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      Victory. He celebrated by scarfing two handfuls of Cheetos and pounding a Red Bull. Using his favorite shirt to wipe the orange dust from his fingers, he saved his findings on two flash drives—one for his client and one for himself. Nothing wrong with a little insurance.

      He’d had a bad feeling about this mission for days, especially once his client had to get a new email account after the old one had been compromised. His work had gone off without a hitch, like any other cyberattack he’d ever orchestrated: infiltrate the target, find all the skeletons in the proverbial closet, and get out without being noticed. But having to sift through this particular information sickened even him, and he’d seen some messed-up shit.

      He fired off an email signaling he was finished with his latest hack job, being purposely vague about the specifics, as always. Email servers were notoriously easy to hack into, especially when dealing with amateurs on the other end, so the less said, the better. He did, however, make it clear that he’d gone the extra mile and had a treasure trove of dark secrets to share.

      He put on his headset and dived into his preferred world. In Xanthe’s Quest, he was Rex, general of one of the largest guilds in the game. His character was his complete opposite. Rex was a mountain of a man nearly impossible to beat in hand-to-hand combat, not some scrawny introvert largely ignored by the world. Rex was the ultimate badass sculpted meticulously by his unbeatable gaming skills and countless hours of time.

      Once he’d greeted his fellow online players, he’d only had time to walk Rex to the closest pub to meet his hunting party for a tankard of mead before his real-world phone interrupted him. It was a reply to his email. He briefly considered waiting until tomorrow to open it, but then he remembered how much he wanted that sweet new gaming chair he’d seen online, which this job would more than pay for. The sooner he turned over his findings, the sooner he could come back, splurge to overnight himself an ergonomic throne fit for a king and get lost in his preferred world.

      The email read, Sounds like you hit the motherlode. I need the info tonight. Bring it now.

      Groaning aloud, he issued a quick apology to his fellow online players for having to step away so soon, ripped the headphones off, grabbed one of the flash drives, and stowed the other away for safekeeping. He hated being summoned and ordered to run across town at a moment’s notice, but that’s how the agreement worked, and he was well compensated for it. Maybe this late-night delivery and the extra time he’d invested to wade through all the information would earn him a hefty bonus.

      He arrived at the darkened building in record time and parked in the small rear parking lot. He began knocking on the back door as he usually did, but it swung open as his knuckles made contact.  That was odd.  Usually a pretty lady met him at the door and wordlessly exchanged an envelope full of cash for his flash drive. Sometimes this cloak-and-dagger stuff seemed a bit ridiculous to him. But considering the secrets he’d unearthed, especially this time, maybe it was necessary for the safety of everyone.

      He entered the building, calling a “Hello!” down the dark hall. No response. “Anyone here?”

      Still hearing no response, he blew out a disgusted breath. “Hey, I brought the flash drive with the info you said you needed tonight.” Again, nothing. Angered, he stomped on down the hallway, griping to himself, “If I wasted time and gas driving over here for nothing…”

      As he passed an open doorway, grumbling as he went, he slowed and glanced in but saw nothing. Suddenly, a hard shove from behind had him sprawled out on the floor.

      “What the hell?” he croaked, tears springing to his eyes as his knees and right wrist exploded in searing pain from his fall. A wrist injury was the last thing he needed. If he couldn’t type, he couldn’t work.

      Before he could get his bearings and raise his head to figure out what was going on, whoever had knocked him down gave him a swift kick in the ribs, shooting a racking pain through his torso. Moaning in agony, he curled into a fetal position, his only defense to stave off any further attack.

      A low voice growled next to his ear, “Hand over the information.”

      He shoved a shaking hand in his pocket and retrieved the flash drive, only to have it ripped from his fingers with unnecessary force.

      His attacker slammed his face against the floor, keeping up a blinding pressure that seemed like enough to be able to pop his head like a grape. “Did you tell anyone about this?”

      “N-n-n-no,” he wheezed.

      The pressure suddenly subsided, leaving his head pounding and his ears ringing. Before he could get his bearings and try to crawl away, a thick plastic bag engulfed his head, stretching tight over his face. He clawed at the bag to get free, but with each hitching breath, it sucked closer over his mouth and nose. Each frantic gulp for air burned his lungs more and more, but relief wouldn’t come. He got light-headed and everything went dark. He awakened in Rex’s body with an odd feeling of weightlessness about him despite Rex’s larger frame. He felt as if he were flying, gazing down over the moors of his kingdom at sunset. He could see the spoils of his victories and the throngs of his loyal minions across the darkening landscape. Smiling, he closed his eyes. He was home.
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      My phone buzzed. I checked the screen and shoved the phone back into my pocket without answering or breaking my stride as I jogged with Vic Manetti on the Nickel Plate Trail toward downtown Fishers. For early April, the weather in central Indiana wasn’t half bad. It was the first time I hadn’t had to layer up for the first mile only to have to shed half my clothing once I got warmed up. The trees along the trail were starting to leaf out again. I was not at all sorry to see this brutal winter come to an end.

      Vic asked, “Who was that?”

      “Jayne.”

      “You let the sheriff go to voicemail? I don’t know of anyone else in this county who could get away with that.”

      For the past two months, I’d let all of my calls from the sheriff go to voicemail. Jayne Walsh was my mentor and friend, but at times she was also my boss. I welcomed her personal calls to chat or check up on me. For the professional calls, I needed the extra time a voicemail afforded to come up with good excuses to repeatedly turn down the consulting jobs she offered me.

      “I’m kind of busy at the moment,” I huffed, our pace a little quick for me to carry on a full conversation.

      “Ellie, come on. You’re not that busy. What if she has a case for you?”

      I shook my head. “Probably a social call.”

      After a few minutes, catching my breath became easier and I noticed I kept having to slow my speed to stay next to Vic. “You okay?” I asked.

      “I’m starting to run out of steam,” he replied, his handsome face stuck in a frown. He wasn’t sweating or flushed, which were his normal indicators that it was time for me to remind him to take a break. Glancing down at me, he said, “You’re getting pretty good at reading me.”

