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Chapter One

 


Murder.

Unjust.

Evil.

Necessary.

Chad was the detective who caught the killers, and
the man that permitted his boyfriend to perform such violent
acts.

He was a hypocrite, morally corrupt, and hopelessly
in love.

Whenever Romeo satisfied his need Chad couldn’t tear
his eyes away, wrapped up with his own cocktail of emotions.

Anxiety, excitement, and relief.

Relief that Romeo was quenching his thirst.

The monster in his head would reset the clock, and
the build-up to the next one would begin.

Watching his monster stalk his prey was a beautiful
thing, but when he went too long without anything, when his hunts
ended with failure, worry gnawed in the pit of Chad’s stomach, and
their peaceful life became fractured.

Romeo needed it, and when people were denied their
needs, they took desperate measures.

Graham Brennan came just in time. 

His frail hand curled into a fist on the desk,
trembling. His whole body trembled, not from fear, but age. The
grey tint to his skin, and his sunken eyes gave away his dire
condition.

In Chad’s opinion, they were months, if not weeks
away from being too late.

All Romeo’s work would’ve come to nothing, but as it
was, Graham was there. He sat at the other side of the desk to Chad
in the outbuilding which was Romeo’s lair and listened while Chad
read aloud from the most damning piece of evidence. 

Graham had murdered his wife, and her
sister. 

In his late seventies, drinking, cigarettes, and
guilt had taken their toll. It only took some gentle coaxing from
Chad for him to break down and admit to the killings. A nagging
wife, and her sister who happened to walk in unannounced.

For forty years he’d gotten away with it, and then
he came up against Romeo.

Romeo wasn’t stopped by laws, warrants, morals, or
emotion.

Some people kept mementoes, some people bragged, and
some people needed to admit their guilt to the pages of a
diary.

Graham was the latter. 

A memento keeper and a bragger had already joined
Doctor Carter in the ground.

Chad closed the diary he’d been reading from then
pushed it to one side.

“You admitted to killing them,” Chad said
softly.

Graham gestured to his ear, and Chad repeated the
question in a louder voice, flicking a glance at Romeo standing
against the wall. Graham hadn’t heard him come in and hadn’t sensed
the predator standing three meters behind him.

Chad had a sixth sense whenever Romeo was
nearby.

He felt him.

Why others couldn’t sense him the same way, he had
no idea.

Romeo’s arms were crossed, his face unreadable as he
watched, but his finger gave away his impatience. He tapped it
against his bicep. Chad’s heart responded to the beat, getting
quicker.

“Yes,” Graham whispered. He brought his shaking
hands together on the desk, showing Chad his wrists. “It’s about
time justice is served, detective.”

“Our justice is a bit different.”

Graham frowned—his eyebrows slid into the creases of
his skin. “Our?”

Romeo took his cue and strode nearer, all rippling
muscles and dark eyes.

His hair was a few shades darker
than Chad's, longer too, and having it messy around his face added
wildness to him.

He wasn't a man.

Not right then.

He was Chad’s handsome
monster.

Chad curled his fingers beneath his chair, leaning
forward to drink in the sight of euphoria spreading through
Romeo. 

Graham grunted, or cursed, or something, but Chad
couldn’t hear it with his heart booming in his ears. A small voice
screeched at the back of Chad’s head, demanding he intervene. But
it never grew louder, never became so insistent he had to
act. 

Romeo picked Graham out of the chair by his throat
and spun him away from Chad. He could see Graham over Romeo’s
shoulder, wide-eyed, and gaping, but the muscles in Romeo’s back,
shifting, tightening, were drawing Chad’s focus.

They rippled beneath his tight t-shirt.

Chad had difficulty staying put, he wanted to touch
Romeo’s muscles, paw over his strength, and tell him he was
beautiful.

Wait. He told himself to wait.

It was over in a matter of moments, Graham turned
limp in Romeo’s grip. The wet sounds that had gurgled in the back
of his throat stopped, and silence followed, so thick, Chad swore
he could hear all the hairs on his arms lifting, and the bead of
sweat rushing down his spine.

Chad waited for Romeo to reopen his dark as night
eyes to celebrate with him. They would crease with a smile as he
hurried over to claim Chad’s mouth in a forceful kiss and take his
body right there and then.

He’d done so with Doctor Carter, Julius Tipper, and
Ellie Burner. All killers. All had lived far too long in their
lavish lives without their comeuppance.

They lay side by side in the filth of the field, and
the fourth grave was open for Graham.

Chad waited, so far forward in his chair it began to
creak.

Romeo hadn’t surfaced from wherever he went inside
his skull when he killed. He stood with his hands locked around
Graham’s throat, holding his body up. Graham’s feet grazed the
floor. Small and thin, it was still impressive that Romeo could
hold him like that.

