they were facing each other. Looping his arms around Hazard’s neck, he said, “Are you? Ok, I mean.”

	“Yes.”

	“Oh my God. This is why men get a bad rap. Can you try to emote a little here?”

	Hazard had eyes the color of straw ready to burn; they widened slightly now. “Here are my top ten emotions right now, in order of magnitude: 1) worry about my dad; 2) fear for my dad; 3) might throw up; 4) hungry; 5) sleepy 6) in love with you; 7) curious about a passage I read in Seneca yesterday; 8) annoyed that half my clothes are in a duffel; 9) horny; 10) hungry. I listed it again because I’m really, really hungry.”

	“In love with me comes after might throw up, hungry, and sleepy?”

	Hazard’s scarecrow eyes got a little wider. Moving forward, he caught Somers against the dresser.

	“Shit, Ree, I can feel you, baby. Horny is definitely higher than number nine.”

	“I can rearrange the list,” Hazard said, bending to kiss Somers again. “And I’ve never seen you fold a shirt before.”

	Laughing, Somers got free, and when Hazard took another step in pursuit, he held out a hand. “No, sir. Stop right there. We’ve both got to go to work. Somebody’s got to pay for my extravagant wedding.”

	Hazard leaned on his elbow and cupped his crotch.

	“Not a chance.” Then Somers smirked. “Maybe tonight. If you’re good.”

	“But John,” Hazard said, his voice suddenly soft and broken. “I just feel so awful inside. I don’t know if I’ll ever feel better.”

	Somers knew his face was a mask of shock; he couldn’t help it. And then, grinning like a maniac, he worked his tie loose and began unbuttoning his shirt.

	“You’re going to hell,” he said as he turned himself out of the shirt. He shoved Hazard toward the bed and then grabbed his belt. “Manipulating me, using my sympathy against me. I’m worried about you, you big, dumb Neanderthal.”

	Hazard was working his shirt over his head, and he threw it across the room and fell back, strumming his fingers through the stiff, dark hairs across his chest. “Please, John,” he said in that same hopeless voice. “I just need you to make me feel alive again. Use your magic dick to make me better.”

	“Oh my God,” Somers groaned as he shimmied out of his pants. “We are both going to hell.”

	With a chuckle, Hazard dragged him onto the bed, rolling across the mattress with him. “At least we’ll be together,” Hazard said with a grin before yanking down Somers’s boxer briefs.

	The sex was hot, fast, and fantastic. So much so, in fact, that Somers had to shower again, and by the time he’d dressed and driven to work at the Wahredua Police Station, he was late. Dulac was already at their desks, tapping on the keyboard. He glanced up and then looked back at the screen.

	“Eww. Gross.”

	Somers glanced around, spotted the coffee, and changed direction. It was still too early in the morning to deal with Dulac.

	When he came back, though, Dulac was waiting for him.

	“Bro.”

	Somers stirred his coffee. Sweet and milky, the way he liked it.

	“Bro,” Dulac said again. “You have sex eyes, just so you know.”

	Don’t ask, Somers told himself. But instead, as he was powering up his computer, he said, “Ok, what are sex eyes?”

	“Uh, your eyes get all dreamy because you’re in love with Emery and you guys just banged one out.” Dulac turned back to the computer, pecking savagely at the keyboard.

	“There’s no such thing as sex eyes.”

	“Yes. There is. And you have them.” 

	More vigorous tapping; it rattled the monitors. Then, with a furious exhalation, Dulac shoved himself away from the desk. The casters squeaked as Dulac rolled himself in his chair all the way across the bullpen to pick up something from the copier. Then he squeaked all the way back. At this hour of the morning, the station was busy with uniformed officers, civilian clerks, and Wahredua’s citizens. Barbara Samuelson was there, picking up Leonard Bint, one of Wahredua’s eminent town drunks, from the tank. Everyone understood that Barbara, who was on the Methodist Ladies’ Quilt and Supper Circle, had carried a torch for Bint for years, and Bint had reportedly been observed leaving the upstanding lady’s home in the early hours of the morning. When they passed each other on the street, though, they might as well have been strangers. Somehow, though, Dulac’s squeaky casters seemed loud enough to drown out everything else.

	“What’s wrong?” Somers said when Dulac finally got back.

	“Nothing’s wrong. I’m just here, getting my job done.”