      I smiled. “Well, when our pace slows to the point where I’m not overexerting myself, I know something’s up with you.”

      Vic was a big-time fitness buff, but after being nearly killed during the last case we’d worked together, he’d had some major recovery to do. He had a long road ahead of him to get his full stamina and speed back, and I’d appointed myself the person to make sure he didn’t try to overdo it and he-man his way back into shape while he was on medical leave from the FBI. To my surprise, he’d been positive and, for lack of a better word, obedient. He could’ve even been described as downright sweet and easygoing. I feared I’d have the fight of the century on my hands to get him to cut himself some slack, but he’d been impressively laid-back.

      Slowing to a fast walk, he said, “I think you’re selling yourself short. I feel like you could definitely kick my ass in a race.”

      Even in his weakened condition, I doubted that. “A lesser person would accept that challenge, but I won’t.”

      He laughed and steered me away from the ramp leading to the tunnel under 116th Street, which was always our normal route, turning and taking 116th east instead. “Very noble of you. How about we stop for coffee?”

      I eyed him. “Coffee during exercise time? Now I know something’s up. Is there something you’re not telling me? Is one of your wounds infected again?”

      “Relax, mom. My wounds are perfectly fine.”

      “Then why the stop? We’ve only gone a mile, and you said you wanted to try stretching it to two today without a break.”

      “Can’t I simply offer to take you to your favorite place for coffee, considering how much of a burden I’ve been⁠—”

      I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. “You think you’re a burden to me? That couldn’t be further from the truth.”

      He wheeled around to face me. “Oh, sure. So it was no big deal when I called you in the middle of the night to drive me to the hospital, only to find out I’d managed to develop a staph infection, which then you had to deal with for weeks?”

      “I told you I didn’t mind. It was only a bump in your road to recovery, and it was silly to have your sister come back for something I could easily help you take care of. Besides, that was a month ago. I thought we hashed this out already. Where’s this coming from?”

      Vic’s sister had flown in to help him recover when he came home from the hospital. I’d offered to help in any way he needed once he was well enough that she could go home. It was simply bad luck that the stab wound in his gut had gotten infected, and no reason for his sister to leave her family again to run back out here. I’d helped him change his bandage and got food and medicine for him so he didn’t have to drive. It was the least I could do, considering I’d caused his excessive blood loss.

      “Look, I’m trying to do something nice for you to thank you for everything you’ve done for me.”

      And there came today’s fresh wave of guilt. I continually blamed myself for having assumed he was dead at the hands of the sadistic killer we’d been chasing and not at least attempting to give him first aid. Helping him recover could never make up for me standing there like an idiot while he bled out, making no move to help because I couldn’t get my act together enough to think straight.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but he put a hand up. “And don’t even think about subjecting me to another monologue detailing what you could or should have done differently at the scene. Either forgive yourself for being human and snap out of your self-inflicted guilt trip, or I’ll trump up some kind of bogus charges and arrest you.”

      I managed a rueful smile. “Okay, fine. No more monologues. But you couldn’t arrest me if you wanted to. You’re on leave, pal. And, as you said, you probably couldn’t catch me.” As his eyebrows shot up, I added, “That was not a challenge. We are not racing the rest of the way.”

      “Party pooper.”

      As Vic and I settled into a table at The Well with our coffees, he asked, “Are you going to call the sheriff back?”

      “Later,” I replied. “How’s your coffee?”

      He ignored my lame attempt at a subject change and suddenly slipped into his no-nonsense FBI agent persona. “How many more cases are you going to avoid?”

      Training my gaze on the intricate swan latte art on my drink, I said, “I haven’t been avoiding cases, Manetti.”

      “Bullshit. You passed on a robbery last week and the guy with the buckshot in his ass the week before that.”

      I took a deep sip of my latte. “I was busy helping you and doing my real job.”

      He kept his expression neutral, but his eyes held some pain. “I don’t want to be the reason you give anything up.”

      I wished I hadn’t said that the moment it was out of my mouth. “Seriously, they didn’t need me on a measly robbery and a drunken, out of season hunting accident. Wasn’t worth my time.”

      A smirk pulled at the corner of his mouth. “Oh, because celebrity criminalist Ellie Matthews is too big-time for that?”

      I frowned at him, having forgotten over the past couple of months what it was like to go toe-to-toe with the old Vic. “Well, this conversation has certainly taken a turn.”

      The tough FBI agent schtick falling away, he put his hand over mine and said gently, “Ellie…are you happy?”

      Wishing he’d go back to bad copping me instead of whatever this was, I jerked my hand away. “Wait, this isn’t coffee. This is some kind of weird intervention. What the hell kind of a question is that?”

      “The kind that needs to be asked once in a while, especially when someone is in a caregiver role.”

      I waved a hand. “I haven’t been hardcore caregiver-ing in a couple of weeks. All I’ve had to do for you lately is make sure you don’t keel over while you’re jogging. Back when I had to clean out your nasty wound a couple of times a day, maybe I wasn’t at my happiest.”

      “I think you need to go back to work.”

      “I do go to work. I taught three classes and a lab today.”

      “I mean to the job you love.”

      I feigned a little more offense than I actually felt from his remark. “I love teaching at Ashmore College. And now that I’m ‘celebrity criminalist Ellie Matthews,’ my students actually listen to me. My job is going better than it ever has.”

      He shook his head. “Maybe it’s easier, but it’s not fulfilling you. You need to get back out on scene, doing what you do best. I’ve been watching as you turn down case after case, and I think you don’t realize how much you’re missing field investigating.”

      It wasn’t exactly the field investigating I was missing…or avoiding. It was Detective Nick Baxter. Because of the circumstances of our last case—he was on the “lead detective who broke the case” side and I ended up not only being dismissed from the case but also landing on the “victim/witness” side—we couldn’t begin the relationship we’d both so desperately wanted for months for fear of the defense using it against us and the case suffering. To make sure we stayed above reproach, he and I couldn’t have any contact outside of work until the trial was over and done. We hadn’t spoken in two months. It had been excruciating to cut him out of my life only hours after I’d told him my true feelings for him. It would stand to reason that I should take any approved opportunity to see him, but I didn’t know how I could manage working side-by-side with him, pretending we were merely colleagues and nothing more.