His arms didn’t even shake.

Chad’s were trembling.

He couldn’t stop the back legs of the chair lifting
from the floor.

The pressure in his crotch washed shame and arousal
through his skin. His face heated up, and he tipped forward on weak
legs, getting to his feet. Romeo had made him like this, aroused in
the face of death.

It was his fault the best sex he’d ever had was
right after he’d killed. Marc. Carter. Julius. Ellie. The wrongness
of it all added to it, shattering Chad’s sanity, before post-sex
touches, and reassurance from Romeo put it back together
again. 

“Romeo?” Chad whispered. 

He’d never been made to wait that long. He’d never
been left to brim with so many conflicting
and wrong emotions. Chad dug his teeth into his
lip, not knowing whether to run the fuck away or launch himself at
Romeo and trigger the onslaught his body knew was coming.

“Your phone…” Romeo said.

He turned, still holding Graham. Graham swung in his
grip like a ragdoll. His gaze didn’t connect with Chad, his
attention lay squarely on Graham’s greying face.

“My phone?” Chad touched his pocket and felt the
vibration. “Right…”

He slipped it out with shaking hands, silenced the
call without looking at who had interrupted them and switched it
off.

Romeo let out one long sigh from his nose and
dropped Graham to the floor. His head cracked against the concrete,
not even that killed Chad’s lust. It should have. He knew it
should’ve, but it didn’t touch on his desire for Romeo to ravish
him. 

He pushed his phone back into his pocket.
“Sorry.”

Romeo tilted his head, eyeing Graham on the floor.
The fact Romeo wasn’t looking at him started to bother Chad, it
brought forth a fresh way of emotions, each one more confusing than
the last.

Romeo’s eyebrows pinched together as he examined
Graham. “Don’t be, it’s fine.”

Chad waited, skin itchy with the need for Romeo to
touch it, but he didn’t take a step closer. He wanted his dark
eyes, and hard hands, and a kiss that was as painful as much as it
was welcome, but Romeo was too preoccupied with Graham.

Chad was damn near hyperventilating, adrift, lost
with his hand quaking as he reached. Without Romeo taking control,
he didn’t know what to do but stand there and internally rip
himself to pieces. 

He wanted to fuck, after seeing someone being
murdered?

How messed up was that?

He wanted Romeo to look at him, not Graham.

Graham had stolen him for far too long.

He was irritable that they weren’t fucking beside a
still warm corpse.

What had he become?

Romeo looked at him.

Finally looked at him.

But it was all wrong.

Chad took a step away from Romeo and dropped his
hand. The small movement was enough to wake Romeo up to the fact
Chad was in the process of imploding. 

This was wrong, so fucking wrong. 

Romeo rushed forward and grabbed Chad’s hand. He
tugged him hard until he collided with Romeo’s chest with an oomph.
“It’s all right.”

No, it wasn’t. None of it was.

Something had gone wrong.

Chad pushed off from Romeo’s chest. “How can
it—”

“Look at me.”

Romeo dropped his knees slightly, getting level with
Chad. He couldn’t see any hint of the monster, just Romeo, the same
one that had reassured him before sending him off into the night to
get Graham.

Not the monster.

Chad needed the monster.

He didn’t like being the most fucked-up one between
them, but the monster had gone and taken the darkness in Romeo’s
eyes with it.

Chad needed to have sex after his boyfriend killed
someone. How monstrous was that? Romeo had been born with his need,
but Chad had grown his over time.

“Breathe, Chad. Deep breaths.”

Chad pushed Romeo aside, bowed forward, and clutched
his knees. No vomit came. Which made it worse. He wanted to be sick
on the floor to prove his self-loathing could make him, but it
didn’t come. His cock was still half-hard, but he wished on his
life it wasn’t.

“Easy,” Romeo said, straightening him up.

“What went wrong?” Chad blurted.

Romeo threw a look back at Graham. “He’s dead—”

“Yeah, but you didn’t…”

“Didn’t what?”

Chad forced himself to swallow. “Act like
normal.”

Romeo’s face tightened with a twinge of amusement.
An open curiosity. He brushed his finger under Chad’s jaw and
lifted his chin so Chad couldn’t avoid his eyes. “Are you
disappointed I didn’t fuc—”

“Don’t.” Chad shuffled away. His heart hurt. “It was
the phone call, wasn’t it? I’m sorry. I put it on silent … I didn’t
even notice it myself. Next time I’ll turn it off.”

“It’s not the call,” Romeo said.

“Then what was it?”

“Nothing.”

“Romeo?”

“We need to get him in the ground before he starts
to stiffen up.”

