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CHAPTER ONE

	FEBRUARY 10

	SUNDAY

	6:28 PM

	 

	EMERY HAZARD NOTICED THAT the dirty dishes were still in the sink: three plates, two forks, and a sippy cup with chocolate milk at the bottom.

	“John?”

	His boyfriend, John-Henry Somerset, called back something unintelligible from the other side of the house.

	Hazard glanced at the clock, calculated, and sighed. Opening the dishwasher, he jammed the remaining dishes inside, loaded a tab, and started the wash cycle. 

	He had spent the day preparing food and making sure the rest of the house looked presentable: counters gleaming; clutter picked up and stored, if not properly organized; pictures finally hung after almost six months of living there. The two-story Arts-and-Crafts that they had purchased together, in a flurry of life changes that had followed the terrible events of last July, was starting to look like a home. In the living room, the sound of a children’s TV show spewed nonsense; when Hazard glanced in, Evie, three years old and suddenly an expert on quality programming, was giggling along with an enormous, talking platypus.

	The house even smelled like a home: tomatoes and cheese—undergoing a combination of caramelization and the Maillard reaction, Hazard hoped—and the basket of garlic knots still steaming under a tea towel. Hazard had insisted they add a salad, and Somers had dumped a few bagged mixes in a bowl and put the dressing pouches to the side.

	“John?”

	Another unintelligible shout came back. Hazard padded through the house, snatching up a Cardinals hat that had somehow sneaked out of the bedroom and ended up on the back of the sofa, and took the stairs. In their bedroom at the back, he found Somers kicked out on the bed, ESPN blaring on the TV.

	“Hey,” Somers said, patting the bed beside him. “Come sit down.”

	“Noah and Rebeca and the kids will be here any minute.”

	“Then come sit down for one minute.”

	“I want to make sure everything’s ready.”

	“You’ve been making sure everything’s ready for about two days now, Ree. Come sit down.”

	“Your shirt is getting wrinkled.”

	Somers glanced down; the chambray shirt had bunched up, exposing the hardened muscles of his abdomen. The edge of a dark swirl of ink appeared when Somers ran his fingers under the hem. The ring on his finger was still new to Hazard.

	“Boy, it sure is.” He fluttered the chambray, exposing another inch of skin. “Maybe you should come sit down.”

	“No. You’ve been randy as a goat since you got that damn award, and if I sit down, you’re going to want to mess around.”

	Somers’s eyes—blue like Caribbean waters—widened. “I might want to mess around a little bit. I might want to get you all hot and bothered and do one or two terrible things to your body. But I am not randy as a goat.”

	“Yes. You are. Now come downstairs.”

	“Ok, you don’t have to sit down. I bet I can get you off before they show up. Just come stand over here, and—”

	The doorbell rang; downstairs, Evie squealed with excitement, and the sound was ear splitting even from this far away. Hazard made a beckoning motion, but Somers lay there a moment longer, teasing the chambray over smooth, golden skin. Then, with a groan, he rolled onto his feet.

	“Could you hide that?” Hazard said with a pointed look. “There are children downstairs.”

	“It’s not exactly like I can put it up and down at will,” Somers grumbled. “And it’s your fault anyway. Look how many buttons you have unbuttoned; you’re being a button slut.”

	“I am not—”

	But Somers was already past him, jogging down the stairs.

	Hazard followed, but he did pause on the landing. He did up three buttons. Then, growling, he undid two. Then he did up one again. He thought he probably needed a mirror to check.

	“God damn it, John.”

	A dark-haired, dark-eyed boy of probably ten stood at the bottom of the stairs, staring up. “Mom,” he shouted. “Mr. Hazard said a bad word.”

	And then he shot off in a run.

	Hazard stomped downstairs. The house had turned into a circus; three boys, younger than the one who had busted Hazard, were kicking a soccer ball around the living room. They were definitely playing a game of two-on-one, but the two seemed to switch every few seconds, and then the soccer match turned into a full-on chase when one of the boys broke away and started kicking the ball down the hall. Hazard wondered if the house would still be standing by the end of the night.

	Evie, at least, was in good hands; Raquel, who was twelve, was carrying Evie toward the basement stairs, while Rocio, almost the exact same age as Evie, trundled along with them. Hazard followed the girls as far as the kitchen, where he found Somers pouring wine for Rebeca; Noah already had a beer, and so did Somers.

	“I told them to leave the soccer ball outside,” Rebeca said, holding up a hand in preemptive protest.

	“I told them to leave it at our house,” Noah said and then grunted when Rebeca jabbed him with a finger. “Well, I did.”

	Noah and Rebeca were a study in mismatch: Noah, tall and white and goofy; Rebeca, short and beautiful and composed. They had come to Wahredua for Rebeca’s job at the college, and their mob of children had gone through Hazard’s life like a Vandal horde.

	“I said they could bring it inside,” Somers said with a shrug. “What’s going to happen?”

	From deep in the house came a crash.

	“Ok,” Somers said with a grin, grabbing a second Bud Light from the refrigerator. “What’s going to happen besides that?”

	From the front of the house came the sound of the door opening, and then a voice called out, “Hello?” 

	Steps moved toward the kitchen. Hazard braced himself, refusing to look over in welcome.

	“Hi, Wesley,” Somers said. “Beer?”

	“Sure.”

	Hazard turned to face Wesley, not bothering with a smile. He hadn’t wanted to invite Wesley; he could be honest about that with himself. In fact, he had told Somers that he didn’t want to invite Wesley. But the problem was that Noah and Rebeca were like the platonic-friend version of matchmakers. They had somehow gotten the idea that Hazard needed friends—more friends—and that their only role in life was to match him with someone. Hazard had tried explaining that he didn’t have time for more friends. He certainly didn’t need friends. He had even done a bar graph and hand delivered it, and for some reason, Noah had started coughing so hard he had to close the door after accepting the chart.

	But Wesley kept coming in high on Noah and Rebeca’s list of potential friends for Hazard, which was particularly unlikely to happen, especially since Wesley, a pastor at one of the local churches, had been a suspect in Hazard and Somers’s last major case. Wesley had also, for a short time at least, slapped Hazard and the Wahredua PD with a harassment lawsuit. And somehow, no matter how loudly Hazard argued, Wesley had been invited to tonight’s dinner. Which was particularly irritating, since tonight’s dinner was special.

	“Hello, Emery,” Wesley said as he took the beer. 

	He looked better than the last time Hazard had seen him; the bruises had vanished, and the ginger quiff was bright and sharp. He wore a simple blazer that helped smooth out the narrow shoulders and wide hips, but it also made him look hip. Trendy. Hazard decided he was going to tell Wesley how stupid it looked, and then, hearing his own thought, had a moment of horror at this unplumbed pettiness.

	Instead, he settled for grunting and pushing past Somers to the refrigerator, where he found a Guinness.

	“That’s Emery for hello,” Somers said, running a hand between Hazard’s shoulder blades to take the sting out of the words. “How’s it going, Wesley?”

	“Pretty well. Sunday night’s always a relief.”

	As Hazard popped the bottle cap, Somers nodded and said, “That’s right; today’s your big day.”