      My phone buzzed again. I checked it—Jayne again. I put it back in my pocket unanswered, again.

      Vic said quietly, “I think you need to get that.”

      “It would be rude since we’re in the middle of a conversation.”

      He sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. “No, we’re not. I’m not saying another word until you answer that phone.”

      Growling under my breath, I took out my phone and answered before it had time to go to voicemail. “Hi, Jayne.”

      She didn’t even bother saying hello back. “I need you for a case, and I’m afraid I can’t take no for an answer this time.”

      I glared across the table at Vic, who held up his hands in a defensive gesture and chuckled to himself.

      To Jayne, I said, “You’re sure Beck and Amanda can’t handle this one?”

      “It’s a homicide.”

      That word conjured up a flurry of thoughts in my head, most of them centered around Baxter and the endless hours together a homicide case would entail. I was both excited and terrified.

      I mouthed at Vic, “Homicide.”

      He smiled and gave me a thumbs-up. I nearly snickered at his odd response to the word, but I knew he meant it as an encouragement for me to take the job rather than, “Yay, a homicide!”

      Vic was right. I did love the adrenaline and challenge that came with field investigation. I needed to get back out there. More than that, I needed to come to terms with my permanently-on-hold relationship with Baxter and find a way to get on with my life. This limbo was killing me, even if it was my own fault for prolonging it.

      “Ellie?” Jayne prompted.

      “Uh…” I still wasn’t convinced this was such a good idea.

      Vic nodded at me encouragingly.

      I sighed. I had to get back out there at some point. “Okay. I’ll do it. Where am I going?”

      Now it was Jayne doing the hesitating. “Um…the body was found at…Carnival Cove.”

      My jaw dropped. “Wait, the scene’s at Carnival Cove? Oh, hell no.”

      Vic reached over and grabbed my free hand. He knew going to that venue would open a Pandora’s box of emotion for me. It was where I’d found a dead student. It was where my reinstatement into the Hamilton County crime scene unit had ultimately begun. Last but not least, it was where I’d first met Nick Baxter. Plus the clown-themed, long-abandoned water park was creepy as hell on a good day.

      Jayne’s voice took on an apologetic tone. “I wouldn’t have called if I didn’t need you.”

      I could barely process even the idea of setting foot out there again, so I stalled for time. “If this is a joke, it isn’t funny.”

      Her tone turned reproachful. “How many times have I joked about a murder case?”

      The sheriff, never. The rest of the department, always. It was how we got through murder cases with our sanity. I got a pang in my heart when I thought about how much less joking around there’d be this time with Baxter and me having to pretend we barely knew each other.

      She continued, “Look, I know it’s not going to be the easiest place for you to work, but I feel like this one’s going to need someone with your experience…and your strong stomach.”

      I made a face and mouthed to Vic, “Decomp.”

      He smiled and released my hand to grab both of our coffee cups to take to the dish return, then he came back to usher me out of my seat and toward the door. I guessed he figured I was going to eventually come around and agree to take the case. Or maybe he was going to drag me there kicking and screaming, if need be.

      I said to Jayne as Vic and I speed-walked down the street, “The more you say, the less I want to do this.”

      Ignoring me, she went on, “Oh, and can you have your entomology professor friend come out as well? Dr. Berg could use his help.”

      “There are bugs, too?” I whined, shuddering.

      “I’m afraid so.”

      I sighed. If I could make it through this case, I’d be fully over any anxiety I had about coming back. Plus, if I said yes, then maybe Jayne would leave me alone again for a while. “Fine. I’ll call Dr. Seong, and…I’ll come out, but it will take me a good thirty minutes to get there.”

      She sounded relieved. “Thank you. Bring along a waterproof jacket. It’s supposed to rain this evening.”

      I groaned. This was going to be the crime scene from hell.
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      Vic insisted we run at nearly full speed back to his house, which cemented my theory that our coffee break was a total bullshit move. I hopped in my car and headed toward Carnival Cove, cursing pretty much the whole way. When I got to the parking lot’s entrance, I slowed to wave at a deputy sitting in his cruiser, guarding the scene from any unwanted visitors. He waved me through, and I entered the lot and took the parking spot next to the crime scene unit van. I’d arrived later to the party than usual. The coroner’s van, another sheriff’s department cruiser, Jayne’s sedan, and a civilian vehicle were all already there. And, of course, there was Baxter’s SUV.

      Wrapping the waterproof jacket Vic lent me around myself to stave off the sudden chill I felt, I trudged through the entrance to the park. A tingle of apprehension and unease ripped up my spine as I walked through the gate and past a sign with a laughing, dead-eyed clown.  “Welcome to Carnival Cove,” my ass. I shivered as I wondered if the owner of this place, my former friend and colleague, Dr. Dudley Cooper, had ever bothered to remove the rest of the clown signage and statuary. I doubted it, given the fact that he’d moved away shortly after I’d found the dead body here, his hopes dashed of turning this place into an outdoor forensic anthropology research facility. Honestly, I was happy his “body farm” idea never came to be. I’d agreed to help him run the place, mostly because he couldn’t get anyone else on board. And while the idea of studying the cadavers he intended to let decompose out here in the elements didn’t bother me, the fact that he and I had nearly tripped over someone who’d been murdered here did. Every time I came to this hellscape, I would have been thinking about the girl we’d found, as I was doing now.