	“Great.” Somers pulled up a report he’d been typing the day before: the case of the missing Lego Death Star. A college freshman—eighteen years old, for Christ’s sake—claimed the Death Star model had been stolen; he accused his suitemates, three pimply teens, all of them with hair so greasy they were fire hazards. A month before, Somers would have focused on the pettiness of the case; a month ago, his ego would have been on the line. After a series of escalating conflicts with Hazard, though, Somers had decided his ego wasn’t the most important thing in his life, and he was trying, as best he could, to knock off some of the rough edges.

	“And I got here on time,” Dulac said.

	Sighing, Somers leaned on his elbow so he could peer around the computer monitors. “Here we go.”

	“No, I’m just saying. I got here on time. And I’m following up on that dog-smuggling ring.”

	“What dog-smuggling ring?”

	“You’d know if you’d been here on time.”

	“It’s going to be one of those days, huh? Ok. Let me know when you’re ready to talk.”

	“I was ready to talk at seven-thirty when I got here.”

	As Somers went back to work, he stretched out one arm and gave Dulac a big thumbs up.

	Double birds appeared over the top of Dulac’s computer monitor.

	Another ten minutes must have passed; Somers was just finishing the Death Star report when Dulac’s chair started squeaking again. The younger detective scooted around the desks, his chair protesting with every movement. When he got to Somers’s side, he slumped on the desk.

	“How bad is it?” Somers asked, still clicking through the document on his screen, checking for typos.

	“Bad.”

	“Let’s hear it.”

	“Darnell kicked me out.”

	Somers let the words land, let another moment pass, and then said, “I didn’t know you guys were living together.”

	“Not living together living together.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“Oh my God,” Dulac groaned. “You’re so old.”

	“Yeah, well, this geezer is the only one who listens to your nonsense. Sit up straight. I’ll get you some coffee. Then you tell me what happened. Then we figure it out.” Somers grinned and tousled Dulac’s hair before pushing back from the desk. “You’re lucky I can take a break from my pressing caseload.”

	By the time Somers had come back with the coffee—Dulac liked even more sugar than Somers took—Dulac had his chin in his hand.

	“Thanks,” he mumbled.

	“So, you left Noah and Rebeca’s pretty early last night. You didn’t say goodbye.”

	Staring at the coffee, Dulac used the stirrer to poke at clumps of undissolved powdered creamer.

	“And you drank almost a whole bottle of wine in about fifteen minutes.”

	Dulac was groaning. The poking got more vigorous.

	“So I’m guessing you went home and got in a fight with Darnell.”

	“Well, don’t say it like I’m an asshole.”

	“What did you fight about?”

	“I don’t know. Stuff.”

	“Darnell’s work?”

	Dulac rolled his eyes.

	“God,” Somers said, “you’ve got it bad, don’t you?”

	“What?”

	“You’re coming down with a serious case of being fourteen years old.”

	“Hardy har. Christ, I don’t know why I talk to you.”

	“Was it about something that happened at the party?”

	“Look, I don’t want to get into it, ok?”

	“Ok.”

	Dulac stabbed at the coffee with the stirrer. After twenty or thirty seconds, he said, “I just want you to tell me how to fix it.”

	“Yeah, well, it’s kind of the same thing every time. You let both people cool down, you apologize, you take responsibility for your part, and you talk through it.”

	“Oh my God,” Dulac said, stabbing more ferociously at the cup. “That sounds awful.”

	“Ok, well, your options are: a) spend the rest of your life as an aging fuckboy who’s unable to have a real relationship—”

	“Aging? What the hell, dude? You’re the one with all the goddamn age spots. You look like a fucking map of the fucking Sahara.”

	Somers raised an eyebrow. “—or, b) you learn how to apologize and handle relationship stuff like a grownup. Now would be a good time to practice. Age spots?”

	Dulac’s hand slowed; the coffee stirrer floated among the clumps of creamer. He mumbled something.

	“Oh yeah, I’m super old, so I can’t hear what you’re saying.”

	This time, Dulac’s eyes came up. He jabbed with the stirrer again. “I’m. Sorry. You don’t have age spots. You just don’t get it, though, dude. He’s so mad at me. And I honestly don’t think I can fix it. Not just by talking about it. I’ve got to do some big, grand gesture that will make everything better. Darnell thinks I’m just this dumb kid hung up on—shit!”

	Coffee was spilling out a hole that Dulac had put through the side of the Styrofoam cup.

