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      “There’s something funny about dead bodies.”

      “How do you mean?” Jessica asked, one eyebrow higher than the other.

      Gerald refrained for a moment as they trudged through the blanket of brown leaves. This was the first time she had ever visited Abbey Ruins, and some part of her hoped it would be her last. Perfect place for a murder, she thought.

      “As you mature into the role of a homicide detective, Jess, you’ll understand what I mean.”

      A pang of annoyance rippled through Jessica. Even though she had only been in Starch a little over a week, she could tell the type of person Detective Gerald was.

      A condescending asshole.

      The thick, brown caterpillar that sat above his lip only added to her annoyance.

      “So, you transferred from Illinois. If you don’t mind me asking, why?”

      Gerald’s question caught her a little off guard. “I just wanted a change. My hometown got old pretty fast.”

      A disbelieving line engraved itself on his forehead. Serving twenty years in the precinct had clearly honed his BS radar. “Hmm, fair enough,” was all he mustered as they continued to trudge through the canopy of naked pine trees. “Starch is a small town. I hope you’re able to settle in fast.” Before long, several people wearing white forensic gear appeared in the distance. “Ah, there they are.”

      As they approached the team that surrounded a body, a couple were snapping away with their cameras, while others placed bright yellow evidence markers around the vicinity. Despite it being mid-afternoon, natural daylight struggled to puncture through the dense wall of trees. But then again, there wasn’t much of that either.

      Overcast clouds marred the skyline like a smoky blanket, which promised rain and blustering winds in the coming hours. Autumn was far more unforgiving in Minnesota than Illinois.

      “So, tell me, is this your first actual case?” Gerald said. “I only ask because your profile said you were thirty-three years old—that’s quite young for a detective.”

      “Yes––I mean… sort of,” she stuttered. “I’ve worked on a couple of cases before, just not in an active role. I was more of an errand girl than a detective.”

      Gerald pressed his plump lips together and hummed. “I can now see why you came up here. You want real work. Well, just so you know, I won’t be going easy on ya. Step up or step out, you hear me?”

      Jessica let out a tame laugh, unsure how to respond to the large man that stood several inches taller than her. As Gerald turned to talk to one of the forensic personnel, Jessica took a good look at the body.

      It belonged to a man in his early forties. He was in good shape, even in death. Her eyes were soon drawn to the rope burn around his neck, which shared all the hallmarks of a classic hanging. She glanced up toward the twisted, intertwined branches but saw no rope.

      Confused, she returned her gaze to the man who was dressed in plain clothes. If it wasn’t suicide, then it must have been murder.

      As she studied the victim’s face—his blue lips and bloodied nose—the indistinct chatter of Gerald and the forensic team fell silent. When she came to his eyes, her heartbeat quickened. Although she had seen plenty of crime scene photos and videos of dead bodies, none of them had the same look of terror in their eyes.

      Wide-eyed and with pupils so dilated that you couldn’t tell the color of his irises, it was as if the perpetrator had stolen his soul as well as his life. Before Jessica had the chance to rationalize theories, muddled whispers infiltrated her hearing.

      She glanced around the empty woods behind her, then at Gerald, who continued chattering away.

      EveryHelpLieThingOnlyYou

      The whispers grew louder.

      WeUsNeedYourHelp

      Fear squeezed at her heart like a clenching fist as she sheepishly returned her gaze to the body.

      EVERYHELPLIETHINGONLYYOU

      WEUSNEEDYOURHELP

      The hissing voices suddenly muted when Gerald came into view. His cheeks were red and puffy, and it was obvious that he was hacked off about something. “Did you get that?” he barked, causing everyone to look over.

      “N-no, sorry, I didn’t catch it,” she stuttered.

      The forensic expert stood awkwardly as he sighed and placed his hands on his hips. His gut pressed against his white shirt and hung over his beltline in ways no gut should. “Rookies,” he glanced at the man, shaking his meathead. “This gentleman said a married couple discovered the victim while walking their dog this morning. Write it down.”

      Embarrassed and somewhat annoyed, Jessica yanked out a notepad from her blazer’s inside pocket and scribbled it down. While battling the quivers in her hand, she could have sworn she heard one or two people chuckling in the background. Or maybe it was paranoia.