      Trying to shake that off and get my head straight, I continued into the park, which was in the exact state of disarray as the last time I was here. I passed the same sad, rusty picnic tables, the same broken and scattered beach chairs, and the same crumbling and weed-infested retaining walls. It seemed that the only thing that had been done to the place was the removal of the pig’s blood the student protesters had used to write “Death to the Body Farm” across the welcome sign at the entrance. Going farther into the park, I gave a wide berth to a peeling statue of a fat clown with a missing nose, picking my way around piles of leaves and garbage. I slowed my pace as the snack bar came into view. Now brown and faded, the message written in pig’s blood on the wooden siding of the snack bar was still visible: “Dr. Death Sucks.” I remembered every detail of the look on Dr. Cooper’s face when he saw the vandalism. Seeing the hurt in his eyes as he realized how much the Ashmore students were against him going ahead with his research facility had been tough to stomach. And only moments later, we were calling in a homicide on a student we both knew quite well.

      I willed myself to breeze past Kiddie Land without so much as a glance. If I caught a glimpse of the stained concrete where I’d found that poor girl, I didn’t know if I could lock it down to do this job. Pressing on, I walked toward the tall, imposing water slides, now covered in vines and graffiti. I could see and hear people milling around just past them. And then of course there was the smell I kept catching a whiff of as I forged ahead. I was definitely going the right direction.

      Gathering my courage, I headed through the “Wild Slide” section of the park, past the pool in the center where all four slides deposited their riders. The pool, if you could still call it that, was a big concrete bowl, its deep end holding a couple of feet of murky water and leaves and its shallow end dusty and cracked from years of baking empty in the hot sun. The bitter aroma of stagnant water and algae was soon blotted out by the unmistakable sweet-rotten stench of decomposing flesh, no doubt coming from the human-sized lump lying in the far shallow end of the pool, near the edge. My colleagues were gathered at a safe distance, watching from above as the coroner and his assistant performed their field examination of the victim. Both men were covered head-to-toe to protect themselves not only from the decaying body but also from the thick cloud of flies swarming it.

      I stopped to greet a deputy holding a clipboard and signed the scene entry log. There was none of the usual crime scene tape denoting an inner or outer perimeter here. It would have been a waste of tape since we were way too far into the park to worry about keeping the looky-loos at bay. As I scanned the area, I noted nothing unusual, except of course for the dead body. There were no bloody footprints or discarded weapons. The only items strewn about were tables and chairs and trash cans that had been here already. Trying to fingerprint anything out here would be an exercise in futility. Not a whole lot of work for me to do, as far as I could tell. The less evidence to gather, the less time I’d have to spend here, and that was fine by me.

      Jayne broke away from the group and came toward me. “Thank you for agreeing to take the case, Ellie. I know it’s a big deal for you.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I replied, shaking my head. “This place is every bit as creepy as I thought it would be.”

      “I don’t disagree.”

      An image flashed in my brain of all the clown faces that had leered at me on my way in. On top of everything I’d had to endure here, I had a mild phobia about clowns. I knew the images of them in this park weren’t going to magically come to life and attack me, but I still didn’t want to come nose-to-nose with one in the shadows.

      “You think we’ll get out of here before dark?”

      She smiled. “Considering there’s not a lot of visible evidence and nothing looks terribly suspicious, I’d say you have a decent chance.”

      Called that one. “Any signs of struggle near the body?”

      She shook her head. “Not that we’ve been able to find yet. But I’ll wait for you and Ms. Carmack to work your magic. Oh, and there’s also no ID in the victim’s pockets, so it should be extra fun for everyone.”

      “Good times.”

      Jayne and I walked over to join the group, which consisted of Baxter, criminalist Amanda Carmack, Detective Jason Sterling, entomologist Dr. Ben Seong, Coroner Dr. Everett Berg, Assistant Coroner Kenny Strange, and a couple of deputies who were likely the first responders.

      A jolt of electricity went through me. This was it. Not only did I have to do my job, which was going to be smelly at best and frustrating at worst, I had to do it without openly staring at Nick Baxter’s handsome face, which was all I wanted to do since I hadn’t laid eyes on him in two months. He didn’t glance in my direction as I approached; he seemed deep in concentration on what Dr. Berg and Kenny were doing.

      They finished their examination and climbed the steps to exit the pool. Dr. Berg approached us, his expression solemn as he removed his respirator mask to address us. A consummate professional, he paid the utmost respect to the dead and demanded nothing less from the rest of us while he studied, handled, and moved bodies at crime scenes.

      “Good afternoon, all. I’m afraid that due to the length of time since death and the decomposed state of the deceased’s body, it will be impossible for me to determine the time of death.” He nodded toward my fellow Ashmore professor, Ben, who I’d called at Jayne’s request as Vic and I were jogging back to his house. “But with the help of Dr. Seong, we should be able to provide the date of death at least.”

      Frustration was already forming in Sterling’s eyes. He saw in black and white, never letting feelings cloud his judgment. He wanted clear-cut, hard evidence and only accepted the most airtight of alibis. Having to work a case with a twenty-four-hour window for the time of death was going to drive him nuts. That was where Baxter would come in. He was good at all the gray areas. A big TOD window wouldn’t throw him off his game—he’d simply come at it from a different angle. And I’d be right there beside him…maybe. I wasn’t sure how things would work in our “new normal,” for lack of a better term.

      Dr. Berg went on, “As I’m sure you’ve noticed, the deceased’s body is fully in the autolysis stage of the decomposition process, which can begin at any time after seventy-two hours postmortem and last up until day ten. I believe we’re somewhere between days four and six.”

      I finally took a good look at the victim. When I came onto a scene, I tried not to focus on the corpse right out of the gate. It was too easy to get distracted by the gore or saddened by the circumstances. This was one of the “distracted by the gore” situations. The poor man was blown up like a balloon. In life, he probably would have been a fairly small man, short and with a thin frame. But at this stage of decomposition, aptly named the “bloat” stage, he looked as if he’d swallowed a whole other person. His too-tight skin was a sickly greenish color, peeling off in sheets from the pressure of the bloating and lack of moisture and natural oils. And then there were the flies. Lots of flies. I was thankful Ben had trucked over here as fast as he had. Now he would have to weather the swarm to collect bug and larva samples instead of me.