	And just like that, Somers had done it: his little miracle of making everyone feel important and at home. Hazard watched as Wesley’s shoulders came down, as his expression relaxed, as he laughed—at first a little, and then a lot—as the Somerset charm slowly hypnotized him. Hazard stood off to the side and studied his boyfriend: the line of his jaw when he grinned, the pitchfork scramble of blond hair, the curve of muscle when he leaned on his elbow to take another drink of beer. Fuck the David, Hazard thought, taking a drink of beer to try to drown the sudden heat in his belly. Fuck all of that shit. If you wanted to see a sculpture, stop by Wahredua, MO.

	They ate; they drank; they talked and laughed some more. When the baked ziti and garlic knots and salad had been put away, they sat around tiramisu. Hazard and Wesley had coffee; Somers had another beer, his third, although Hazard was only keeping track out of habit; Noah and Rebeca were both on wine now.

	“Let’s see it,” Noah said between bites. “Oh my God, this is amazing. But let’s see it.”

	“Ree made it,” Somers said.

	“We’re all going to gush over Emery’s cooking in a minute,” Rebeca said. “But this is the whole reason we came over here: John-Henry, let’s see it.”

	“Let’s see it,” Wesley said, tapping the tines of his fork against the plate and then whooping with excitement.

	Somers actually blushed.

	Hazard stopped, fork halfway to his mouth, and watched what felt like a singular event in the history of the world: his boyfriend off balance. Somers could chat and grin and shoot shit with anybody from a crabber to the Pope, but tonight, in their kitchen, he suddenly looked vulnerable.

	“Another night,” Hazard said, wrapping one hand around Somers’s arm. “You don’t have to get it tonight.”

	“No, I want to,” Somers said, slipping free and heading into the living room. Over his shoulder, he added with a grin, “It’s just embarrassing how much I want to.”

	“Not embarrassing at all,” Noah called after him. “If I got one of those, I’d wear it to the grocery store. I’d probably wear it to bed and make the kids salute me when I got up in the morning.”

	While everybody was laughing, Rebeca slid Noah’s glass a few inches away from his hand.

	Somers came back holding a black velvet box. He was grinning, red crescents in his cheeks as he lifted the lid.

	The medal was black and gold, with a design in the center that made Hazard think of heraldry; he’d need to read up more to understand exactly the symbolism of the image.

	“That is fucking awesome,” Noah said.

	“There are children around, Noah,” Rebeca said. “But it is awesome.”

	“The kids would say it’s epic,” Wesley said with a huge smile. “Or tough. But I agree: it’s awesome.”

	Somers’s blush had deepened, spreading across his cheeks in a scatter. But his smile broadened. “Yeah, it kind of is, right?”

	“So it’s like the FBI Medal of Honor, right?” Noah said.

	“That’s the idea,” Somers said, starting to close the box.

	Hazard caught the lid and shook his head. “No. It’s called the FBI Star. And they hardly give out any of them. They’re awarded for serious injury received in the line of duty while confronting criminal adversaries. Mostly they go to FBI agents, but occasionally they go to other LEO working with the Bureau.”

	“LEO?” Wesley said.

	“Law enforcement officer,” Rebeca said. “You’ll pick up the jargon after a few more playdates with Emery.”

	“So, like, this is for—” Noah paused, and then his face turned scarlet. “I mean, I know you guys have done some amazing stuff, but I didn’t know you got hurt.”

	“I’m fine,” Somers said. “Nothing happened.”

	“It’s from everything that happened in July,” Hazard said. “John was shot. The FBI was too busy covering their own asses at the time, but the reality is, John’s actions saved two agents from being murdered. He also saved my life and stopped a lunatic.”

	Hazard realized everyone had gone silent; his knuckles were white from clutching the box.

	“Ok,” Somers said, his fingers light on Hazard’s wrist as he lifted his hand away. “It’s just—it’s nice to get recognition. I know that makes me a vain little prick, but—” He shrugged and grinned. “Ree should have gotten one too; he did more than I did in that case.”

	“Why didn’t you?” Wesley asked. “That doesn’t seem fair.”

	“He—” Somers began.

	“It’s complicated.”

	Another of those trapdoor silences opened under the table. Hazard didn’t mind; he was comfortable with them, and after a moment, Somers had everyone laughing again. Hazard liked the way Somers leaned back in his chair. He liked the way Somers’s hand traced the velvet box unconsciously. He liked the way Somers sprawled, taking up too much room, like he’d just closed a case or won state or had a royal fuck.

	The doorbell startled Hazard.

	“Hold on,” Somers said.

	“No,” Hazard said, settling hands on Somers’s shoulder and guiding him back into his seat. “It’s your night. I’ll be right back.”

	From farther in the house, the sound of the boys wrestling came to Hazard, followed by another thunderous crash. Raquel’s light laughter was followed by another of Evie’s ear-piercing shrieks. Good food, good beer, good coffee, good tiramisu, alcohol and caffeine and sugar turning his blood to helium, like his heels didn’t quite touch the floor. Even Wesley hadn’t ruined the evening, although Hazard wouldn’t give Noah and Rebeca the satisfaction of admitting that.

	When he opened the door, he froze. For a moment, he thought he was having a stroke. Then he thought it might be a nightmare. At the beginning, when he and Somers had first started dating, he had dreamed things like this.

	Billy stood there, jacket slick with rain, beads of water glittering in his long dark lashes. He blinked frantically, and Hazard realized, from a distance, that the huge drops that glowed like crystal in the porch light were tears.

	“Emery. Hi. I’m—I’m sorry to do this.” And then he burst into tears, sobbing, the rest of the words barely distinguishable as he said, “I need help.”

	Hazard didn’t know what else to do, so he brought his ex-boyfriend into the house.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	FEBRUARY 10

	SUNDAY

	8:51 PM

	 

	NOAH AND REBECA TOOK THE KIDS home, and Somers stood at the door, smiling, until they had reached the sidewalk. Then the sheets of rain flapped like a curtain, swallowed them, and they were gone. He shut the door and leaned against it. Then he made his way upstairs to check on Evie, who had gone to sleep hours before.

	But his brain wouldn’t stop.

	Billy Rolker.

	Billy fucking Rolker was inside his house.

	They had met, once, in St. Louis. Briefly. That had been enough for Somers. Now, for some reason, Billy was here. He could hear the loop of his thoughts, but he couldn’t get out of it. It was like the rain, he thought briefly, the snapping movement as the downpour shifted and then came back. It looks like it’s moving, but it’s still right where it was. Jesus Christ, he thought, it’s like the rain because I can’t see past it, can’t see anything. Billy Rolker was here.

	Evie was sleeping on her stomach, her cheeks flushed, snoring tiny little snores. Somers shut the door and went back downstairs. Voices came from the kitchen: Hazard’s, like an old stump being ripped out of the earth; Billy’s like somebody stomping the hell out of a bagpipe.

	In one of the rare moments of social confusion in Somers’s life, he didn’t know what to do. He wanted to go back to the kitchen, tackle Billy, and pound his face in. His instincts, which he normally trusted, told him the best thing he could do was shove Billy’s head through the storm door. But a part of him wondered if that might not come off as a little . . . jealous.

	“John,” Hazard called. “Get in here.”

	Somers shook himself and walked back to the kitchen.

	Billy was leaning on the counter. Hazard had withdrawn to the corner, arms across his chest. Billy was talking in a low, hurried voice, combing his fingers through wet, black curls.