He spoke in a firm tone, nailing Chad with a look.
He swallowed and conceded. Whatever it was, Romeo didn’t want to
discuss it.

Romeo had been acting strange for days. Distant,
almost, tracking empty space and spending more time with the
magpies. He talked to them and they chattered back as if they
were plotting together.

Chad had hoped the kill would help, but as he
followed Romeo, a thought occurred to him. 

Maybe the kill was the
problem. 

Romeo heaved Graham up and onto his back. Chad
followed him out.

The late February air brushed against Chad’s neck
and made his teeth chatter. Romeo didn’t appear affected by the
cold. Rocks marked the graves, not for sentimental reasons, but to
ensure they didn’t accidentally dig up an occupied spot. While Chad
was off collecting Graham, Romeo had been digging the grave in the
near frozen earth.

They lowered Graham into the ground together and
began shoveling dirt on top of him. Chad’s skin prickled with
awareness. He knew Romeo was looking at him, but when he looked
back it was too dark to see his face.

His eyes though…

The light from the house reflected off his eyes
making them flash each time he glanced at Chad and away again.

Beautiful but deadly.

They filled the grave in silence, growing dirtier
and sweatier. 

Chad stuck his spade in the ground, leaned against
it, and searched for the right words. “Even predators have to eat
scraps now and again to get by.”

Romeo stopped and looked at Chad for a few moments.
“Do you think they enjoy eating scraps?”

“I think if they’re hungry, yes. It doesn’t matter
where the food is from, or the condition it’s in, or whether it’s
been chomped on a bit before.”

“Sure about that?”

“If it’s between life and death, yes. Food is
food.”

Chad resumed shoveling. Romeo’s eyes gleamed,
unblinking as they stayed glued to Chad. He couldn’t dwell on what
Romeo was thinking, it was too dark to see his expression and he
was an expert at hiding his feelings outside of murder and love.
Chad didn’t know if he even had any outside the two extremes.

“Do you think the predator you speak of would prefer
fresh meat it catches in the moment or the old, forgotten meat it
finds mashed up in the grass?”

“It would eat whatever was available to
survive—”

“I wasn’t asking about survival, I was asking about
preference.”

“Fine. The fresh meat.”

Romeo nodded. “As you said though, it would eat if
it was hungry, and hope for a more satisfying kill later.”

More satisfying kill
later.

Were the bodies in the ground only unsatisfying
appetizers? 

“Why are we talking about old
and fresh meat?” Romeo asked. “Surely dinner wasn’t that
bad.”

“No bias, that’s what you’ve
always said.”

“I know, and I stick by
it—”

“What happened
then?”

“Nothing.”

“The monster went
away.” Chad’s spade struck a rock.

The metallic ringing faded into silence.

They looked at each other. 

Romeo dropped his spade and moved around the grave
to get closer. “Chad…”

“What went wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“You took forever to look at me—”

“Thirty seconds.”

“It felt like forever, and when you did the monster
wasn’t there. It had gone.”

“I got preoccupied.”

“With what?”

“A thought. I promise there’s nothing for you to
worry about.”

 Romeo held out his hand.

Chad hesitated, before dropping his spade and
linking their fingers. Romeo raised the back of Chad’s hand to his
lips and gave it a lingering kiss.

“I’m sorry I let you down tonight.”

Chad scrunched up his face.

Romeo tilted his head. “I’m sorry I didn’t fuck you
in the way you’ve been accustomed to after a kill.”

“We’re so … wrong,” Chad shook his head, and tried
to retrieve his hand, but Romeo didn’t release him. He led Chad
back towards the house, where it was warm and cozy and free of
death.

“You will tell me what’s been bothering you,
right?”

“Nothing’s bothering me.”

Chad dragged his feet. “Romeo.”

“I will.” Romeo sighed. “First, let’s go
inside.”

Romeo demanded Chad take off his boots. Chad scolded
Romeo for leaving a muddy handprint on the wall. The kitchen held
the scent of spices, the living room sofas overflowed with cushions
and blankets.

The sheets on the beds were clean, scented candles
perfumed the whole of the upstairs. 

Romeo pulled Chad into the bedroom, but stopped him
when he tried to dart into the bathroom. “No…”

Chad protested weakly, fighting, but not fighting.
He surrendered too quickly for genuine fear and allowed Romeo to
push him against the wall. The only dirt in the house came from
them. Muddy clothes, sweaty bodies, broken minds.

“Can I make it up to you now?” Romeo whispered
against Chad’s neck. 

“I think…” Chad swallowed. “I think the moment’s
passed.”

“And I think you’re a … person that repeatedly tells
mistruths, four letters.”

“That’s a lazy clue. You’re losing your edge.”

Romeo hummed. “Well, I’m rather distracted.”