      I glanced at Ben, who was doing a terrible job of hiding his glee. I understood his excitement over gaining the privilege of consulting for the county, plus the real-life experience in his field. The lab experiments he and I manufactured so our students could do hands-on study of insects and forensics didn’t hold a candle to the real thing. And the rush of collaborating on an actual homicide investigation was impossible to recreate.

      Dr. Berg said, “I noted some petechial hemorrhaging in the eyes, which suggests asphyxia. However, between the overall distension and the presence of a fair amount of postmortem animal attack, it’s pointless to even speculate about the cause of death until I perform the autopsy. I’ve collected the deceased’s fingerprints and will forward them to the lab in hopes of verifying his identity. We’ve found nothing in the clothing pockets, no jewelry of any kind, and no visible tattoos or birthmarks on the exposed skin. Again, I’ll do a more thorough examination during the autopsy.”

      Now that I looked even more closely, I noticed scratch and bite marks on the victim’s arms, neck, and head. At least the poor man was already dead while his body was being mauled by small animals. Chunks of flesh were missing, the gooey holes left behind fast filling with maggots. Most disconcerting was a jagged hole in one of his arms, and I would go so far as to describe that arm as deflated. I’d read about raccoons scavenging for muscle tissue, leaving limbs like empty tubes, but had yet to see it in person. Another perk of field work versus lab work: you never knew what you were going to see, and subsequently be unable to unsee. I had a strong stomach and could look at most anything without feeling ill, but I would on occasion become uncomfortable if I let my mind think too much about the mechanics of how certain atrocities occurred. This was not one of those situations. I was fascinated by the deflated arm and couldn’t rip my eyes away.

      Dr. Berg concluded, “We’ll vacate the scene for a bit while we gather our equipment, if you all would like to take photos and study the area.”

      Baxter immediately pulled Sterling aside and began speaking to him, his back to the rest of us. I guessed our hello would have to wait.

      My fellow criminalist, Amanda Carmack, gave me a warm welcome. “Hey, Ellie!” she said, giving me a one-armed hug and steering me toward a tarp on the ground laden with two field kits and a big duffel bag. “I can’t tell you how happy I am that you’re back.”

      Amanda and I had become friends during our time working together and had stayed in touch while I took my two-month break. I’d told her all about my ordeal from our last case—well, almost all of it. I left out everything about Baxter and me.

      As I retrieved a jumpsuit from the bag and began stepping into it, I smiled at her. “Is Beck working your last nerve?”

      She grimaced. “Honestly, I don’t know how much longer I can deal with him.”

      The county’s head criminalist, Beck Durant, was a total fool, and even though he outranked Amanda in title only, he took every opportunity to be the big man and boss her around. When I worked as head criminalist for the county, he had Amanda’s position, and most days I essentially did both of our jobs. Things hadn’t changed—Amanda complained of having to do his job as well. He was famous for taking hourly smoke breaks where he pretended to vape in order to get out of working. Complaining about him would get her nowhere—his mommy was a county court judge with enough connections to keep her baby boy in a job no matter how much he sucked at it. Although the department was shackled with him, Jayne had found a way to keep him out of the way when it mattered by bringing me in as a consultant on all homicide and high-profile cases.

      As Amanda put on a respirator mask and gloves, I asked, “Getting worse by the day?”

      She nodded. “I swear, if you hadn’t taken this case with me, I would have come and got you and dragged you here by your hair.”

      I laughed as I put on my own mask and gloves. “It’s nice to be missed, I guess.” Pawing through the bag once more, I asked her, “Did you happen to pack a hat for me?”

      Groaning, she replied, “Sorry, I forgot. Beck was berating me as I was packing, and I was in a rush to get away from him.”

      I took off my mask and called to the group, “Anyone have a hat I can borrow?”

      Baxter flicked his eyes in my direction for a moment but made no offer. Odd, because he had an endless supply of baseball caps in his vehicle and was always happy to share. I knew we needed to play it cool, but surely lending me a hat wouldn’t be tantamount to publicly professing his love for me.

      Maybe he was being overly cautious. I didn’t see how Baxter and I could work together as closely as we always did and keep the appearance of being only coworkers. I wasn’t that good an actress. Worse, what if working together kindled that spark (as it always did) and we succumbed to our feelings and got caught together? It would be a disaster, not only for the two of us professionally, but for the department, the case we’d worked on, and the victims, including Vic. I couldn’t imagine being able to look him in the eye ever again if I were the one to cause the case to implode.

      Ben jogged over, a smile still plastered on his face. “Hey, Ellie. I have an extra.” He opened his backpack and handed me an Ashmore baseball cap. “Thanks again for the opportunity to work with you guys. Is it okay to take my own photos to use in class? Do you ever do that?”

      I gathered my long hair into a low ponytail and put on the borrowed hat. “Sure, take as many photos as you want. You just have to wait until the case is closed to show them to anyone.”

      “No problem.”

      “And by the way, it was the sheriff who asked for you. You must have made a good impression on her with the last case you consulted on.”

      His grin widened. “That’s good to hear. The last one was a challenge, since the corpse was a month old and I had several types of insects to study. This fresh one should be cake, at least for me.”

      Amanda laughed. “Fresh and cake are not terms I’d use in regard to our victim.”

      I said to her, “I guess this is probably the least fresh corpse you’ve encountered, right?”

      Since this was only her second job as a criminalist, her initial position having been in a county known for its low crime rate, Amanda hadn’t seen much in the way of carnage. But you’d never know it from the professional way she handled herself.

      She nodded. “Yes, this is officially the grossest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Sterling strutted up behind us. “You ladies gonna stand around talking all afternoon or do your jobs?”

      I turned to him, lowering my mask so I could frown at him. “You, I didn’t miss.”

      “Back at ya, Matthews.”

      Amanda grabbed the camera and brushed past him without a word. She and Sterling had been dating for months, but things had started to unravel between them a few weeks ago. I couldn’t imagine what she saw in him and hadn’t expected their relationship to last as long as it had. Now it seemed she was merely another notch in his bedpost (not unlike myself after one particularly drunken night) and would be relegated to his shit list—again, not unlike myself. More polite than I could ever hope to be, she took the high road and didn’t engage him.