	“Please, Em, please. I swear to God I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t an emergency. Please. I don’t know what else to do. Honest to God. Honest, Em. I’m going out of my mind, please, please, please—”

	“What’s the deal?” Somers said.

	“Get him out of here. If I have to touch him, I think I’ll kill him.”

	Billy sidled along the counter, although Somers hadn’t made a move yet. He was still talking, his face still focused on Hazard, his voice taking on fresh intensity. “Em, Em, come on, I know I’m a piece of shit. I know I am. And you can hate me. You need to hate me, I get it. But please don’t do this to me. I will beg. Hands and knees.” And then he did: he dropped to his knees, clasping his hands in front of him. “Em, I am literally begging you right now, please.”

	Hazard looked away from Billy and took a step toward the door, but Billy’s new position, where he had dropped to his knees, put him squarely in Hazard’s path. Hazard froze; his hands clenched at his sides in fists, and his shoulders were high, his chin tucked, his face paler than normal.

	“John, just—just get him the fuck out of here, please.”

	“Billy,” Somers said, touching his shoulder. “Maybe we should—”

	“Don’t touch me,” Billy said, rising and turning on Somers. He lunged, planted hands on Somers, and shoved. “Don’t fucking touch me, you fucking asshole. Who the fuck are you? Who the fuck do you think you are?” He shoved again. “Well?” Another shove, driving Somers back against the wall. “Who the fuck are you?”

	“One more of those,” Somers said, “and—” 

	But before Somers could finish, Hazard charged forward, bellowing. “Don’t do that shit, Billy. Don’t play that fucking game. I will fucking kill you if you think you can come in here and play all the same fucking games.” Faster than Somers could believe, faster than Somers could react, Hazard caught Billy by the jacket, spun him around, and slammed him into the wall so hard that a framed Kandinsky print fell. “You know his name,” Hazard shouted, his face in Billy’s. “You know his fucking name, so don’t pretend.”

	“Jesus Christ, Ree,” Somers said, grabbing Hazard’s arm and dragging him away from Billy. Tried to drag him away. Hazard was too big; he had regained the muscle that he had lost after being injured, and maybe even a little more. He barely budged when Somers pulled on his arm. “Let him go, you’re hurting him.”

	Billy was trying to hunch over, one hand on the back of his head; the only thing holding him up was Hazard’s grip on his jacket. He was coughing and crying, and then it turned into wheezing gags. He clasped both hands over his mouth as though trying to hold back vomit.

	“He’s going to puke,” Somers said. “Get him to the trash can.”

	“He’s faking.”

	“He’s not faking, Ree, he’s—God damn it.” Somers stepped back as Billy spewed a long arc of vomit across the kitchen. “I am not cleaning that up.”

	Hazard didn’t even seem to hear. He was shaking Billy by the jacket, shaking him so hard that Billy’s head flopped back and forth. The whole time, Billy was sobbing and gagging, trying to collapse.

	“Let him go,” Somers shouted. “Ree, are you out of your damn mind? Let him go.”

	With a wordless shout, Hazard shoved Billy against the wall and released him. Billy slid to the ground, crumpling as he fell, curling in around himself. Hazard loomed over him, pointing a finger at Somers and saying, “Say his name, Billy, say his name, say his goddamn name right now, say it, say it, say it!”

	Somers finally managed to get between them. He caught Hazard around the throat with one hand. Not tight enough to cut off his air, but forcing his head up. Hazard’s eyes, the color of straw ready to burn, stared blindly at Somers for a minute.

	“Stop it,” Somers said.

	It took a moment, and then Hazard shivered all over and seemed to shrink back into himself. He jerked away from Somers’s touch, spun, covered his face with both hands, and then marched toward the garage. He slammed the door on his way out; a moment later, the chain on the overhead track rattled.

	Somers stared at the puke, the broken picture frame, and Billy Rolker, sobbing on the floor in the fetal position. He vaguely remembered the dinner, the medal, the sun-sweep of heat in his chest when he had looked over and seen pride in Hazard’s face, so much goddamn pride Somers thought he might go blind if he looked too long. And now—he glanced around the kitchen again. How the hell had it ended up like this?

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	FEBRUARY 10

	SUNDAY

	9:27 PM

	 

	IT TOOK A LITTLE COAXING—actually, it took a lot of coaxing—but Somers finally got Billy to stand, and then he got him to lean against the sink while Somers wetted a wad of paper towels. Somers passed the towels to Billy and then parted Billy’s hair, running his fingers through the curls to check for blood.

	“How are you?”

	Billy just sniffled and kept wiping his face.

	“Want a beer?”

	More sniffles.

	“A toothbrush?”

	This time, a soft, wet laugh came from behind the paper towel; it changed into a hiccup, and then into more crying. This wasn’t the uncontrollable sobbing from before, though, and so Somers thought it was an improvement.

	“Come on,” Somers said. “Sit down. Beer or wine? Wine, right?”

	“Maybe a little.”

	Once Billy was seated, Somers poured the last of the red. Then he stood in front of the refrigerator, doors open, a trace of cold air moving against him. He made himself think of three things he could do to feel less shitty, three things that didn’t involve a beer. He could take a bath. He could call Moraes or Foley or half a dozen other guys and pretend he was talking about baseball and really just bitch and bitch and bitch. He could go for a run. And then take a bath. And then call Moraes and bitch, bitch, bitch.

	Instead of the night Somers deserved, though—the night he had earned—he was playing nurse for Billy Rolker, while Hazard was gone, probably running blind. Somers got a Bud Light from the extra-cold drawer. He opened it, felt part of him relax just at the smell of yeast and hops and fermentation, and drank half of it standing over the sink. He tried to go backward through his list—go for a run was the only one he could think of—and then he finished the beer and left the empty in with the dishes from dinner.

	When he carried the glass of red back to Billy, Billy was curled up on the sofa, arms crushing a pillow to his chest, crying. Quietly. Without any fuss. But still crying.

	“You want a tissue?”

	“Yes. No. I don’t know.”

	“I’ll get you a tissue.”

	When Somers brought the box back, Billy sniffled, packed a handful of tissues against his eyes, and said, the last words dissolving into a wail, “Why—why—why do you have to be so nice?”

	“Ask Emery some time when I forget to replace the roll of toilet paper.”

	That made Billy laugh again, and this time, when he pulled the tissues away, he had a small smile. He was cute, Somers thought, doing the evaluation he always did when he met someone new, although this time, he was more sensitive to how much it mattered. Yes, Billy was cute. Maybe even pretty; his features were soft and graceful. But he wasn’t a model. He’s not me, Somers thought, and he imagined exactly the kind of amused growl Hazard would make if Somers ever said something like that in his hearing.

	“Tell me what’s going on,” Somers said. “Do you need to see a doctor?”

	“I’m not bleeding?” Billy reached back to probe his scalp.

	Somers shook his head.

	“Then no,” he said with a sigh. “I’ve done this rodeo before.”

	Somers couldn’t help it; his eyebrows shot up.

	“Christ,” Billy said, ducking his head. “I shouldn’t have said that. Em never—he never really hurt me, ok? He’s just big. And he gets loud. Just, once or twice it went a little farther, but he never, ever, ever hurt me.”

	Somers stared at Billy. Inside Somers, alarms were lighting up, klaxon blaring.