      Either way, she was slowly starting to regret her move to this strange fishbowl of a town.

      “No bag, no ID, phone, or anything. Strange for a man to venture out here with nothing on his person,” Gerald grunted while taking in the lifeless woodlands. If trees could talk, he sure as hell could use one of them chewing his ear off right now.

      “A chance he knew the killer?” Jessica suggested.

      “Maybe.”

      “He might have been killed somewhere else but dumped here. Strangulation seems like the most probable cause of death.”

      “Agreed.”

      As Jessica kneeled beside the stiff corpse, an ear-splitting shriek caused her to jump back a couple of feet. The scream belonged to a man. It was like no noise she’d heard before. Breathing fast, she faced the bewilderment of Gerald and the forensic team. “Please tell me you heard that?”

      With anger blooming on his round face, Gerald closed the distance. “I’m only going to say this once,” he said hoarsely under his breath, the stench of coffee and god-knows-what causing her stomach to quiver. “Knock off whatever you’re playing at and get your head in the game, or I’ll personally drive your ass back to Illinois. You got that?”

      “Yes, sir,” she said matter-of-factly with an unwavering glance.

      “Good!” With that, he spun on his heels and kicked up a flurry of leaves as he returned to the small crowd of onlookers. Not even embarrassment could shake the uneasiness she felt after hearing that shriek.

      She looked down at the body one final time—the burn around his neck and those lifeless eyes—before letting out a much-needed exhale.

      For Christ’s sake, Jess, pull yourself together!
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      The main doors slid open, welcoming Jessica and Gerald into the precinct. Aside from the cars parked outside, the glass doors were pretty much the only modern thing about the place. Yellow walls that once stood white in their heyday created a dreary vibe as they entered inside.

      Jessica took one inhale and shuddered. Coffee and stale cafeteria aromas emanated through the precinct, tainting the already stuffy air. No wonder the walls lost their color.

      “Becky,” Gerald nodded at the receptionist sitting behind the main counter in the foyer.

      The woman smiled without taking her eyes off the computer screen that sat a few inches from her face. Jessica grinned at the large lady whose eyes hid behind her thick spectacles. She didn’t even acknowledge Jess as she passed by. Jerk.

      Despite having been in and out of the precinct over the last week, everything still felt so new and foreign. Almost like the time she transferred to a new high school and had to start all over again. They entered the main workroom, which contained a few dozen cubicles and most of the precinct’s ambiance.

      People, mostly guys, shot around the room like stockbrokers sealing a lucrative deal, while others leaned back in old chairs with telephones pressed to their ears. The word that came to Jessica’s mind was “frantic.”

      “Hey, Gerald…” a small Hispanic man in a tight white shirt and black slacks approached. “Detective Lewis requested we send him the rest of those files from his prior case.”

      “Yeah?” Gerald grunted. “Thanks for that, Carlos, tell him I’ll sort it out.”

      “No probs,” Carlos spun on his heels and disappeared back to where he came from.

      “What’s that about?” Jessica asked, now resuming their stride.

      “Ah, nothing. Just a former colleague of mine.”

      “Was he the guy who transferred?”

      Gerald twisted his head toward her. “You’re quite a nosey one, aren’t ya? You’ll do well in this line of work––providing you knock off your antics.”

      Jessica laughed awkwardly.

      “To answer your question in a nutshell––yes. That’s why you’re here.”

      The two of them took a quick turn right and ended up in front of a small team of five men she had never met before now. Placing their discolored mugs of coffee on an even filthier oval table, they swung their attention around. Gerald took a deep breath and tucked his hands around his waist.

      “Right, we’re awaiting formal identification on the victim in the woods. It looked like he’d been strangled to death. He didn’t have anything with him—no bag, no torch, no wallet, nothing.”

      “Strange,” one man added with a bewildered look on his face.

      “You bet,” Gerald’s eyes wandered. “Well, let’s just wait and see what the autopsy brings up.”

      A succession of nods and mumbled agreements followed his words.

      “You must be the new detective,” one of the men stood up from his chair and
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