      Sterling must not have gotten the rise he wanted from us, so he followed us and decided to pick at me. “You working for the Feds now, Matthews? Is that why you’ve been ghosting us the last couple of months?”

      “Huh?” I asked, taking out my sketch pad to begin making a preliminary rough sketch of the scene while Amanda took the photos.

      “Your jacket.”

      When I’d borrowed the jacket from Vic, I was way more concerned about protecting myself from getting soaked to the bone than about how wearing an FBI jacket to a county crime scene might be perceived. It wasn’t like he’d lent me his official windbreaker with “FBI” in giant letters emblazoned across the back. This was a nicer one Vic had purchased to wear running when there was the threat of rain. The FBI insignia on the left front shoulder was small and unobtrusive, but not enough to escape the eagle eyes of a detective.

      “The jacket’s borrowed. And as for my absence, I’m sure even you can understand that I needed a break after the last case I worked,” I murmured curtly, hoping to end this conversation. Baxter was only a few feet away from us, surveying the scene by himself. He wasn’t exactly a fan of Vic’s, so I’d always tried not to bring up Vic around him.

      Sterling wouldn’t let the jacket thing go. “Yeah, borrowed from Manetti. Does that mean you guys are still banging?”

      I winced. That was the last thing I wanted to have said within Baxter’s earshot. But Baxter seemed to have been either suddenly stricken deaf or in the middle of an Oscar-worthy performance, because he didn’t so much as bat an eye at Sterling’s comment. Any other time, he would have told Sterling to shut up or at least let a flash of annoyance cross his face.

      I quickly replied, “No, we’re just friends.”

      “Like you can be friends with a guy without banging him.”

      I could have sworn I saw Baxter flinch, just barely.

      I snapped at Sterling, “Now who’s standing around talking all afternoon and not doing their job?”

      “Touché,” he replied, smirking at me.

      Sterling finally left Amanda and me alone and headed over to confer with one of the deputies. As I worked on my rough sketch, my eyes wandered in Baxter’s direction. He still hadn’t made any indication that he knew I was here. Not that I had a whole lot of room to talk—I hadn’t approached him, either.

      I inhaled a deep breath and exhaled slowly to settle my nerves. I took two steps toward Baxter and cleared my throat.
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      “Hey, Nick.” The words came out breathless and throaty, my nervousness as plain as day.

      Baxter looked my way and nodded. His expression was blank; even his eyes were devoid of any emotion. His tone was flat. “Nice to have you back.” Effectively cutting off any further conversation, he turned and walked over to join Sterling in speaking to the deputy.

      Okay, so he was playing it cool. Or maybe he was concentrating on the investigation. After all, that was why we were here.

      I returned to stand near Amanda, who was almost finished taking photos of the victim. “See anything interesting in the close-ups?”

      She shuddered. “Lots of bugs. Your professor buddy is going to have no shortage of samples to collect.”

      “Better him than us.”

      “Exactly what I was thinking.”

      We both startled when Sterling’s voice boomed right behind us. “Maybe he’s homeless. His clothes are old and filthy. He’s got no shoes, no phone, no wallet. We need to search this whole place. If we can find his crash pad, we might figure out his identity.”

      Amanda and I turned to find Sterling and Baxter now standing not three feet from us.

      Baxter replied, “You think he could have been living here?”

      Sterling glanced around and shrugged. “Sure. There’s plenty of shelter, and the place is always deserted. It’s a vagrant’s paradise. I’m surprised there aren’t more of them squatting in all the empty buildings out here. This could be as simple as a bum fight that got out of hand.”

      “No signs of a struggle, though,” Baxter said.

      “So they got into it somewhere else on the property, then he ran away like a little bitch and collapsed here. Or fell in like an idiot.”

      Baxter studied the body. “His hair is fairly short, and he’s got no facial hair. He’s not living on the streets if he’s shaving daily and getting haircuts.”

      I nodded. “I thought the same thing, only about his nails. He’s groomed enough to definitely not be homeless.”

      Baxter flicked his eyes at me, but other than that pretty much ignored my comment. He wasn’t even being polite, which baffled me.

      Sterling completely ignored me, which was par for the course. “If he’s not living here, then what the hell’s he doing here?” He stalked off toward the deputies, and Baxter followed him.

      My heart sank. I’d imagined my reunion with Baxter in my head a thousand times during the past two months, but I’d never dreamed it would play out this way. I assumed he’d be outwardly polite and friendly but have that little sparkle in his eyes reserved only for me. Nothing about him indicated he was happy (or even upset) to see me. He was indifferent, and he was never indifferent. He hadn’t even used my name in the few words he’d spoken to me. It made me feel like I was barely an acquaintance, some stranger whose name he hadn’t bothered to remember.

      I shook my head, reminding myself I was here to do a job. There was no room for relationship drama in the middle of a crime scene. I’d been called to work this particular case because of my ability to lock it down and focus on the smallest of details, and that’s what I was going to do. On the surface, my exchange with Baxter had looked nothing short of professional. No one would have suspected there was anything going on underneath. At least now the hard part was out of the way, and I didn’t have to wonder anymore about how it would go. It wasn’t like it was the first time we’d had an awkward reunion after not speaking for a couple of months. But it was the first time I’d felt like something had shifted in a very bad way.

      “Ellie…Ellie.”

      I snapped my head in Amanda’s direction. “Sorry, what?”

      She pulled her mask down to give me a strange look and make a show of overenunciating, “I said, do you mind grabbing a stack of evidence markers? I left them in the bag.”

      “Oh, sure.” I hurried back to the duffel bag, studiously avoiding Baxter.

      I really needed to get my act together. Amanda was every bit as detail oriented as I was, and with her being my friend as well as my colleague, it was only a matter of time before she’d figure out something was up with me. I retrieved the evidence markers from the bag and took the surveyor’s wheel so I could add measurements to my sketch. I also took out a voice recorder and turned it on, slipping it into the front pocket of my coveralls.