	Billy took a quick gulp of wine and dashed his arm across his mouth; he wouldn’t meet Somers’s eyes.

	Somers didn’t know facts, not the way Hazard knew them, but he knew people. He knew a few things about Billy from what Hazard had told him, once or twice, when he was drunk or broken hearted or both. And he knew a little more from the one time he had met Billy in St. Louis. And now, this, a third data point.

	Somers laughed. It was almost a belly laugh, but not quite. 

	“Damn, you are really good.”

	Billy took a sip of wine, mopping his eyes with the tissues. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“Emery told me you were good. He told me all about it. How you knew how to make him dance. How you could make him feel small. How you crushed him and kept on crushing him just because you could. And then you show up here, and five minutes after you’re through the door, you’ve got my head on backward and I’m worried my boyfriend is an abusive prick. So, one more time: damn, you really are good.”

	“You saw.” Billy set the glass down and met Somers’s gaze. He gestured to the kitchen. “You saw what he did to me, how hard he threw me against the wall, how he shook me, how he almost killed me.”

	Somers studied the other man, the way his eyes never changed. “Are you a psychopath? Or is this histrionic? Or something else?”

	“You saw—”

	“I saw what you wanted me to see. My guess? When Hazard grabbed your jacket, you threw yourself against the wall. My guess? You learned a long time ago how to make yourself be sick. You had your hands over your mouth; did you get a finger down your throat while we weren’t looking?”

	Billy’s posture changed in an instant: he dropped the pillow, straightened his back, lifted his chin. The poor, abused boy was gone. In his place was something colder. Something that slithered along dark, damp stone.

	“Does it always work?” Somers said. “Hazard’s got abuse in his past, so I bet it works like a charm. He feels like a monster. He feels like he’s just as bad as the people who hurt him. And he’s smart enough to know about cycles of abuse, so the best part is, you’ve got him convincing himself.  You don’t even have to work very hard.”

	Billy shrugged, raised the glass, and drained the wine.

	“He never figured it out?”

	“He knows,” Billy said, palpating his shoulder. “That’s partly why he gets so angry, John-Henry.” He flashed a smile. “He knows I know he knows. But he can’t stop himself. And then he goes out, and he works himself into a lather. He’s got so much self-hate that after the first few times, I realized exactly what you said: he’ll convince himself. And he does. Every time.” Another smile like a klieg light. “Watch. When he comes home tonight, he’ll come home to you, but he’ll be thinking about me. Whatever you do, whatever you say, whatever you try, he’ll be thinking about me.” Billy gave a shrug. “And I’ll be back tomorrow, and the day after that, and the day after that.”

	“You’re not coming back. Ever. You’re going to leave Emery alone, and you’re never going to bother us again.”

	“If he gets this worked up because I pretended not to know your name,” Billy said, “how do you think he’ll react when I tell him you threatened me? You hit me? Do you think he’ll make you take off that ring you’re so fucking proud of?” 

	“Stop it.” But Somers couldn’t help himself, checking the ring with his thumb.

	“I think I’ll tell him that I told you not to worry about what happened between Emery and me, I begged you not to get involved, and then we started arguing. I’ll take the blame, of course. I always take the blame. I’ll say I pushed you again. I hit you. And then you snapped. Who’s he going to believe?”

	For a moment, the whole scene was so unreal that Somers was paralyzed. 

	“Get out,” Somers said, barely recognizing his own voice. “I’m a cop, and I will fucking kill you and bury you in pieces, and no one will find you because I. Am. A. Fucking. Cop. Don’t ever come around us again.”

	“You can’t win this game,” Billy said with a shrug. “The harder you try, the more Hazard’s going to believe me.”

	“He’s smart. He’s the smartest man I know. He won’t fall for this bullshit.”

	“He already did, Johnny boy,” Billy said. “So, you can either watch me strip your life down to the studs, or you can convince Hazard to help me.”

	“Help you with what?”

	“Help me get a fresh start,” Billy said. “And I can promise you this much: if he does, I’ll never come back, never bother you again.” With a grin, he flicked the wineglass with one finger; it toppled off the coffee table and shattered on the floor. “Think about it.”

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	FEBRUARY 10

	SUNDAY

	10:44 PM

	 

	HAZARD DIDN’T RUN THIS TIME; he walked. Four miles, he guessed. A brisk pace, in part because of the February cold, but mostly because he was trying to stay two steps ahead of what had happened in the kitchen.

	He had done it again.

	Hazard couldn’t lock that he into place. In his mind, it meant two things: he, Emery Hazard, had done it again. He had lost his temper, and then he had lost his mind. He had hurt Billy. No, fuckface, he told himself, at least be honest with yourself: he’d knocked Billy around, the way Alec had knocked him around.

	But another part of his mind kept shouting for him to pay attention. He, Billy, had done this. Billy had always known which strings to pluck, had always known how to make Hazard dance. And he’d done it again. The only difference was that this time, Somers had seen the whole thing.

	The night air shifted; a wall of warmth with a hint of mold marked the storm drain under the sidewalk. Hazard tried to focus, tried to take in where he was. Stucco and glass and new cement. Mixed-use real estate: bars and apartments and doggie boutiques all jammed together. Ahead, some genius city planner had jammed a skate park between a vintage clothing store on one side and a comic book store on the other. Arc lights shone down, lots of light to keep away vagrants.

	Hazard kept walking until he got to the skate park. He found a seat at the top of one of the curved walls, his legs dangling. Normally, he didn’t have vertigo, but he had a touch of it here, with the wall curving behind his feet so it looked like he was hanging in the air. He ran his hands over the cement, stray crumbs from the molds breaking off under his fingers, tracing the seams when he found them. The cold worked its way through him.

	When the Odyssey minivan pulled up in front of the skate park and honked twice, he wasn’t particularly surprised. But he felt a wild urge to do something—something wild, he thought, wanting to laugh because he was so fucked up, he was getting redundant. So he planted his hands, pushed off from the ledge, and ran down the steep curve of the skate wall. The curve was sharper than he’d realized; momentum and luck kept him on his feet more than anything else. When he stumbled to a stop, heart racing, he didn’t feel cold. But he did feel stupid.

	Two more honks.

	Hazard jogged toward the minivan. When he opened the door, Somers was sitting behind the wheel, and he put a finger to his lips and pointed to the middle row of seats. Evie, bundled in so many layers that she looked like an overfed starfish, was asleep in her car seat.

	“Oh my God,” Hazard said, rubbing his forehead. Bad enough that Somers had seen the real Hazard—the abusive asshole who came out when Billy was around. That was bad, really bad. But even worse was this: ruining Somers’s night, his special night. Dragging Evie out into the cold. Hazard knew there was something flawed with the logic, but he couldn’t pinpoint it; his panic made it too hard to think.

	Somers eased the car away from the curb.

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t think, ok? I didn’t think.”

	“How do you drive this thing?” Somers said, peering over his shoulder as he moved into a turn lane. “It’s the size of a battleship.”

	“I’ll . . . I’ll figure out a way to make this right. I’ve got bedtime duty for a year. I’ll do playdates. I’ll—” He swallowed, knowing he was playing high stakes now, but he also knew he’d fucked up royally. “I’ll join that daddy-daughter group on Facebook you won’t stop talking about. I know I said it was intended for failed alpha males who were overcompensating for their own perceived shortcomings—”

	“I do remember something like that,” Somers said, “right before I told you I had joined.”