Chad’s eyes slid shut and he sighed as Romeo began
kissing his throat. Romeo’s lips were warm, his tongue hot.
Resisting either was a futile exercise.

Chad’s hips burned where Romeo had hold of him.

Romeo smirked before kissing down Chad’s shirt,
dropping to his knees and stopping at the top of his black pants.
Romeo insisted Chad wear his detective clothes—jacket, tie, shirt,
and pants.

He’d removed the jacket while shoveling dirt, but
everything else remained the same, no longer crisp, but wrinkled,
wet with sweat, dirty with mud, and stained with arousal.

“My broken detective…” Romeo opened Chad’s pants and
shot a wicked look Chad’s way. “Moment’s passed?”

He yanked Chad’s boxers down so fast he gasped with
shock. His cock swung free, as hard as it had been in the
outhouse. 

“Watching me kill really does get you going, doesn’t
it?”

Chad licked his lips. “It’s your fault.”

“How’s that?”

He didn’t reply out loud, but in his head, the
answer echoed. It was the best sex of his life full of confusion
and conflict and an earth-shattering climax. Not to mention Romeo
looked so fucking sexy while he did it.

Chad thrust his hips and caught Romeo on the chin
with his cock.

He laughed, rubbing his skin as if the impact had
hurt. 

“Stop being so…” Romeo quirked an eyebrow. “Nine
letters, restl—”

“No, please no crossword clues, I can’t think right
now.”

Romeo ran his open mouth along Chad’s cock while it
bobbed. Chad could feel Romeo’s smirks against it, but he was too
turned on to care. As long as it ended up in his mouth, he could
mock and shame all he wanted, but crossword clues—no. 

“You want this?”

“Of course I do.”

“Then stop being so … nine letters, restless in
desires.”

Chad tried to think, but Romeo was mouthing at his
cock, never taking it in, only touching it with slack lips.

“Come on, Chad.”

He swallowed, rolling his hips, forcing a brain cell
to spark in his head. “Impatient. Stop being so impatient.”

“Good, very good.”

Romeo took him to the back of his throat in one deep
suck. Chad sighed. His knees gave out a little and he grabbed onto
Romeo’s hair. When he tugged it he could smell sweat, mud, and the
still night air. The bed was made behind him, clean white sheets,
and comfortable pillows, yet Chad found he liked the ache in his
spine where he was against the wall and the smell of outdoors
invading him with every breath. 

Romeo’s stubbled jaw scratched against the tops of
his thighs as he sucked him again and again, driving him closer to
the uncomfortable climax. 

He pulled back with a wet slurp and gazed up at
Chad. He saw it then, the darkness studying him, drinking in his
reaction. Chad panted, still impatient with desire, but not willing
to push the monster’s mouth onto him.

It wasn’t the first time Chad wondered what was
going on inside his head. Romeo’s brow shifted and fluttered as if
he contemplated a question, but he never asked it. After a minute
of Chad clinging on, Romeo smiled like he knew the answer, like he
worked it out, and turned his attention back to Chad’s
cock. 

Nerves tickled in Chad’s stomach, but he didn’t ask,
wasn’t sure he wanted to know and Romeo didn’t unburden his
thoughts. He was content to keep them for now.

 The only sound that came from him was wet when
he shoved two of his fingers into his mouth. He sucked off the mud,
never breaking eye contact, but lowering his lids as if he enjoyed
the taste of the field. 

He pulled them out clean, the rest of his hand was
still filthy. He let Chad see before brushing his hand against
Chad’s inner thigh and testing the firmness of his hole.

Chad stood up on his tiptoes, like that would save
him. Not that he wanted to be saved. Romeo stroked him. His wet
fingers were heaven and he found himself sinking down on them,
tempting them to break the barrier.

Romeo pushed in. 

Chad’s hiss morphed into a whimper when Romeo began
sucking him again. His two fingers worked their way inside,
creeping close to their goal while his thumb pressed on Chad’s
perineum, pushing it higher, aiding his fingers on the inside.
Romeo toyed with Chad’s prostate, stroking it so gently he went
lightheaded.  

Romeo took his mouth away. “One question…”

Chad struggled to breathe, his calves shook, and his
thighs clenched. “What is it?”

He tipped his head back and panted so loud and fast
he couldn’t cling to the air in his lungs. 

“Would you kill for me?”

Romeo dragged his fingers against Chad’s prostate
and he saw stars. 

“Yes,” Chad whispered. “You know I would.”

Romeo returned with his mouth, sucking Chad
deep.

“Fuck, Romeo!”

Chad flooded Romeo’s mouth in forceful pulses and
slipped down the wall impaling himself deeper as he groaned.

His surrender was absolute, and Romeo knew it.