      I returned to Amanda and handed her the markers. She was deep in thought, her back to the body and instead focusing her attention on a stretch of concrete that was scattered with dried leaves, pine needles, and gritty dirt. She snapped a couple of photos and then studied them on the camera’s screen.

      “See that?” She held out the camera for me to look at the screen. I shielded the mild glare that wouldn’t last long with the fast-darkening sky. She had taken some mid-range and close-up shots of a few intertwining ruts each about an inch wide that had been carved into the dirt. “Some kind of wheel marks or drag marks, maybe?” she asked.

      “Good eye. That wasn’t easy to notice until you zoomed in on it.”

      Amanda’s eyes became bright and laser-focused, as they always did when she discovered something at a scene. “Let’s follow the tracks.”

      I stuffed the surveyor’s wheel under my armpit to keep my hands free, notating the location of the tracks on my drawing as I followed Amanda across the expanse of concrete. We stayed several feet away from the tracks in order to disturb as little of the scene as possible. The marks were erratic—sometimes intertwining, sometimes straight.

      She took a couple more photos and pointed to a place where leaves had gathered, blanketing the concrete. “I lose the trail there.” She made a wide circle around the leaves, studying the ground around the area. I followed.

      As I stepped off the concrete pad and gazed out across the expanse of weedy grass stretching toward the back perimeter of the park, memories came flooding back to me again—this time, good ones I’d all but forgotten after my last experience here. This part of the park was thankfully devoid of any clown-related nonsense, which was why I’d always liked it best. In my youth, I’d spent countless summer afternoons here stretched out on a towel in the sun with my friends. Back then, the grounds had been well maintained, the grass thick and soft, the perfect place to lie for hours and forget about my shitty home life. A smile tugged at my lips as my eyes landed on a small outbuilding near the edge of the property, its only window now busted and the rusty door hanging at a crazy angle, secured only by its bottom hinge. A seen-better-days chain link fence marked the property line, which backed up against a wooded area.

      I pointed in the direction I was looking. “There’s a dirt access road that runs along the property line, with a gate just to the left of that outbuilding. You thinking what I’m thinking?”

      She cast me a sidelong glance. “I am, and I’m also thinking you must know your way around here better than most people.”

      I shrugged. “Dudley and I studied the plot plan for the property to decide how we were going to secure the facility, but I didn’t learn anything I didn’t already know about weak points of entry into the park. Back in my wild child days, I got pretty good at climbing that fence to sneak in because I didn’t have the money to pay for admission like everyone else.”

      “I did my fair share of sneaking into places as a kid, too. I don’t miss being poor.”

      “Same. Another fun fact about me: I lost my virginity in that outbuilding.”

      Amanda let out a peal of laughter. “You can’t just put that out there and not tell the whole sordid story.”

      I regaled her with the not-all-that-sordid story—it was the first time for both of us, there was a lot of fumbling, and it was practically over before it started—as we trekked toward the back of the property. Last year’s brown, dormant vegetation, anywhere from ankle to knee high, crunched under our feet as we picked our way across it, hoping to find more of our trail at some point. While the disrepair and damage to the rest of the park had made it even creepier to me, the neglect of this section only made me sad. Over a decade later, my sunny oasis was nothing more than a desolate field overtaken by weeds, my first love nest ravaged by time and abuse.

      We saw nothing of note until we came up to the parking area, such as it was, a square of dirt with ground-in rocks and, of course, more weeds.

      Amanda pointed to the ground and cried, “Aha! More of our tracks. I’m forming a theory here. How about you?”

      I nodded. “Especially since there’s an excellent set of vehicle tire marks right next to your chair tracks. It must have rained not long before these were made, which is good for us. The tread marks are the perfect depth and will be easy to cast.”

      Amanda began taking photos, and I started a new sketch of this area, including the gravel/dirt access road and tiny parking area, fence, outbuilding, and tire marks.

      Studying the gate, she said, “The lock on this gate is broken, but there’s rust around it, so if someone came out here to dump our victim, they didn’t even have to break in.”

      Sterling called to us from fifty yards away, “The hell are you two doing all the way over there?”

      “Following the evidence,” Amanda yelled back.

      “Evidence of what?” he griped, although he started jogging our way.

      When he got within non-yelling territory, I said, “We have the makings for proving a body dump.”

      He shot us an unconvinced glare. “Nobody drove that guy out here to BFE and then dragged him all the way into the park. That’s overkill.”

      I replied, “Maybe our killer is an overachiever.”

      Amanda pointed to the nearby gate. “Actually, there’s very easy access back here. The lock on the gate is busted, although it⁠—”

      He interrupted. “Could’ve happened anytime.”

      She grimaced, her frustration with him apparent. “As I was about to say, although it looks like it’s been broken for a while. Anyway, a vehicle entered through there and made these trac⁠—”

      He interrupted again. “Those tracks could also have been made anytime.”

      She didn’t back down, pointing to our chair tracks. “True, but considering we found this other pattern of tracks both here and near the body, we think there’s a good chance they’re from the same incident.”

      Sterling bent down and shined his phone’s flashlight where she was pointing. “What the hell are these tracks supposed to be?”

      “We think they could be from a desk chair with wheels.”

      His tone dripped with sarcasm. “You think someone rolled our dead guy around out here in an office chair?”

      I said, “It would have been a hell of a lot easier than dragging him. For example, if I actually went through with killing you like I do in my daydreams and needed to hide your body, I’d be hard-pressed to drag you even a few inches. But I could totally bungee strap your lifeless corpse to a chair and roll you damn near anywhere.”

      He sneered. “Like you could get the drop on me, Matthews.”

      “Oh, I know I couldn’t. I’m practical, even in my fantasies. I kill you by poisoning your coffee when you’re not looking.”

      His sneer fell away. Was he actually worried about that? Recovering quickly and putting his normal smirk back into place, he said, “Again, I’m going to ask: why cart a body all the way to the pool? Why not just dump it here? No one could see it.”