	“—but I’ll join it. And I’ll come up with monthly daddy-daughter dates. For you and Evie, I mean. I’ll plan them all out and you’ll just have to show up and have fun.”

	“Monthly?”

	“Ok, ok. Weekly. And I’ll make sure they’re good, too. Not some boring dinner and a movie shit.”

	“Huh.” 

	Somers turned onto the next street; the lights up and down the block fizzed like sparklers, and Hazard wiped his eyes, trying not to fall apart completely. 

	“And what about dinner?” Somers asked.

	“God, I didn’t even think about that. Ok, we’ll do it again.”

	“Ree—”

	“We’ll do it better. You got a fucking commendation from the fucking FBI, John. We’ll rent out a Legion hall and have a real party.”

	“Ok.” Then, “But a Legion hall?”

	“You’re right. God, um, the Arcadia has a genuine Art Deco ballroom on its top floor. It’ll cost a fortune, but that’s where we need to do this. And this time, I’ll make sure it’s perfect. No interruptions. No—” He almost said No Billy, but instead, “No more of my fuckups.”

	“Just so I’m clear,” Somers said, rolling to a stop at a red light. “You’re going to plan a celebratory dinner and party for me at the Arcadia’s Art Deco ballroom. That’s going to make up for dinner tonight. And you’re going to plan weekly daddy-daughter dates—”

	“Good ones. Creative ones.”

	“You’re going to plan good, creative, weekly daddy-daughter dates for me and Evie. And you’re joining the daddy-daughter group on Facebook. And you’re handling playdates. I guess that’s because I had to bring her out tonight. Anything else?”

	Nothing had changed in Somers’s dry recitation, but Hazard suddenly felt like he was shrinking in his seat. “Bedtime duty.”

	“Right. Bedtime duty.”

	All of a sudden, Hazard’s face was on fire.

	With a quick twist of the wheel, Somers brought the Odyssey up against the curb. He shifted into park. Then he looked over.

	“I thought this could wait until we got home, but he was right. We need to do this now.”

	“I know what you saw, John. I know how bad it looked. I’m . . . I’m an abusive asshole, ok? But I would never touch you that way. I would never, ever, ever hurt Evie that way. It’s just Billy. He just . . . there’s something inside me, and when he’s around I can’t stop it.”

	“Jesus Christ, Ree.”

	Heat stung its way across Hazard’s face and neck and chest. He reached for the door. “Ok, I’ll get a room somewhere else tonight and—”

	“Will you stop it?” Somers reached across the seats, took his chin, and tilted his head. “Are you drunk? Like, really drunk? Did he drug you?”

	“I’m not drunk. Knock it off, John.”

	When Hazard pulled Somers’s hand away, Somers smiled. “Ok, that part’s normal. But what the hell? How does this little asshole get into your head so easily?”

	“He just does. He knows how to make me mad. That shit with your name. I know Billy knows your name. There’s no possible way he doesn’t. But he pretended he didn’t just to get a rise out of me.”

	“Yeah, Ree. He knows how to push your buttons. Big deal; I hate to break it to you, but it’s not like the user’s manual is that hard to follow. I’m talking about the rest of it.”

	“I don’t like what I did. I hate what I did. I hate who I am.”

	Again, Somers was touching him, guiding his face back so their eyes met. “We talked about this.”

	And they had. A lot of times, to tell the truth. Somers had been patient about it, the way Somers was patient about everything. No more of Hazard hating himself, no more shame, no more punishing himself. Apologies, yes. Making things right, yes. But not the dark, twisting self-abasement that Alec had wanted, that Billy had cultivated.

	“You saw,” Hazard finally said.

	“I saw you grab him. Maybe jostle him a little bit.”

	“I almost put his head through the wall. And then I shook him so hard he got sick. Christ, and you probably cleaned it up, didn’t you? I mean—”

	“Who cares? Be quiet for a minute.” Somers studied him; he hadn’t let go of Hazard’s chin. “You’re so goddamn smart, so why can’t you see this?”

	“See what?”

	“I’m going to tell you the facts of a case I’m working on. I want you to tell me what you think.”

	“What? I—”

	“I want to get your brain off Billy for a minute. So think about the case, and then we’ll come back and talk about him. Ok?”

	Hazard nodded, and Somers released him. Settling back in the seat, Somers said, “Girl. Runaway. She’s seventeen, comes from a decent family except they didn’t really pay much attention to her. She met a guy who did pay attention to her, and at first, he was really nice. Then he started knocking her around. By the end, it was pretty bad, but she got out. Alive, which isn’t always the case. Want to guess what happened next?”

	“She met the same guy with a new name.”

	“Yep. Only this guy didn’t hit her, not really. This guy just liked to tear her down. Treat her like shit. And you know what? She got out. Again. Thank God. She’s in a good place. She’s got some kids. She’s got a boyfriend who treats her right. But the second asshole, the one she met in the middle of the story, he walked into the station yesterday, not a mark on him, and claimed she drove over to his house and assaulted him. No evidence. No injuries. What am I supposed to believe?”

	“He’s a liar.”

	“He’s pretty convincing. He’s really worked up. He knows all the things to say.”

	“He’s a liar, John. If she has no history of violence, and she’s no longer living with him, no longer in a situation that might explain her snapping, then he’s a liar. He’s trying to fuck with her life in a new way because she got away from him, and the only thing he wants is control.”

	“Huh. You think so?”

	“Don’t be stupid. It’s textbook, and I don’t like when you pretend to be stupid.”

	Somers raised his eyes toward heaven and seemed to be praying for patience.

	Then it landed.

	“No,” Hazard said.

	“Yes.”

	“No, John.”

	“Yes.”

	“No, it is not the same. That is not my situation.”

	“Ree, sweetheart, I love you. Kind of . . . obsessively, maybe. And I know I’m a catch. I know I’m the best thing that’s ever happened to you. Ever happened to anyone, as far as that goes.”

	“Turn it down a notch,” Hazard growled.

	For a moment Somers grinned; as it faded, he said, “But you don’t have a great track record with guys. That first guy, the one you told me about, he hit you. And when you left him, you met Billy. Right away, didn’t you?”

	Hazard shook his head and looked out the window, but the silence had a hook in him, and after a moment, he said, “That night. When I came downstairs after the breakup.”

	“And?”

	Hazard was still looking out the window; his breath fogged the glass in smaller and smaller blooms.

	“Ok,” Somers said, drawing a deep breath. “I’ll tell you what you told me: he made you feel small. He made you feel like shit under his shoes. He knew how to manipulate you. We never talked about the specifics, but I think we need to talk about them now. For a few minutes, anyway. Did you guys fight a lot?”

	The rumble of the engine. The slow hiss of air that tasted like a heating element.

	“Ree?”

	“Not a lot. He knew how to . . . manage me better than that.”

	“But when you did fight?”

	“Big. Bad.”

	“Did you hit him?”

	“John.” Hazard had to look at him for this part, and it was hard. So damn hard. “John, I would never touch you like that, I would never—”

	“I know. I know. Just answer the question.”