	“You poked a hole through the cup,” Somers said, just in case Dulac hadn’t noticed. Coffee was spreading across the desk, and Dulac grabbed up the cup. That just made things worse; coffee leaked everywhere.

	“No shit, no shit, oh man, no shit.”

	Somers moved over to the coffee station, grabbed a wad of napkins, and turned back to the bullpen. The door to Chief Cravens’s office opened, and Cravens poked her head out.

	“Detective Somerset,” she called. “I need to talk to you. Detective Dulac, what in God’s name are you doing?”

	“Proving that he’s not a dumb kid,” Somers said with a sigh, while Dulac hunched over a trash can, coffee leaking between his fingers. “I’ll be there in a second.”

	Once Somers had Dulac more or less squared away—“Why didn’t you just drop it in a trash can?” “I don’t know, dude, I’m not as smart as you. Sorry.”—he rapped on Cravens’s door and stepped inside.

	“Have a seat, Detective.”

	Cravens was an older woman, on the far side of middle age. In the years that Somers had worked with her, he had always been impressed by how solid the woman had seemed: Wahredua’s first female detective and first female chief, she was tough and smart and good at her job. Good at politics too, Somers thought, which had been her undoing. With her stylish gray hair in a bun, out of uniform, she might have been mistaken for someone’s grandmother.

	Today, though—and more and more often, Somers realized with another of those liminal flashes that Hazard made such a big deal about—Cravens looked worn out. In the last two years, Wahredua had borne witness to terrible murders and other violent crimes, and the pressure of handling those had fallen on Cravens. She was going to retire, Somers realized. He’d always known it would happen eventually, but now the thought forced its way to the front of his mind. She couldn’t keep doing this.

	All Cravens said, though, was, “I’ve got something I’d like you to handle. It’s a custody exchange.” She tapped a file on the desk. “Everything’s in order.”

	“Custody?” Somers frowned. “Like, a parental kidnapping?”

	“No, not at all. It’s a simple situation, but a sad one. This child—her name is Dolores Dobbs—was born to unwed parents. Her father, Joshua Dobbs, acknowledged her as his daughter and filled out the birth certificate. Until now, Dolores has been living exclusively with her mother.” Cravens’s mouth thinned. “Well, that’s not quite right. With her grandparents. The mother has been in and out of the picture. Regardless, the mother seems to have disappeared for good, and the father, Mr. Dobbs, decided he wanted full custody. The grandparents didn’t want to surrender the child, which I can understand.”

	“It sounds like they basically raised her,” Somers said. “Of course they don’t want to give her up.”

	“Well, it went to court, and now it’s finally been settled. Full custody to the father. I know it’s not going to be a pleasant job, but I’d like you to handle it.”

	Several questions came to mind, and Somers hesitated, wishing he could think three steps ahead like Hazard. Why Somers? Why not a uniformed officer, who usually handled this kind of thing? Why did Somers feel like Cravens was walking a high wire?

	“That’s all, Detective.”

	“What’s going on, Chief? This doesn’t feel right.”

	Cravens tried to meet his eyes, but her gaze slid away to the wall. “You’ll probably have to explain a few things to the grandparents. This has been a contentious court battle, and I think you’ll need to help them understand that things will only get worse from here if they don’t cooperate. Interference with custody is a misdemeanor, as long as they don’t take the child out of state, but if they continue to refuse, they’ll be facing child kidnapping charges. And a civil suit. The Dobbs family has been litigious.”

	Somers scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Ok, the Dobbs family. Josh Dobbs. He’s that rich kid. The family’s got some kind of archery target manufacturing company. They’ve got money, sure, but what am I missing here?”

	Cravens sighed; her gaze slid farther down the wall.

	Then it landed. “The election?” Somers said. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

	“Detective Somerset,” Cravens said, and now she did look at him, and the exhaustion Somers saw there went down to the bone. “I think you should be prepared for members of the press to be at the Vega household. This will likely be a very public event; it’ll be in your best interest to convince everyone to let it play out smoothly. I’m sure you want to come out of this looking good.”

	“Looking good?”

	Holding out the file, Cravens said, “That will be all. You’ll need to be at the Vega household at eleven.”

	Somers wanted to stay and fight, but he wasn’t even sure what the fight was about. After a moment of trying to chart the political currents of the case, he shook his head and snatched the folder from Cravens’s hand.

	“I don’t entirely know why this feels so messed up,” Somers said. “But I know enough: you’re playing politics with a little girl’s life. That’s not what this job is about, Chief.”