Weeks of build-up, twenty-four hours of foreplay
before he collected Graham then what felt like an hour of sexual
torture in the outhouse.

Romeo had a need, but so did Chad. 

“Feeling better?” 

It took Chad a minute to answer. No matter how many
times Romeo told him he could be honest with him about anything, it
still made him uncomfortable to say his thoughts out loud, to hear
them leave his lips.

“Yes.”

It was the most he could manage. 

Romeo smiled. “Good.” 

He spun Chad around and pushed him onto the bed.

The bed they were about to make very dirty.


Chapter Two

 


Chad forced his eyes open at the sound of buzzing.
He reached out a hand just as another snaked around his chest and
held him tight.

“I’ve got to get it.” He mumbled into his pillow.
The arm around him tightened and pulled him away from the
buzzing.

“It’s 3:00 in the morning,” Romeo growled against
his neck. He sunk his teeth in as he drew Chad into his chest,
making him shiver.

“Which means it’s probably important.”

“What’s more important than me?”

“Nothing, but…”

“Duty calls.” Romeo sighed as he released Chad and
shuffled upright. He leaned against the headboard as Chad answered
the call.

Chad didn’t have a chance to say hello, the niceties
weren’t needed in his profession, and the DI’s grim voice confirmed
what he’d suspected.

“We’ve got a body. Ally is on her way to get
you.”

The DI didn’t waste words on greetings, or goodbyes.
Chad dropped the phone on the bed and rubbed the sleep out of his
eyes. “I’ve got to get ready.”

He slipped off the side of the bed, swaying slightly
as he made his way to the closet.

“Don’t forget your thermals,” Romeo said. “It’s
cold.”

Chad rolled his eyes and shoved on a thermal
t-shirt. “Satisfied?”

“I’ll only be satisfied when you come back to
bed.”

He picked out a clean shirt, and a pair of ironed
pants while yawning into the back of his hand. Romeo shuffled back
down the bed and spread out with a satisfied groan.

“Don’t rub it in,” Chad said. 

“I’m not,” Romeo smirked, curling the duvet around
him while Chad shivered as he pulled his clothes on. 

He slipped into the bathroom, slapped water on his
face, scrubbed his teeth, and gave himself a faint coating of
deodorant. When he returned to the bedroom, Romeo was nestled in
the duvet, making a noise close to a purr.

“You’re cruel.”

“Positively evil.”

Chad spotted a clump of dirt on the floor and
crouched down to grab it. His phone buzzed as Ally triggered one of
the camera sensors.

“My ride’s here,” Chad said, standing up with the
clump of the field in the palm of his hand. “Kiss goodbye?”

“Obviously,” Romeo smirked, leaning up, mouth at the
ready.

Chad leaned in to kiss him while smearing his dirty
hand through Romeo’s hair. He pulled away with a smile and returned
to kiss Romeo on the nose.

“Did you just … did you put something in my
hair?”

“Enjoy your lie-in,” Chad said, before rushing out
the door. Romeo cursed and pursued him, but a knock at the front
door forced him to retreat to the bedroom with a scowl and the
threat of punishment later.

Chad opened the door. “Hey.”

Ally frowned. A purple scarf was wrapped around her
mouth, continuing her obsession with the color. A purple hue to her
hair and thick framed purple glasses weren’t enough apparently. She
pressed down the top of her scarf to speak to him. “Hey … you’re
smiling.”

“What?”

“It’s 3:00 in the morning, it’s fucking freezing.
We’ve just been called out to see a body, and you’re smiling…”

The adrenaline in Chad’s system took the edge off
the chill.

“I’m not smiling because of any of that.” Chad took
a step towards the car, but paused when Ally didn’t follow him.
“What’s wrong?”

“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

Chad shot panicked glance at the house. “No, I don’t
think so.”

“The door, Chad.” Ally rolled her eyes. “You can’t
leave it unlocked.”

“Right. Yeah.” He rushed over and locked it, but
Ally continued to stare at him. 

“Give me a break,” He shrugged, “it’s 3:00 in the
morning and it’s freezing.”

Ally tutted. “Did you remember to brush your teeth
and change your underwear?”

“Very funny.” Chad strode over to the passenger side
and looked at Ally across the top of the car. “Let’s hear it
then.”

Ally huffed and hurried over. She flung open her
door, and Chad did the same just as she began talking. “Officially,
we have a deceased male dumped in shrubbery in a layby on the
A505.”

“And unofficially?”

She started the car and then took off down the
track. “Justin Fen has been found. He’s not been formally
identified yet, but from what the DI said, the description matches,
and he’s wearing the clothes he went out in.”

Chad nodded. “Cause of death?”

“Nothing obvious. It would be really handy if an axe
was embedded in his skull, but unfortunately not this time.”