	“I never tried to hit him. But you know I’ve got a temper. Sometimes I’d throw things and—one time, for example, I smashed this stupid vase we’d been fighting about, and a piece of it flew across the room and cut him. Right under the eyes. Jesus, it could have blinded him. And he’s an actor, and it was his face. And another time, he grabbed my arm, and I pulled away. I was angry, I guess. I didn’t know how hard I was pulling. He fell and hit the corner of the wall. His head. He was bleeding everywhere, and he had a concussion. Fuck.” Hazard covered his eyes; he just needed a moment. “I can’t—can we just—”

	“If I came to you and told you I’d been beating on Cora,” Somers said slowly. “What would you say?”

	Hazard couldn’t answer right away; everything inside him looped and whirled, and he had to wait for it to settle. His voice was thick when he said, “I’d say it’s fucking bullshit.”

	“Ok.”

	“But you’re not me, John.” Hazard pulled his hand away. “You don’t have a temper, you don’t hurt people, you—”

	“When have you ever hurt me?”

	“I’ve shoved you. I gave you a split lip once, but that was before we were dating.”

	“Really hurt me, Ree. Not something that my grandma could have done.”

	“When I wouldn’t talk about how bad things were getting for me—”

	Somers rolled a finger. “Physically.”

	“A few weeks ago, when we were pretending I was an intruder and I had you tied up—”

	Somers’s face didn’t just turn red. It went scarlet. “Ok, that’s a totally different case. Have you ever hurt me? Really hurt me?”

	“I hope not.”

	“No. The answer is no. Did you ever hit Alec?”

	“God, no.”

	“I’m coming in with a newsflash here, so brace yourself: you, Emery Hazard, are one of the most unbelievably determined people I’ve ever met in my entire life.”

	Hazard processed that. “I’m stubborn?”

	“You’re like the mountains, baby: everlasting. But my point is, you’re not big on change. Is that fair?”

	“I might prefer—all things being equal, and without trying to give preference to antiquated systems that have subjugated and marginalized—”

	Somers rolled a finger again.

	“Fine,” Hazard growled. “I don’t like change.”

	“So if you’re not changing, and you’re not violent in any other relationship, what’s the other factor?”

	“I know what you’re trying to prove, John, but you still don’t understand. You don’t know that part of me. That’s why you’re saying this. I’m a monster, I—”

	“Jesus Christ,” Somers said, his voice breaking into a low, furious shout that almost roused Evie. “He faked it, you big dummy. I watched him. He threw himself into that wall. He shook himself, did that whole show while you were holding on to him, and then shoved a finger down his throat to make himself puke. I’ll bet money—Evie’s whole college fund—”

	“A whole two hundred dollars? Wow.”

	“Don’t be a smartass. I’ll bet you anything he gave himself that cut under his eyes. He threw himself into that wall and gave himself a concussion.”

	“That’s . . . psycho.”

	“He’s psycho, Ree. He started threatening to tell you that I hit him after you left.”

	“That’s crazy. I wouldn’t—”

	But Hazard couldn’t finish the sentence. He wanted to think that he wouldn’t have believed Billy’s claims, but he wasn’t sure.

	He glanced over and saw the hurt in Somers’s eyes.

	“John, I wouldn’t believe that.”

	“It’s ok.”

	“I wouldn’t.”

	“It’s ok, it is.”

	“God.” Hazard let his head drop against the seat. “I am so fucked up.”

	“Well, we already knew that. This is just one more delightful layer.”

	“Part of me . . . part of me knew, John. I mean, suspected. And part of me, right now, while we’re talking about it . . . part of me still thinks all that stuff is true.” He dragged his fingers through his hair, back and forth. “Fuck, I feel insane.”

	“Yeah, well, no wonder with that piece of shit yanking you around. You know what I don’t get?”

	“I know, I know. I should have really punched him. I think I could take out most of his teeth on the first try if I really had the right motivation, and I’ve got some fucking motivation.”

	“Why’d he break up with you?”

	“He didn’t, technically. Tom did.”

	“Yeah, but it breaks the pattern. Abusers do everything in their power to cut their victim off from the people around them; once they do, they don’t let the victim go unless they can’t help it. That’s why the period immediately after a separation is so dangerous: the abuser can get violent.” Somers blinked. “Come on, you know this stuff. Like you said, it’s textbook.”

	“But Billy’s not an abuser—” Somers opened his mouth, and Hazard hurried to add, “Not the way you mean. He’s a manipulative prick, but that’s all.”

	Somers sat there; then he closed his mouth, shifted the car into drive, and pulled away from the curb.

	“Ok,” he finally said.

	“What’s ‘ok’ mean?”

	“It means I don’t want to fight about Billy. I’m not convinced, but I’m willing to let it go.”

	“Gee. That’s big of you.”

	Flashing one of those huge smiles, Somers said, “I’m a gem.”

	“Don’t worry about Billy,” Hazard said. “I’ll make sure he gets out of town. Fast. If he wanted to rattle my cage, fine. He did a fucktastic job of it. But now he’s leaving.”

	“Oh, Ree.”

	“What?”

	Somers hesitated; when he spoke, Hazard was sure he had meant to say something else.

	“I just don’t think it’ll be that easy. He wants you to do something for him.”

	 


CHAPTER FIVE

	FEBRUARY 12

	TUESDAY

	6:42 AM

	 

	SOMERS WAS AT THE TABLE, eating a pumpkin-spiced oatmeal Hazard had been experimenting with, when his phone rang. He had been looking forward to today, a normal day. Billy had ruined Sunday, and Somers and Hazard had both been exhausted on Monday. Now Somers knew the call was about to ruin his chances of a normal, easy day. He recognized the number: the dispatcher. He answered. It was a murder, and he took down the details for the crime scene before ending the call.

	Scooping a last few bites into his mouth, he carried the bowl to the sink. Then he turned around to face his boyfriend, who was drinking coffee and reading the newspaper like it was 1955. “Leave these,” Somers said, jerking his thumb at the dishes.

	Hazard didn’t look up from the paper.

	“I’ll do them tonight.”

	“Is it a murder?”

	“You’re going to be at the office all day, and Evie’s at school. A few dirty dishes in the sink won’t bother anybody.”

	Hazard glanced at the clock. “Trash guys found her.”

	“How’d you know she was a woman?”

	“You said it back to Ehlers on the phone.”

	“Ok,” Somers said with a grin. “That one’s on me.”

	“Who is it?”

	“They’re still identifying her.”

	Hazard rose, drained his coffee, and folded the newspaper. As he padded past Somers, he kissed him on the cheek. Then he ran the hot water in the sink.

	“I said I’d do those when I get back.”

	“I know. Be careful today.”

	“I can do stuff around the house.”

	“Ok.” Hazard splashed dish soap into the rising water.

	“Whatever you need.”

	“We had a big fight about this, remember? I believe it was over the hot-button issue of my cooking your breakfast.”

	“Ok, but that was different. And I will do the dishes.”

	“Uh huh.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“It means that even though this dead woman isn’t going anywhere on her own, you might want to get there before they close down the crime scene.”

	“Just stop. Right there. Now, I’m serious.” He reached past Hazard and turned off the water. “They’ll be fine sitting in soapy water until I get to them.”

	Hazard seemed to be considering something. “All right.”

	“You’ll leave them?”

	“Yeah. I want to see how this plays out.”

	For some reason, that got under Somers’s skin. “Ok, well. Bye.”

	“Be careful,” Hazard said again.