	Cravens’s head came up; a slight tremor ran through her chin. “You are dismissed, Detective.”

	Somers channeled a little bit of Emery Hazard on his way out: he slammed the door.

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	MARCH 25

	MONDAY

	8:22 PM

	 

	SOMERS GOT HOME LATE and exhausted. As the Mustang rolled to a stop in the garage, he hit the remote, and the door rattled down behind him. Then he sat a minute, eyes closed, head against the seat. His thoughts skipped backward over the day. Most recently, the dingy double-wide belonging to the Vega family, the arguments, the explanations, the child sobbing as Somers and Dulac escorted a woman from Social Services, who carried her away from the people who had loved and raised her. Then, earlier, his conversation with Cravens, the political undertow of her words, everything under the shadow of the election. Before that, Dulac. And to start this awful day, the half-packed duffel for his fiancé, whose father was dying in a shitty regional hospital several hours away.

	He pulled down the visor, checked himself: circles under his eyes, everything else washed out by the mirror’s LEDs. Smile for the camera, he thought, and then he flipped up the visor, slapped his cheeks, a few good ones until the skin stung and his eyes were wet, and got out of the car.

	He was smiling when he went into the house.

	The air smelled like onions, with a mild, herbal underlayer—definitely rosemary, definitely sage, and for a moment Somers could visualize Hazard’s big hands stripping the leaves, bruising them, his fingers stained with their fragrance. But the cop part of Somers’s brain latched on to more details: the cast-iron skillet pushed to the back of the stove, the burners off. On the counter, the chef’s knife was laid neatly across the center of the cutting board, a pile of minced rosemary at the tip of the blade. The only light came from the hood over the range; the house was silent.

	“Ree?” Shutting the door behind him, Somers flipped the lock. It wasn’t like Hazard to leave anything unfinished—see exhibit A, a typical Emery Hazard weekend, which was spent stripping wallpaper with his teeth or making a canoe by hand, or, ok, more realistically, reseeding the lawn or ripping out the blackberries along the southern fence. But something might have come up, something with a case Hazard was working. “Ree? Are you home?”

	Of course he was home; the minivan was in the garage. But the house was silent. Somers thought of the way his skin had sounded when he’d slapped himself in the car, the pop-pop of it, and he prickled all over like he’d fallen into nettles.

	“In the front room,” Hazard called; his voice was planed flat, stripped of emotion. Was he angry? Something Somers had done? Dirty socks under the bed? Or something Somers hadn’t done? The new sump pump that was still in its box? Somers had thought they were past that. Was it something with Hazard’s father? The thought made Somers walk faster through dark rooms and dark halls until he got to the sitting room—the room at the front of the house, right off the foyer, that they never used. Light spilled across the floor. “Hey, are you ok? Did something—” Somers pulled up short in the opening. “Hello, Father.”

	Glennworth Somerset had been shot over a year ago, and the trauma and recovery had drastically altered his appearance. When Somers had been growing up, his father had been of average height and average size, with dark hair and a tendency to let his fashion be dictated by the golf channels. The only truly distinctive feature that marked the men as father and son were their eyes: the same Caribbean blue. After being shot the year before, though, Glenn had wasted away, his skin drawn too tight, his features exaggerated on his emaciated face. He had regained some of the weight, and since beginning his campaign for election, he had gone to great lengths to improve his appearance: his iron-gray hair neatly cut and brushed, his skin glowing from regular trips to a tanning bed, and his clothes carefully tailored to present him at his best. It was one more variation on the fine art of illusion that Somers had learned from both his parents. And he thought, again, of the twin pop-pop when he’d slapped himself in the car.

	“John-Henry,” Glenn said, standing and moving toward him. He embraced Somers, the hug lasting a little too long, the smell of English Leather like a mouthful of fog. “How are you today?”

	“I’m fine.” When the hug broke, Somers had to fight the urge to step back. “How are you?” His gaze shot to Hazard, the tightness in his jaw. “What’s going on?”

	“I’m going to finish dinner,” Hazard said, pushing up from the sofa.

	“Actually, Emery,” Glenn said, holding out a hand, “you’ll want to hear this.”

	“John can fill me in.” Hazard squeezed Somers’s arm once as he moved around them. “Good to see you again, Glenn.”

	“We’re having a conversation, Emery. It’s not polite to run away.”