“Found by?”

“A trucker who pulled up at the side of the road for
a piss.”

Chad grimaced. “Nice.”

“Gave him the fright of his life I imagine.” Ally
turned right at the end of the road. “So, Justin Fen. What do you
know?”

“He went out clubbing Saturday night at The
Desperado, didn’t return home, and was reported missing by his flat
mate the next day. His face is all over social media, spreading
locally, but there’s been no sightings.”

“He hadn’t even been gone long enough for it to be
deemed a missing persons case. Now it’s murder.”

“Unless…”

Chad leapt forward in his seat at the new voice. He
clutched his chest and swung around to look into the
back. 

Josh chuckled under his breath. Even in the darkened
backseat, his blond hair shone, and his eyes sparkled. Chad cursed
himself for not noticing he was there. Josh wasn’t exactly small.
His huge build took up most of the seats.

“Didn’t mean to startle you.”

“That’s exactly what you meant to do, and you did.”
Chad glanced at Ally. “You could’ve warned me Josh was in the
back.”

“It was more entertaining to watch him scare the
shit out of you.”

Josh beamed. “Almost as scary as taking a piss by
the side of the road and finding a body.”

“Inappropriate.” Ally shook her head. “But
true.”

“Unless what?” Chad sighed.

He stiffened at both Ally and Josh’s eyes on
him.

“Josh, you were questioning whether it was murder or
not? Unless what?”

“Oh. That. Justin went missing after a night out at
The Desperado. I go there sometimes, and it’s not cheap. It’s ten
quid for a pint, and I swear they water it down—”

“Stick to the topic.” Ally said, flashing her eyes
at him through the mirror.

“Right. So it’s expensive, Justin’s short on funds,
so rather than pay for a taxi, he decides to walk home fifteen
miles, has a heart attack, and takes a tumble into the bushes.”

“No one does that.” 

“My uncle had a heart attack.”

Ally threw Chad a frustrated look. “Not the heart
attack. I mean, the walking fifteen miles home after a night
out.”

“I’ve done it.”

“You live less than a mile from The Desperado! He’s
been found fifteen miles away, in the opposite direction to his
home.”

“He could’ve been confused. Walked the wrong
way.”

“For fifteen miles.” Ally groaned, “Chad, could
you…”

He nodded and took over talking to Josh. “It’s a
busy stretch of road. Someone would have seen him if he walked
along it for any length of time.”

“It was a good theory, though, right?”

“One of the best you’ve come up with.”

“Which isn’t saying much.” Ally muttered. 

“We’re not ruling it out.” Chad blurted. “It’s
plausible, Josh. Good work.”

“Thanks, Chad.” He leaned into his seat with a
pleased sigh. “That means a lot.”

****

Ally steered around the road closed sign before
coming to a stop in front of a police blockade. “What the hell?”
she hissed, bringing down the window. 

An officer ducked his head into the car. He lifted
the top of his jumper to cover his mouth and nose. “You can’t get
any closer.”

Chad peered ahead and fixed his sight on the two
white tents. A figure walked out of one of the tents, wearing a
head-to-toe protective suit. 

It was the addition of the mask that had Chad
tugging on Ally’s arm.

“They’re wearing respirators.” Chad leaned past Ally
to speak to the officer. “Why are they wearing respirators?”

“They think there’s some kind of chemical on the
body. A few officers have reported feeling disorientated, and the
truck driver complained of a headache and a sore throat. It’s
precautionary, but just in case it’s more sinister, no closer.”

Josh stuck his head between the seats. “Can you
smell that?”

Ally shuddered. “I don’t want to smell anything that
comes out of your body.”

“No, not me.” He pointed to the open window. “Out
there. Can’t you smell it?”

Chad took a deep breath. His nose twitched at the
scent on the wind, sweet, and cloggy, not the normal smell of death
he was accustomed to when visiting a crime scene.

Ally widened her eyes and brought up the window.
“Poison?”

The officer moved away, still using his jumper to
cover himself. 

“It can’t be that potent, that officer would be
dead.” Chad pointed out. 

Ally raised her eyebrow. “When he collapses, you can
volunteer to drag him in here.”

“Poison.” Josh’s breath caught. “We’ve not had a
poisoner before.”

“What happened to you thinking Justin decided to
walk home and had a heart attack in a bush?”

“That was a stupid idea. I don’t know why I let Chad
convince me it wasn’t.”

“Yep, blame it on me.” Chad sighed.

“The DI’s calling me.” Ally announced, before
answering the phone. “We’re here, but behind the blockade… Yeah.
Okay. We’ll meet you there. The driver? Okay. I understand.”

She snapped her phone shut, and slid it into her
pocket.