      I gestured to the woods, the brush and trees just leafed out enough to hide anything twenty yards in. “There’s a house next door, through those trees. A body dumped here could be smelled from there and would be in full view from the access road. However, cart it a little farther and hide it down in the pool, and, yes, you could probably catch a whiff of it when the wind blows, but you’d never see it unless you were literally on top of it. The perfect location for a body dump.” I thought for a moment and ripped off my mask, taking in a deep breath through my nose. “Wait. Like, really perfect. I can’t smell it from here. Can either of you?”

      Amanda took her mask off and took a breath, shaking her head. Sterling also shook his head.

      I asked, “How did anyone even know there was a body out here? Who called it in?”

      “Some neighbor kid was flying a drone over the park and noticed it.”

      I shivered. Without that random act, this poor man might not have been found for months or even years. The circumstances of this case were beginning to feel decidedly less simple. I didn’t like the increasingly premeditated feeling of the body dump. Sterling was clearly not in a mood to listen to alternate theories. I needed to speak to Baxter.

      Amanda got out her notepad and jotted a quick note. Then she said to me, “I’m going back to get some casting materials and the fingerprint kit.”

      Sterling said, “We’re going to fan out and search for the guy’s crash pad. We’ll let you know if we need you to process another area. In the meantime, don’t waste what little daylight we have left on a couple of random tracks we can’t prove are related to the case.”

      Already walking purposely away from him, she called over her shoulder, “You’re not our boss, Jason.”

      His nostrils flared, but he couldn’t seem to quit watching her walk away, and with a heavy dose of regret in his eyes, if I’d read him right.

      I smirked at him. “You let a good one get away, dumbass.”

      “Shut up, Matthews.”
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      While Amanda was gone, I quickly measured the parking lot and all the distances to its perimeter from our two sets of tire marks. From that, I was able to properly show the position of the marks in my sketch. Sterling had taken a quick look inside the outbuilding before stalking off in a huff after Amanda, but I thought I would be remiss if I didn’t have a look for myself. I changed my gloves, took out my phone, and turned on the flashlight, illuminating the inside of the place, which looked every bit as sad as the outside. Old tools were strewn about, discarded and broken. Several old tubes from the water slides were stacked in a haphazard pile, all of them at a different stage of deflation. Shards of glass from the broken window littered the floor, along with leaves that had blown in. There was a long-dead raccoon carcass in one corner. I saw no signs that anyone had ever tried to live there—no blankets, clothing, cardboard, or food wrappers. Everything was covered in a layer of dirt. It wasn’t like it had been the Taj Mahal the last time I’d been in there, but at least it hadn’t looked like a set from a horror movie.

      When I exited the building, Amanda was returning with a bag of casting mix, two casting frames, and the fingerprint kit. She snickered. “Reliving your glory days?”

      “Hardly. The place is a mess, but I don’t think there’s anything relevant to our case in there.”

      She looked up at the gloomy, threatening sky. It was only mid-afternoon, but the cloud cover had become so thick it wouldn’t be long before we’d have to break out the spotlights. “You think there’s time for our cast to cure before it starts pouring rain?”

      I frowned. “Debatable. Once we’re done, I’ll grab a tarp.”

      She mixed the dental stone from the all-in-one kit as I removed twigs and leaves from the tire impression. She then pressed the metal frame down into the soil around the stretch of tread mark with the clearest pattern and sprayed it with aerosol hair spray to set the soil. While waiting for the spray to dry, I placed a scale next to the tread mark and took several photos. She poured the dental stone mixture into the frame and smoothed off the top.

      Moving on to the chair marks, we both stood over them for a moment debating whether or not it was even worth it to make a cast. Although we had enough dental stone left, which couldn’t be reused, a photo would more than suffice. Chair casters were pretty much a standard size and weren’t necessarily specific to a brand of chair, and knowing what brand of chair was used wouldn’t help, considering how many office chairs there were out in the world. We finally decided on a simple photo with the scale showing the wheels were one-and-a-half inches wide.

      Amanda took final photos of the area, and I cleaned up our casting materials. She began studying the gate for fingerprints while I hustled back across the field to our kits to find a tarp. I came upon Baxter, who had his back to me and his phone to his ear. I didn’t intend to eavesdrop, but it was fairly quiet out there. And he was speaking at regular volume…probably assuming no one would be eavesdropping.

      He sounded apologetic as he said, “I’d planned to head your way this afternoon, but I caught a case.” After a pause, he said in a sweeter tone, “I know, but I really wanted to see her today…”

      My whole body tensed at one word—her. I forced myself to keep walking. Who was the “her” he wanted to see? Before my unfortunate jealous streak had a chance to rear its ugly head, I reasoned that Baxter probably had plenty of female family members and friends he wanted to see. “Her” didn’t have to be a new girlfriend. It could have been an animal or even a boat. And though it pained me to even think it, if he had found a new girlfriend, I pretty much had to grin and bear it. While we hadn’t made any promises about putting all romance on hold until we were allowed to date each other again, that was my tentative plan. I didn’t want to be with anyone else. I’d assumed he felt the same way, but if he didn’t, I didn’t have much of a say in the matter.

      Concentrating on tamping down the lump in my throat, I grabbed the tarp out of Amanda’s duffel bag. On the way back, I passed Baxter again. He was putting his phone back into his pocket, his expression neutral and oddly blank, like it had been before. If I had to give this expression a name, it would be “cop face.” Baxter normally didn’t do the cop face thing. Vic was a master at it, as was Jayne. Sterling was a loose cannon and didn’t care how his disdain, laughter, and sneers affected others. Baxter wore his heart on his sleeve and made no apologies for it.

      But not today. And his cop face told me that any personal comments I might make wouldn’t be welcome. That didn’t mean I should hold back on speaking with him professionally. I needed to bring him up to speed on what Amanda and I had been working on.

      “Hey, um…Baxter.” Better to be a little less personal than before. “Amanda and I are thinking pretty strongly that this could be a body dump. We found some marks we think came from the casters of an office chair near the body and also near the back gate, like maybe this death was a little more premeditated
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