	Somers stifled a groan. “It’s ok, Father. He and I can talk about it later, whatever it is. Let him go—”

	“It’s not ok,” Glenn said. “You’re going to marry him, aren’t you? That was the point of that spectacle on your birthday, wasn’t it? Which, by the way, you still haven’t apologized to your mother for. She sobbed, John-Henry, sobbed her heart out. For days. Because nobody could be troubled to tell her that one of the most important days of her son’s life was about to happen. And I really think, even though he didn’t have the good grace to ask my blessing, it’s not too much to expect your fiancé to be civil to your parents.”

	“Ok,” Somers said, taking Hazard’s hand before he could speak. “Everybody take a breath. I just got home; why does it feel like I’m walking into World War III? What happened?”

	“Nothing,” Hazard said. “Do you want me to stay?”

	“It’s important for both of you to hear this,” Glenn said. “We need to talk it through together.”

	“If my dad thinks you should hear it,” Somers began.

	“Fine,” Hazard said, moving back to the sofa, sitting on the edge of a cushion. “Let’s get it over with.”

	But, of course, now that round one was over, round two was getting started. Glenn wanted to have something to drink. A beer? No, not a beer. Don’t you keep the essentials? A scotch on the rocks? On the rocks? And it went on and on like that. Somers was old enough—had played this game long enough—to know that it didn’t matter what he said or did, what liquors and bitters and tonic water he kept stocked. Round two wasn’t about a drink. Round two was punishment for making round one take so long.

	When Glenn finally had an acceptable drink—a Manhattan, tonight—he sat in a wingback chair and sipped at it and made a moue. “A little heavy-handed tonight with the bitters, weren’t we?”

	Hazard actually growled.

	“Father,” Somers said, “I had a bad day. A really bad one. I just want to have dinner and call it a night.”

	Taking another sip, Glenn watched them both over the rim of the glass. Then he said, “I’d like to hire Emery. And, since the two of you are seemingly inseparable, I assume you’ll be helping him.”

	“Emery handles his investigations independently,” Somers said. “So you assume wrong.”

	Glenn made a noncommittal noise.

	“Hire him to do what?” Somers said.

	“I’m being blackmailed.”

	“That’s a criminal matter, Father. That’s for the police. I can take your statement, and tomorrow, Dulac and I will—”

	“I understand that it’s a criminal matter. I’m not stupid. And I also know that Chief Cravens is deep in the mayor’s pocket. Why do you think I came to you, tonight, to ask Emery to help? Why do you think I parked two blocks away and cut through the neighbor’s yard? I will not have this go through Wahredua’s gossip central, with details of my personal life passed around like newspaper clippings. I won’t hand the election to Naomi.”

	“What’d you do?”

	“Don’t take that tone with me, John-Henry.”

	“Was it an affair?”

	Holding the glass by his fingertips, Glenn set it on an occasional table and shifted forward in his seat. “If you’re going to be a child about this, I’ll talk to Emery alone.”

	“No,” Hazard said in a low, flat voice.

	“What a perfect match the two of you are. Both of you so certain you know how the world works, both of you long past the age when childishness was acceptable, and both of you still acting like you’re in grade school.”

	“Tell him to get out of our home,” Hazard said, his hand hot as a coal at the small of Somers’s back.

	Glenn’s eyes shifted to Hazard fractionally and then back to Somers. A little sneer curled the corner of his mouth.

	“Look,” Somers said. “Tonight’s not a good night. Let Emery and me talk about this, and I’ll call you tomorrow.”

	“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m your father. I’ve given you everything, John-Henry. Your mother and I have . . . subsidized your foolishness your whole life. It’s time you carried a little weight in the family.”

	“You’re not even here for me,” Somers said. “You’re here for Emery.”

	“And he won’t have anything to do with me. You heard him. Not unless you say so. Explain to your . . . fiancé that I’ll pay him for his time.”

	Shaking his head, Somers glanced at Hazard.

	“Tell him to go,” Hazard said in a low voice. “Or I’ll tell him, if you want.”

	“Your mother and I ask very little of you, John-Henry. But fine. Have it your way, as you did when you chose to become a police officer instead of going to law school; as you did when you insisted on marrying that girl instead of listening to everyone around you; as you did when you decided to pursue a relationship with this man. Have your way, as you always do, no matter how much it hurts your mother, no matter how much it humiliates me. It was worth asking, I suppose. The result isn’t terribly surprising, I’ll admit; I should be used to this by now.” 