“What is that?” Josh asked.

“Huh?”

“That thing you call a phone. It folds in half, and
looks ancient.”

“What did the DI say?” Chad asked, bringing Ally’s
focus back onto him. 

 “The truck driver and the officers first on
scene have been sent to the hospital to be checked over. The DI has
ordered the body to be moved to the mortuary as soon as possible,
but the road is to remain closed for the rest of the day. We’ve
been ordered back to the station.”

She spun the car around, narrowly avoiding the
officer by the blockade who retaliated by flipping her off in the
mirror.

“What the hell is his problem?” Ally huffed.

Chad shrugged. “Maybe you almost killing him has
something to do with that finger he’s holding up.”

“So what do you think? A Russian spy?” Josh said.
“This could be MI5 … or MI6 territory? Is there an MI7?”

“Let’s wait until we get to the station.” Ally spoke
through her teeth.

“Two spies up against each other, settling a
score.”

“Josh…” Chad warned.

“Maybe over a woman. There’s always a woman involved
when they’re spies.”

“Could be a man.” Chad suggested.

“Don’t encourage him.” Ally shook her head. “The
more he talks, the more tempted I am to crash this car.”

“I’m only speculating.”

“Wait until we’re at the station, and we learn
something of use. Then we begin investigating, not
speculating.”

Josh slumped into his seat and stared sulkily out of
the window. “I was only thinking out loud.”

“Well, don’t. Thinking is supposed to be done inside
your own skull to spare the rest of us endless drivel.”

“Ally,” Chad said. 

She pressed her lips together, keeping in the rest
of her thoughts. Josh slipped from the middle seat to the one
behind Chad and rested his elbow against the window. He huffed
at the glass, and drew an unhappy face with his finger.

Chad had nicknamed Josh The Pup in his head.
He was thirty-two, but relatively new to being a homicide
detective. Eager to please, endless energy with a tendency to say
whatever was on his mind with no further thought.

Ally was the Old Dog full of aches and pains
that were easily aggravated. She didn’t gossip, she built solid
theories and grew grumpier in the presence of an excitable young
detective.

Chad couldn’t pinpoint when it happened, but The
Pup and the Old Dog had become more than just his work
colleagues, they were his closest friends, and when they sulked, it
put him on edge.

He gave Ally the look. The one that said she’d
crossed a line. She mouthed curses and denials at him before
slumping and huffing at the steering wheel.

“I’m sorry for snapping at you, Josh.” 

Josh shimmied over to the middle seat. “I’m sorry
for … speculating.”

Chad sighed. “We’re all good, but Josh, seriously,
put your belt on. You’re making me nervous.”

“Aww, you care if I die.” 

“Real life is not one of those video games you
love,” Ally said. “There are no second chances.” 

Josh tugged it around his chest. “Okay, mum and dad.
It’s on. Happy?”

“Far from it.” Ally muttered.

“Hey,” Josh shoved his head between the seats and
turned to Chad. “You’ll never guess what.”

Chad raised his eyebrow. “What?”

“She wrote back to me.”

Ally groaned. “Are we really discussing your love
life on the way to the station? There’s been a murder.”

“A potential murder,” Josh corrected. “We can’t make
any assumptions until we start investigating.”

“Smart ass.”

“And there is a murder every day. We’re homicide
detectives … if we can’t squeeze in conversations about our lives
on the drives, when can we?”

Chad leaned past Josh to look at Ally. “He’s got you
there.”

“Fine.” Ally huffed. “This woman wrote you a
letter?”

“A letter? We’re not living in the
eighteen-hundreds. I tagged her in a post, and she replied.”

“Christ,” Ally muttered. “Is that how the young
court each other nowadays? Pissing on posts and waiting for a lady
friend to piss back. Like dogs.”

“Old dog,” Chad whispered.

“What did you say?” Ally snapped.

“Josh wasn’t courting a lady friend, he was chatting
up a video character.”

“You’ve completely lost me now.”

Josh stretched out his neck and rubbed his newly
done tattoo. One arm was dedicated to a computer game character.
“Sonya. I tagged her in a post—”

“What did the post say?” Chad asked.

“Oh, it was just about how much I was in love with
her, and that I wish she was real.”

“And what did she say back?”

“That she was real…”

Ally shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re a
detective.”

Josh shrunk back and shrugged. “It made my day.”

“A fictional character claiming she was real made
your day?”

“Yeah. I’ve been playing that video game since I was
fifteen. I think Sonya was my first proper crush. No girlfriend has
compared.”

“This gets sadder and sadder,” Ally said.

“She’s like my hero.” Josh frowned. “No. She
is my hero.”

Ally flashed a glance a Chad. “And the sadness level
has peaked.”