	Somers put the bubble light on the dash and drove the Mustang faster than he needed to. It was a scummy February day. The light, the air, the slush cramping the streets: gray, gray gray. Dishwater gray.

	And what the fuck did Hazard mean, I want to see how this plays out? That was kind of a shitty thing to say. Although, if Somers were being fair, he could count the times he’d done the dishes in their new house on one hand. Or the times he’d swept. Or mopped. Or run the vacuum. Or cleaned the bathroom. Or straightened up after Evie.

	But it wasn’t like he didn’t offer. He was just tired after work. And Hazard had a much more flexible schedule; he left the house later, and he got home earlier—unless he was doing surveillance. For the most part, Hazard spent time at home that Somers didn’t have.

	Somers shook it off; he was going to solve a murder. He was trying to bring justice to a woman who’d had her life ripped away. Dishes, toys, mopping, that was all little stuff. In the big picture, did it even matter? He knew Hazard would feel the same way.

	The address that Ehlers had given Somers had sounded familiar, but now, driving toward it, he realized why. It was only a block away from the Pretty Pretty, the only gay club in Wahredua. The club was in the northeastern part of town, where the old Missouri Pacific lines cut through. A hundred years ago, rail services—for both the trains and the passengers—had made up this part of Wahredua. Tea shops, boarding houses, saloons, warehouses. Many of the buildings had been done in brick, and a smaller number in fieldstone, but the structures that hadn’t been meant to last—sleeping quarters for cheap labor, for example—had become either tumbled-down ruins or overgrown lots. Revitalization was happening, but it was slow.

	Somers drove past the Pretty Pretty itself, its industrial façade of concrete and stainless-steel panels offset by the neon pink letters—dark, now—that spelled out the club’s name. At the next block, he stopped. Police tape fluttered in the frigid air, blocking the mouth of the alley behind the club. A lone officer, huddled inside a puffer coat, glanced up and down the street miserably.

	The alley behind the club. Gay bashing?

	He got out of the car, and the cold backhanded him. It even smelled like February, a cold, wet, unrelenting smell, broken only by the last of the exhaust dispersing around the Mustang. By the time he’d crossed the street, he was shivering almost as hard as the uniform at the mouth of the alley.

	Janie Carlson had been pregnant the last time she’d worked a murder; since then, she’d had the baby—Somers had signed the card and dropped some cash in the envelope—and now she was back.

	“Detective Somerset, Detective Dulac is already in there.”

	“Inside the club?”

	“Oh Lord, I wish. I’d kill to be inside. I just meant in the alley.”

	Somers grinned. “Stay warm.”

	“Marjorie’s going to have a mom with no toes.”

	“Talking about her toes,” came another voice, “when I’m the one throwing my back out. Lift this, carry that. Like I’m a goddamn mule.” Harold Lloyd emerged from the alley. He was a uniformed officer sliding hard into middle age; inside an oversized plastic envelope, he carried what looked like more blood-spattered plastic.

	“Remember to lift with your back,” Somers said with a grin.

	“Very funny, Somers. You know, some officers work their way up from the bottom. Some guys work their whole lives on patrol. What do we make? Shit. What kind of benefits? Shit. What kind of hours? Shit. Meanwhile, you detectives are living the good life.”

	“I know, I know,” Somers said. “It’s not fair. I wish I could do something about it.”

	“Do something about it? How about teaching that kid in there some goddamn respect? You—I can work with you. But I’m the one who spots this shower curtain under the pallets at the end of the alley. I’m the one who pulls it out. I’m the one who sees the blood on it. And what does he do?”

	Somers sighed. “He was rude.”

	“Asks me if I’ve got gloves on. Hell yes I’ve got gloves on. Asks me if I’m cross contaminating. Do I look like my balls dropped yesterday?”

	“Your partner’s a good detective,” Carlson put in. “He’s just, you know, a little overeager.”

	“I’ll talk to him,” Somers said.

	Lloyd barely seemed to hear him. He rolled his eyes and said, “Yeah, well, next time he tells me to ‘Please follow protocol while you collect that evidence, Officer Lloyd, and make sure it’s put with the rest of the evidence for transport,’ he’s going to get my boot transported up his ass.”

	Without waiting for a response, Lloyd huffed and marched toward a waiting patrol car.

	“Touchy,” Somers said.

	“He’s been that way since, you know, Hoffmeister.” Carlson shrugged. “Never really took him for the grieving kind, but people are funny.”

	Somers nodded and watched Lloyd set the evidence bag in the trunk. Then, dragging on a pair of protective booties and gloves, Somers slipped between the lines of tape. He kept to the side of the alley, hoping to disturb the scene as little as possible. At least some of the documenting was complete, because nobody would be back here if Norman and Gross hadn’t finished recording a video walkthrough of the scene as well as extensive photographs. Now the evidence collection would start in earnest, beginning with the victim’s body.

	Dulac and a uniformed officer, Patrick Foley, were standing against the Pretty Pretty’s concrete wall. Dulac was young, freckled, and most days he looked like the kind of kid who could talk a girl—or, in his case, a boy—out of his underwear, throw an epic fuck, and take the jewelry off the dresser before he snuck out. Not today, though. Today he was grim.

	Foley, in contrast, was a brick shithouse with Irish ancestry and the bright red hair to prove it. No smiles from Foley today either.

	“Ok,” Somers said. “What do we have?”

	Dulac threw a mock salute. “Body is just around the corner; Dr. Boyer is here with her team, so if you’re quick, you can get a look before they move the victim. Pretty bad. Really bad, actually.”

	“Fucked up,” Foley said.

	Somers moved down the alley; it branched, cutting up between two more buildings. When he came around the corner, he saw what they had meant. He only knew it was a woman because of the torso; the breasts were visible. The face and head had been mostly destroyed, and the killer had inflicted similar trauma to the arms and hands—and, to a lesser extent, the legs. As it always did, bile rose in Somers’s throat while he tried to detach himself. It was the smell, more than the sight, that did it to him; even in February, with the temperature hovering close to zero, the stink of ruptured body cavities twisted his gut. It would have been worse if putrefaction had set in, but this was still bad enough.

	Dr. Boyer had been the medical examiner for less than a year in Wahredua, but she’d already outperformed her predecessor on just about every level. Except, possibly, drinking contests; the old guy had handled his vodka pretty damn well. Now, Boyer directed her team of two assistants as they prepared the body for transport. A few minutes later, the body was carefully protected inside a bag, and they moved it into the ME’s van.

	Boyer stripped off gloves and met Somers’s gaze. “You saw. Unless I find a surprise, cause of death is going to be pretty obvious.”

	“Will you be able to get an ID? The way this asshole worked on her hands, are fingerprints a possibility?”

	“No chance. Whoever did this slashed the finger pads.”

	“Fuck.”

	“Sorry,” Boyer said. “I’ll call you if I get anything, though.”

	With that, she left, and Somers went back to his partner.

	“Foley got the call,” Dulac said. “Trash guys spotted her.”

	“Damn it,” Somers said. “Emery fucking Hazard.”

	“What?”

	“Why’d it take so long to find her?”

	“Killed after the club closed,” Dulac said with a shrug.

	Somers wasn’t willing to take that timeline until he heard from Boyer, but he just asked, “No cameras?”

	“Nothing in the alley, but we’ve already requested security footage from inside.”