	“Father, wait,” Somers said. “Emery’s got a lot on his plate. I’m not sure this is a good time. We can find a private investigator in Columbia or Jeff City, or I can help you, unofficially, I guess, and—”

	“Why isn’t now a good time? He has a business to run, doesn’t he? He has to put a roof over your head. He has to put food on the table for my granddaughter. He has bills to pay; I could say a thing or two about that, although I don’t suppose that’s a topic any of us would enjoy.” The last words were delivered with extra weight, and Somers felt blood rush into his face. “What’s that, John-Henry? Did you have something to say?”

	For a moment, Somers couldn’t hear over the rush of blood in his ears. Then he shook his head.

	“It was one thing,” Glenn said, “when your selfishness indirectly hurt this family. It’s another thing entirely when this staggering display of ingratitude is going to lead directly to our ruin. I hope you’re happy with that, John-Henry. I’m sure you’ll still sleep perfectly well.”

	Glenn stood and, with clipped steps, moved toward the front door.

	Somers clutched Hazard’s arm. He met his fiancé’s eyes and mouthed, Please. 

	“Come back here,” Hazard called after Glenn. “I’ll do the job, whatever it is, but come back here and stop talking to him like that. You’re upsetting him.”

	“I’m fine,” Somers said. Somewhere on their block, a dog was barking. A little one, a yipper.

	“I don’t think so,” Glenn said. “John-Henry believes it’s perfectly acceptable to wring his parents dry and then, when they need something from him, to leave them out in the cold. Isn’t that right, John-Henry?”

	“No,” Somers said; his gaze was focused on the leg of the wingback chair, on the little furniture pad with its adhesive backing, placed under the leg to keep it from scratching the floor. The adhesive had weakened, and the little pad was sticking halfway out and was covered in dust. “Please come back, Father.”

	Hazard’s hand was still at the small of his back, and Somers could feel the tremble in his touch as Hazard rubbed a circle against tight muscle.

	“What’s he on about?” Hazard asked in a low voice. “Christ, John. What do you want me to do?”

	Somers just shook his head. He could hear the yipper down the block. And then a man’s voice breaking the spring stillness: “God damn it, Timothy,” and a yelp from the tiny dog. Anger flooded Somers, so much anger that he could have killed the asshole who had just kicked a dog, so much anger that his hands were shaking and it was all he could do to stay in his seat and not rush out to murder the asshole. 

	“Come sit down,” Hazard said to Glenn. “Tell us what’s going on. That’s what you wanted, right? You won again. You came over here, you bullied him, you shat on everything, and now you got what you wanted from John. Like you always do. So let’s hear it. And then you can go.”

	Somers could feel his father’s gaze still fixed on him. “I’d like my son to apologize first. I brought him up to be more respectful than this performance tonight.”

	“I’m sorry,” Somers said.

	“I certainly didn’t raise you to mumble and look at the floor. Let’s hear that again.”

	Face on fire, Somers looked up. He couldn’t quite meet his father’s eyes, so instead, he focused on a spot at the center of his forehead. “I’m sorry.”

	And then he was ten years old again, hiding in his bedroom after a Wahredua Junior League baseball game, and it was all he could do not to start crying.

	“Well, I suppose you had a bad day,” Glenn said, gesturing magnanimously with the Manhattan as he took his seat again. “It happens to all of us.”

	Next to Somers, Hazard was breathing in and out with the controlled rhythm of a man trying not to explode. When he spoke, his voice was tight. “I’ll type up a contract and send it over tomorrow, but you should know that I charge fifty dollars an hour and require a thousand-dollar retainer.

	Glenn flicked his fingers dismissively.

	“Why don’t you start at the beginning?” Hazard said. “You’re being blackmailed. About what? And in exchange for what? By whom?”

	“Do you know this Bright Lights movement? The one backing Naomi Malsho for re-election.” Glenn tapped nails against his glass. “They’re a kind of rebranded version of the Ozark Volunteers. White nationalists with a buff and a wax.” He chuckled at his own joke. “All the same nonsense, of course. And our beloved mayor has been catering to them. One of the many reasons our town has become so fragmented and divided, leading to—”

	“Save it for the stump speech. What do the Bright Lights have to do with you being blackmailed?”

	Glenn colored a little. “Their organizer, leader, whatever you want to call him. His name is Bob Sackeman.”

	“He’s the one blackmailing you?”