“That’s because you don’t have a hero.”

“I do. Two words. Jack. Daniels.”

“Yeah, well, that makes sense.”

“Cheeky bastard.”

Chad raised his hands, playing peacemaker. “Let’s
calm it down—”

“If this Sarah character asked you to jump off a
cliff, would you do it?”

“Her name is Sonya.” Josh folded his arms. “And yes,
I probably would. You have to do that on one of the levels, and
everything works out. I trust her.”

“You trust a fictional character?”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“I’m done,” Ally said. “Chad, take over.”

“So soon?”

“Yes. There’s only so much
of that I can handle. I need to zone him
out.”

Chad smiled and looked at Josh through the mirror.
“Come on then, you’ve got to show me. Otherwise, I’ll never know if
you’re making it up or not.”

Josh tugged out his phone and handed it over. Chad
wrinkled his nose up at the picture of Sonya, wearing very
little, sprawled out on a mountaintop surrounded by snow. She had
massive purple eyes, a minuscule nose, and pouty red lips. “All the
pictures and you picked that one?”

“She looks hot.”

“She looks cold.”

Josh took the phone back. “Well, that’ll be the
snow.”

“Christ.” Ally hissed through her teeth. “You know
what, I prefer murder speculation to this.”

“You don’t have anything to share from your day
off?” Chad asked.

Ally drummed her fingers against the steering wheel.
“I made a very good casserole if I do say so myself.”

Josh stifled a laugh on the backseat. Chad
tried not to gag.

“I didn’t think it would taste nice, considering the
ingredients.”

“Which were?” Chad asked.

“Chicken, carrots, pickled onions, and olives.”

“That sounds…” He hummed and turned to the
window.

“It was lovely,” Ally said. “And I’ll bring in a
Tupperware box of some for you to try tomorrow.”

“That won’t be necessary.”

“I don’t care if it’s necessary or not, it’s
happening and you will eat it, and you will tell me it was
enjoyable.”

Josh shoved the back of Chad’s seat. “Come on, your
turn.”

“My turn.”

“What did you do on your day off?”

Chad looked across the darkened fields. 

On his day off, he flashed his ID badge and
collected a killer.

He brought Graham back to the outhouse and read
extracts from his diary until he broke down and confessed to
killing his wife, and her sister.

Then Romeo killed him.

He’d held him up by the throat and left his feet
dangling in the air. The memory was both grotesque and
impressive. 

Chad swallowed as he thought of Romeo’s back muscles
tightening, stretching, pulling under his show of strength.

Then he shuddered at the memory of Romeo leaving him
to stew with his conflictions for too long. One emotion
still felt raw and unsettling. It had bubbled up from the pit of
his stomach, and grew fiercer as Romeo ignored him.

“Chad!”

“Huh?” He turned back to Ally. “Yeah?”

“What did you do yesterday?”

“I just,” he lifted one of his shoulders and dropped
it again, “relaxed.”

“Relaxed?” Josh asked. “Is that your word for jerked
off?”

The car swerved. “What the hell, Josh?” Ally
barked.

“Just asking.”

“I slept. Ate. Watched some TV.” Chad answered.

“How depressing. Kinda wish you did jerk off.”

Ally glared at Josh in the mirror. “If you say those
words one more time, Josh, I’ll drive this car into a ditch.”

“Chad found it funny.”

Chad’s lips twitched. “Maybe a little.”

“Yeah, but we all know Chad has lost his mind.” Ally
shot a smile Chad’s way.

“And I thought I hid it so well.”

“Not well enough from me.”

“There’s no hiding from an old dog.”

Ally’s mouth dropped open. “What did you just call
me?”

“Nothing.”

Josh snorted. “It could’ve been worse. He could’ve
said old bitc—”

“I’m warning you.” Ally said, curling her fingers
around the wheel.

“Okay, okay,” Josh leaned back. “But seriously,
Chad? You did nothing yesterday… I called you to see if you wanted
to hang out.”

“Sorry. I missed it.”

“Apology not accepted, and I’m buying you a games
console for your birthday by the way.” 

“And I’m buying you a cookbook,” Ally added, “or
better yet, some cooking lessons. You might meet someone.”

“He might meet someone gaming, too.”

“Someone real,” Ally replied. “Not like Sarah.”

“Sonya. She is real…”

Chad held up his hand before they could start
arguing again. “Thanks for the offer, but I don’t want a games
console or cooking lessons. I’m happy, relaxing.”

“On your own?” Josh asked.

“Yes.” Chad nodded. “On my own.”

“With one hand or two?”

Ally twisted around lightning fast to scowl at Josh
in the back. “What did I say!”

Chad tried to stop his smile. Detectives. They’d all
partially lost their minds. It came with the territory.
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