	“What else do we have?”

	“You saw Lloyd, right? Some kind of plastic sheet. Blood on it, so we think maybe the killer had originally planned on transporting the body and then it was too hard, or something interrupted him, and he gave up. Plastic already had blood on it, so he tried to hide it and ran.”

	“Ok,” Somers said. “I guess that’s possible.”

	“And the murder weapon. Bagged and tagged already.” Dulac took out his phone and pulled up a photo. A baseball bat with RAWLINGS printed along its length sat in the snow; blood and hair and bits of what Somers guessed were scalp and flesh coated the composite material.

	“Jesus,” Somers said.

	“Couple of pretty clear prints on it,” Dulac said, zooming in on the bat’s handle. Sure enough, in a few places, the blood had dried enough to accept a latent print, and then had dried the rest of the way, fixing the print in place. “We figure the guy started tuning up on her, adjusted his grip, and then kept going.”

	“He didn’t wipe the bat down?”

	“Nope.”

	“Why?”

	“Stupid,” Dulac said, ticking off words on his fingers. “Drunk. High. Careless. We found it shoved to the bottom of the dumpster at the end of the alley. Maybe he thought the trash guys would get it before anybody found the body.”

	Somers shook his head. “He stuffs it in a dumpster, but he doesn’t take five seconds to wipe it off?”

	“Stupid,” Dulac said again with a shrug.

	Somers nodded slowly. “We’re right outside the Pretty Pretty. Maybe some good old boys decided to play a few rounds of bash the fag. One of them gets carried away. They panic and ditch the bat, but they’re so freaked out that they don’t think about wiping it down first.”

	“Stupid people do stupid things,” Dulac said. “And stupid people in a panic do really stupid things.”

	“Or maybe this is a hookup gone bad. Maybe a woman is here, hooking up with our victim, freaks out and grabs the first thing at hand. Or she’s planning it.” Somers rubbed his face. “Damn, when a hate crime comes into it, all sorts of crazy shit is suddenly possible.”

	“Hate crime makes the panic theory hard to defend, though.”

	“Yeah. What else?”

	“Not a whole lot. I think the fight happened over here, by the Pretty Pretty’s door. Snow’s packed down.”

	“But no blood.”

	“That’s why I think it started here.” Dulac gestured to the dogleg in the alley, where dried blood dappled the snow. “Somebody fell—see, it’s all scraped away down to the asphalt. Probably our victim. She got up, tried to run—long, sliding footprints—and made it as far as the turn. The killer caught up to her.”

	“The killer had to have been waiting for her to come out,” Somers said. “The bat doesn’t make sense otherwise. Either this is a really nasty round of tag the fag, and she was unlucky, or the killer was waiting for her in particular. Did you find anything? Cigarettes? Why would she come out the back?”

	“Well, at this club, people come out here to fuck.”

	“Yeah, ok.”

	“I don’t know how they did it back in your day.”

	“I meant her in particular.”

	“Maybe back then you just gave each other a chaste little kiss on the lips and said goodnight on the front porch.”

	Somers glared at him. “Her. Why did she come out here?”

	“To get freaky with another lady.”

	“So where’s the other lady?”

	“Oh. Damn.”

	“And, setting aside your personal experience as an alley cat, people do come out here for other reasons: quiet, a breath of fresh air, to smoke.” Somers pointed at the dumpster. “Trash.”

	“Hand jobs.”

	“Stop talking.”

	“Oh, and blowjobs.”

	Careful not to step on any of the marks in the snow, Somers circled the locations that Dulac had pointed out, examining them more carefully. What would Hazard do? Hazard would look, think, growl, stomp. And then he’d point out something obvious that everyone else had missed. Something that straightened out things, made the chain of events clear.

	After five minutes, Somers sighed and gave up. Whatever Hazard would have seen, Somers didn’t see it, but he still didn’t understand how nobody had seen the body. It wasn’t visible from the street, but anybody coming out of the club to use the alley would have spotted the dead woman right away.

	“That was really impressive,” Dulac said.

	Somers dead-eyed him.

	“You ever see Psych?”

	“Where’d Foley go?”

	“He’s sitting in his patrol. You ever see it? You kind of looked like Shawn. You were making this face like—” Dulac screwed his face up. “—like you were trying to take a dump, you know, and then I kept waiting for you to say something super cool.”

	Somers walked out of the alley.

	“Only you didn’t, you know. You just made that face.”

	“Carlson, please arrest him.”

	“Aww,” Carlson said with a semi-congealed grin. “He’s too cute.”

	Down the street, a black-and-white hugged the curb, the tail pipe letting out a slow drift of exhaust. Foley sat behind the wheel. Somers walked down to him, rapped on the window, and when Foley lowered it halfway, said, “Anything else you noticed?”

	“Witch-titty weather.”

	“Thanks. Which way did the garbage guys come?”

	“They got the dumpster from that CBD oil shop. That was the last one they touched before they spotted the vic.”

	“And the baseball bat?”

	“In the Pretty Pretty’s dumpster.”

	“Thank God they didn’t get this far. Nothing else?”

	“Bunch of used rubbers,” Foley said. “I’ve heard of a cum dumpster, but for fuck’s sake.”

	“Yeah?” Dulac said. “Funny. I didn’t think you’d ever seen a rubber.”

	“Drop it,” Somers said.

	“I didn’t think they made them for that tiny little pecker you’ve got.”

	“Fuck off,” Foley said, but he was grinning. Then his smile faded. “Somers, you think you could get me some OT on this? We just blew up our budget with another doctor’s visit.”

	“Yeah, I mean, as long as Cravens signs off. We need to look through all of last night’s footage from inside the club, see if the victim was inside, who she talked to, anybody suspicious. You know what I mean?”

	“Like if I see a guy carrying a baseball bat?”

	“Everybody’s a fucking comedian,” Somers said. “Check with Cravens, and Dulac will tell you where you can watch the footage.” Then Somers grinned. “But since you pulled a double and you’re still on the clock right now, why don’t you get out of the car and start knocking doors.”

	“Nobody’s here. All the businesses are closed.”

	“Won’t know that until we knock every door. Get out of the car.”

	“I had an idea,” Dulac said as they moved away from the patrol car. “If she was at the club, somebody might recognize her. Not—I mean, not the remains. But we can give the basics: female, relatively young, short blond hair, leather jacket and Megadeth tee.”

	“Ok,” Somers said. “That’s smart.”

	“Thanks.” His chest puffed up; he was grinning again.

	“I’ll make some calls, try to get some employees we can ask.”

	“Fuck yeah.”

	“Meanwhile,” Somers said, “I hear you gave Lloyd the third degree.”

	“Come on. I wanted to make sure he did it right.”

	“Yeah, I know. And that’s a good thing. But you’ve got to learn how to handle these guys. He’s twice your age and still in uniform.”

	“Yeah, because I’m great at this job.” Dulac flashed a grin. “Incredibly great, actually.”

	“Well, since you’re such an ace detective, go knock doors.”

	“Dude.”

	“Go.”

	“Bro.”

	“Go.”

	“Not cool.”

	“Yeah, well, I’ll remember that while I’m sitting in a warm car.”

	Dulac lingered a moment, head cocked. “I got it.”

	Somers sighed. He refused to ask.

	“You’re too old for Psych
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