	“Yes.”

	“For money?”

	“He wants me to withdraw from the election.”

	Somers scoffed. “Come on.”

	“I’m glad you find this so amusing, John-Henry.” Glenn set down the Manhattan again, his fingertips lingering on the rim, the flesh white from pressure. “I’m glad that after all your sanctimonious talk of family, you find my situation entertaining.”

	“For the love of God,” Hazard said. “What does Sackeman have?”

	“Photographs.”

	“Of?”

	“An indiscretion.”

	Hazard’s eyebrows went up. “Politicians have had affairs before. You aren’t the first. And it’s not like your behavior in the past has been commendable; everybody knows you run around with girls half your age.”

	“Damn it, Ree,” Somers said, twisting to stare at him.

	“What? He’s asking for help, and he got himself into this mess. There’s no point pretending otherwise.”

	“The photographs are more sensitive than a simple case of marital infidelity,” Glenn said. “That’s all you need to know. I want you to retrieve them and ensure that Sackeman doesn’t have any other copies.”

	“Easier said than done,” Hazard said, but he was frowning now, his eyes fixed on the middle distance. “That’s the trouble with digital blackmail: incredibly easy to duplicate, store, and back up.”

	“That is why I’m coming to Wahredua’s best private detective.” Glenn eased his hand away from the Manhattan, shaking out his fingers as though they had cramped. “I’m sure John-Henry will understand that this is a family matter. Against my wishes, that includes you now, Emery. And now is a good time to be clear: the only thing I ask of my family is loyalty.”

	Somers waited for Hazard’s scathing response, but all Hazard did was grunt.

	“Anything else I need to know?” Hazard said. “Holding things back at this point is just going to slow me down, and I’ll probably figure them out anyway.”

	Glenn gave a frosty smile and shook his head. “Get those photographs, Emery. The sooner, the better.”

	“Fine,” Hazard said, his hand drifting up to settle between Somers’s shoulder blades. “If that’s all—”

	“Not quite,” Glenn said, and his gaze moved to Somers. The air held a new, charged energy, and Somers forgot about feeling tired, forgot about the shitty day, forgot about everything except a night last October when he had walked into his father’s study and struck a bargain. A deal with the devil, maybe. And now, Somers knew, payment was due.

	“What?” Somers asked, his voice rough and toneless.

	“Until the election is finished, I believe it would be for the best if you moved out of this house. I’ve held a room for you at the Hare and Tortoise; I’d like you to go there tonight.”

	Hazard’s hand had stiffened against Somers’s back, but Somers nodded.

	“Absolutely not,” Hazard said.

	“Let me remind you, Emery, that you once made a promise to me,” Glenn said. “Do you remember?”

	Somers glanced over; Hazard’s face was twisted with rage, but he nodded.

	“And what was that promise?” Glenn asked.

	“Fuck you.”

	“You’re a dog with a bone,” Glenn said. “What did you promise me?”

	“I promised that I’d think very carefully before I married your son. And I did. Now—”

	“No, I don’t think you did. Consider the next two weeks fulfilment of that promise. You spend two weeks apart, and then you can pick up where you left off. Two weeks to think about what you’re doing.”

	“I never promised to break up with John.”

	“I’m not asking you to. All I’m asking is that John-Henry spend the next two weeks at the Hare and Tortoise.”

	“Tell him to fuck off,” Hazard said to Somers. “Tell him to fuck off right now, John, and I’ll tell him to fuck off too.”

	“John-Henry, I don’t have to bring up certain conversations, do I?”

	“Tell him to fuck off right now.”

	Somers shook his head. “No, I—no.”

	“Well?” Glenn said.

	A whooshing noise filled Somers’s ears; he couldn’t tell if it was the wind or if it was just in his head. After a moment, he nodded again.

	“I’ll see myself out,” Glenn said, rising and draining the Manhattan. He set the glass back on the occasional table. “Goodnight.”

	“Goodnight,” Somers said, his attention wandering again to the tiny, fuzz-covered furniture pad.

	When the door clicked shut, the sound ran through the silence like a gunshot. Hazard didn’t move. He didn’t say anything. The smell of onions clung to him; the heat of his body painted Somers’s side. The big man drew his hand back and got to his feet. It was only his first step that betrayed how much he was hurting: a wobbling, uncertain shuffle, like the world had turned into one great Slip N Slide. And then he put up the walls again, and he walked
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